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  The shriek and clatter of steel against steel raged beyond the door, tearing Labek from sleep’s quiet lullaby. He leapt to his feet and just managed to don his armor when Osalan entered. "We’re under attack, my prince!" he reported, clutching the gaping wound in his left arm. "It’s a coalition of the other clans. We can’t hold them for much longer!"




  Osalan leapt aside as an arrow sailed through the open doorway, ricocheting harmlessly off the stone floor. "They’re already within the palace walls?" Labek asked in disbelief, running to his advisor’s side as he forced the door shut. He pulled the latch, locking it.




  "That will do little good, sir," Osalan said. "They have some new magic we’ve never come across," The ground beneath them shook and in the distance they heard an explosion, accompanied by the brief cries of women and children.




  "They’re killing the innocent as well?" Labek said in stunned disbelief, pulling his mace from the wall. "How could the other tribes have agreed to this?"




  "We have to escape, Prince Labek!" Osalan demanded. "There will be time for this discussion later!" A heavy force collided with the door, its magical enchantments keeping their slicing magic at bay with a resounding twang.




  "These are Prince Labek's quarters! Get an Earth Breaker!" someone shouted, the voice muffled as if the stones themselves longed to strangle his throat.




  "This way!" Labek ordered, opening the door to his large wardrobe and entering, feeling along the back wall for the hidden catch. At the fourth wooden plank he pushed hard, hearing the hidden lever give way with a groan of complaint. The floor of the wardrobe fell to form a ramp, revealing a descending staircase. "We can fall back to the sacred shrine," he said, walking halfway down the staircase to peek around the corner, mace in hand. Another heavy blow collided with the door.




  "You can, my prince," Osalan said, standing resolutely above the secret passage.




  "Osalan?" Labek asked hesitantly. "Come, we can figure this out later. We must escape first," He headed into the back of the closet and turned to his left, making sure the hidden lever beneath the floor was completely pivoted to prevent premature closing.




  "They must think they have killed you, my prince," Osalan said, dropping his sword to the floor and extending his one good hand. "Give me your royal medallion."




  "Are you insane, Osalan?" Labek demanded. "Come on!"




  "They will search for the passage if they find this room empty," Osalan reported simply. "But if they think they have successfully killed the prince they won’t have a reason to follow," Another explosion shook the floor, knocking loose dirt from the ceiling. Labek faced the staircase, torn by indecision. The tunnel would partially collapse when their enemies blew the door apart. He needed to get clear.




  "Osalan, we must—" But already Osalan’s hand closed around his medallion, and as Labek raised his hands to pull it free his advisor’s boot smashed into his shoulder. The amulet’s clasp broke and Labek sailed down the corridor. He landed hard on his back, facing the entrance. When the world stopped spinning all he could see was Osalan’s face, oddly at peace, despite the chaos surrounding them.




  "Live, my prince," Osalan said simply, kicking the lever free.




  The ramp rose, grinding closed. Labek lunged forward, feeling his way in the dark ‘til he found the lever on the passageway side. He jerked it fiercely, but it barely moved. He jammed it, Labek realized. Osalan, please don’t do this!




  Another explosion sent dirt and pebbles cascading onto his back. Might of the Gods! he swore silently. That felt like it was the room next door. Finally, he wrenched himself from Osalan’s fate, making his way down the familiar corridor until he found the torch, flint, and steel suspended against the wall. In a few practiced motions sparks ignited the torch, sending flickering orange light and inhuman shadows jumping eerily around him along the walls of the corridor.




  Labek sprinted down the circular stairwell, reaching its base just as a final blast ripped the secret passage apart. Dust, stones, and debris showered him as he entered the catacombs beneath the city, the underground structure largely unaffected by the siege. West, he thought, as he eyed the ancient markings lining the walls. I have to make it to the shrine. That’s where the elders and my family will flee.




  The image returned to his mind of Osalan standing above him, his arm bleeding profusely, the prince’s amulet in hand. Labek’s heart was numb from the shock and he knew the pain of his friend’s passing would worsen the next time he tried to sleep. How many more have died? he wondered.




  "Please leave her alone!" a female voice pleaded. "Take me instead!"




  "Mother, what are they doing?!" a child’s voice cried, full of worry. "Why won’t they let us go?"




  They know about the passage-way, Labek realized. How? Then he recognized the voices.




  They must have followed my servants, he decided, turning his back to them and reading the wall engravings carefully. I can avoid them entirely if I leave her to distract their soldiers. He only made it a few paces down the path before the woman screamed, halting his steps.




  "Keep quiet!" a gruff man ordered. "Or your daughter is next!"




  Labek sighed, Osalan’s face burning deeper into his memory as he recalled what was at stake. He turned and looked toward the woman’s cries and her daughter’s confused sobs. His hand tightened around his mace, which pulsed with latent magical energy. I’m sorry, Osalan, he thought. I can’t let another suffer on my behalf!




  He leaned his torch against a rock halfway down the hallway so the soldiers would not see him coming from afar off. Their words sent waves of nausea running through him as they taunted the woman. Labek reached the final turn in the corridor. He paused, glancing around the corner. Five soldiers in full armor stood, grinning lewdly at the woman as they circled her hungrily.




  One would lunge forward, tug on her robes and pull back, then another as they slowly closed in. Their torches were sitting in metal racks protruding from the wall, their shadows leaping wildly in every direction. A final man held the daughter tightly between his arms, whispering in her ears. The look on the daughter’s face made ignorance of this scene impossible. The man was describing every detail.




  "Enough!" a voice shouted from the darkness, magically amplified to resonate ominously through the chambers, startling the prince and guards alike.
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