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This book is a work of fiction.

Characters and places and such are fictional. I mean… there are trolls in here! How often do you see trolls in real life? I… wait… okay… bad example. Switching gears… There are Shaloomd in here! When have you seen a Shaloomd flying around above your head? I mean, seriously?
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The Castle

 

 

 

Pain explodes in my face, and my head jerks off to the side. Flashes of light and strange colors fill my vision. I feel like the world has begun to spin, and I don’t even realize that I’m heading toward the ground until my cheek slams against the hard dirt.

I take a moment and try to regain my senses. I shake my head, but it only hurts, and I quickly stop. Behind me, Rulf is screaming something unintelligible. I don’t know if it doesn’t make sense because it’s Rulf or because I just took a fist to the head.

I push myself up slowly, hoping Rulf will get bored and move on. He sounds angry, though. When he gets mad, there’s only one person who can stop him.

Once on my feet, I turn around and face the boy… or man. I’m not sure what he is. He’s tall enough that he towers over me, and I’m taller than most. I think he’s younger than me, too, but while I’m barely shaving, he has a dark shadow that suggests a decent beard is only about two days away.

“I’m sorry, Rulf. I made a mistake,” I say loudly. I once tried speaking quietly to him, and he punched me to teach me a lesson. “I’m just out to buy some salt.”

“Do you have money?” Rulf growls.

I let out a sigh, careful not to let Rulf see. Reaching into my pocket, I grab the money I was given. I don’t have to worry about Rulf robbing me. Rulf is not a thief. Well, he’s a bit of a thief. He steals food from people for him and Mic, but I could drop a hundred golds at his feet, and he’d never touch it. Even if he wanted to, Mic wouldn’t let him.

I hold out my hand, and Rulf checks the four silvers. He takes his time counting them, but I know it’s a show. He pretends to be dumb, but he’s anything but that. He’s only checking to make sure I’m telling him the truth. He hates it when people lie to him—especially us “castle brats”.

He nods, and I take that as permission to put the coins back in my pocket. Taking a small step back, he brings himself to his full height. It’s hard to believe how tall he is. He’s not built as large as the men who work in the mines and certainly nothing like a blacksmith, but he’s quite solid. They say he has giant blood in him. If that’s the case, he probably still has a lot of growing to do. When he gets bigger, I don’t ever want to run into him.

I turn to leave, but Rulf grabs me with one hand, lifts me off my feet, and shouts, “Did I tell you that you could walk away?”

He raises his fist to hit me again. There’s nothing I can do. I saw a man try to hold him down once. Rulf picked him up and nearly threw him onto a second-floor balcony. With that kind of inhuman strength, even the soldiers give Rulf his space.

I’d rather not lose any teeth, so I close my eyes, turn my head, and prepare for what’s coming. I’m kind of hoping that I’ll black out, and Rulf will get bored.

Quick footsteps approach. “Don’t hurt much! Don’t hurt much!”

I relax. Mic has arrived. I might get out of here without any more bruises. Mic is the only one who can stop the big guy.

Rulf lets go, and I drop to the ground. When I open my eyes, I see Rulf has turned and is grunting at Mic. Mic is a little shorter than I am, has terribly messy hair all the time and usually has a large bruise on his face. They say that Rulf beats Mic when he can’t find anyone else, but I don’t believe it. Rulf cares for Mic like he’s a younger brother.

Mic steps up next to me and clumsily pulls me to my feet as he mumbles, “Sorry, you. Sorry, you.”

His eyes dart all over the place, and his shoulders jerk back and forth in Mic’s typical style. A bit of drool hangs from the side of his mouth, and it appears as though part of his lunch is still on his chin.

“Go, you. Go, you.” Mic says, his eyes following some imaginary point as it moves past his face. He gives me a light push, then turns back to Rulf. He waves at his huge friend and says, “Eat. Eat,” before wandering off with Rulf a short distance behind.

I pull up my shirt and check my side. The first hit landed just on my ribs. I know Rulf would have no trouble breaking any of my bones, but he didn’t. That tells me the big guy is holding back somewhat. There is that, at least. A large, swollen, red area identifies where my bruise will form, if I didn’t already have the pain to let me know. I’m sure my face will look pretty nasty by tomorrow.

