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Chapter 1




Prince Dudesow is indisputably the least popular person in the entire Default kingdom. His parents found his company so unpleasant that they housed him at the far end of the castle grounds.  

Visitors to the kingdom often hear from locals that Dudesow's unpopularity stems from a widely-held belief in a curse of misfortune associated with him. The closer one gets to the prince, the more likely they are to experience a day's worth of bad luck.

Whenever royal visitors inquired about the young prince's whereabouts, the King and Queen would respond with visible discomfort. They would somberly explain that their son had been cursed within an unshakable shroud of ill fortune. The King ordered the prince to remain locked in his room for his sake and the kingdom’s safety.

Fortunately, the bad luck that shadowed Dudesow didn't seem to have any physical bearing on the young prince himself. The castle staff widely believed that the prince’s misfortune would only extend to those who ventured too close to him. Because of this, Prince Dudesow grew accustomed to the castle staff maintaining a noticeable distance from him. Their interactions were slim to none. Dudesow would open the door slowly to grab his meal to see the staff peeking around the corner at the end of the hall. Dudesow had become accustomed to their averted gazes and expressions ranging between fear and hatred.

Whenever Dudesow ventured out of his room, a rare occurrence unless necessary, as he was ordered to to stay within his room. The few times he tried to leave, the King would order Sir Kerry to escort the prince back to his room. Eventually, by the age of six, Dudesow stopped trying to leave his room.

The castle staff attributed Sir Kerry's remarkable willpower and unimaginable courage as the driving force behind his willingness to visit the Prince. The gallant knight, Sir Kerry, Commander of the Default Kingdom brigade of knights, was blunt in his disbelief that Dudesow was cursed with bad luck. He openly derided those who propagated such superstitious beliefs. Few dared to challenge a renowned highly decorated war hero, except for the King and Queen themselves. When they caught wind of the knight's contrary views, they promptly instructed him to stop his outspoken beliefs on the matter. The King and Queen were the first to declare the boy's unfortunate condition, and it was prudent for Sir Kerry to refrain from questioning their words any further. Sir Kerry would've been swiftly reprimanded if he wasn't the only individual in the kingdom that the King and Queen could rely upon to conduct Prince Dudesow’s health check-ins. To their chagrin, and with no other viable options available, the Queen assigned Sir Kerry to check in on the Prince's well-being at least once a week. Sir Kerry became the sole person to engage in weekly conversations with the Prince.

The reluctant scholars the Queen sent to tutor Dudesow would speak to the prince from the other side of his door. Dudesow gave up trying to remember the scholars' names, as they didn’t show up for more than a few quick sessions. The Queen would often tire of getting replacement tutors. The queen's patience was thin due to the scholars constantly disappearing, and leaving without a formal resignation after a few short sessions. Eventually, the Queen gave up trying to find a reliable scholar for the prince, so she ordered a library installed in Dudesows' room, expecting the prince to study the academic material on his own preemptively.

Sir Kerry, had genuine concern for the young lonely prince and stopped by Dudesow’s room for weekly well-being checkups. Sir Kerry, also conducted these visits purposefully, to impart essential knowledge to the prince, ranging from necessary academic fundamentals to self-defense techniques. The knight was often frustrated that the staff thought the prince carried some contagious affliction, they started to give Sir Kerry more than acceptable respectable distance when they crossed paths, others turned to try to avoid crossing his path. The knight felt sorrow for the prince for if it were not for his weekly health check-ins done, Dudesow might have remained utterly isolated for his entire childhood. Sir Kerry felt that a child who is ignored by his parents and is told that he brings misfortune to others is a considerable burden for a solitary child to bear alone. The knight asked Dudesow what made him happy, and the boy told him that his visits and his books brought him happiness.

The knight stood outside Prince Dudesow's room.

Knock knock


“You don’t need to knock, Sir Knight. I already know it’s you; it’s only always you”

“It would be rude and dishonorable for a knight not to announce his arrival”

The knight slowly opened the door and scanned the room as he did. The prince was nowhere in sight.

“You’ve left the door unlocked, It would be ill-advised to continue on that bad habit.” 

The knight closed the door behind him, bringing in with him a bundle of cloth, wrapped tight with twine.

