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Dedication and Thanks

 

To my Beta Readers. You are awesome, I appreciate you, and you help me to see both what the book shouldn’t be, but also what the book can be. Thank you.

To that Italian restaurant in Erin that makes deep fried panzerottis and doesn’t skimp on the cheese. Not all heroes wear capes. You are loved.

 



 

 

 

 

 

This book is a work of fiction.

I always find it strange that I have to say this. In fact, I’m not even sure that I do have to say it, I just see that most authors do make a statement like this. I think saying that a fiction book is made up and not true is kind of like telling people not to eat the insoles of their shoes. Most people can just roll with the idea of not eating insoles without the extra direction.

But, for those of you who really like the clarity, this book truly is fiction. Not only does the world I write about in this book and series not exist, as far as I am aware, but I’m doubtful anyone has traveled between our world and theirs. So… it seems reasonable to assume that all characters and details in this book are fiction, unless I have some shocking interdimensional or transmultiversal gift that allows me to intuitively know these details. If this is true, then I offer my apology to those of whom I have written.

However, I think that is unlikely.

As such, I believe you will benefit from accepting the idea that this book’s story is fiction. This way we can all move on together.

 

 



 

 

 

Preface

 

	When the idea for book one hit me, it was just a single book. It was open ended and unfinished (as book one is), but I just didn’t have any clue where to go from there, other than a big turn-around attack on the main city to regain control of the kingdom.

	But, that didn’t seem right.

	As I worked with the story, it seemed to grow and, believe it or not, this book made me uncomfortable… because I didn’t know how to fix the obvious problems it creates.

	But alas. I don’t know if everything is fixed, but I am more comfortable, and truly, what else might matter in the eyes of a reader than my personal comfort?

 

Shawn P. B. Robinson

 

P. S. To those who cannot roll with a joke… first, reading my books might not be helpful for you. Second, the above was a joke. I am aware that my comfort is not your main concern, although I am unsure as to why that might be.
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The Caves

 

 

 

I sit on the edge of my bed. Actually, it’s more of a cot. Well, it’s a cross between a cot and a bedroll. It’s up off the ground, because the cave floor can get a little damp at times—at least that’s what they tell me—but it’s just barely off the ground, and my cot is lumpy and hard.

I was more comfortable sleeping out in the open in the Talic Region.

Across from me, sit my armor and my sword. I’m supposed to wear both every day as we have to be prepared for battle at all times, but no one has ever had to fight in the caves. Apparently, the Regent knows we’re here somewhere, but he’s never quite figured out where. Any spies sent to the mountains have all been killed—regardless of where they look—so the Regent hasn’t even nailed down a general location.

I stand and stretch, doing my best to avoid knocking the candle. I’ve knocked the candle over every day since I arrived. My little cave is so small, if I turn too fast, I either burn myself on the open flame or tip it over. The corner of my blanket is singed, and my pillow has burn spots on it.

I pull on my armor and shake my head to try to wake up. We get up early in the caves—at least I think it’s early. There’s no way for me to tell time, and most people seem content to only know a rough idea of what hour it is. They tell me I’ll get used to it, but I haven’t yet. It’s only been a week, though.

I do up the last of the straps on my leather armor and secure my belt with my knife and sword. I don’t know about the others, but I haven’t told anyone about the enchantments. I’m afraid if they learn that my sword can cut through anything and that my armor can protect me from any weapon, I’ll lose them both. It’s not that our hosts have shown themselves to be untrustworthy—I don’t think they’re thieves—but I know what they want more than anything is to win this war. A sword and armor like mine could help them win. That is… if it’s not in the hands of someone like me.

I prepare myself to be called “Draydon” again. I found out it’s my actual name, and I think I remember it somewhat from when I was really young. But I’ve been called Caric for so many years, I think I prefer my normal name, rather than my real name.

I step out to find my uncle busy pouring over reports. I’ve never had a family before, at least since the rebellion took my parents, so this is a little strange for me. I’m not sure what to think of this man. He seems genuinely happy to see me and to have me, but… it’s very different.

“Draydon!” Uncle Lirnal says. “I hope you slept better last night. I know this is far from life in the castle.”