With this setback, I now need to rush. Tereese needs the salt right away. Can’t remember what for, but it doesn’t matter. If she sends me for salt and tells me to get it back to her right away… I just go.

I run north toward the market, weaving in and out among the people. If I’d known Rulf was on that street, I’d have taken a different route. I normally avoid him when I’m out, but today he just stepped out of an alley, and I ran right into him. He’s not the forgiving type.

I turn left, then right, and a few minutes later, I’m at the market. I find Old Sweaty and tell him I need a sack of salt. The poor guy’s name is Set or Smet or something, but it had become Old Sweaty at one point. He isn’t even all that old. I’d ask him what his actual name is, but I’ve known him my whole life. I can’t just ask him at this point without revealing that I don’t know something as basic as his name.

I pay Old Sweaty and take my sack of salt, then turn and run. Tereese won’t be pleased. When she wants something from the market, every second counts.

I hear Rulf yelling at someone at one point along the way, but Mic is there calming him down. The two are close, and I rarely see them apart. It’s a good thing, too. Without Mic, I fear no one would be safe. I expect the soldiers would try to arrest Rulf if Mic weren’t there to calm him down, but I’m not sure they could manage it. If they tried to kill him… well… if he really has giant blood, can they even kill someone like that?

I like Mic, though. Everyone does, but he stays out of sight. He won’t look anyone in the eye and is hardly recognizable from day to day with the bruises and the dirt on his face. But Rulf takes pretty good care of the kid.

When I reach the castle, I just run past the guards. They barely look at me—just another servant in the castle. Some of the soldiers like me. Some don’t. The biggest one I have to avoid is Captain Tilbur. The guy despises me, but as long as I keep my distance, he never seeks me out.

I head straight for the kitchens, but I’m not even in the door when I hear her.

“Caric!” Tereese yells. “What took you so long? My soup is just about ready!” She stops when she gets close and examines my face. With a deep frown, she asks, “Did you pick a fight with Rulf again?”

“No, Ma’am.” Tereese is never one to correct. If she thinks I’m the one that picks the fights, there’s no benefit to telling her I’m not.

She shakes her head and takes the bag of salt from me. Without another word, she turns away and hollers out to one of her assistants, letting him know the salt has arrived.

I turn around and nearly run over Marleet. Her slight frame and lack of height make her easy to overlook at times.

Marleet doesn’t ask for permission as she gently runs her fingers across the area on my face where Rulf struck me. She seems to be deep in thought, trying to figure it all out. Marleet is one of the sweetest, kindest, prettiest girls I have ever met. She’s always concerned for other people and genuinely excited about everything that’s important to them. Unfortunately, she takes her time working through matters.

“I think, Caric,” she says to me with a look of concentration on her face, “that someone might have punched you again.”

I nod my head slowly. It sounds like she felt I needed to be informed of that fact. I’m not sure what else I need to say.

“Wait here.” She smiles sweetly and rushes off. As she goes, her beautiful dress, which is far too formal for working in the kitchen, flows behind her. She always dresses in the prettiest outfit she can find at every opportunity.

I know she’s trying to catch the eye of Hemot, but the guy seems oblivious to it. He’s asked out just about every girl within a few years of his age, except the one girl who can’t keep her eyes off him. I’m beginning to think it’s because Hemot feels he’d have no chance with a girl like Marleet. The two of them are so weird.

Marleet returns a moment later with a cloth. Inside is a piece of ice she’s chipped off a block in the icehouse. I grab the cloth from her and hide it under my shirt before Tereese can see. If the head cook of the castle sees Marleet take ice without asking… well… Marleet will get in trouble.

I smile and thank her before I move on. Once out of the kitchen area, I put the ice on my face and rush into the castle. Now that my errand is finished, I need to get back to Ellcia. She won’t be happy about having to clean the third-floor corridor all by herself.

As I enter the hallway, I stop for a moment. I realize I have many people in my life who get angry with me. I don’t really like that, but what do you do about that kind of thing?

When I find Ellcia, she’s humming softly to herself, but jumps when I approach. I hate scaring her, but it’s nearly impossible not to. When she sets her mind to work and starts humming, she forgets about everything else, and it’s just a matter of time before I scare her.

“Rulf again?” she asks.

