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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Lance's weapon whistled as he swung it towards his opponent, the sound of the impact loud against the silence of the open field. The hit was jarring, but the strong muscles of his forearms held firm. 


He circled his opponent again, holding the weapon two-handed, concentrating on his footwork even as his weapon shifted through the different guard positions that the art of the sword demanded: the boar's tusk and the lady, the high guard and the low. 


He was stripped to the waist, his lean frame beaded with sweat. He was eighteen today, a man now. He already stood taller than most men, his dark hair falling in a tangle down to his shoulders. His blue eyes were locked onto his foe, searching for any weakness. 


Lance feinted to the left, then quickly stepped in, and thrust his weapon towards his opponent's chest. The blow skittered away, but Lance was already moving again, spinning around, and bringing his weapon down in an overhead slash. The satisfying impact made Lance tense to absorb the jarring force of it.


Lance went back to circling, trying never to be too predictable with his footwork, trying to ward every possible gap in his own defenses while looking for openings that he could exploit. This wasn't a foe that he could trick, though. Trying guile was pointless, here. 


Instead, Lance pressed in, trying to find an angle where he could bind the extended blade of his foe with his own weapon while he struck. Lance lashed out, flicking his wrists as he attacked...


The stick he was using sent the sword flying, breaking the lengths of cord that Lance had used to attach it to the old scarecrow in the back field. The sword arced through the air, glinting in the sun before it thudded into the dirt. Lance cursed, feeling foolish for not securing it properly. 


At least the move he'd used for the attack had been properly executed. He had been practicing for so long, trying to perfect his technique in secret. His father, a simple farmer, would never understand his obsession with sword fighting. 


But Lance couldn't help it. It was in his blood. His mother had been a warrior, a fierce fighter who had died in battle against bandits when Lance was just a child. He had inherited her strength and passion for the art of the sword. The sword had been hers, but he couldn't use it against the scarecrow without risking cutting it to pieces. 


Lance retrieved the sword and started to work with it now, practicing swinging it through the air again and again, trying to make each cut feel as natural as breathing. 


As he practiced, Lance's mind wandered. He was tired of being cooped up in his small hamlet so close to Destarra, the capital of the kingdom of Lytos, tired of pretending to be content with his simple life. He longed for adventure, for the thrill of battle and the rush of adrenaline. 


Whenever he could get into the city, Lance went to watch the knights of the king's guard training. Almost everything he'd learned, he'd picked up from watching them, and from play-fighting with the other boys his age. He'd learned to wrestle and he went to the archery butts at the edge of the city to practice with a bow, but there was something beautiful about a sword that made his heart sing whenever he held one.


As he trained, Lance's mind wandered, thinking of his mother. He had never known her, not really. Only the stories his father had told him kept her memory alive. When he'd been younger, his father had told those stories regularly. Then he'd remarried and the stories had stopped, as if he hadn't wanted to upset his new wife by mentioning his dead first love. 


"Lance! Where are you, boy?"


That was his father's voice, and Lance could hear the anger there. Hurriedly, Lance grabbed his tunic, throwing it back on as his father appeared. 


His father was a stout man, his weathered face etched with lines of worry. "What are you doing out here?" he demanded, his eyes narrowing as he saw the sword in Lance's hand.


"I was just practicing," Lance said, trying to keep his voice even. He knew how his father felt about his sword fighting. He’d only been practicing because he’d assumed that his father was working on the far side of the farm. "I wasn't hurting anyone."


"Practice for what?" his father snapped. "You think you're some kind of knight? You grew up a farmer, boy. We're poor folk here. You'll never be anything else."


Lance felt a flare of anger, but he kept it in check. He knew his father wasn't trying to be cruel. He just didn't understand. "There’s always a chance. I could still be a warrior, like Mother. Especially today."


Today, on the day when the knights of the king’s guard were holding trials that would judge who could join their number. This was a day that Lance had been building towards for so long.


His father's expression briefly hardened even more. 


"Your mother was a good woman," he said gruffly. "But she died in battle. Is that what you want? To die?"


"I know it's dangerous," Lance said. "But I feel like I'm meant for more than just... this. I want to see the world. I want to do something important."


"Important," his father said, making it sound distasteful. "It's time you put thoughts like that from your head, boy. You're eighteen. Magda says it's time to stop indulging your nonsense and your daydreaming."