“No need; locking the door would keep you out and disrupt my project”

“It is always best to never let your guard down, especially in a room with no guard”

“You are the oldest knight, and you’ve never had a guard”

“I don’t need a guardian following me around. For I can guard not only myself but also others who are of greater importance than I.” He smiled, “If I, the one who leads an army into battle, needed a guard, then I wouldn't be that great of a knight.”

The knight walked up to the prince's voice, hidden behind a stack of books. To Kerry, it appeared to be a fort made entirely out of books.

“Yes, that makes sense,” the prince said, half listening.

“I see you built a fort, so you’re not completely defenseless” The knight smirked.

The prince peaked over the tall stack of books. “I’ve decided to build a fort from all the books I’ve completed. I’ve read many books in my library, but not enough to build a solid impenetrable fort. It's an underwhelming fort so far”

The fort of books was at the boys' shoulder height in parameter. 

The young prince sighed, “I have played with the idea of using books that I haven't read. But then it would bother me knowing that there are books within the fort’s walls that have no right to belong within the wall of books I’ve read. I would feel guilty. My conundrum of no real importance. What will I be learning today?”

The knight shook his head, failing terribly to restrain his smile, “Today, we’ll be putting the learning on hold. For we will focus on something of greater importance, celebrating your birthday.”

Dudesow stood up, peeking his eyes over his wall of books, “Would it be rude for me to ask, did you bring me a gift? I hope it’s more adventure books!”

“You’d be correct, but I’ll let it pass now. Permission to enter this fort?”

“Ye may enter.”

Sir Kerry overdramatically climbed over the wall of books and then sat cross-legged on the floor. He was careful not to bump into the fort walls. He handed the bundle of cloth over to Dudesow. “I bring you a gift, and…will I ask you to please be careful-”

Dudesow untied the leatherbound bundle, to reveal a scabbard, with a silver hilt glimmering in the light.

A smile rippled on Dudesow's face. “Is this what I think it is? My very own sword? Like yours?”

The Prince grabbed the gift and unwrapped it with anticipation.

Before the prince could even think about lifting the sword, the knight quickly placed a palm on the blunt side of the blade. “I appreciate the enthusiasm, but you must first remember what I’ve taught you.”

Dudesow spoke the mantra as he admired the blade,

“Brace your mind, or you won’t be slick, With every move, be sharp and quick. In battles fierce, make foes submit, Use your wisdom, or your body will end up split”

The knight nodded, “Treat the blade well, it is, after all, a gift from your father. Blessed from the court's holy man and forged by the best dwarven smith in the land”

The prince's smile faltered, “My father...doesn’t care, I’m sure this is because of some-”

The prince’s expression changed from sadness to anger, “Obligation” 

Dudesow let the sword drop, standing up. His face scrunched up with anger, tears sliding down his cheeks before turning away from Sir Kerry.

Sir Kerry, laid a gentle hand on the boy's shoulder, “I know it’s tough to believe ... that your father does care about you-”

The prince swiped the knight's hand away.

“Get out”

“I must insist that-”

“I said get out”

The knight stood up. Carefully went over the wall of the books. Straightened up and paused before heading to the door, “I’ll leave you to your thoughts. I’m sure your father would’ve done things differently if he could. If you ever want to--”

“Get out now! Get out, get out. I command it!”The boy stood, pointing at the door, trying to hold back his tears with some composure.

The knight nodded, “Yes, your majesty”

Sir Kerry walked out, then slowly closed the door. The knight walked down the dim hall, with a stoic expression. He glanced back when he heard a loud clang, followed by the door slamming shut. The knight sighed, turning around to retrieve the blade. The blade lay on the ground, piercing a ripped book parchment. 

Sir Kerry slid the parchment out and read the paper out loud, “Tell my father I despise him and that I don’t want any more gifts”

He turned back and picked up the sword.

He sensed movement from the corner of his eye, someone was watching him. 

Sir Kerry held onto the sword's hilt and then spun around, blade out front in a defensive stance.

Sir Archibald, strode forward from around the corner. He walked up confidently and stopped in front of Sir Kerry.

Sir Kerry arched a brow, “Brother, what brings you to this end of the castle?”