“Yup.”

“What happened this time?”

“I bumped into him,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I was trying to be so careful, but he just stepped out of an alley, and before I knew it, my shoulder had touched him.”

“Where did you get the ice? Marleet?” she asks me with a smile.

“Yup.”

She stands and wanders over to me, pretending she’s wearing a large, beautiful dress instead of the plain red trousers given to the cleaning staff. When she reaches me, she runs her hands gently over my face. I focus so as not to blush. I didn’t mind Marleet checking my bruise. I absolutely adore Marleet and love spending time with her, but I only ever want a friendship with her.

Ellcia, on the other hand…

Ellcia says to me in a perfect impersonation of Marleet, “I think, Caric, that you might have been punched.” She laughs, and our eyes meet for a moment before I look away.

“That’s pretty close to what happened.”

“It was nice of her to get you the ice,” she says with another smile, but before I can respond, she says, “But… you have missed a lot of the work. I’ve cleaned most of the corridor already. We need to wipe down the statues, the busts, the armor, and the windowsills. Hemot should be here to take care of the curtains before long. Let’s get to work. We need to at least start on the General’s Ballroom this afternoon.”

I nod and dive in, holding the ice to my face with my left hand while I work on wiping down the sills. I’ll get to the two-handed jobs in a bit once the ice is mostly gone.

About an hour later, Ellcia and I are chatting about the latest news we’ve heard from the Talic Region when two soldiers enter the corridor. That, in itself, is not unusual, but these two men have red sashes across their chests and walk with their hands on their swords. I immediately step to the side of the room next to Ellcia. We stand straight, but with our heads bowed.

A moment later, the Regent himself enters the corridor, walking right by Ellcia without a word. It’s not that he doesn’t like her. He just doesn’t seem to notice that she exists.

“Ah, Caric,” he says to me, and I step forward obediently. “Raise your head.”

I do, and we meet eyes. He’s a little shorter than me, but I’m thin. The Regent, because of a lifestyle of meetings and feasts, is quite my opposite in that regard. As soon as I raise my face, his eyes drift to my cheek. I gather that means the ice didn’t solve the problem.

He laughs. “You were in a fight again, weren’t you, Caric?” Behind the Regent stands Captain Tilbur, his height and build making the rest of us look tiny. When the Regent takes a glance at the Captain, the man scowls at me.

I give a quick bow. “Yes, Regent.”

“Well, I guess that’s normal for young men of your position. I was never one to get in a fight when I was younger, but I’m royalty, of course.”

“Yes, Regent.”

He laughs again and turns to Captain Tilbur. “It’s probably for the best. Maybe it’s a good way for the young man to get some exercise.”

Tilbur smiles at me with nothing but malice in his eyes. “Yes, running is wonderful exercise. I expect the child gets many such opportunities to stretch his legs. If he continues to run like this, he might one day compete in the games.”

I don’t mind Tilbur’s comments about running, but the comment about being a child bothers me. I’m almost an adult, but it doesn’t actually matter how old I am. I’m just a servant. I’ve heard men four times my age referred to as children. It’s the way of things for those of us who serve.

“But it’ll help to make him strong,” the Regent says. He puts a hand on my shoulder and says in a quiet and serious voice, “You know, Caric, I have told you this before, but I am grateful every day that you are with us. I never thought I’d be able to rescue you and your friends.”

“Thank you, Regent,” I say with a small bow. “I have never forgotten what you did for us.”

The Regent then, in an uncharacteristic move, turns to Ellcia as if noticing her for the first time. He tells her to raise her head, and he examines her for a moment. I feel nervous for Ellcia, and Tilbur looks angry. I’m not sure if Ellcia and I will suffer for this later on. When Tilbur frowns, I worry. We’ll need to avoid the Captain for the next few days.

“And this one,” the Regent says. “She looks familiar to me. Has she been with us for a while?”

Tilbur shifts on his feet. “Yes, Regent Parthun. She was one of the children you rescued, along with the boy.”

The Regent continues in the same tone, not addressing Ellcia, but speaking to Tilbur. “She’s turning out to be quite the pretty one, don’t you think, Captain? Perhaps not as pretty as the blond one down in the kitchens, but pretty enough. Maybe we’ll need to appoint her to work as a serving girl in the banquet hall.”

