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      Fredric St. Cloud stood at the head of a line of three hundred and twenty warlords. Soon the Master of the Citadel would arrive and call his name. He was graduating at the top of his class. Lucky for him since his father, Dornkirk, wouldn’t have accepted anything less. The son of the King’s Champion had to live up to high expectations.

      Not that he held himself to a lower standard than his father, if anything it was the opposite. He pushed as hard as he could then kept on going. He knew some of his fellow students thought him obsessive in his training and they had a point, but if you didn’t want to go all out, why bother at all?

      He looked up and let the bright sun warm his face. Fall still held sway, but soon enough the bitter winter winds would howl down out of the north. Fredric despised winter, but his feelings did anything to lessen the cold.

      His gaze darted around the courtyard where he’d spent so much time training over the past five years. The gathered seniors waited at the edge of the shadow cast by the towering black walls. Behind them the keep loomed as hard and unyielding as the masters that trained them.

      Though he held himself at silent attention, behind him the faint whispers of his classmates came to him. Fredric used soul force to enhance his hearing.

      “Where do you think we’ll get deployed?” He didn’t recognize the voice, but he knew the sentiment. Everyone wanted to know where they’d end up tomorrow.

      “I don’t care, as long as it’s somewhere warm,” another unfamiliar voice said. Fredric generally kept to himself, so there were only a handful of students he knew well.

      “I suspect I’ll be going to the capital,” Crown Prince Andrew said.

      That bright, warm voice was one he’d come to know well over the past five years. In addition to completing his own training, Fredric had been assigned to keep an eye on the prince. No one really expected anything to happen, but better to be safe than sorry Father always insisted. To his surprise Fredric had come to both like and respect the future king. Andrew lacked the arrogance you often found in the sons of the nobility—most of it anyway.

      A feminine laugh sent lightning racing through Fredric’s veins. He’d know that voice anywhere. Helena Kort was the most beautiful girl in their class, not to mention the strongest. She wielded a spear like an extension of herself and her soul force was amongst the densest. Only Fredric and a handful of others defeated her on a regular basis.

      Andrew liked to joke that knocking a woman on her ass wasn’t the best way to court her, but Helena was different. If he went easy on her it would show a lack of respect for her as a warrior. Nothing else he might do would offend Helena more than that.

      At last, Commander Connor emerged from the keep with two of his lieutenants, one of whom carried a box containing the newly minted warlords’ medallions. They wore crisp, blue and white uniforms with swords belted at their waists.

      With his enhanced vision Fredric spotted a handful of older warlords watching the assembly. He put them out of his mind when the commander stopped a few feet away.

      “Fredric St. Cloud!” the commander called.

      Fredric stepped up, the commander pinned a silver medallion on his chest, and he moved to one side. That was it. All their work, all the years of training, and the only acknowledgement they got was their name called and a simple silver sword pin stuck through their uniform. The whole ceremony took less than an hour.

      When the last warlord received his pin Commander Connor said, “The rest of the day is yours. Report tomorrow morning for your first assignments.”

      They all saluted and the commander took his leave. It was a relief to have the technicalities over with so they could begin their true work. Fredric had barely taken a step back toward the keep when Andrew threw an arm around his neck.

      “What do you say we go to The Inn Between to celebrate?” the prince said.

      Fredric wasn’t much for celebrating. “I don—”

      “Helena’s coming,” Andrew added.

      Maybe a little celebrating would be okay. Not to mention the inn was constantly crawling with visiting warlords, so it should be a safe enough place to relax.
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      The Inn Between was a dingy little tavern fifteen miles east of The Citadel. The roof sagged like a rundown plow horse and sported more holes than it did shingles. The front steps appeared in serious danger of collapse and the less said about the stink swirling around it the better.

      Rumor held that so many fights broke out the owner had decided to wait until his unruly patrons destroyed the place so he could build a new one from the ground up. Fredric had serious doubts about that, but it made a good story.

      Prince Andrew led the way up the steps with Fredric and Helena close behind. The interior of the tavern matched the exterior. Whoever decorated the place had made a concerted effort to spend as little coin as possible. Split-log benches sat beside rough-hewn tables and three hurricane lamps hung from the support posts to provide light in the evening. The staff consisted of a one-legged barman hopping around pouring drinks and a pair of barmaids whose best days had come and gone before Fredric was born.

      “Why did you want to come here?” Helena asked.

      “It’s tradition.” Andrew led them to a corner table. “You don’t want to leave The Citadel before you have a chance to try it, do you?”

      Helena and Fredric shared a look. For a prince, Andrew had surprisingly lowbrow tastes. When they’d settled in Andrew waved a barmaid over and ordered a round of ale.

      The drinks arrived a moment later. Andrew took a sip, winced, and set the mug back down. Fredric and Helena ignored theirs.