Archibald sneered and nodded toward Dudesow’s door, “That royal stain gets more of your attention than the chivalric order that awaits you on the training grounds. I’m unsure why you care for the boy when he brings nothing but ill fortune to the Kingdom. I could take care of the problem for you. I’ll make it look like an ill fortune has finally affected the boy himself. No one would question it or care. You can keep your hands clean, and I’ll ensure it gets done”

Sir Kerry leaned forward, red-faced, “You’re out of line. Speak no more of this or I'll cut you down right now for treason. Go back to the formation and await orders. I’ll be there momentarily. You’re lucky that you're family. I’ll pretend just this once that you’re joking”

Sir Archibald shrugged and averted his eyes, “You’re in charge.” Sir Archibald turned, he mumbled, "for now"

"What was the last word you spoke, repeat it"

Sir Archibald walked away, ignoring Sir Kerry's remark. Before reaching the end of the hall, he paused. "Brother, I wouldn't argue that you're great with the blade, nor that you're capable of leading, but sometimes you need to do what's best for the people of this kingdom. You'll never reach your full potential if you never clean questionable blood off your blade"

Sir Archibald walked away without looking back.

Sir Kerry sneered, “That is where you and I differ brother, for I am honorable. For I never question the blood on my blade"










  
  
Chapter 2




Dudesow had accepted that there wasn’t a cure for his bad luck when the clerics, the medicine men, and the scholars stopped coming. Dudesow often asked his parents through handwritten letters how he ended up with such a curse, and the King and Queen failed to provide any answer as they weren't sure themselves. He once asked Sir Kerry, and the knight glanced around to make sure that no one was listening, and then bluntly whispered to the young prince that it was all bullshit. The knight couldn’t provide any proof or reasoning, he just said it was his knight's intuition. A week later when Sir Kerry visited again, Dudesow pressed Sir Kerry to share more on his doubts. The knight's tone had changed and he kept speaking little of the matter. Sir Kerry promptly left the room stating he couldn't say any more on the matter as he had no right to question the King and Queen. 

The King's court advisor was fired soon after Prince Dudesow’s birth, due to failing to find the cause of the afflicted curse and a cure. The King and Queen had invited various scholars, clerics, and a wide assortment of power holders from within the Kingdom’s borders and beyond to provide their input. The King and Queen listened to each one intently, regardless of whether the esteemed guests bothered to examine the young prince or not.

The King and Queen's patience grew thin as scholars advised safe theories. The King and Queen listened to each person who offered their knowledge, but they had yet to provide valuable or worthwhile information. The King had thrown one scholar in the dungeon for assuming that there was nothing wrong with the child and had warned the court that anyone else who was naive enough to believe there was nothing wrong with the prince would end up in the dungeon as well.

The King and Queen proceeded to listen to each guest's wild guess. The theory of what started the curse range from ridiculous theories of "it was a curse put on him from a spiteful sorceress who wasn't invited to the Queen’s baby shower", to more divine theories such as "maybe it was a nefarious god who observed the kingdom, and had made the decision to send divine punishment onto the Kingdom’s heir." The Queen did raise an eyebrow at a theory that a god was jealous and had brought the curse onto the child as an obstruction towards potential greatness. The King momentarily pondered on this theory before waving away the idea and the scholar.

The next individual walked up and bowed towards the throne. He dressed like a wealthy merchant, “King, Queen, I may not be a scholar, but I request that I may speak freely. As my theory may lean more towards the controversial side”

The King, rolling his eyes, leaned forward.

The man cleared his throat, “I believe that perhaps the gods may have seen the Prince, having a less than palatable appearance and an ear missing…” The man glanced down, averting his eyes. The sudden look of fear on the man's face was apparent, as the man now realized the potential consequences of what he said, and it was too late to retreat. “I believe the Gods may have felt insulted by the sight of the child, that they added additional misfortune onto the child for its mere existence.”

The Queen stood, glaring at the man, “Did you just call my child grotesque?”

The face of the King turned red, but before he could speak-

Dudesow, hiding nearby and listening in from behind a pillar, had an emotional breakdown and ran from the room. The King and Queen were startled, unaware of his presence. They heard his wailing as the young prince ran down the hall.

