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			Prologue

			Many years ago, the kingdom of Autem came to the new land. Being a kingdom so big in numbers, they had the military power to take control of the land. None of the other three major kingdoms in the land, Gresham, Nalaryia, and Leonkam, could hope to challenge Autem and take the land back.

			 Alone that is. Led by Leonkam, the three kingdoms stood together and rebelled to end the reign of Autem in the new land. Knowing they were beat, Autem signed a peace treaty. This allied the four kingdoms and together they made a force that would stand up to any outsiders that would look to conquer the land. They have ruled together dominantly for many years. This is where our story begins. 

		

	
		
			Richard

			I am a Hayward. From a long line of Haywards, actually. My family has been the first family of Gresham for generations. My uncle ruled as king during the war against Autem, but that was a long time ago now. Since then, he has passed on and now Gresham’s new king is his son, my cousin Timothy.

			He is far too young to wear the crown. In fact, without the help of my father guiding him, I doubt the kingdom would last a week. My father Bruce is the military general and adviser to King Timothy. In short, he runs the show. I have been training under my father all my life. As a member of the royal family from birth I was expected to have daily swordsmanship training as well as learning the ins and outs of politics between the kingdoms . . . ugh, a subject that always bored me. I did love the competition of sword fighting, but as I got older and the reality that winning a sword fight meant someone would most likely lose their life set in, it just wasn’t as much fun.

			Speaking of which, I’m late for today’s training. Time to throw on the armor and get on with the day, I guess. I begin the process of strapping up my steel set with green cloth draped over the neck, the color of Gresham. Helmet in my hand I rush down the stairs from my quarters. I cut through the castle’s kitchens, it’s the fastest way to the yard. I know I’m running late but it smells so good I wonder if I have time for a quick breakfast.

			I push through and make it to the yard. A lot of bodies occupying it at the moment, the whole army in fact, other than those on guard duty. And standing in front of them all, my father. Everyone else is hard at work already. Nothing else to do but walk up to my dad and try to explain why I’m late, if I even get the chance.

			“Son,” my dad says upon seeing me. I try to be quick with my response before the lecture I’m sure is coming begins.

			“Father, I have a great excuse for why I’m late . . . again . . . it’s a funny story actually! You’re going to laugh.”

			“Oh, no need, my boy,” he said with a grin on his face, “but, as you can see, everyone else already has a sparring partner for the day . . . looks like you’ll be paired up with Ridge.”

			Well, if I was hoping for a light day, it looks like I’m out of luck. Ridge, who I have the unfortunate obligation to train with for the day, is by far the biggest man in our army. The top of his bald head stands just short of seven feet tall, and he is seemingly wide as a bull. Most men would probably be scared of him. But not me, I know what I’m capable of.

			I turn and face Ridge. “Draw your sword, best we get to it,” I say.

			He does just that and draws. After a brief moment, he charges in. Not surprisingly, a guy his size is used to being the strongest in most battles. He’s expecting his opponent to back up in fear, but I won’t play his game. I stand my ground. While I’m not nearly as big as him, I would like to think I’m a pretty strong guy, let’s hope I’m strong enough block this strike. Our blades hit hard. He put a lot into that swing. With any luck I can get him to gas himself out. To do that I’m going to want to hurt his pride. Attacking straight on is a no go but I bet with some good timing I can knock him off his feet. I swing high and intentionally slow, expecting a counterstrike. Ridge ducks swiftly and lunges forward at me. Just in time, I roll off. Avoiding his blade, I quickly place my foot behind his heel. I take my forearm and shove it in his chest with a healthy amount of force behind it. That knocks him off his feet and puts him on his ass.

			“Shame,” I say, “I was hoping for more of a challenge.” He hops up just as fast as he fell, just as I knew he would. He looks angrier this time so my words of encouragement must have worked. He raises his blade and I takes a deep breath getting ready to weather the storm. He starts his attack. Though it’s not easy, I put all I have into blocking strike after strike until, finally, Ridge lets up. I’m breathing hard but it’s easy to tell he’s more tired than I am. Time to finish this. I swing high and Ridge reacts by putting his sword over his head to block it. However, a well-timed knee to his gut takes out what little air he had left and puts him to his knee.

