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Prologue

“We’ve found it, my lord,” a soldier in a dusty blue tabard said. He had been nearly fifty when he agreed to help Hademar on his quest, but that was twelve years ago. Now his white beard grew out of control, and all the hair on the top of his head had long since departed. Still, he was Hademar’s closest advisor, and that brought a smile to his face. He enjoyed serving the king, mad as the man had become, and he enjoyed the respect he had earned from the men under his command.

“Take me to it, Ingvar,” Hademar said. Their blue and white tabards were stained with the dirt of a decade’s worth of exploring, interrogating, and killing.

Torch in hand, Ingvar led the king away from their warband, deeper into the massive system of caves they had been exploring for half a year. At each turn they took, charcoal markings guided the way. They corresponded to similar marks on crude maps that the king had spent years acquiring. Ingvar had to stop once to consult the directions one of his underlings had written, but they reached their destination within an hour without getting lost. The caves were immense by all accounts, and Ingvar feared what would happen if anyone became separated.

The two men emerged from a narrow passage onto a recently built wooden platform overlooking a large subterranean lake. The cavern walls surrounding the lake were lined with salt, and the whole area smelled strongly of the ocean, though a stench of rot lingered just beyond the brine. “Where is it?” Hademar demanded. “Where is the tower?”

“There,” Ingvar said quietly as he lit a lantern he had left on the platform. When he focused the light, he saw a stone tower crusted with centuries of salty grime rising up from the underground lake thirty or forty yards from where the two stood.

Tears welled in the king’s eyes. “Everyone said it wasn’t real,” he whispered.

Ingvar nodded. “Our men are constructing a boat as we speak. It should be ready tonight.”

“If I knew how to swim, we wouldn’t need the boat,” Hademar murmured.

“I’ll send a handful of soldiers first,” Ingvar added. “If it is safe, you may cross as well.”

“No!” Hademar bellowed, his emotions turning from joy to rage in an instant. The solitude, darkness, and hopelessness of the caves had taken their toll on Hademar’s mind. The man had become unstable, though his general sanity had been something Ingvar questioned long before they had gone underground.

“Sir—” Ingvar said, but the king cut him off.

“I will go!” Hademar raged. “I found it! I found the clues! I made sense of all the old legends, no one else!”

Ingvar could only smile. “Certainly, my lord.” There was no use arguing with the crazed king. Once a notion took hold in Hademar’s mind, nothing would dislodge it. Their twelve-year journey was testament enough to that fact.

Several hours later, three soldiers made their way down to where Hademar sat on the wooden platform. At the king’s side, Ingvar was asleep with his head resting against a stone. The sight of the small canoe carried between the three soldiers brought another bout of elation to Hademar’s broken mind.

“Your boat, my lord,” one of them said. The men were tired, with wild, unkempt beards and eyes that showed delirium from lack of sleep.

“Yes, yes,” the king quickly replied. He rose to his feet with legs slowed by age. “Lower it down at once!”

Rubbing the weariness from his face, Ingvar stood to help the others. The lake was only a short distance below them, but lowering the boat carefully still proved difficult in such a small space.

“We haven’t made a ladder yet,” one of the haggard men said with a hint of defeat lacing his voice.

Before Ingvar could answer, the king stepped off the end of the platform and dropped into the boat below, sending a wave out from him in all directions.

“My lord!” Ingvar yelled. “You need a torch!”

The king looked back at the four men on the platform, fire dancing in his eyes. “Bring it yourself,” he commanded.

Ingvar let out a sigh as he turned to the others. “Get a ladder down here as quickly as you can. And find the best archer we have. I don’t know what’s in that tower, and I don’t want to take any chances.”

“Yes, sir,” the highest-ranking soldier of the three replied.

“Catch,” Ingvar said to the king. He dropped their torch into Hademar’s outstretched hand. Hardly believing what he was doing, Ingvar swung his legs over the side of the platform and landing with a thud in the back of the canoe.

“We don’t have paddles or oars,” he remarked after a quick inspection of their hastily constructed craft. He brought up the ropes they had used to lower the boat and coiled them at his feet.