I don’t know if that’s genuine or a reminder of how easy I’ve had it so far. I decide to walk carefully. He’s given me no reason not to trust him, but I just don’t know…

“I slept better last night, thank you. I’ll get used to sleeping here. I’ve slept on the ground for the last couple weeks, so this isn’t much different.”

“Oh, Draydon,” Uncle Lirnal laughs. “This is MUCH different. I’ve slept on the ground countless times, and I would take any one of those nights over this. There is nothing comfortable about sleeping on the floor of a cave. I would love to agree that you’ll get used to it, but after ten years, I still don’t sleep right.”

“Nothing to look forward to then?” I ask with a forced smile. I think I’m feeling sorry for myself. I just didn’t expect a life quite like this.

“On the contrary!” Uncle Lirnal says. He stands and comes over to me. He only has to take a step. Even the top General in the free Sevordine armies doesn’t get a large cave to sleep in. “Draydon, listen closely. All this is temporary. What you did in bringing Prince Roran back to us means we have a very different future ahead of us. We can now return to Sevord. We can now reclaim the throne.”

I find myself smiling. Something like that picks me up right away. He’s right.

A week before, we had arrived with Prince Roran, or Mic, as we thought he was called. We’re all kind of heroes, which is pretty great, but the big news is since Prince Roran is now with the rebel armies—I mean the free armies, I have to get used to that—we can return and claim the throne. We can drive out Regent Parthun and… and then I’m not sure what happens after that. But at least the right person will be on the throne. And Ellcia, Marleet, Hemot, Rulf, and I helped to bring this about. We played a big part in it.

The thought of the others raises a question. “Can I see my friends today? I haven’t seen any of them since we arrived.”

Uncle Lirnal’s eyes shift to the side, and he looks troubled. A forced smile shows up on his face, but I can see he’s unsure how to answer.

“Well,” he begins. “Yes, and no.”

I shake my head. That’s not much of an answer.

He laughs and then points to the chair opposite his at the table. Once we’re both seated, he says, “Some of your friends you can see, while others… maybe not. For instance, I see Prince Roran every day, but you don’t have a specific reason to see him, so you’re not likely to be granted permission—unless he specifically asks for you. We could probably arrange for it, if necessary, as you are the Prince’s cousin, and truthfully, next in line for the throne, but at the same time, we are all a little nervous about the Prince’s safety. Despite the fact that you traveled with him across the Sevordine lands, the Nobles will not likely allow you anywhere near him.”

I’m not sure how to respond to all that, so I wait for him to continue. I would like to see Roran, or Mic as we knew him, but I was never really close to him. Since he pretended to be barely capable of conversation for our entire journey, we had never spoken much.

Truthfully, I don’t actually know Prince Roran at all.

I wouldn’t mind seeing Rulf, however. But he’s not the one on my mind. I really want to see Ellcia, Hemot, and Marleet.

“Rulfor,” Uncle Lirnal says, continuing on, “is a strange one. Well, maybe he isn’t, but his parents are. They are two of the greatest fighters we have. They are also a little out of control, as giant folk often are. They don’t understand discipline or boundaries or anything. They might just walk in here at any moment and lie down on the floor and take a nap, or we might not see them for a month. If Rulfor is with them, then I have no idea when you’ll see him next. When he’s not with his parents, he’s typically with Prince Roran. The two are close, and the Prince has given him free access to himself at any time of the day or night.”

“What about the others?” I ask.

He laughs. “Well, Marleet, that’s the small one, right?”

“Yes,” I say. Marleet is quite tiny. She’s the smallest of all four of us who grew up in the castle.

“You might not know this,” he says, “but Marleet’s parents are both still alive. They survived the attack and managed to get out of the city. They were loyal to the throne and would have been executed. The only reason they left without their daughter is because they had been told she had been killed.”

I’m shocked at this, but then again none of us knew what to expect. I wonder what they’re like. I hope Marleet really likes them. I hope they’re good to her.

My uncle leans back in his chair and smiles. “Her parents, the Lord Yune and the Lady Aldora, are actually extremely important to the war effort. Marleet’s family is quite rich, and they are largely funding the army during this time. If it weren’t for their support and the support of a few others, we would not have been able to survive—at least as we are.”

“What about Hemot and Ellcia?” I ask. 

