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Chapter 1 Beggar Shafan

[image: image]




As I watched Percy hand his rations to the blind beggar, I saw Percy for the first time as a human being and not as a stick boy with a gun. Although the beggar's clothes were well mended (who sewed them? He certainly didn't mend them himself), they looked thin in worn places.

" What's your name?" I heard Percy ask. Although Percy seems more three-dimensional to me now, that doesn't mean what he just did was right. Before the beggar could answer, I interrupted.

Percy . time to go. Patrolling soldiers will soon see us. We should not talk to the enemy. Come on, let's go. "

Percy stared at me, his jaw clenched stubbornly. "Callum, do you really think he could hurt a fly, even if he tried? We had enough food and he didn't. No one saw us."

" My name is Shafan," the beggar said softly.

" Nice to meet you, I'm Percy," he said to his enemy. "Do you live nearby?"

" Yes, I live a few blocks away. However, I know you don't live nearby." The beggar looked up at Percy's face with a smile. It's like he can see it.

" That's right," Percy replied. "I'll tell you where, but it's classified. Callum is here, he's from Freeland. Ever heard of that country? Well, it was a country until a few years ago-"

I grabbed the sleeve of Percy's uniform and dragged him away. He was four inches taller, but I was four inches stronger. "We have to go!" I hissed. "It's time to meet the general instead of feeding some lowlife who might not even be blind!"

Percy started with the same excuse again, but I kept walking, dragging him with me. We turned a corner and he said, "Look. I know you want a strong soldier to accompany you to your first war. But I'm all they have. Shaphan is a man too. A hungry man. He deserves it All the help he can get. And, let go of my sleeve, okay? If it breaks, I'll get a demerit."

" We have kept silent about our mistakes. If we are found to be friends with the enemy, our sin will be more than our mistakes!" I let go of his sleeves. "How do you know he deserves it, anyway? Did you see the patch on his trouser leg? There's no way a blind man, even one born blind, could do that. He's just pretending. He probably has a Friends are waiting around the corner to collect the loot.”

" It had to be another disabled person, or an old man. All the young people in this town got beat up, remember? It was a war."

" Exactly! He's the enemy. End of story."

Percy sighed. "You just feel bad that General Morley doesn't like you. You think everyone should fall at your feet and worship you because you're so amazing. You know, the whole world doesn't revolve around you."

I stared at him with my mouth open. I can catch flies with my fat trap. "Absolutely not true! I could actually sue you for libel! General Morley respects me. I actually hate how everyone worships me. There's not enough room to walk in."

" If the general 'respects you,' then why did you look so sullen after hearing the report?"

" Sulky! There's not a sulky bone in my body! Oh, quiet. The patrol is coming."

He straightened his cuffs and flicked a speck of dirt off his leg. He straightened his back and showed a bored expression. I put on a scornful expression. I don’t owe these people anything, but they do owe me.
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Chapter 2 Messenger Callum
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" Hello, Private Bloomfield. I trust you are doing well?" asked the honorable trainee Prince Cole.

" Well done, sir."

A guard opened the door to let me into the general's office and bowed to me as I passed. How generous of him to honor my contribution to the war effort. Then I remembered all the medals on the prince's chest. This is more likely why the guard bowed.

After a few minutes I saluted General Morley. I was giddy after yet another troublesome debriefing.

" Oh, one more thing," he called as I walked out the door. I tried to hide my reluctance to come back.

" gentlemen?"

" We have received reports that Triumdemic wants to infiltrate the military. There may already be spies. If you see anything suspicious, come to the King or myself immediately. Do you understand?"

I opened my mouth to confirm, but he continued. "The Three Kingdoms Army may have spies in the army, so if there is anything strange, just let myself or the king know."

" Sir, yes, sir," I shouted, touching my hat in salute. I raised my eyes to the ceiling. Please complete. Unfortunately for me, he is not.

" I mean, if you suspect that one of the soldiers from the Three Kingdoms might be involved, please let the king or myself know. You know, there might be spies out there."

Yes, I actually did. "Thank you General for your concern. I'll keep my eyes peeled."

" This is my boy!" He stood up, reached across the table, and grabbed my whole shoulder with his big hand. "you are fired."

" Sir, thank you, sir." I still saluted, then put my heels together and exited the room.

I tried to keep a neutral expression on my face as I left the government offices (what used to be City Hall). Eglon's army had begun the occupation only weeks before. All the larger houses are now barracks. This is the front line of the war, and new squadrons are constantly marching in, ready for battle.

They had no idea what they were getting into.

Percy saddled his two horses and got ready. "No train this time? I loved that car we rode on the way here."

" No, the train is full of wounded soldiers," I sighed. Why couldn't he be more careful?

" Isn't there a hospital here?"

" They did, all the doctors were working around the clock, but there just wasn't enough space."

" Too bad," I said. "Let's go. They say all roads lead to Eglen, you know." I saddled up on my second try.

Percy successfully mounted his horse and we started on the road to the capital.