“Perhaps.” The Captain grinds his teeth, and his cheeks flush. Whatever we’ve done to upset him this time, it’s not going to be fun when we have to face him later. “But,” he says in a near growl, “we need to move on. The General is waiting to speak with you.”

“Right!” the Regent says and turns back to me. “Have a wonderful day, Caric.” He reaches up and pats me on my cheek, right where Rulf hit me. I do my best not to wince. “Make sure you do your work well and to the best of your ability.”

Once the Regent and Captain, along with their guard, have moved on, I turn to Ellcia. She has an uncomfortable look on her face.

“That’s the first time he’s spoken to me. Well, he didn’t actually speak to me. He just asked the Captain about me.”

I don’t know how to respond to that, so I remain silent. Everyone tells me I’m the Regent’s favorite servant. I can’t imagine that he has a favorite servant, but it’s hard to deny that he treats me differently than the rest.

We get back to work, and I start on the statues. I always hate cleaning them. I climb up and do my best to get to every area, but the rough stone collects dust, and the cloths catch on everything.

But all the work comes to a halt a few minutes later when Hemot races up. He has a wild look in his eyes, and his grin stretches across his face. “Caric! Ellcia! Come quick! The Regent is talking about the Prince!”

 


The Idea

 

 

Hemot races down the hall, and I keep close on his heels. Ellcia runs right behind me. She’s not an overly fast runner, and I don’t want to leave her behind. My heart is pounding, but not from the running. I’m actually in pretty great shape. The Captain is right about one thing, I do get a lot of exercise because of Rulf.

Everyone gets excited when the topic of the Prince comes up. No one knows where he might be, but everyone’s sure he’s still alive. It’s been about eleven years since Lord Parthun, now Regent Parthun, swept in and put an end to the Revolt. He’d only arrived a few hours too late. In that time, not only were the King and Queen killed, but my parents along with Ellcia’s, Hemot’s, Marleet’s, and many others all met their end. They say the Prince fled into the Talic Region and lives in one of the cities, or in the countryside, or in the mountains, or by the sea, or any number of places, depending on the rumor and who tells it.

On the way, Hemot explains as best as he can while we run. “General Corter and Captain Tilbur are meeting with the Regent.” He speaks quietly while we race down the halls. “The people keep demanding that he send out more search parties for the Prince. They say since he should be nearly seventeen by now, he must be found and placed on the throne.”

“Do they have any new rumors on where he might be?” I ask. I notice the other two are nearly gasping for air by this point, but I’m breathing fairly well. I guess there have been a lot of errands for salt.

“Not really,” Hemot says. “Just more about him in the Talic Region.”

We turn a corner and nearly run into Marleet. Her face fills with shock until she sees Hemot. “Hi,” she begins, but then Hemot grabs her arm and drags her along. I can see she’s flustered at first, but then her face fills with excitement. Unaware of what’s going on, she does her best to run alongside Hemot.

We reach the area near the throne room, and Hemot slows right down. The four of us walk calmly in single file with our hands behind our backs, as is fitting in such an area of the castle. We make our way past the same two guards I saw in the corridor with the Regent as they stand at the two large ornately carved doors leading into the throne room where the Regent rules in place of the King.

With how excited we are, it’s hard to keep our speed down, but Hemot leads us along the corridor and then takes us to the left, out of sight of the guards. I look up and down the corridor to confirm that no one is in sight, while Hemot slips his fingers into a small hole in the wall and pulls. The wall gives way and opens to a small area, and the four of us slip inside and pull the wall closed behind us. I smile at Hemot and nod my head. He’s just recently oiled the hinges, and it was a good idea.

There’s only one tiny hole leading into the throne room, so none of us can peer through without blocking the sound from the others. When we first found the small secret room, Ellcia had insisted we report it. It was, after all, a serious security issue, but Hemot and I refused. There are no actual threats to the kingdom at the moment. Everyone’s at peace. There are no wars. The people love the Regent and trust him to rule well as he has for eleven years. Poverty is all but abolished, and trade is booming.

No one would want to spy. Even if they did, they wouldn’t know about the room. Hemot had only found the place because he had been bored and chanced upon it while pretending to work.