The King ordered the three court clerics of different religious faiths, to immediately pray to their gods and beg to receive protection from ill fates.

It was too late, as a candle chandelier above broke free from its support chain, hitting the ground, crashing down hard, landing in front of a crowd of court officials. A candle ricocheted off the shattered chandelier and hit a tax collector in the face, who then shrieked in pain.

The Queen ordered the immediate execution of the wealthy man. Guards grabbed the noble by the arms and dragged him away. The others in the audience remained silent as the wealthy man pleaded loudly as he was dragged out of the throne room. The other scholars in line found themselves shaken from witnessing such an act. They’ve all proceeded to provide more mundane, safe, and unalarming theories.

Dudesow slammed the door to his room and plopped onto the bed facedown. His eyes were draining. He was fed up with their theories and his curse. Dudesow was born with an entire kingdom, despising him for having a curse. He sat up and wiped his eyes. Dudesow was done. He was done with people who treated him with fear and disgust. He grabbed a small paper volume from a shelf and immediately calmed down. He found his quick escape in the pages, a satisfying distraction from reality, even if he couldn’t escape from this reality for very long.








  
  
Chapter 3




Nine years ago, King Hubar and Queen Stace never forgot the peculiar events of Prince Dudesow’s birth, as they constantly shared the tale with esteemed guests. The misfortune started when the midwife was about to hand over the young baby to the Queen, she lost her footing and slipped. Prince Dudesow flew out of the midwife's hands, flying a short distance, feet first into the King's face. The Queen, exhausted, used her remaining energy to catch the child, but ended up sliding off the side of the bed, clumsily onto her husband's feet. The King, disoriented, couldn’t get a firm grip on the infant in time, causing the baby to slip once again to land smack bottom first onto the Queen’s head. The court healer and the midwife stood in shock. After pausing to take in what had happened, they immediately rushed over. The court healer quickly handed the now irritated baby over to the midwife, to focus care on the queen. The King turned and glared at the chambermaid, who was rocking the infant. He gave them an intimidating scowl, lifting his hand and pointing at the midwife. The King was about to start a storm of scolding but the entry door swung open, striking the King hard in the face. 

The door swung open hard.

The young soldier stood at the door, panting. He looked around the age of fifteen. He positioned himself to make an announcement but hesitated. He felt the eyes of everyone glancing between him and in the King's direction in disbelief. They were holding their breaths, in anticipation of the King's reaction. Even the young infant stopped wailing and just stared at him in shock.

The guard blinked twice and stood up straight, realizing his error by barging into the royal quarters unannounced, not yet realizing that there was a King with pent-up rage on the other side of the door.

King Hubar shoved the door out of his way. The door smacked the guard hard, causing him to almost fall off balance before his collar was grabbed by the King. The guard gulped and quickly remembered his task.

“Your…your Majesty, I have word from the lookout east tower that enemy troops crossed the border and are on route, expected to strike as soon as tonight-”

“Silence!” King Hubar snapped, wiping his hand under his nose. The soldier grimaced as he saw the blood on the King’s hand. The King continued,

“If we win this battle and you somehow survive combat, I’ll have you severely reprimanded for such incompetence. Hurry and take me to Commander Kerry”

The King shoved the guard away from him and strode down the hall.

The guard fell to the ground hard but quickly got back up on his feet, “Yes, my King''. The guard rushed after the King, accidentally slamming the door closed behind him. The baby Prince then started crying at the abrupt sound. Queen Stace reached out to the midwife to transfer the task of comforting the baby, with gentle pats on the little one's back.

The guard, peeking back into the room with a worried expression, smiled and turned towards them, "Oh I’m so sorry for the noise, please excuse us, I mean me. My deepest apologies my Queen and oh the little Prince is adorable-”

“Hurry up, you incompetent fool! You're testing my patience” The King snapped from down the hall.

"Yes, King Huber'', The guard squealed, gently closing the door on the way out.

The queen, lying back on the bed, patting the infant's back more slowly with each pat, eventually passing out from exhaustion. The baby Prince was asleep in her arms.

The castle staff glanced at one another, and they all quietly left the room.