Magda was his father's current wife, Lance's stepmother. She was ten years younger than Lance's father, and she'd given him two more young children. From the very start, she'd made it clear that there wasn't any room in her heart for Lance, and she didn't want there to be any room on the farm for him either. 


"I'm not daydreaming," Lance said. "I'm training."


"And you have no business practicing to become some kind of warrior," his father snapped. "Do you think the world needs men like that? Men who answer everything with violence? Men whose first thought when faced with a problem is to start killing?"


"The king's guard are noble and honorable," Lance argued. 


"Noble! That's the point, boy. They're all noble born."


"Sir Cagduan wasn't. Nor was Sir Boris the Tall." Lance remembered those names from stories his friends had told among themselves. They were men who had started as commoners, but proved themselves worthy. "They passed the challenges to join."


"Those are just stories," his father snapped back. "It doesn't actually happen. Do you think they ever let a common born boy win that contest of theirs? They put them up against noble whelps who've been trained to fight since they could walk."


"But there's still a chance," Lance insisted. "It’s the princess’s birthday, so they’re holding the trials. I could still-"


"Enough!" The roar of his father's voice carried out over the field. "This ends, now. You're a grown man. You need to make a life, get a job, find a woman to settle down with. Which is why I've talked to a friend of mine who works down on the docks. There's a merchant there named Hanran. He wants an assistant. You can count, you have your letters, and you're a big, strong lad. You might do well there."


"You want me to be a merchant's assistant?" Lance asked, not quite able to believe it. 


"You can't stay here," his father said. "There isn't room for you."


"You're throwing me out?" Lance said. Again, it was all happening too fast. 


"I'm saying you need to build a life. A sensible life. You need to do something, and that's steady work. If you're smart, you might be running the place in a few years."


"A few years," Lance said, a sinking feeling in his stomach. Already, he could see how his dreams of adventure were slipping away from him. 


Lance felt a sense of despair wash over him. He knew his father was trying to do what he thought was best for him, but it was hard to accept that his dreams were being crushed under the weight of practicality. He said nothing, just stood there with his sword in his hand, feeling like a part of him had been amputated.


"This is a chance for you, boy. I'm doing what's right, here. Now, I'm heading back to the house. You need to go speak to the merchant, today. My friend spoke to him and he's agreed to see you. You'd better impress him, Lance."


His father held out his hand, palm up. It took Lance a moment to realize what his father wanted. He wanted Lance to hand him back the sword. To give up the one thing that let him feel a connection to his mother. To walk away from any chance of undergoing the trials.


He could imagine how the rest of his life would play out. He would toil away on the docks for the merchant, day in and day out, until he was too old and broken down to do anything else. He would never know the thrill of adventure, the rush of battle, the feeling of freedom that came from making his own choices.


"I won't do it," Lance said firmly, his hands clenching around the hilt of his sword.


"You don’t have a choice," his father said, his face hardening. "You can't stay here if you won't work. You'll have to make your own way in the world."


Lance felt a knot form in his throat. He had always known that his father would never understand him; half the time he’d treated Lance like he wasn’t even his son, but he had never thought that he would be cast out like this.


Lance was angry at that moment. Angry with his father for doing all of this on his birthday, of all days. Angry with Magda, who he was sure was behind it. Angry with the world. 


Lance turned from his father. For a moment, he thought that his father would call him back, would tell him that he loved him, that all of this was a mistake, but Lance knew that was just a dream. That wasn't the kind of man his father was. It wasn't who either of them were.


"Lance..."


There was a softer note in his father's voice now. Something almost pleading. 


"Yes, Father?"


"You know where this leads. I lost her. I'm not going to watch while I lose you too. Do the right thing, boy. Forget about the trials. Go see the merchant. Have a life where you might make something of yourself, not destroy everything around you or die before you can build something worth having."


Lance stood there, sword in hand, his father's words ringing in his ears. He knew his father was only trying to protect him, but he also knew that he couldn't do what his father wanted. 


"I can't do it, Father," Lance said, his voice firm. "I want to be more than just a farmer or a merchant's assistant. I want to see the world, to make a difference."


"Lance..."


"Goodbye, Father," Lance said. He walked away without looking back, heading for the city. It was the only way to make sure that his father didn't see the tears stinging the corners of his eyes.