			“Okay, okay . . . You win, I yield,” said Ridge gasping for a breath. Not a bad fight after all. I reach out my hand to help him up. After all, there’s no hard feelings, it’s just training.

			“Good, good.” I hear my father’s voice. “You have a natural strategic mind. Now if you would put more effort into being someone these men can respect, it would get you much farther when they are under your command.” As if I needed to be reminded that after my father I am next in line to serve. As general, nonetheless, a job that I don’t even know if I want. The thought of men’s lives hanging on the choices I make is a lot of pressure to say the least. But that’s something I won’t have to worry about for a long while. I mean I am just now twenty-two years old. Not to mention we’re at peace times and, even if we got attacked, the combined force of the four kingdoms makes even the strongest armies look weak. No, my dad will be general for a long while.

			Still, it’s not hard to see how similar my father and I are, and he seems to love the gig. We even look alike. We have the same light brown hair, blue eyes, and are of the same build. Both around a height a couple inches away from six feet, with a more broad base to our frames. He does however have a goatee growing in that I am not a fan of.

			“It’s time you take on more responsibly,” he says. “As you know, I attend the meeting with the other three kingdoms in place of Timothy. But this time, I am choosing to send you instead. Get ready for your trip to Leonkam.”

		

	
		
			Alistair

			“Four kings in charge of one land. Have you ever heard of such a bloody thing?” I yell out in my throne room to anyone who will listen. Everyone in the room should listen, I am their king after all. When I start a rant, they better pay attention like their lives depend on it. After all, it very well could.

			“Why can’t the whole world follow the same laws as Leonkam? After all, do you think I have this crown sit atop my head because lesser men signed a paper declaring me their king? No! I am your king because not a single one of you would dare try to take this crown off me. I am the strongest, so I am your leader. This has been the Leonkam way for all of time.”

			In the coming days, speakers from the other three kingdoms will be here to meet with me, Alistair Godwin. At least it is my kingdom’s turn to host the meeting. It’s bad enough I have to break bread with men I know to be inferior but having to leave Leonkam would be the rotten cherry on top. I suppose this is not without its rewards, however. After all, as a king I am forced to think of my people. They are the reason I agreed to peace. Doing what is in my people’s best interest will always be a no brainer. Even if it means playing nice with the filth from Autem.

			“Sir, there is a local woman at the castle door requesting a word with you. Should I tell her to leave?”

			The man talking is a knight from my guard named Steven. I know him well as I’ve taken the time to know every man in my guard well.

			“No, send her in. I have little else occupying me at the moment,” I say. With a nod Steven goes to retrieve the woman. I stare down the long hall of my throne room watching as the door opens at the end. Then walks in this woman who looks as if she had been battling longer than I. Her red ratty dress went down to her old shoes that had a spilt at the sole. Her hair was blonde and matted.

			“So?” I say, “What have you come to request of me today?”

			“Food, my king,” she said with a quiver in her voice.

			“Yet you appear to have no handicap. Why is it you must ask me for food instead of working for it yourself?”

			“My king, I clean the marketplace for what little coin I have. This request is not for me, but for my child. I buy food for him and try to keep a roof over his head, but I can’t afford much . . . and he has grown so skinny.”

			“I see . . . you are a mother doing the job of both a mother and a father.” Normally, I would rant. I would tell her this kingdom is a place where you earn what you get. A beautiful place where you are as successful as how hard you’re willing to work. But none of that applies here; this woman’s hard work is put toward making sure her child is successful. That should be rewarded. Then again maybe I am just getting softer with age as I am now a man nearing his fifties.

			“You make your kingdom proud. People with drive to take care of their own like you have is why this kingdom is great . . . Sir Steven, see to it that a bore is delivered to this woman.”

			“Thank you! I am forever grateful, my king.”

			With a nod, I send her on her way. I think I did the right thing. As she’s walking out, I smell a faint scent of smoke. From outside the window, clear as ever, I can see the cause. Leonkam’s stables up in flames . . . .