Each of us lean in as close as we can to the hole. Marleet’s managed to place herself right next to Hemot in the small area, and we all concentrate on what we hear.

“There are always rumors!” an irritated voice says. I easily recognize it as the Regent’s. He sounds frustrated. “What’s different about these ones?”

“Nothing,” the General’s voice booms out. He’s one of those people whose voice carries across rooms or large areas. I’ve often thought that it was probably part of what makes him a good General.

“You?” the Regent asks.

I recognize the next voice as Captain Tilbur’s. “Well, the newest rumors seem to be a little more intense. They aren’t that much different from the rest, but there are a lot of rumors now, and new ones are coming constantly. Whether there’s any truth to any of them or not, people believe there’s truth to them.”

Tilbur’s not as loud as General Corter, but he’s… dangerous. Everyone knows General Corter leads the army, but every soldier fears Captain Tilbur. Tilbur also has the advantage of being huge. He’s big, nearly bald, and looks like he wants to kill someone. But, it wouldn’t matter how big he is. He is a dangerous man. People only cross him once.

Between those two men, it’s clear who’s really in charge.

“And what do these rumors say about him?” the Regent asks. The irritation is still in his voice, but it doesn’t sound like it’s directed at the Captain.

Tilbur answers, “Mostly the same as always. He’s been seen here or there, or someone’s cousin knows a guy who spoke with him or things like that. But they all involve seeing him in the Talic Region. What’s interesting, though, is that most of these rumors center on him being in one of the two northern cities.”

There’s silence for a few moments, and my heart begins to beat quickly. I’m not sure if the meeting is suddenly over, but we need to get out of here before we’re caught. It seems like an odd way to end a meeting.

I nearly breathe a sigh of relief when the Regent says, “Morgin and Haner?” referring to two of the big cities in that region. The other two cities, Leito and Rainer, are farther south.

“Yes, Regent,” the Captain replies.

“Just because people are pointing to specific cities, doesn’t mean there’s anything to this!” the General hollers out. “Tilbur, do you really think we should waste soldiers on a fruitless search?”

“Not at all!” Tilbur replies, and he sounds like a smile has broken out on his face. “I think the people are quite worked up about this whole situation. I suspect the people would appreciate some effort at this point in time.”

“The Prince is not in the Talic Region,” the Regent says.

I’m surprised to hear that. I had thought the Regent didn’t know where the Prince was. It leaves me quite confused, but I push that thought down.

“Regent,” the Captain says, “not one of us believes the Prince is out there. I would agree that if he’s still alive, he’s likely closer to home. However, there is a chance that he’s in the Talic Region. If so, I would think it would be best to identify where he is. If not, well… honestly, how many of the search parties do you think will make it back?”

I think I hear someone laugh, but I’m sure it must just be my imagination. The Regent is probably reacting to the fear that the search parties might be in danger. He’s a good man.

There’s silence for a long time. After a bit, Hemot leans forward and peers through the hole for a second. He pulls back and signals to us that things are okay. We wait until the conversation starts up again.

“Yes,” the Regent says. “I think I will send out search parties.”

“Is this for the best?” General Corter asks.

In a caring and compassionate voice, the Regent replies, “If there’s a chance, we must try.”

Loud laughter erupts from the room, and I look over at my friends. All of them are as confused as I am. I don’t know what’s supposed to be so funny.

“Captain,” the Regent says, “see to it. Organize the search parties. Allow people to volunteer for it and give them their traveling papers. I would like a minimum of four parties sent out, one to each of the major cities.” There’s a slight pause before he adds, “Call them the Vanguards.”

I smile to myself. I think that’s a really great name, and I hope that means there will be more search parties in the future. Maybe they’ll continue until we find our missing Prince.

“Yes, Regent,” Captain Tilbur replies. “But won’t the name suggest we’ll be sending more search parties in the future?”

“It will pacify the people for now, and then, if the Vanguard fails, then we’ll tell the people we won’t risk any more lives,” Regent Parthun declares.

I hear footsteps and quickly move to the hole. Hemot, unfortunately, had the same idea, and our heads collide. I back away, and Marleet leans in. She turns back to Hemot with a look of terror on her face. “They’re leaving!”