      “So where do you think we’ll be assigned?” Helena asked.

      Fredric shrugged. He had no idea and didn’t especially care. His father might have something planned for him, but he doubted it. Dornkirk St. Cloud was the King’s Champion and the strongest warrior in the kingdom, yet he spent much of his time standing in the throne room behind Andrew’s father and glowering at nobles that didn’t have the guts to try anything anyway. Whatever assignment he received had to be better than that.

      “This was going to be a surprise,” Andrew said. “But I guess I can let you in on it. Father wants me to see more of my future kingdom. Tomorrow I return to the capital and then begin a tour of the land. I requested that the two of you be assigned as my personal guards.”

      Helena beamed, making her even more beautiful. “I’ve always wanted to travel the kingdom, so this is perfect. Thank you, Andrew.”

      “Yes,” Fredric said. “It should be interesting.”

      Fredric was debating trying to deaden his sense of taste enough to make the ale drinkable when a group of warlords in blue uniforms marched into the tavern like they owned the place. Fredric guessed the age of the four men and two women to be mid twenties, probably a squad visiting The Citadel between missions.

      The lead man, his muscles bulging with soul force enhancements, locked gazes with Fredric. The newcomer had spiky blond hair, bright blue eyes, and looked eager for a fight. He suppressed a sigh and willed the soldier’s attention elsewhere.

      It wasn’t to be, alas. The group strode across the almost empty common room and stopped in front of Fredric’s table.

      “You lot must be some of the new meat,” the blond warlord said. “Got your shiny new medallions and imagine you’re warriors. How about a little sparring match? You can show us what they’re teaching at The Citadel these days.”

      “I’ll pass, senior,” Fredric said.

      That brought a round of laughs. A dark-haired woman put her hand on the leader’s shoulder. “There’s your answer, John. They’re teaching cowardice.”

      Andrew bristled and his body went rigid. The prince had a short fuse. While he was strong, Fredric feared he wasn’t up to dealing with experienced warlords.

      John turned his attention to Helena instead. “You’re a pretty little thing. What do you say we head out back and have a little fun?”

      “Why don’t you go out back by yourself?” Helena said. “Maybe you can find some female companionship in the tavern keeper’s pigsty.”

      Andrew snorted a laugh and John’s face burned red.

      Fredric sighed again and drew power from his core.

      John clamped a hand on Helena’s shoulder. “Who do you think you’re talkin—”

      Helena’s fist crashed into John’s mouth, silencing him and sending him flying halfway across the tavern.

      All the warlords accelerated.

      Fredric went straight for the biggest man still standing.

      He swung an uppercut into the opposing warlord’s stomach.

      The man didn’t even try to block. He must have thought his iron skin would protect him. Clearly he’d never been hit by someone with a soul force as powerful as Fredric’s.

      A fist harder than steel and driven with enough strength to crush a stone wall slammed into the arrogant warlord’s gut.

      The breath rushed out of him and he flew up into the ceiling before crashing back down to the floor.

      John started crawling back to his feet.

      Fredric darted over.

      A kick to the side of the head sent the blond warlord sliding across the floor. He slammed into the bar and went still.

      A pained shout drew his attention to Andrew.

      One of the female warlords had him in a headlock and was pounding him in the face with her free hand.

      Fredric drew deeper from his core and rushed to his friend’s defense.

      The female warlord’s fist went back to deliver another blow. Fredric caught her wrist, twisted, and punched her in the ribs with enough force to bend steel.

      She grunted and released Andrew.

      Fredric spun and threw her over his shoulder.

      She flew across the common room, crashed through the wall, and landed in the yard.

      “Amberlee!” The other female warlord rushed toward Fredric, clearly intent on avenging her fallen comrade.

      Fredric drew so much power it appeared his opponent was moving in slow motion despite running at warlord speed.

      He leapt and spun.

      His foot caught her under the chin and sent her flying out the hole her friend made.

      Helena had laid out the remaining two warlords so Fredric turned his attention to the prince. “You okay?”

      Andrew gave him a thumbs up. The bruises on his face were mostly healed already. Fredric stalked over to John. The leader of the group had pulled himself to his feet and most of his teeth had regrown.

      Fredric clamped a hand on the back of John’s neck and squeezed hard enough to let him know that only forbearance kept him from a broken neck.

      Fredric dragged John over in front of the prince. “You will apologize to His Highness for your rude behavior.”

      John stared at the rapidly healing Andrew for a second. “Your Highness. I did not recognize you, sire. My companions and I only wished to blow off steam. Truly, we meant no disrespect.”

      Andrew gave a lazy wave of his hand. “Oh, don’t worry, I wasn’t offended in the least. Helena, on the other hand, may require more convincing.”

      Fredric glanced over his shoulder. Helena marched toward them like an approaching tornado.

      “Hand him over!” Helena said in a tone that brooked no argument.