Several hours later, the Queen woke and finally noticed the Prince was born without his left ear.

The Kingdom was defending the castle from intruders who charged into the kingdom later the night of Prince Dudesow’s birth. The kingdom won but at a severe cost. The rain fell the moment swords clashed. After two hours of muddy bloodshed, the unstable footing ground caused a disadvantage to both sides as troops struggled to stand. The King's troops found stable footing by standing on the fallen. Lightning was bright and frequent. Aiding the battle more than the dim moonlight, covered by hellish yellow clouds. Fighters paused as the ground started to shake, causing many to lose their balance. The horses neighed and reared back as the adjacent mountain shook. Battle shouts translated to cries as the sky flashed white, and It was too late for the troops to react, as the mudslide nearly wiped out most of the trained infantry.

The few survivors retreated to the castle to alert the commander Kerry. The Kingdom was not prepared and was barely keeping the intruders outside the Kingdom gates. Scouts used lightning flashes to their advantage as they provided visual updates. Kerry had to make a tough call as a second wave of enemy troops was intermittently seen advancing on the horizon; there weren’t enough castle guards stationed inside the gates to head out to support. Commander Kerry demanded all retired knights and able-bodied to assist in the conflict, drafting those who appeared strong enough to carry a sword.

Commander Kerry was in the meeting room, a map on a table in front of him. Kerry was discussing plans with his subordinates. King Hubar barged into the room, a young guard tailing behind him, trying to catch up. The King demanded that Kerry initiate the order of drafting untrained Townsfolk to partake in battle, with the sole criteria being “anyone who can hold a weapon”

The King pointed at the young man behind the commander, "Send that young man out to battle with the next batch." The young man's face went pale. The King continued, “Find more able bodies, I want this battle over by morning”

✽✽✽





The final raindrop descended just before sunrise, leaving the Kingdom's survivors with enduring scars. As the somber troops retreated behind the castle walls to safety, each step they took resonated with a faint echo.

For the next two days, the people stayed in their homes to rest before going back to routine. The townsfolk held a grudge against the King for the rash decision. Many children were now orphans as their parents were given orders to go to the front lines or be executed for rejecting the King's orders. The Kingdom had suffered a major shortage of farmers and skilled laborers. Tensions rose amongst the commoners, guards, and royal officials.

The King sent out messengers to announce that he was deeply saddened by the decision to call for the draft order and offered a sincere apology to those who had lost loved ones in the battle. In addition, the King has unfortunately declared that compensation cannot be provided at this time due to budgetary reasons.

Most messengers soon returned bruised and beaten.

A few didn’t return.

The price of goods had increased drastically since the battle. The townsfolk pleaded for a tax break, any type of solution to ease their suffering, but King Hubar ignored the pleas.

A year passed. Food and supplies became more scarce and crime rose. King Hubar and Queen Stace felt the tensions gradually rise from not only the townsfolk but even the royal staff within their castle walls. Word had spread far out enough that adjacent Kingdoms were tempted to move in to conquer the land. The only restraint holding them back was the curiosity to see if the Kingdom’s situation could fare any worse to call in a quick sweep instead of an expensive and timely calculated move. The King went on a long exasperated rant one night. The King paced while the Queen stared out the window, deep in thought. The King goes on and on about how their little Prince Dudesow brought nothing but misfortune to their once-prosperous Kingdom.

The Queen reluctantly agreed.








  
  
Chapter 4




Two years have passed. The Prince had long ago given up trying to figure out the reasons why he was stuck with such an unfair curse. Even with a so-called “Bad luck” curse, Dudesow was far more frustrated lately that he was confined to his room most of his days. Having read every book in his room (and probably the entire kingdom).....Dudesow was bored. Sir. Kerry had reduced the routine checkups due to King Hubar's demands to build a larger militia. He was sitting sideways on a chair, staring at the ceiling. 

There was a light knock at the door, followed by a scurry of footsteps. The King and Queen agreed it would be best to order a decree that all castle staff who deliver food to Dudesow quarters, must leave it outside his bedroom door. Knock and then sprint a safe distance away from his door. This was not only for the safety of the staff but also to prevent the fear that the bad luck curse may somehow be transferable.