Hemot pushes open the secret door to our little cave and jumps into the hall. Once we’re all out, he pushes the door closed and then leads the way back down the hallway toward the servant’s quarters.

Before we get far, however, the Captain comes around the corner. He’s angry, which is quite typical. I step off to the side of the corridor and bow my head. The other three follow suit.

The Captain stops in front of me and barks, “Caric! What are you doing here?”

“I’m sorry, Captain,” I say with as much submission and fear as I can squeeze into my voice. “We are now heading back to our quarters. We have a little more work to do this afternoon.”

“You do, do you?” Captain Tilbur says. “I see you working now and then, Caric, and I see the girls working, but I rarely see Hemot working.” He steps over to Hemot and growls out the question, “What is it you do in the castle, Hemot?”

“I deal with the curtains, Captain.”

“The curtains?” The Captain pauses for a moment. “That’s really a full-time job?”

“It is, Sir,” Hemot replies. “And I do a fantastic job.”

The Captain remains before Hemot for a few more seconds before walking away. When I glance up, I see the Captain shaking his head.

“You know you’re supposed to do other work as well, Hemot,” Ellcia says. “There’s plenty of other stuff that actually needs to be done. You’re not just the curtain-guy.”

“Nope!” Hemot said. “When I was eight, don’t you remember the Steward telling me to take care of the curtains?”

I shake my head. “That was supposed to be for one day, Hemot.”

“Nope, that was a permanent assignment. He’s never given me another job, so I’ll continue to take care of the curtains. Just because that gives me plenty of free time every day doesn’t mean I’m not doing a good job.”

I frown and continue on my way. I like Hemot, but he sure can be irritating.

We wander back toward the third-floor corridor where Ellcia and I are working. We still have a little left to do, and Marleet offers to help while Hemot examines the curtains. I often wonder how Marleet gets so much time away from her kitchen duties, but I never ask.

Just as we finish for the day, Hemot nods at me. I recognize the look in his eye, and I rarely like what comes next, but he’s also a lot of fun and my closest friend, aside from Ellcia. I focus on my work as I wait for it to come out.

He nods a few more times, as if I know what he’s thinking, but I just grimace at him. I’m sure it’ll be fun, but it’ll likely be really dumb, too. Finally, he grabs me, pulls me into the center of the corridor and says, “You’re right! We need to do this!”

I nod my head and smile. “I’m always right, Hemot. What do we need to do?”

“We’re going! We’re going to be one of the search parties! We’ll be a Vanguard!”

I hear Ellcia laugh behind me, and Marleet gasps. It takes me a moment to understand what he’s talking about since it’s so ridiculous.

“Hemot, I never…” but I stop myself. There’s no point in arguing with Hemot about what each of us said or didn’t say. Instead, I focus on what I think I can take care of. “Hemot, I don’t think we’re search-party kind of people.”

Ellcia steps up next to me. “Hemot, he’s right. I know you get excited about this kind of thing, but we kind of have a job here and none of us have even been out of the city—at least since we were little kids.”

“I know!” Hemot says with a big grin. “That’s what makes it perfect!”

I shake my head and take a quick glance at Ellcia. Her eyes are closed, and her head bowed. It’s something she does when she’s frustrated. She tells me it helps to calm her down.

Marleet steps up next to Hemot and says, “I think we should at least consider his idea.”

I know Marleet. To me, she’s like a sister—a very close sister. I know she doesn’t want anything to do with this Vanguard-thing, but she doesn’t want to disappoint Hemot. Marleet is never one for adventure… or danger… or inconvenience… unless it’s to help someone. She’d do anything for someone in need. She has a kind heart.

But I see a twinkle in Hemot’s eyes and find myself shaking my head again. He’s about to lay on the charm.

“Marleet,” he says in his kindest voice with his eyes fixed on hers. “Will you go with me?”

“Yes!” she screams without hesitation. She turns back to Ellcia and me and says, “Hemot and I are going on the quest to find the Prince, and we would like the two of you to join us.”

I look over at Ellcia, and she’s rolling her eyes so hard I instinctively put my hand on her back to steady her. When she’s finished, she takes Marleet by the arm, and the two of them walk away.

Hemot turns to me and asks, “So, you in?”

I scowl at him, and he laughs. I think he knows that as bad an idea as this is, I actually want to go.
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