“Hemot?” he says with a smile. “He’s the boy you came in with? Well… he’s… tell you what. I’ll let him bring you up to speed.” He ends with a big laugh.

I’m not sure I like this, but I’m guessing it’s not too bad, if my uncle’s laughing about it. But Ellcia… she’s the one I’m most worried about.

“Now, the girl…” he says, eying me closely. “The pretty one.”

I feel my face turn red. It doesn’t help that he hasn’t taken his eyes off me. He’s barely blinking. And that smile… it’s not an evil or dangerous smile. It’s a smile that says he knows that she’s the one I’m thinking about.

“Yes,” he continues slowly, his smile growing larger by the second. “The girl… the one you were standing close to the entire time when I met you in the cave. The one you were trying to protect with every move you made, even though she was in no real danger… the one who looks at you in that special way… the one…”

“Yes!” I say with a frown. My face feels like it’s on fire. “That one.”

He laughs again and says, “Well, it turns out she is the sister of one of my most trusted men. His name is Captain Granel. Rarely is someone promoted so young to the rank of Captain, but he has proven himself time and again. He was injured terribly in the rebellion, but one of the families found him in the streets and got him out of the city. Ellcia has been staying with him.”

I shift in my seat. I’m so glad to hear Ellcia is safe, that her brother is alive, and that she is doing well. But there’s something else on my mind. “So, Captain Granel… was his family and our family… close?” I don’t want to come out and say it, but considering the way I feel about Ellcia, I really don’t want to find out that she’s a cousin or something.

“Draydon,” he says, but pauses.

It’s at that moment that I realize I hate the name Draydon. “Can you call me Caric?”

My uncle’s eyebrows shoot up. Not much surprises him, so I’m glad that I’ve been able to do it this one time.

He nods. “I’m disappointed, Caric,” he begins. “I would like you to keep the name your parents gave you. It’s not only an old, honorable name, but it’s a name which has been in our family for generations.” He takes a breath and lowers his head. “But I know you have lived with a different name all these years. I will honor your choice.”

I smile back at him. For some reason, this is the moment when I decide to trust him. I realize that I do appreciate him, and I think he’s a good man. But then again, I had thought the Regent was a good man, and he turned out to be the one who killed the King and my parents.

“But as for your relation to Captain Granel,” he begins, and the smile reappears as he examines my face. “You have to keep in mind, Caric, that I’m a general. I’ve been serving in that capacity for over ten years, and I’ve been a military man since I was younger than you. I not only see strategies and dangers, but I can often see what’s going on in other areas of life. You have a deep interest in this young Ellcia. She is pretty, there’s no doubt about that, and the two of you seem close. You are afraid that you are related to her, which would make things… awkward… to say the least.”

I find myself smiling, although it’s an uncomfortable smile. I just want an answer.

“No, Caric,” he says. “You are not related at all. Our families were close; your father and her father were friends from their youth, but there is no blood relation. So, you can rest at ease.”

I feel my shoulders relax. That certainly is good news.

“But,” he says, rising to his feet, “there is no time for that. We’ve talked too long. I need to deal with one more matter and then we must leave.”

I nod my head and stand. I’m not sure what else we need to talk about.

My heart goes cold as my uncle orders, “Give me your sword.”

I stare at him for a moment, but I know I have no choice. If he’s the General and recognizes the sword, it’s just a matter of time before it’s in his hands.

I draw it, and he gasps. The sword is beautiful, there’s no doubt about that, but I expect it’s not the beauty that shocks him.

He recognizes it.

I hesitate for a moment but give in and hand it over. I don’t think I have any choice. I certainly can’t attack him.

He takes it carefully, holds it by the grip, and steps close to a lamp. Bringing the sword up to his eyes, he examines it.

I’m still hoping that he doesn’t know about the enchantments, but that hope disappears as he takes it to his bed, stretches it out, and uses the blade to slice through a small area of the rock wall sticking out above his bed. Watching the chunk of rock fall to the floor with a satisfied grunt, he mumbles, “I’ve knocked my head on that rock for the last time.”

I want to groan to myself. I’d grown attached to the sword, but I guess it’s no longer mine.

He comes back to me and asks, “Do you know much about this weapon?”

I shake my head.

“Do you know that it has magical properties?”

I nod.