      Fredric shoved John her way and she caught him by the ear and twisted.

      “Ow, ow, ow! I’m sorry, miss. Please forgive my earlier rude comments. We only thought to have a bit of fun.”

      “Fun, huh? I like a bit of fun as well.” Helena dragged him toward the back door.

      Andrew leapt to his feet, winked at Fredric, and hurried after Helena. She dragged John out the door and without further comment tossed him into the pigsty.

      She dusted off her hands and grinned. “Now that was fun.”

      The three friends made their way around to the front of the inn. The women Fredric threw through the wall were sitting in the grass healing their bruises. Neither of them looked overly interested in resuming the brawl.

      As they walked by, the brunette said, “Wait.”

      Fredric met her gaze. The female warlord had a slim, graceful build, dark skin tone, and bright green eyes. Not unattractive if you overlooked the slowly healing dent in the side of her face.

      “Who are you?” she asked. “I’ve never seen anyone move as fast as you did. It was like you were made of lightning.”

      Before he could answer Andrew stepped up beside him. “This is Fredric St. Cloud, but you can call him Fredric The Lightning.”

      Fredric groaned. A nickname, terrific. Andrew would never let it go. Still, as names went, The Lightning wasn’t the worst he’d ever heard. In fact, he kind of liked it.
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      The outer walls of the palace loomed over them. Andrew led the way through the open gate, drawing salutes from the guards on duty. The best part about traveling with the crown prince was no one dared question them.

      It came as a relief to leave the city behind. Everywhere he looked revealed places for potential assassins to hide. The riot of movement mingled with every scent imaginable to render his enhanced senses almost useless. Crowded city streets were the worst possible place to try and protect someone outside an actual battlefield.

      They’d barely entered the courtyard when a trio of page boys in blue tabards came running to take their horses. Dust puffed up from their shoes as they skidded to a stop and bowed. They held the companions’ reins as they dismounted.

      Fredric smiled when he caught Helena staring with open awe. She hadn’t been to the capital before and she appeared eager to see everything. Fredric had been here many times over the years. It was unavoidable given his father’s position as King’s Champion. Not that he minded. Everyone had always been nice to him, even the king.

      While he didn’t want to get caught staring, Fredric found he had a difficult time prying his gaze away from Helena. She’d changed into one of the slashed, blue uniforms favored by female warlords. Whenever she moved, a smooth expanse of thigh or arm peeked through the gaps. His pulse raced at every glimpse.

      Andrew wrapped an arm around his neck and laughed. “If you start drooling I won’t be able to take you to see Father.”

      The prince released him and sauntered up to the double doors. Helena fell in behind him, pausing to wink at Fredric, who brought up the rear. It seemed he hadn’t been as stealthy in his observations as he’d hoped. At least she didn’t seem upset.

      As they walked down the red carpet toward the throne room Fredric adjusted his sword and smoothed his navy tunic. King Adam had always treated him kindly as a boy, but now that he’d attained the rank of full warlord, he wanted to present himself as a professional soldier.

      A pair of heavily armed and armored guards pulled the throne room doors open and the herald announced, “Crown Prince Andrew!”

      Dozens of courtiers dressed in a rainbow of colors filled the throne room. They stood as one and broke into applause. Andrew smiled and waved to the gathering while Fredric scanned for threats.

      Helena just looked overwhelmed.He didn’t worry that she’d be unable to react if danger presented itself. She was every bit the warrior.

      Andrew led the way down the alley that ran through the center of the room. On a low dais the king sat on his throne with Fredric’s father standing behind him. The king smiled at his son’s approach, but Father didn’t give any reaction. He’d settled into full guard mode and not a single breath escaped his notice.

      Fredric and Helena stopped at the end of the aisle and took a knee while Andrew continued on toward the throne. The king rose and clasped his son’s shoulders. “Congratulations, Andrew. I’ve read all the reports, and your teachers to a person are satisfied with your effort. It’s been too long since a warlord sat on the kingdom’s throne.”

      “Thank you, Father. Though I hope the day I assume the throne is still far away.”

      The king smiled. “As do I, son, as do I. Fredric, come here, my boy.”

      Fredric rose and approached the throne. “Majesty.”

      “Graduated top of your class I understand. No surprise, given your heritage. I doubt Dornkirk will ever admit how proud of you he is, so I suppose it falls to me to say it. Well done.” King Adam patted his arm.

      Fredric bowed his head, grateful for the king’s acknowledgment while at the same time wishing his father would offer even a hint of recognizing his skill. It wouldn’t happen of course. Father never offered praise, only ways to improve.

      “And who’s this young lady?” the king asked. “Come closer, my dear.”

      Helena’s hands trembled as she approached the throne. She didn’t say much about her family, but from the little Fredric had been able to glean, her upbringing had been pretty hand
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