		

	
		
			Neal

			Crickets. The sound is loud as ever, come nightfall here in Nalaryia. I love that sound, it’s when I do my best work. Tonight, I am in the bushes staring at the good-sized hut of a well-off man named Roman Cooper. Roman decided that even though he could afford it, he was going to rob a local merchant. Said the man looked at him wrong. Unluckily for him, I am an enforcer of the law here in Nalaryia, so I’m paying him a visit this fine evening. I blend in well. My armor is almost all black, other than the blue shoulder pads as to represent the color of Nalaryia.

			Tonight’s visit is long overdue for Roman. You see, in addition to being just an all-around bad guy, Roman is a slave owner, a horrible practice that he gets away with due to the laws of our kingdom. You see, twenty years ago Nalaryia passed a law that ended slavery as a request from the King of Gresham at the time. The deal was made to keep the peace. But the King of Nalaryia decided to puff his chest out. So, the law was made that all existing slaves remain, however, no citizen of the kingdom would be born into slavery from that point on.

			Which explains why I have such a vested interest in people like Roman. I wait for them to slip up and break the law, then I go after them and in the end people go free.

			Alright, I’ve been staking this place out for hours and, as far as I can tell, he’s alone. Seems like his slaves are asleep in his small stable. Time to move in. Easy enough to slip in the back window. Sneaking through this guy’s home, watching every step. I can’t take the risk of him running. 

			Alright. He should be sleeping. All I need to do is open his wooden bedroom door. Here’s to hoping the door doesn’t squeak. I open it as slowly as possible . . . all clear and I’m in. He’s in bed sleeping all right. The closest exit is a window to the right of the bed. Better stand in front of it to block his escape. He’ll be easier to catch if he runs for the door, because he’d never make it there in time. After all, I am known as “the fastest sword in the land” for a reason. Alright, here goes nothing.

			I draw my sword and point it at him. “Roman Cooper!” I loudly announce. His eyes dart open and a look of confusion covers his face.

			“I find you guilty of assault and robbery!” I say.

			“What the hell are you doing breaking into my hut! You must know who I am!”

			“I know alright! You’re slave-owning trash.”

			“Ah. I understand now, there’s been talk of someone going after the remaining slave owners. Don’t think I don’t know who you are. ‘The fastest sword in the land.’ What did you think was going to happen here? I have well enough money to get out of jail, and I’ll just come right back to my slaves, and YOU. Well, I’ll come back to your head hanging ON MY WALL . . . Neal Greyson,” he spits.

			His smug look lets me know he truly believes he’s in no danger. 

			“That may be true . . . but you’re not going to jail.”

			I raise my sword and the smug look leaves his face.

			“What? No! you can’t!”

			“I can. After all, you attacked me. I was just here to make an arrest. At least, that’s how everyone will remember it.”

			“I have money . . . I’ll give it to you . . . as much as you want!”

			Funny how fast a tune can change when a man has his back against a wall. With one swift motion, I bring down my sword . . . .

		

	
		
			Samuel

			“Prince Samuel, your father King Wallace is requesting you,” my most trusted servant Edward said to me. “Well,” I say, “then let’s not keep him waiting.” After all, I have already gotten everything ready for my trip to Leonkam. I am wearing my armor fit for a prince. The finest silver set with stainless cape hung at the shoulders, it would be impossible for someone to treat me with disrespect wearing a set that looks this good, and that includes my father.

			We step out of my quarters and into the long, tall hallway of our great castle. The most beautiful castle between the four kingdoms, built on the backs of the natives when our great nation of Autem first settled here and had full control of the land. I only wish I were old enough before the war to enjoy that time. However, I was just a boy. The war ended around twenty years ago and I am just now twenty-six. It took three other kingdoms together to stand up to us. Seems pretty clear to me that Autem is the strongest by far of the four kingdoms and we treat the others like equals. WHY? I don’t think I’ll ever understand.

			“You know your father’s condition . . . it’s getting worse. You should make an effort to connect with him. Soon you may not have the chance to. Despite what you believe, you father does love you,” Edward tells me. If he was anyone else, I would tell him to keep his opinion to himself. But Edward has been in my service all my life and he has always looked out for me.