“Tell me what it can do,” he orders.

My first impulse is to lie and say something other than what it can do, but he obviously knows. “It seems able to cut through anything.”

He smiles and turns it over in his hands, examining the blade again. As his eyes roam over the letters and designs in the blade, he says, “That’s right, but it does a few other things as well. It was actually your father’s sword.”

My eyebrows shoot up at that. I think maybe that means I might have a claim to the sword. So even if the General takes it away, I might be able to get it back again.

“We don’t have much time, but sit down for a moment, Caric.”

He lays the sword on the table, careful to keep the sharp edges from touching anything. He stares at it for a moment, then smiles yet again. When he looks up at me, I’m not prepared for what he tells me.

“This is the King’s sword. Actually, it was the King’s sword. The sword which Prince Roran carries is now the King’s sword. When the Prince was in the throne room before you left, he grabbed it as he knew it belongs to the King—he knew it was his sword now.”

I’m confused by that explanation. I don’t know if my sword is the King’s sword or not.

“Your grandfather and the kings before him carried this sword here. It was considered one of the Kingdom’s greatest treasures.” He takes a deep breath. “But then one day, your grandfather, my father, was enchanted. A spell was placed upon him which caused him to do all sorts of cruel and wicked things. So, the Nobles sought out one of the few loyal Spellcasters of the time, and a new sword was enchanted. That new sword was created to cancel any enchantment.”

The look of confusion on my face lets my uncle know that he needs to explain that one a little differently.

“I’m sorry, Caric. I know I’m not making a lot of sense. I’m just surprised to see this sword, your father’s sword. The King’s sword—the one Prince Roran carries—is special. It’s unbreakable and never needs to be sharpened. In some ways, it can work almost like your sword, but the important part is that whenever the wearer draws the sword, it cancels any enchantment that might be placed upon the wearer. There is a law in Sevord that cannot be broken. It allows any officer in the army or any nobleman or noblewoman, regardless of their position, to order the King to draw his sword at any moment of any day. If the King does not, the King is immediately placed under suspicion until he does draw his sword. It prevents the kingdom from falling to such a terrible curse ever again. That is the sword currently known as the King’s Sword.”

He smiles at me. “So, this sword here—your sword—was then offered to your father as the second-born son of the King, as the new sword would be held by the King. Your father then became the new owner of the sword, and it is now the rightful inheritance of your father’s line.”

He slides the sword across the small table to me. “It is yours now. Not only because you were given it in the castle, but because it is part of your inheritance. It is a sword with a great history. It is said that your great-grandfather, in his early years, before he became King, fought a Talic Wolf with it, but that is likely just rumor.”

I decide not to comment on the part about the Talic Wolf. Instead, I stand up, pick up the sword, and slide it back into its sheath. I can’t help but smile—not just that I have the sword back, but from everything I’ve learned.

My uncle leans forward with a serious expression. “Two warnings, Caric. First, that scabbard is the only scabbard enchanted to hold that sword. It’ll slice through any other. Second…” He pauses and adds a stern look. “Do not tell anyone what this sword does or that it was your father’s. Most of the men and women among us are honorable, but you may find some who are not. Those without honor will take your sword without a moment’s hesitation.” He looks down at my sword and smiles. “I had actually thought it was lost. When the kingdom fell, and your father was killed, my understanding was an old soldier stole that sword—a Sergeant by the name of Hob. I assumed he had sold it.”

“No,” I say, speaking up for the first time in a while. “He guards one of the armories. Hob gave me this sword and called me ‘your highness’.”

My uncle’s eyebrows shoot up again, but then his face softens into a smile. “Well now, that’s interesting. So, Hob did take the sword…” he appears deep in thought for a moment, “but not to sell it, but to keep it safe. And then he gave it to the son of the man to whom it belonged.” He nods slowly, looking up at the roof of the cave and adds, “It’s good to know we might have another ally in the castle.”

He shakes his head, and his eyes focus on me. “But, that’s all the time we have for conversation. Grab that chunk of bread and that jug of water and come along. It’s time to head out. I think you might actually see Ellcia and Hemot today.”

I grab the water and guzzle down as much as I can, then snatch up the bread. The thought of seeing at least those two gives me the boost I need, and I run out after my uncle.