“Use your hands,” the king said as though the answer should have been obvious. He rolled up his sleeve and dipped a hand into the salty water, paddling the boat slowly toward the tower.

“As you command,” Ingvar said with a sigh. Steadily, the boat began to move forward. He only paddled with one hand as his other held their only light source, and he kept his eyes focused on the water. The lake unnerved him, and for some reason, the water was warm to the touch. Though the water was clear, he had no idea what might be lurking just beyond the edge of their light.

When the two reached the strange tower, Hademar grabbed the stones to pull their canoe around to the other side. The tower rose from the water, likely anchored to the cavern floor below.

A small entrance, perhaps large enough for a child to stand, presented itself. Ingvar wondered how the structure was built. Had the cave always been flooded, or had the tower been built long ago before the water reached its base? “There’s nowhere to tie the boat,” Ingvar said, searching for anything that would serve as a dock.

The king didn’t face him when he spoke. “Just let it sit. There’s no current.” He placed a foot on the floor of the tower and tested it with his weight. When it held, he pulled himself from the canoe and turned to take their torch.

The two men had to crawl up the carved stairwell, but Hademar was relentless. According to the legends they had deciphered from centuries-old scrolls, the tower contained a single book, an ancient tome bound in human leather. The codex was said to be from before the First Conquest of the Shades, the product of a wizard gone mad and now all but lost to time and memory forever—but everyone knew the ancient legends could not be trusted. In truth, there was no telling where the book had come from or how it arrived at the tower.

Up and up the two climbed until they were at the pinnacle of the underground tower. Where the stairs ended just a few feet below the cavern’s ceiling, there was a small space with a locked chest. Hademar nearly collapsed from the intensity of the moment. His eyes were wide, and he could barely breathe. Since his wife’s death, he had thought of nothing but her return. The idea of her resurrection had fully consumed his every thought, and now he was one step closer to holding her again.

“You did it, my lord,” Ingvar said quietly. Part of him had never expected to find the famed tower or the book at all. The rest of him wasn’t sure he wanted the king to find it.

Hademar took the torch and held it above the chest. With only a few feet between his body and the rough ceiling, it was almost impossible to get a good look at the crate. He had to lie on his stomach, propped up on his elbows, and crane his neck to see the top of the wooden box. There, inlaid in gold and red, was a symbol he had seen many times before: a horse on its hind legs in front of a field of fire. It was the symbol of Alistair the Fourth, and it meant Hademar had indeed found the next clue.

Using the bottom of the torch as a hammer, Hademar struck the lock on the front of the chest. Embers flew all over the top of the tower as he worked. He had read several scrolls detailing the believed location of the chest’s key, but he didn’t have the time for another twelve-year journey. There was still a final object to locate beyond the book, and he wanted to have at least some vitality left when he finally saw his wife again.

After several more strikes, the lock began to give. The salty air had rusted the metal mechanism over the years. Finally, the lock broke free and fell. Hademar threw it from the tower, cackling with excitement as it splashed into the water below.

His eyes huge with anticipation and madness, the king lifted the box’s iron-bound lid. He coughed, a puff of dust escaping the chest with a whirl. When the haze dispersed he saw the book contained within, resting on a pillow of rotten straw and strips of old cloth.

He gingerly took the item from the chest and traced his fingers over it, feeling the ancient human leather against his own skin. Hademar opened the book to a random place in the middle, listening to the pages crinkle as he turned them, and smiled. The book was blank as he had expected from the legends, but he could still feel its power.

“Finally,” Hademar sighed. With the torch in one hand and the book in his other, he crawled back into the staircase so he could further investigate his discovery.

“I suppose we will be leaving Nevansk?” Ingvar asked, hopeful to return to Vecnos, though he feared he might not ever see his home again.

“To the Red Mountains!” the mad king hissed maniacally. “We leave at once!”


Chapter 1



A Vow

From a cushioned window in the plush library of his family’s estate, Alster rested his forehead against the glass and watched his older brother practicing maneuvers with a sword. “I wish I could train with them,” he said, longing in his voice. The Lightbridge estate was huge, and a group of twenty or so aspiring soldiers practiced alongside Jarix in one of the several courtyards below.