The kitchen aid who just sprinted away from Dudesow's door, turned a corner and reduced their steps to a brisk walk. They turned and swung by the kitchen area next, grabbing onto the serving cart that contained the King and Queen’s food. The Kitchen aid pushed it along to the royal couple’s bedroom. Standing outside their door, the kitchen aid firmly knocked, “Your majesty, food is delivered and waiting for the both of you”.

“Leave it outside, and leave us be” The Queen barked.

“Yes, Your Majesty.” The kitchen aid had stepped back, turned, and

left.

✽✽✽





The Kingdom rulers, King Hubar and Queen Stace were constantly on edge, tired, and bitter following the day of Dudesow’s birth. They were both lying on the floor, arms crossed behind their head, staring at the ceiling. The ceiling held a mural of the stars. King Hubar sat up and walked over to the open window. There was a restless crowd, protesting in front of the castle gates. The King’s guards prevented the mob from getting to a considerable distance, but the crowd gradually increased in size each day.

The King sighed, “All these years and the people still are restless, persistent, and fuming. We….we may need to...no, we have to resort to our final option. The guards can’t keep them away indefinitely, especially when they figure out they outnumber the Knights 10 to 1”

The Queen closed her eyes for a while and began to pinch the glabella with her thumb and finger in frustration. After a moment, she turned to face her husband, “I loathe this just as much as you do my love, but we need to act now. We can’t pretend our lives won’t end abruptly soon if we don’t find a solution by the next tax collection. We’re lucky they haven’t had a full-on revolt towards the castle yet, and the protests are getting worse out there each day. I tire of the staff constantly tasting our food for poison, guards missing or guards leaving their posts, I don’t feel safe here anymore. A Queen should feel safe in her kingdom”

The Queen stood up and walked up next to her husband. She continued, a weariness was now evident in her expression as she spoke, "We've stretched ourselves thin by enduring hatred, averting wars, and bearing witness to our Kingdom's suffering. Deep down, we find ourselves laying the blame on our son. Despite my unwavering love for him, it's clear that we've neglected to nurture a true bond with him in these past years. Our fear... no, our trepidation stems from his curse. We've let this fear distance us, preventing any emotional closeness. Can you remember the last time you held him in a warm, caring embrace? I certainly cannot. This is a truth we must confront: Do we genuinely love him, or are we more concerned about our well-being? We've sequestered him in his chamber for all these years, desperately seeking a solution. Yet, the answer has been before us for a year now, though we keep pushing it aside. Regrettably, we're left with no alternatives... we must take action"

The King placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Remember this, I’ll be by your side, we’ll be both sharing this pain until the end of our days”

The King turned her way, crinkling his eyes. “I’ll summon the executioner”

Before the King wandered off, the Queen pulled in the King for an embrace from behind. tears streaming down her face. After a moment of shared silence, the King spoke again. "I can only pray that this will dampen the heated flame of anger that grew that has grown these last few years”

King Hubar, kissed his queen on the forehead and stormed out.

Hubar was unable to contain a smirk for much longer.

✽✽✽





It was late in the evening, and Dudesow was peeking through a crack in the boarded-off tower window, watching the protesting crowd nearby with passive interest.

The knock at the door startled him. Dudesow, a mix of eagerness for news and the prospect of training, hurried toward the door. Typically, Sir Kerry awaited him there outside the door with a fatigued but kindly smile.

Yet, now, weariness marred his features, replaced by a somber expression.

Sir Kerry entered swiftly, his eyes scanning the room before his hand settled on the sword hilt at his side. With a brisk motion, he flung a substantial bag to Dudesow.

"Pack your belongings and anything essential, cram it all into that bag. We'll be departing shortly. If it doesn't fit, then it’s not crucial," Sir Kerry's tone was decisive.

Dudesow's brow furrowed with confusion. "But why? Can I not—"

“No exceptions, no time for queries. I'll be posted outside, guarding your door. Don't dawdle.” The commander turned, and his forehead smacked into the door frame. The commander grimaced momentarily before he recomposed himself, exiting with an air of dignity and closing the door behind him.