The last two days have been busy. I’ve been put into a training regimen that involves sword-fighting and some basic hand-to-hand combat. What I learned from Rulf was nothing compared to what these people can teach me. I like learning at this level. Unfortunately, these people are less forgiving than Rulf ever was—and Rulf was never forgiving.

I’ve also been interviewed by a half dozen different people. They ask questions about life in the city, what kind of guard there is in the castle, what the Regent’s habits are, and more. It turns out they know very little about what goes on in Sevord City. They get bits of information sent to them from Captain Tilbur and a few others, but much of what they receive is in code and without enough information for them to do much with it.

I haven’t quite learned my way around the cave system yet. Most people say it’s pretty simple, but to me it just looks like a mess. I never know where I’m going or where I’ll end up. Sometimes I head down a tunnel which I’m sure I’ve been down a dozen times, but then it opens up into a room that I have never seen before. One time I ended up in a large kitchen; another time I ended up in what appeared to be the laundry room; another time I found myself at the edge of a large underground river; and each time I was looking for my own cave with my own bed.

This time, I count the caves. I think I remember that taking the first left, then skipping two caves, then turning right takes me to the training grounds. I pay close attention as we move through and am pleasantly surprised to see that I was right. I’m not sure I can find my way back okay, but someone always helps me.

My uncle comes to a halt just inside the large cavern. “All right, Caric. This is where I leave you. You’ll spend the morning in training, then one final interview, then you’ll meet with a couple people to help determine what your role will be in the operation. See you this evening.”

I watch my uncle move off through a small cave—not much more than a crack in the wall. He turns sideways to squeeze through.

The people here call the whole “army in the caves” thing the “operation”. I guess that makes sense. They don’t want to call it the rebellion since technically speaking, what the Regent has done is rebellion.

I sit down on a rock to wait. Typically, I have to wait for someone to pull me into the training. They have a specific plan for me, and I’m not supposed to deviate from it at all.

I think back to a conversation I had with my uncle two nights ago. He explained my—I guess “our”—family situation. I’m actually the cousin to Prince Roran. If he had died, then the throne would have fallen to my father, then to me. Since my dad is dead, the only one who stands between me and the throne is, strangely, Prince Roran himself. I feel a wave of fear pass over me as I once again think about how important it is for me to keep Prince Roran alive.

If he dies, I’ll have to be King.

That seems like a bad idea to me. I certainly don’t want to end up in that situation. And I doubt that would be good for the kingdom.

The other thought that comes through now and then, when I start feeling suspicious, is that after me, my uncle here in the caves is next in line. Which means that if he has aspirations for the throne, he’ll have to kill both Roran and me. I don’t think that’s realistic, though, because through all the years that Roran had not been found, and I was thought to be dead, my Uncle Lirnal never once made a claim for the throne—not even once. After him, since Lirnal has no children, is the Regent, who happens to be another uncle. So, if Roran, Lirnal, and I die, Regent Parthun is legally the King. After that comes General Corter in the castle—the general who serves the Regent—and then Captain Tilbur, my other uncle, who lives in the castle.

It seems complicated to me, but anything to do with a monarchy always is. I start to go over some more of the information that I’ve learned about my family, doing my best to commit it to memory, when I hear someone call my name.

I turn around and arms wrap around me. It’s Ellcia, and I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy to see anyone in my life. We hold each other for a long time before I feel us pulled apart. Hemot pushes Ellcia away and stands there with a big grin on his face. He shouts, “My turn!” and grabs hold of me, hugging me for an uncomfortably long time.

When he finally lets go, he says, “Where have you been?”

“Me?” I ask. “What about each of you?”

“We’ve been together for much of the last two days,” Ellcia says. “We’ve only seen Marleet twice, and then only for a few minutes, but a lot of the rest of the time, it’s been the two of us.”

A wave of jealousy passes over me for a moment before I do my best to push it away. “I’m sorry. My uncle has kept me pretty busy. Tell me about what’s going on with you guys!”

We sit down, and they bring me up to speed. My uncle has always taken me to the training grounds early, so I know there’s time before they’ll start me on drills.