“That day may yet come,” the old tutor replied from across the table. “However, we should return to your studies, yes?”

Alster hated the tutor, or at least he resented the tutoring itself. The old man was profoundly intelligent—of that Alster had no doubt—but the boy wanted to spend his days outdoors with his brother, preferably training with the military recruiters who arrived each day by sunrise.

“Shall we continue?” the tutor inquired once more, pulling Alster from his momentary daydream.

Alster let out a sigh. He turned idly through the pages of the book in front of him, a recounting of an unimportant history, and tried to formulate a way to get out of his lesson.

“I don’t feel so well today,” Alster said after a moment. “We should stop.”

It was the tutor’s turn to breathe a sigh. “I don’t believe you,” the old man replied. “You are simply bored. I volunteer my time with you on your mother’s behalf because she was a good friend to me. No one pays me to be here day after day. In fact, it took Palos a great deal of convincing just to allow me to stay here as your tutor. Do not scorn her memory by scorning your lessons.”

The boy nodded. It was no use lying to the perceptive teacher—he had tried dozens of times before with equal success—so he decided honesty might work better. “I just want to go outside,” he finally said, returning his gaze to the window.

The tutor snatched a thin cord from the window frame and used it to close the shutters on the outside. The room darkened considerably with only a few candles flickering in their sconces nearby. “The moment you have finished your work, you may do whatever pleases you,” the man said sternly. “In the meantime, your studies are more important.”

“Did Jarix have to learn all of this?” Alster asked with a hint of indignation.

“He has his own tutors, I am sure, though your brother’s pursuits are far different than your own, Alster,” the tutor said. “You have different bodies and different minds, each attuned to their own natural abilities.”

It was an argument Alster and the tutor had been through many times before, though neither of them found it very satisfying or conclusive. “I was not given this body,” he protested. “I was not born a cripple.” Alster looked at his misshapen legs like a hunter might view a dying beast.

The tutor shook his head, stroking his white beard all the while. “Fate has dealt you a cruel hand, Alster. I have no doubt of it. How you play that hand is up to you.” His old eyes burned with ageless vigor and locked onto Alster’s pitiful expression, refusing to let go. “What your father did to you, accident or not, was a great act of cruelty. Either you rise above your injuries and succeed, or you waste away at this window until you die. The choice is yours.” He pointed to Alster’s chest as he spoke, driving home each of his final words with a sharp poke to the boy’s sternum.

Slowly, Alster took in the tutor’s unexpected burst of emotion. He knew he should want to learn; he just couldn’t find the motivation, no matter how hard he tried. “At least give me something other than these books to read,” Alster finally said. He enjoyed some of the books he had read before, especially the few volumes in the library that concerned the Lightbridge family history, but most of the others only bored him.

The tutor gently closed Alster’s book and slid the leather-bound volume into its place on a shelf next to the window. “Fine,” the man began. “I have a different sort of task for you to perform today.”

“Good.”

The old man cleared his throat. “Since we were supposed to learn about one of the ancient wars, the First Conquest of the Shades, a war in which your ancestors, the Lightbridge family, were quite heavily involved. See if you can find me a relic from that time period. I know of at least two or three such artifacts in the estate, so retrieving one should not prove to be very difficult.”

Alster nodded. He tried to hide his grin, but excitement was plastered clearly on his face. “I’ll find something by tomorrow,” he said eagerly.

“That isn’t all,” the tutor interrupted, waving his finger. “You must learn the history of the artifact as well. It is never enough to simply acquire an object, even one of great value. You must learn why the object is important. Do you understand?”

Alster hobbled from his chair with all the strength he could muster, shifting his weight from his crippled bones to his walking stick with every painful step.
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The estate’s archive, a multi-floor structure extending from the main building’s southern wing, was large enough to be considered a palace on its own. Alster enjoyed spending time in the library, but the archive was something else altogether. Thousands of books and scrolls important to his family’s vast history called the archive home, and it also housed precious artifacts and relics from time immemorial.