Dudesow feared this day would come. From a young age, Sir Kerry had imparted the harsh reality to him: That townspeople would readily hold the King and Queen accountable for common grievances like taxes and impractical royal decrees when it came to graver matters beyond anyone's control – failed crops, illnesses, or even inclement weather – Dudesow was the chosen scapegoat. It was a realization he had come to terms with early on, understanding that he would forever shoulder the blame for the town's misfortunes.

Compounding his burden, the King had not hesitated to confirm suspicions or even redirect blame, attributing misfortunes to his son's supposed ill luck. Dudesow had long known the futility of attempting to alter the townsfolk's perception. He sought to deflect the onslaught of negativity that would surge within him if he dwelled on it for too long. At times, he couldn't help but wonder: could he assert with absolute certainty that his curse bore no influence on the town at large?

The notion of the scope of his curse's reach had never been explored, and this realization weighed heavily on the shoulders of the twelve-year-old child. An unsettling unease took hold as he began to realize: was his very presence causing the kingdom's collective suffering? Had matters escalated to the point where his death or exile would resolve the Kingdom’s problems? Interrupting his tumultuous thoughts, Kerry's head appeared at the door. "Time is short. We must move swiftly to slip you out of the castle unnoticed"



✽✽✽




King Hubar ascended the stairs with a slight spring in his step. As he reached the ledge of the wall, he peered down and beheld a substantial gathering. The crowd pressed close to the wall, with townsfolk continually maneuvering to secure a solid vantage point, eagerly straining to catch every word from their sovereign.

Amidst the crowd, a low hum of conversation persisted. The evening had descended, the moon's glow not yet illuminating the scene, compelling many townsfolk to rely on the flickering torchlight. Guards stationed around the assembly were vigilant, and steadfast in their resolve to maintain order and be prepared to act if the crowd were to deviate from civility.

A knight, arms crossed in front of him, approached and stood beside King Hubar. The King acknowledged him with a nod, and in response, the knight returned the gesture. The King returned his attention to the crowd, raising his hands high in the air. The murmurs in the crowd were immediately silenced.

"My people, I bear grave tidings to share with you today," King Hubar began with a heavy heart. "Earlier this day, our beloved Prince, my dear son, Dudesow... he was attacked in his slumber and tragically lost his life"

A collective gasp swept through the townsfolk, followed by a few callous cheers that quickly withered under the frigid gazes of the guards.

The King's brow twitched, but he composed himself, drawing in a deep breath to continue, "The assailant, an outsider, was swiftly dispatched by our valiant Commander Sir Kerry. He displayed exceptional bravery in confronting the intruder. By the time our reinforcements arrived, the assailant lay lifeless at Commander Kerry's feet, his sword having served as the instrument of justice. The knights discovered Commander Kerry, heroically pinning the intruder to the ground with his fine blade. It brings me sorrow to relay this news. As our healers were unable to save Sir Kerry, who later succumbed to his wounds"

The King paused, his voice filled with deep respect, "Sir Kerry met his end as a hero, and his honor shall never fade from memory. I pledge that his intermediate family will receive the utmost care and rewards for as long as I draw breath. As for the vile remains of the intruder who trespassed upon our kingdom... they shall be cast to be fed to the swine!"

The crowd roared in cheer, and even the guards joined in on the celebration. From the shadows of the battlements, Sir Kerry and Dudesow snuck traveled along the castle’s shadows, trying to avoid detection as they made their way to the stables. The two of them were wearing dark cloaks and were slow at making progress. Sir Kerry, cautious in avoiding detection. While Dudesow, with cautious paranoia that his curse would somehow end up getting them noticed. They were halfway to the door that would lead them to the stables. Dudesow could vaguely hear the King’s speech, but he could hear the crowd cheering outside the castle loud and clear.

After a few more moments of the townsfolk yelling with cheer, the King raised his hands again. Instantly silencing the crowd.

“I would also like to take a moment to acknowledge a rumor spreading along the kingdom walls for quite some time. It has been tough…for a father to accept the facts, but the coincidences and the ill timing. I can’t turn my back any longer away from the truth. My son's birth and the Kingdom's misfortunes are correlated. I’ve been in denial for far too long.”