“Well,” Ellcia says, starting out on her story. She has a big grin on her face. “It turns out my older brother is still alive! I kind of remember him a bit, but not much. He’s a Captain. I’ve been staying with him. He tells me that we’re part of a noble family, but all that has been lost in the rebellion. He’s been really nice to me. He remembers me quite well, even though I can’t really remember him. He’s told me all about my parents.” As she speaks, her grin grows larger. I’m glad to see her so happy.

I turn to Hemot, but he’s shaking his head. “I haven’t been quite so lucky.”

I examine his face for a moment. He seems happy, yet disappointed, yet confused. “What’s up?”

“Well…” Hemot frowns. “It turns out my family was all killed, but my nanny survived.”

“That’s at least some good news, isn’t it?” I ask, a little unsure.

“Well, yes,” he says, still looking confused. “I remember her, actually. I loved her a lot, and she was always there for me. But… she seems to think that I’m still six years old. She kisses me on the head all the time, licks her finger and washes spots off my face, offers to help me dress in the morning, and calls me Buttercup.”

Ellcia and I both laugh. Hemot, however, looks genuinely distressed.

“Not only that, but one of my favorite memories of her is that she used to make me buttertarts. They were so good! I remember pleading with her to make them all the time.”

“So, what’s the issue?” I ask.

“She won’t make them anymore! She tells me that when she lost me, she vowed she would never again make buttertarts. So, obviously, I told her, ‘But you have me back now! You can make them again!’ and she hollered, ‘No! I swore I would not make them again, and I can’t break that promise!’ I think she then called me Buttercup and gave me another kiss on my head before sending me to bed at somewhere around 5:30 last night. The only nice part is she reads me stories before bed.”

I hold in another laugh, and I see Ellcia is doing the same. I decide to change the subject. “And Marleet?”

Both of them shake their heads. Ellcia explains that when she had last seen her, Marleet had given her a quick hug and then had needed to run off.

I tell them what I learned about her. I’m hoping we’ll get to see her soon. I’m assuming she’s okay.

“On your feet!” a man screams.

We jump to our feet and spin around. A short distance away stands a large man. He’s shorter than me, but he’s built like an ox. His face is filled with rage, and he looks ready to strangle us. I check his uniform’s insignia to see that he holds the rank of Captain.

He grinds his teeth and then barks, “I’m Captain Frindor! I oversee training of new recruits when I’m not doing something important.”

The man stares at us for a moment, and I’m left with the impression that I’m supposed to say something in response to that. I have nothing to say, other than, “So, does that mean you just got back from something important?”

He rushes forward and stops once his nose is nearly touching mine. “You think that’s funny?”

I open my mouth to answer but close it again. I really have no response that I think will turn out well.

“Get out on the training floor!” he hollers.

I grab Ellcia and Hemot and pull them along, since this is their first day of training. We run to the area they call the armory, which is an area of the training ground with a pile of wooden swords. We leave our real weapons in that area and grab a wooden sword before heading into the center of the large cavern.

We spend the next few hours training. I’m a little ahead of the others. The extra couple days of training and practice has certainly made a difference. I think I also take to the sword better than either Ellcia or Hemot. Some of my teachers, when they’re not yelling at me, have actually told me I’m a fast learner.

By the time mid-day comes, and Frindor lets us finish, we’re exhausted, smelly, and dripping in sweat. Some people show us the way to a small underground stream where we can clean up, and then we head out to find lunch.

I have to remind myself that though life in the caves is far from what we’re used to, it’s better than running for our lives.

 

 


The Attack

 

 

 

I adjust my sword on my belt as we walk, making sure I remain armed, according to the rules.

There isn’t much worry about an attack. The rebel army is bigger than the Regent’s army and, truthfully, my uncle has more claim to the throne than the Regent does, so the Regent’s army might even come over to our side if given the choice, but we need to be prepared.

Someone points the way toward the cave where we eat. They call it the mess hall. I don’t think that makes sense, but maybe it has something to do with people having to clean up after. I should probably ask, but I just don’t want people to find out how little I know about everything.

When we reach the mess hall, I explain to Ellcia and Hemot how the system works for getting food, but they both know already. They tell me that they’ve eaten here every meal for the last couple of days. I’m surprised at that because I’ve never seen them here, but I suspect we’ve just missed each other.