It had taken Alster considerable effort to convince the caretaker to let him enter the archive unaccompanied, and his eyes were filled with wonder once he stepped inside. He had only seen the inside of the archive on a handful of previous occasions, usually when passing through it on his way to the family crypt for a funeral or some other religious service. His brother used to tease him and threaten to lock him in the crypt when they were younger, but Alster was sixteen now, and the two rarely spoke on account of their vastly separate daily activities.

Alster tiptoed past a row of marble busts. He knew no one else was in the archive, but he still felt an overwhelming need for secrecy. He was, after all, intent on stealing something, though what that something might be still eluded him.

For a moment, Alster felt like the old statues were watching him, judging him, and trying to determine if he was worthy enough to stand in their presence. Their stares made him shiver, and the hair on his neck stood on end.

Alster moved from the busts to a row of low glass cases. Sunlight streamed into the room from high windows behind him, but most of the objects in the cases remained obscured by shadows. He remembered enough of Wilkes’s teachings to recall the general dates for the First Conquest of the Shades some four hundred years ago, though he could only assume the treasures in the archive were arranged chronologically.

He moved past a rusted suit of armor and something caught his eye. He remembered his tutor telling him stories of one of his ancestors and his namesake, Alistair the Fourth, who had led a successful campaign against one of the shade legions during the war. A portrait of Alistair hung on the wall behind the armor, the canvas covered in a thick layer of dust. Alster gingerly brushed some of the dust from the painting, instantly captivated by the intricate details of the artist’s work.

Along the bottom of the depiction, grasping hands of darkness, the tendrils of the shade soldiers, reached up toward the commander like vines growing over an old wall. Alistair, ever valiant, glowered down on the shadows from his steed. Behind him, a field of fiery destruction shimmered and burned.

Alster looked back to the suit of armor, wondering if it had belonged to his forefather and been used in the war. It didn’t take long for him to realize it wasn’t the same armor from the painting. The crest on the breastplate was wrong, the helm bore a different visor, and the gauntlets Alistair wore in the painting were etched with red filigree. The pair on the wooden stand next to the breastplate were plain and unadorned.

A small wave of disappointment crept through his mind. Part of him wished to find that suit of armor, to try it on, and just once feel as heroic as his name was meant to be. But he knew he was not destined for such theatrics. Jarix was the one being trained for military service, not the cripple. It would never be the cripple.

Sounds from somewhere behind Alster made him jerk his head back toward the door. Someone was coming. Though he had tenuous permission from the old caretaker to enter, his father would never allow him to explore such important areas of the estate. Alster looked for somewhere, anywhere, to hide. The shelves of relics offered some concealment, but his father would surely find him. Palos, the lord of Lightbridge and patriarch of the Lightbridge family, was not known for forgiveness.

Alster ducked behind the suit of armor as the door to the archive swung open. His heart fell. It was his father holding a bundle of scrolls, which meant he would be heading for one of the racks directly across from Alster. He knew his father would surely spot him. Alster rubbed his crippled legs and remembered the gruesome assault his father had wrought upon his body when he had been caught exploring one of the guard-houses on the family property.

Palos Lightbridge grumbled something under his breath as he moved through the archive. The beast of a man stalked through the shelves and past the relics, paying them little mind as he went. Alster tried to make himself smaller, but he couldn’t drop his walking stick for fear of falling down entirely, and the stick was too large to be quickly concealed.

“I’m sorry, Father,” Alster groaned. He knew he would be caught regardless of his efforts to hide.

Palos stopped when he heard the noise. He set the scrolls he was carrying on a nearby table and his hands turned to fists. “Why are you here?” he demanded, his voice even lower in pitch than it normally was.

Alster blanched. “I—" he began, but his knees gave out in fear and he fell into the shelf in front of him, knocking an ornate vase to the ground where it shattered.

If his father’s expression was full of fury before, it transformed into a visage of pure, murderous rage when the artifact crashed to the ground. “Alster!” Palos bellowed, his voice loud enough to shake the tall panes of glass in their frames. He had a muscled chest with matching arms, each bulging with ire, and in that moment, Palos was nothing short of an angry god about to smite his damned creation.

“I’m sorry, Father,” Alster repeated, though his voice was soon lost.