He headed for the trials. He had to join the king’s guard.


 




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


The walls of Destarra loomed ahead, and Lance tried to replace the pain in his heart with a sense of hope. This was where he would find his new life. This was where he would undertake the trials. 


The walls were white marble, the boundaries of the city spilling out beyond them like the stomach of some fat burgher bulging over his belt. The king's castle sat at the heart of it all, three great towers piercing up towards the heavens like a trident.


There would be an opportunity for him here. He was young, he was strong, he knew he was skilled with a sword. Now, he just needed to find a way to turn that into a life. He would march up to the space where the king's guard were holding the trials and demand to take their challenges!


The walls were festooned with banners and flags in celebration of Princess Meredith's eighteenth birthday. Lance smiled at the thought that he shared his birthday with the only daughter of King Aldus IV. Lance decided that was a sign, an indication that he was fated to be a part of something bigger. It was easier to decide that than to allow himself to be swallowed up with doubts or grief.


If the king's guard wouldn't have him, then he would try... he didn't know what he would try. Perhaps he would join a mercenary company and travel, out past the borders of Lytos, out as far as the barbarian lands across the Knife Tongue Straits to the south or into the Barrens far to the north. Perhaps he would sign on with a merchant after all, but to protect them rather than be some assistant, heading to the furthest corners of the world, to far Zand or the Mist Isles. 


Lance wanted to succeed. He wanted the chance to be one of the king’s guard. He wanted that more than anything. 


He made his way through the bustling streets, his eyes scanning everything around him. There were people of all kinds, from merchants and traders to beggars and thieves. Hedge magicians promised to work small magics to cure warts or sharpen knives to an edge that would last for years. The smell of roasting meat mixed with the scent of sewage wafted through the air, and Lance wrinkled his nose as he walked.


He could see plenty of signs of celebration in the city. Decorations hung from nearly every building, and colorful streamers crisscrossed the streets. Children ran around with painted faces, and people laughed and danced in the streets. Even though he was alone, Lance felt a sense of excitement and anticipation that he hadn't felt in a long time.


The capital city sat on the southeastern coast of the kingdom, the sea air fresh and salty as Lance walked. They said that, long ago, the people of Lytos had come there from beyond the sea, finding the kingdom and settling it, building their capital in the spot where they landed. Lance saw a statue of some of those early settlers as he walked, along with others commemorating heroes who had fought in the great war against the Kingdom Beneath, back before Lance was even born.


There were musicians playing in a small plaza ahead. Lance watched as dancers twirled and spun to the beat of the drums, while jugglers performed off to one side. Someone had used one of the small magics to make bright streams of color flow in the wake of each dancer's movements. He felt a pang of longing.


Lance quickly found himself distracted from the entertainments, though, by the sound of steel clashing against steel, coming from somewhere further on, closer to the spot where the great castle sat at the heart of the city. Lance wanted to know what was happening. Was there a fight, or was it something else?


He didn't feel any fear as he started forward, only curiosity. He wanted to know what was happening. Maybe he would even be able to help with whatever it was. 


The crowds were thicker here, so that Lance had to push his way through the throng of people to get to the source of the commotion. The strange part was that there were no shouts or screams, no sign of people running in panic. If anything, people seemed to be crowding forward for a better view. 


Eventually, Lance emerged from the sea of people and found himself on the edges of a great square in front of the castle. There were musicians playing and hawkers crying out their wares, but no one seemed to be paying them much attention. 


Instead, the crowd's attention was on what was happening in the middle of the square. There, people seemed to be trying their hand at archery, wrestling, swordplay, and clambering over obstacles. Even as Lance watched, a young man tumbled from one of a set of wooden posts while the crowd laughed. 


His heart almost stopped as he saw several members of the king's guard watching over the proceedings, their red and gold tunics proclaiming their status. These weren't just ordinary watchmen. They were knights. They shone in their armor. He couldn't help but feel a twinge of envy. He watched as one of the knights stepped forward, his long black cape swirling around him in the wind.


"Who's next?" the knight called out, his voice ringing across the square. "Who will try their hand at the challenges for the birthday celebrations? Who will prove himself worthy of the king's guard?"


The trials. They were holding the trials out in public as part of the celebrations.


A young nobleman stepped forward, finely dressed with blonde hair. The knight nodded to him.