			“Love?” I say, “So is love the reason that even though he has been on bed rest and can’t even sit in his throne he refuses to give me the crown?!” Edward doesn’t answer. He knows he won’t change my way of thinking. The expression on his face makes him look very unsettled. However, this makes me wonder just how rough of shape my father really is in. The remainder of the walk is quiet. When we finally get to my father’s quarters, Edward gives me a look that tells me what I need to know. A “get ready” kind of look.

			 I open the door. This room is much bigger than any other quarters in the keep. The nice, clean, wood floors and stone walls are washed every day. There, my dear old dad lays in his bed. All but his head under covers. Edward was right, he doesn’t look good. His old, wrinkled face on his light brown skin, and a hat of pure white hair on top.

			It looks like we’re alone. He must have sent the maids away.

			“Father . . . you asked for me,” I say. He looks up to see me.

			“My son. My only son . . . ” he said. “I just wanted to check in on you before you left for the meeting in Leonkam.”

			“I am fine, father . . . but you know, it may help those low lives to better know who’s in charge if I walk in wearing a crown?”

			“Son, we’ve talked about this.”

			“What are we waiting for?! You are not getting any better. Why would you rather be in the ground than see me be king.”

			“BECAUSE YOU’RE NOT FIT TO RULE!” my father yelled. I didn’t know what to say. How dare he? I should have raised my voice, but I couldn’t get any words out. I just need time to let what he said sink in. He starts to speak again, “I do love you, my son, but I would die before I gave the crown to a man that is too angry and self-absorbed to lead our great people in the right direction.” Angry and self-absorbed? How could I not be? I KNOW I am next in line to rule the strongest nation and I am forced put myself on the same shelf as the common folk.

			“Well then,” I say, “I guess it’s a good thing you don’t have a lot of time left.” I turn and exit the room. I find myself surprised at how much those words hurt me to say. I do want to be king, but I hope he knows I don’t really want him dead. I look up to see an old friend of mine wandering the halls. Her name is May Duchsen. She has a personality that shines even above her looks. In fact, if I had just a little more of her kindness in me, my father may have made me king.

			Her bright green eyes are prominent on her caramel skin and her long black hair is done perfectly. She was born to a high-end family and has since worked her way up to be on the advisory board of the king.

			“Good morning, May,” I say. “Can I expect your company on the way to Leonkam?” We grew up together but have drifted in our adult lives. I would much enjoy reconnecting.

			“But of course,” she says. “After all, someone has to advise you against declaring war.”

			“You know, being a pacifist was never one of my strengths.”

			“You’re right,” she laughs, “I can recall more than one fight in the school yard growing up.”

			“Ha. It was hardly fair. As prince I was trained in all aspects of fighting on the daily.”

			“I can only hope you play nicer with the other kings at the meeting tomorrow. It’s about time to head that way, isn’t it?” I hold out my arm, “Shall we?” I escort her to our convoy.

			As you can imagine with the meeting holding four people of power in one spot, the utmost of protection is needed. Each visiting kingdom is to bring forth one of their guards. We travel in unmarked convoys as not to make a show of it. It’s better that no one knows that a big chunk of the guard is leaving the kingdom. We travel through the night and arrive by morning. I made small talk with May for a few hours, until it was decided I should get some rest for what the following day would bring. Upon opening my eyes from my sleep, we had arrived at Leonkam’s gate. We, the convoy, go through the dirt streets. The citizens, many of which have dirt-covered clothing, stare at us as we go by. They are hardworking people. The guards of the city keep a very close eye on us, due to the history between our nations, I’m sure. All in uniform, they wear chainmail around their torso and head with a red tunic overtop. Iron forearm plates, and more iron armor on the legs. Most wear great swords or spears on their backs.

			When we reach the castle with guards by our side, I walk May inside. When we enter the room in which we hold the meeting, I see a large round table in the center. Seems that Alistair and King Adonjay from Nalaryia have not arrived yet. It does look like the Gresham representative is here. A young man that I have never seen before, he looks nervous and out of place. “You there,” I say, “What’s your name?”

			He looks over and responds. “I am Richard Hayward from Gresham.”

			“Bad enough your boy king does not show
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