The crowd started to mumble quietly. The King let it slide. Prince Dudesow stopped a moment and turned his head. In the distance, Dudesow can see the back of his father's head, addressing the crowd. Dudesow grabbed Sir Kerry by the shoulder and halted. Dudesow needed to hear this.

The King pressed on, his voice unwavering. "I must emphasize a fundamental truth - I love my son dearly, and this revelation does not leave me untouched. It is time to address the rumors that have lingered for far too long. His passing, while heartbreaking, brings tranquility to our realm. It is bitter when I say that we ought to move forward. We can finally embark on a new chapter, free from the shackles of death, adversity, and ill fortune that have gripped us for so long. I believe that brighter days await us"

His gaze steady, the King continued, "In light of these circumstances, it has become clear that our Kingdom requires a leader of unwavering strength and wisdom to guide our formidable military"

Dudesow stared in disbelief, his heart heavy with shock at how swiftly the King appeared to seemingly move on with ease regarding the loss of his recent son. Dudesow knew he was never close with his father, but this still felt wrong. His eyes began to well up with tears. Kerry grasped his arm urgently and whispered, "We must leave, now"

Dudesow realized that his escape was probably orchestrated by his father, and the assassination story served as a mere facade. It marked one of the kindest gestures his father had ever made towards him. A smile crept across his face as he wiped away a tear from his eye and fell in step behind Sir Kerry.

Dudesow and Sir Kerry swiftly slipped through the door, closing it behind them. Dudesow is unable to hear any more of the King's speech from the other side of the door. They moved on.



✽✽✽





The King gestured toward the knight who stood at his side. "In my company, we have the valiant Knight Sir Archibald. He shall take Sir Kerry's place as the new commanding Knight."

Sir Archibald stepped forward, drew his sword, and raised it high into the air. The crowd erupted in applause, while the guards, in acknowledgment of their new leader, raised their swords skyward.

The King waited for a moment before raising his hands once more to silence the crowd. With a nod from the King, Sir Archibald sheathed his sword, crossed his arms, and took his place beside the King.

"In memory of my beloved son, whose untimely departure from this world has left a void in our hearts. He was a noble lad, whose destiny cruelly bound him to an unspeakable curse. From this moment until the next two days pass, I decree a period of solemn silence in honor of my innocent child. Prince Dudesow deserved a far kinder fate. May the Gods bless him in the beyond. Additionally, I order a day of quiet reflection for our late Commander, Sir Kerry, who served with unwavering honor, dignity, and a valor that will echo in legends. I extend my gratitude to him and all of you. You are hereby dismissed"

The crowd dispersed, and light murmurs could be heard as they walked away. Archibald leaned and whispered into Hubar's ear. “If I may, my sire, why so many days of silent reflection?”

The King sighed, “I had to, I didn’t want the town to loudly cheer over my son’s death”

Archibald stood silent momentarily, “That was a wise move, Your Majesty. I’m sorry the townsfolk blame their misfortunes on your son.”

The King remained stoic. He gave the knight a slight nod before walking away, quietly mumbling to himself.



✽✽✽




Former Commander Kerry and Dudesow made it to the stables.

Dudesow was nervous about riding a horse for the first time on his own. So Kerry decided it wasn’t worth the risk of compromising their escape with Dudesow's unfamiliarity with how to properly direct a horse. Sir Kerry lent out a hand, pulling Dudesow up to ride as a passenger. Kerry can tell that Dudesow needed some time to process the King's speech, so he kept silent.

Kerry led the horse out of the stable yard and nudged the horse with his foot to speed up. They made it out of the castle grounds and were riding through the village. Going at a casual pace to avoid attention.

Guards they passed had not noticed them in the crowd. The two of them wore cloaks, hoods drawn low to cover their faces. The roads were crowded with people headed home after listening in on the King's speech. 

Dudesow was uncomfortable, he was not used to being surrounded by groups of people, being on a horse, and the bulky bag strapped to his back, which was smacking into his back repeatedly, his hands were hanging onto Kerry with his dear life and the cloaks were itchy. Regardless, Dudesow stayed silent.

Once they had left the city, Kerry gave a gentle kick, and the horse bolted to full speed. Dudesow glanced back and wiped a tear from his eye, watching as the castle grew smaller in the distance.
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