We grab our food and have a seat. Until today, I haven’t sat with anyone during my meals. None of the other people are very friendly with me. I’ve had a few scowl at me, but nothing too bad—they just don’t like me.

It’s strange. In the castle, the soldiers didn’t mind us. In fact, most ignored us. We were only servants, after all. If anyone pushed us around, however, the soldiers would come to our aid. Here, however, I get the impression that no one wants us around. And if we get into trouble, I don’t know who to look to for help.

That seems odd to me. We’ve found out that Ellcia and Hemot are from Noble families and… well… I’m second in line for the throne—an actual Prince. I would think people would want to be our friends, but they don’t seem to. Ellcia and Hemot get the same mean stares that I get. I suspect it’s because we all lived in the castle all this time, but I can’t be sure.

But aside from mean looks, until today, I haven’t faced any direct hostility—it’s just been in people’s attitudes and looks.

But something’s changed.

As we’re trying to leave after lunch, four men step in front of us. The looks on their faces let me know that we’re in for a world of trouble.

“Where are you going?” the man in the lead asks.

Normally, Ellcia or Hemot are quick to answer in a confrontation, but they can see this is not normal. We aren’t as safe as I would like.

I step forward and try to be nice. “We’re going to go see my uncle.”

I hope I can leave it at that. I’m sure they know who my uncle is.

“You think because the General happens to be your uncle that everyone’s going to be nice to you?” All four men laugh at that. The man who spoke then steps forward in a threatening manner and growls, “He’s not going to protect you.”

I take that as a bad sign and try to move back. I reach out and gently push Hemot and Ellcia away from the men, but I find my friends don’t move. I glance back to see two more men behind us. There’s nowhere to go.

A quick look around the dining room lets me know we’re alone. It’s not that there aren’t other people around. There are plenty of others—dozens, actually—but most aren’t looking, and others watch with grins on their faces. We won’t find help from them.

“What do you want with us?” This time, I don’t hide any disdain I have. It always disgusts me when I see this kind of thing. Six full-grown adults taking on the three of us! We’re in our teens, and we barely know how to use our swords or defend ourselves. They’re soldiers in their prime, and not one appears to have anything less than a disproportionate amount of muscle.

The man in front who seems to be in charge smiles at me. I don’t like his smile. His teeth are too big, and his eyes are full of threat. “No,” he says with a laugh. “We don’t actually want anything to do with all three of you. We have no problem with those two. It’s you we want.”

I turn around at the sound of a struggle and find Hemot and Ellcia are each held tight by the men behind me. I steal a quick look at the other four men. They’ve circled around.

I pull my knife out and hold it ready. I don’t dare pull out my sword. I know that if they get too close, I could easily slice them in half. I don’t know what they have in mind, but I’m pretty sure I don’t want to kill them. I also don’t want anyone to know what my sword can do—yet.

A hand comes around and grabs my wrist and a moment later, my knife is no longer in my hand. I know I’m greatly outmatched, but I hold my fists ready. Unfortunately, I don’t even have a chance to defend myself. The first hit comes from behind and slams into my right kidney. I drop to the ground just as a foot drives into my side. I hear Ellcia and Hemot scream for them to stop, but the beating just keeps coming. I think after a while, it should no longer hurt, but every punch and every kick hurts more than the last.

I take one to the head, and the cave spins around me. The blows have stopped for the moment, and it looks like the men who attacked me are flying through the air. I think they must have hit me harder than I thought.

I see another shape. This one is very thin and very tall and has long blond hair. The hair seems to have a life of its own as it flies around. She’s screaming. A lot. Not much of what she says is understandable.

I shake my head to clear my vision and try to make sense of what’s going on. I see a woman. She’s very tall and very angry. Her face is red, her teeth are bared, and her hands are held nearly, but not quite, in fists. It’s as if she might either punch or claw someone.

At first, I can’t figure out who she is, then it comes to me. She’s Rulf’s mother. I follow her gaze, and I see four crumpled shapes on the ground. Not one moves. She turns back to the men holding Ellcia and Hemot.

She growls and takes a deep breath. “These are my son’s friends. You hurt one of my son’s friends, and I see you hold two others. So, now there are only two options for you. Let them go and run away, and you will live. Hold on to them, and you will die.”

Both men let go immediately
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