"Justin, son of Lord Brook. Will you try the challenges?"


"I will!" he called out, to cheers from the crowd. 


Lance knew what the trials entailed. He’d trained for this, practicing for each potential test. Even as the young nobleman began, Lance felt his body tensing, almost moving along with him.


He set off over the obstacles first, leaping from wooden post to wooden post, his balance perfect. He landed with poise and grace that Lance wasn't sure he could copy. 


Archery came next, in which the young man had to out-shoot one of the king's guard to progress over three arrows. The young noble hit the bullseye with his first two shots, a wiry looking knight matching him comfortably. Justin missed the gold by a hair's breadth with his third shot, but to Lance's surprise, the knight only managed to plant his arrow in the outer ring of the archery target, and the young noble progressed.


Lance thought he understood, though, as he watched Justin wrestle and then fight with a sword. He was good, but it seemed obvious to Lance that his opponents were holding back. They had obviously decided that he should succeed in the trial, and so he did, to roars from the crowd.


"Who else?" the knight demanded, his tone daring anyone there to try.


Lance felt his heart pounding in his chest as he stepped forward, his hand tightening around the hilt of his sword. This was it. This was his chance to prove himself. He knew that he wouldn't get such special treatment. His father had been right about one thing: the knights didn’t go easy on anyone who wasn’t a noble.


"I'll do it," Lance said, his voice steady despite the sudden rush of adrenaline.


The knight turned to face him, his expression unreadable behind his helmet. "And who are you?" he asked, his voice low and rumbling.


"I'm Lance," he replied, his chin held high. "And I want to join the king's guard."


The knight looked him over for a moment, his eyes taking in every inch of Lance's body. Lance stood tall under the scrutiny, determined not to show any sign of weakness.


"Very well," the knight said. "Begin."


Lance took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the knight's gaze on him. He knew this was his chance to prove himself, to show that he was worthy of joining the king's guard.


He started with the obstacles. He’d practiced hopping across stones in one of the local streams, climbing trees, vaulting over walls. Even so, it barely seemed like enough.


He climbed the first post, wrapping his long limbs around it as he clambered to the top. The post was narrower than it looked from the ground. Lance did his best to ignore that as leaped from post to post, trying to move as gracefully as he'd seen the young noble move before. 


His balance wobbled slightly as he landed on the last one, and Lance found his arms whirling as he tried to avoid falling. Somehow, he managed to keep his footing. He leapt down, landing lightly, to applause from the crowd.


The archery was next, and Lance narrowed his eyes as he took aim. He had practiced long and hard for this. One look across at the wiry knight said that he wouldn't miss deliberately as he had for Justin. Lance held his breath as he aimed, then released the first arrow. It sang out to hit the bullseye. 


So did his opponent's. It struck the heart of the target almost effortlessly. Lance struck back with another bullseye. The knight managed the same. As he did so, Lance saw a line of runes glowing faintly golden on his bow. Had it been enchanted to make it harder to miss?


Lance swallowed back his worry at that. All he could do was fire again. Once more, his arrow launched forward, into the center of the target. The knight smiled, matched the shot with ease, and then gestured for Lance to progress to the next stage. 


The crowd cheered its approval.


Next was the wrestling, and Lance felt a rush of adrenaline as he stepped into the dirt ring. His opponent was a large, burly man with a thick beard, not a knight, but clearly chosen by them for this. He was stripped to the waist, revealing corded bands of muscle. 


Lance was quick on his feet, though. He managed to dodge the man's first few attempts to take him down, waiting for the right moment to strike.


"Can't run forever, boy," the wrestler said with a laugh.


"All you have to do is catch me, sir," Lance retorted. 


His foe took up the challenge, lunging in at Lance, and Lance knew that he had only one chance. If this man got the grips he wanted, he would quickly overpower Lance. Lance stepped to the side instead, slapping his hands into the back of the wrestler's head and sending him tumbling into the dirt.


"A victory!" the knight at the side said, to another roar from the crowd. He stepped forward, with another, much younger knight beside him. This one was perhaps Lance's age, with deep chestnut hair, high cheekbones, and brown eyes. He looked at Lance with something that looked a lot like contempt.


"This is Dorian, one of the outer circle, those of our knights new to the king's guard. Your final challenge is to best him with a blade."