The last time I was in Eglen City, I had a training session scheduled with my Alem team. Twelve of us try to meet regularly in the evenings. I'm terrible at Alem - I play the game just so I can hang out with Princess Chantel. Of course, since I am a palace servant and Chantel is a princess, we must be very careful when leaving the palace. We had our own routes and always met a few blocks away. And, of course, our pseudonyms. I call myself Wayne—my middle name. Chantelle went by Tellie, a nickname used by her brothers.

" Are you ready to win tonight?" she asked, the hood tightly covering her head.

" I'm always ready to win. You know me - the most competitive guy in the room."

" You mean the court?"

" Yeah, that thing."

We knocked on the warehouse door specifically and it opened. Zorie greets us. "Hi everyone! Long time no see! I thought maybe you two went caving. Rumor has it that the caves around here are eating people!"

" Not this time," I replied. "I'm afraid of the dark. So let's go inside."

Zorie smiled and let us slip into the warehouse.

" It's been busy," Chantel shrugged once we entered.

" Is everyone here?" I asked.

" Yeah, just a warm-up. We're excited!"

If you haven't played Alem lately, I thought I should explain. The game originated in my home country of Vreland, but soon became popular in Eglen as well. During the game, first gather three teams of four people each and build a large square field with a goal on each edge. No player can touch anyone else, except when passed by a teammate, and the ball cannot touch the ground. To score, have one of your teammates catch the ball in your goal area. The game ends when one team scores 5 points.

I said hello to people I knew, but one person was missing. "Hey, Zolly? Where's Sidney?"

" Unfortunately he can't come tonight. But I invited another friend. Percy! Come over here!"

A tall, thin young man about my age jogged over and introduced himself. "Hi, I'm Percy."

Chantel looked nervous. She was always worried that someone would report her to the king. Then she would be guarded day and night, with no chance of escaping from the palace's prison. When we sneak out to play with Alem, she wears a tight hood to cover her hair and paints her eyebrows black. She looks so different without makeup that people don't immediately connect her to the beautiful Princess Chantel seen on promotional posters.

She introduced herself as Terry and I used the name Wayne.

Zorie clapped her hands. "Okay, everyone, come and get your vests!"

“ For the stars, let’s go white,” Chantel said to me.

" You know, the Wolves are better," I told her.

" They're not!" she protested.

We put on our lightweight yellow vests and saw that Toby and Willa were among our group.

" Let's strategize," Toby told us. We walked to a corner of the court and huddled together. "Willa, you're the best receiver and you should stay near the goal and be ready for us to get the ball to you. Wayne, I need you to focus on the game and try not to be insufferable. Just For a game, okay? Tellie, you're a really good player, so just follow my lead. Sounds good?" I rolled my eyes.

" Let's team up!" we shouted together. Toby is one of the better players, albeit a bit bossy.

The Buttes, wearing yellow vests, pitched first. One of their players caught the ball. Toby ran over and tried to intercept, but failed. The Buttes scored quickly. Next, the Red Vest Ashes bowled and our team got the ball through a lucky catch. I caught Chantel's attention and prepared our trick. When Toby passed the ball to me, I threw it straight into the air, then quickly squatted down on one knee in a proposal pose. As the ball started to drop, Chantel ran over, put her foot on my leg, and flew into the air. She hit the ball straight toward Willa, over everyone's heads, and Willa caught it! The crowd went crazy!

In fact, even though Toby was happy to score, he shook his head. "show off."

" You must do whatever it takes to intimidate the enemy and emerge victorious! What can I say?

A voice rose above the din. This is the new guy. Patrick? Patsy? Percy. "Isn't that against the rules? We shouldn't touch it."

" Have you ever played Alem before?" I challenged.

" Well, no," he replied. "But the way it was explained to me—"

" Teammates are allowed to touch," I said clearly, so he knew exactly who was in charge here - me. "If they pass the ball. I'm passing the ball to Turley. She scored the most amazing goal. Sorry to break your heart, but I think you'll be fine."

" Callum, calm down. Percy, what Callum said was rude but correct. It's a pity." Toby told him that he had always been a man of rules.

Percy started to answer, but Zorie called everyone together and we started another round.

In the end, Wolves won, but our team finished second with four points. After drinking some water, I said goodbye to Chantel and left the warehouse. We went to a secret spot in a nearby alley and talked about everything for hours. We may not seem like we have much in common, but I could spend days lecturing you about our similarities. Well, I'd rather talk about Chantel than myself, but you get the point.

That was when I first met Percy. Obviously he hasn't been drafted yet and neither have I. In fact, all players in the Alem group will be selected sooner or later. That was our last real game before the war ruined everything.

Now back to our scheduled show.
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Chapter 3 Soldier Percy
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The armored door to the throne room opened with a low puff of steam. Neither of the two guards at the door made eye contact with me. They looked straight ahead at the opposite wall.

The gold carpet silenced my steps as I walked towards the royal court. The king, queen and three princesses sat on beautifully carved thrones on a small platform. I winked subtly at Princess Chantel, who suppressed a smile. She wore a green gown that highlighted the color of her eyes. Teigen's makeup barely covered her eyes, which were puffy from crying. Flora's calm gaze made her look like a kind judge.
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