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            Chapter
          1
      

            A Secret Tunnel
      

         

         We are up on the battlements, right by the edge where there is no railing. It’s the best spot to practice sword fighting in peace.

         “Take that!” I swing the sword at my cousin, Adia.

         She leaps to the side, turns around and swipes at me. I jump back, raise my arm and point the tip of my sword at her throat. I can hear my uncle’s birds up on the roof, they are hawks that he has trained for battle. They are screeching.

         “You’re dead!” I yell at Adia.

         Adia has her back against the rough, grey stones of the tower. Behind her, I can see the mountains and the Wasteland, and Istrana Bay is thrashing below us. The King’s Castle is built right by the edge of the cliff so that it’s easier to defend ourselves.

         “No, I’m not!” Adia yells.

         With a quick blow, she hits away my sword, ducks, runs and leaps onto a pile of rocks. “You will never win over me. You know I’m the fastest.”

         “But I’m the strongest!” I say and swing my sword in an arch. I want to stop it right by her heart but she takes a step back. She has forgotten that she is on a pile of rocks on the cliff edge because she takes another step back and teeters on a loose stone. She tries to regain her balance but slips and, with a scream, falls over the edge. I lunge forward and catch her hands just in time. Her eyes are wide with fear. Below her, the waves roar.

         I pull her up, grinding my teeth. Pull and drag. Finally, Adia can climb the rest of the way on her own. We lie next to each other, gasping for breath. Then she raises her head.

         “That actually scared me a little bit,” she says.

         “A little bit?” I look at her. “That only scared you a little bit?”

         “Okay, a lot. Lucky you caught me. Thanks, cousin.”
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         She sits up and looks over the edge and I sit up next to her. From here the ocean looks wild.

         “You would have caught me too,” I say with a smile.

         “Yes, always.” She looks down at the waves.

         The sound of footsteps makes us flinch. We are usually alone up here.

         “Prince Will and Adia. What are you doing?”

         Sir Cort looks from me to Adia and there is a deep furrow on his forehead when he speaks. “While the king is having a feast? It is time for food and gifts, you should be there.”

         “We forgot the time,” I say.

         “You can’t forget your father’s birthday, Prince Will.” Sir Cort’s voice is hard. “And I know he will be getting a very special gift this evening. A gift that you’ll want to see as well.”

         “What is it?” I ask.

         “A secret,” he says. “But it is alive and magical. Hurry on down and get changed and then come to the banquet hall, then you can see for yourselves.” He turns around and his cloak sweeps over the rocks as he walks away.

         We watch him leave.

         “Your father is always so stern,” I say.

         “He is.” Adia looks as if she wants to say something more but then she bites her lip.

         “Well, just a little,” I say quickly so she won’t be upset. “I know that he’s all right and my father trusts him.”

         Adia nods but she is deep in thought. Then she brushes the dust off her clothes and says, “Come on, let’s take one of the hidden tunnels in the castle walls.”

         She points further down the battlements, and I nod, following her.

         When we were younger, we would go on adventures in all the hidden tunnels. They can be found on every floor of the King’s Castle but most of them are in the basement. There’s also a tunnel that follows a river below the castle and leads all the way to the graveyard.

         I think Adia and I know all the tunnels now but maybe Adia knows even more than me. She is naturally curious.

          
      

         The tunnel is behind a stone with a dark mark. I knock on it three times and the stone makes a loud noise, before the wall slides to the side. There is a dark opening behind it.

         I crawl through first and Adia follows me. The dust tickles my nose and it smells like damp. Adia closes the opening behind us and then we start crawling.

         The tunnel descends and is steep, so it is difficult to move. It leads down to the chamber where we were nursed as little children. We keep crawling and my sword gets in the way so, I have to straighten it several times.

         When I feel the rough wall in front of me, I know we have arrived and I push it with both hands. It is heavy but there isn’t enough room for Adia to help me.

         “Come on, weakling,” Adia says with a laugh.

         I huff and push again and this time the stone comes loose and falls out on the other side. We crawl out of the fireplace into an almost empty chamber. The room holds two cribs and a chair. It was our nursery, but we are twelve now and there are no other younglings in the castle.

         Together, we push the stone back into the fireplace so you can’t tell we entered the room that way.

         I dust off my hands.

         “See you in a bit!” Adia yells and runs out into the hallway and towards her chamber.

         I hurry along to my own bedchamber. Once there, I pick out my finest clothes: black velvet trousers and a deep red shirt. I hang my sword on its peg because I won’t be needing it at my father’s feast.
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