Lance's hand tightened on the hilt of his sword. "I understand."


"No, boy, not with your own sword!" the knight said. Instead, he brought forward two long swords, passing one to Lance and the other to the young man. "These swords are blunted, but they have been enchanted with the small magic. They will glow if a cut would have been scored, and sing out if that blow would kill. Take your weapon, challenger, and good luck."


"He'll need it," the younger knight, Dorian, said. 


Lance could feel the weight of the sword in his hand, heavier than he was used to, but not unmanageable. He was glad for the enchantment, which would make the fight safer, but he still knew he couldn't hold back.


The two circled each other, blades pointed forward. Dorian's movements were fluid and graceful, but Lance could see the telltale signs of overconfidence in his stance. Lance was determined to use that to his advantage.


Dorian struck first, his sword singing through the air towards Lance's face. Lance managed to parry the blow, then quickly counterattacked, his sword glowing faintly as it struck Dorian's shoulder. Dorian winced, but didn't back down.


The two young men continued to circle each other, exchanging blows. Lance could feel his heart pounding in his chest as he watched Dorian's movements, waiting for his chance to strike. He was quick, but so was Dorian.


Lance felt a slice of pain as Dorian's sword hit him on the thigh. He grimaced and swung his sword back in retaliation, forcing Dorian to jump back. The crowd was silent as the two young men continued to fight.


Dorian kicked up dust towards Lance's face, lunging forward as Lance stumbled backwards, momentarily blinded. But Lance was quick to recover, slashing his sword through the dust and hitting Dorian’s arm. 


That gave Lance the opening he needed. He took a bind on Dorian's blade, swinging it around to slice across Dorian's throat. It was exactly the same move that he’d been practicing on the scarecrow. His blade sang out to indicate a blow that would have been fatal. Dorian stepped back, glaring at Lance, and raising his blade as if he might lash out again.


"Enough!" the knight overseeing it all said. "It's done, Dorian."


"He got lucky!" Dorian spat. 


"There was no luck involved in that. Go back to the others."


Dorian stepped back with bad grace. It occurred to Lance then that the crowd had gone silent. The knight reached out, taking the long sword from Lance's hand. He lifted that hand next, in victory.


"Ladies and gentlemen. I give you Lance, of the outer circle of the king's guard!"


Now the crowd roared, and the sound was almost deafening. Lance could barely believe it. He’d done it. He’d passed the tests! His heart swelled with pride at the thought of what he’d just achieved, made only slightly bitter by the fact that none of his family were there to see it. The young nobleman who had succeeded in the tests, Justin, came forward to clap Lance on the shoulder. 


"Well done, that was amazing! Come on, I'll show you the castle!"


 




 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


"Princess Meredith, you have to focus. The runes of the small magic must be precise."


Princess Meredith of Lytos held back a sigh as her tutor tapped the slate that she was copying marks onto, brushing back a strand of flame-red hair from her delicate features. The pea green of her dress was meant to match her eyes, but Meredith wasn't sure if that was enough of a reason to wear something with flounces that caught on the stylus as she tried to work with it. 


"Princess Meredith! Pay attention. The small magic requires effort."


Her tutor, Mistress Greavy, was an older woman with iron-grey hair, hatchet-faced and unsmiling, convinced of the importance of the small magic to the exclusion of almost everything else. Princess Meredith had other tutors for languages, etiquette, dancing, and everything else that a princess was meant to require, but Mistress Greavy had no time for any of them. 


"Is it true that you studied with Margav?" Meredith asked. It was one of the more reliable ways to distract her tutor. 


"You know that I did. From the time I was a girl until he went into seclusion after the war against the Underground Kingdom. He was the one who gave the prophecy around you. Seeing was always his gift."


Meredith knew that prophecy as well as anyone. "That on the day of my eighteenth birthday I would be taken, and the world would be plunged into fresh conflict. That I would bear a great gift, and that the kingdom would change irrevocably. Do you ever think that he might have been wrong? I've shown no signs of a gift so far, have I?"


Mistress Greavy made a small sound of disapproval. "Tell me the principles of the small magic, Meredith."


Meredith knew them by heart. "All energies must balance, known rules and incantations are the only safe way to balance them, the power destroys those who are not cautious."


"Now, the principles of the gifts?"
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