[image: scene break daggers]

The sun had already set when Alster finally awoke on the floor of his small room. He pulled himself painfully from the ground with the help of his windowsill. From the fourth floor, he could see most of the estate and the courtyard below. Almost all of it was bathed in darkness. Only a few torches sputtered in metal sconces throughout the compound.

A mirror hung next to the window, but Alster was afraid to look into it. He couldn’t remember when he lost consciousness. He glanced at his reflection in his window and saw an angry circle of darkness forming around his right eye. He touched it, and the flesh pulsed with pain beneath his fingertips. He sat on the windowsill as he always did in the library, leaning his back against the cool glass, and tried to stretch his twisted legs. They throbbed with every movement, just as they always did.

Alster felt a twinge in his side that seemed to grow in strength the more the pain in the rest of his body subsided. He lifted his tunic, rubbing the area and cursing himself for being so foolish to go where he knew he was not allowed. Beginning under his left pectoral and continuing down almost to his waist, a nasty red and purple bruise was oozing a thin line of blood. Alster let his shirt fall, and tears began to wet his face.

He saw his walking stick sitting in the opposite corner of the room and moved toward it, slowly inching across the cold wooden floor. His room, despite being in the tallest tower of the estate, was anything but regal. He liked to think the room used to belong to a king or a queen, or perhaps Alistair himself, but it had been drastically changed when Alster had been forced to move into it. The fireplace had been bricked over, tapestries had been taken from the walls, and even the room’s bed had been deconstructed and taken elsewhere.

A shiver of cold air worked its way over Alster’s spine. He reached out for his stick and plucked it from the ground, nearly losing his balance in the process. He pulled it close to his chest and felt something sticky on his hands. “He beat me with my own stick,” he realized.

Defeated, Alster wiped his hands on his tunic and collapsed into the pile of blankets where he slept. He cried, his body convulsing violently with every breath.

No matter how hard he tried, he could not keep his body from shaking. “I’ll leave this place,” he promised between breaths. He imagined creeping away through the estate’s iron gate in the middle of the night, never to return. Alster had always wanted to simply vanish. He wanted to run away, to sprint from the place and forget even the memory of his home. Most of all, Alster wanted to forget the memories of his father.

“I’ll leave,” Alster repeated. “I’ll find a way to leave.”


Chapter 2



Relics

An owl hooted outside Alster’s window, breaking his tenuous sleep well before dawn. The torches outside his window had gone out, leaving the estate in near-perfect darkness. His side still throbbed and his face was damp with salty tears, but he felt something other than despair welling up inside him. He felt something stronger, something more aggressive.

“I’ll leave this place,” he said for what felt like the thousandth time. The words were comforting, like a mantra to ward off some evil spirit, and his body began to relax and return to normal—whatever normal truly was.

To his surprise, he found himself sliding out from under his blankets and heading toward the door, his walking stick in hand. So much energy filled his twisted legs that he felt almost possessed. Trying to balance what speed he could muster with the need for stealth, he wound his way down the spiral staircase from his cold tower into the main section of the estate. The door connecting the stairs to the hall below was latched, as it was every night, but he had long ago developed a plan to defeat such a simple barrier.

He placed his ear against the stone wall and waited for a long time. If the caretaker saw him, he could probably bluff his way out, but if Palos caught him . . . The thought made him shudder. His beatings had increased in frequency over the past several months, and it seemed as though he could never do anything right. It was only a matter of time before his father would go too far and beat the rest of the life from him. With every day that passed, Alster felt as though he was one day closer to death at his father’s hands.

After enough time had passed for Alster to feel safe, he slipped his fingertips between two of the stones next to the door handle and began to pry them apart. After a little wiggling, the stones separated and Alster was able to remove one of them, opening a portal just large enough for his small hand to slip through. It didn’t take much effort for Alster to unlatch the door once he was through the wall.

With everything back in place and Alster standing on the other side of the door, he surveyed his options, unsure of where he meant to go. His typical nighttime escapes usually involved trips to the kitchen or slow walks around the courtyard while he dreamt of leaving the estate. For some reason he couldn’t quite explain, Alster felt compelled to prove to his tutor that he was capable of finding an ancient artifact. Jarix was praised daily for his accomplishments, no matter how trivial they seemed to be, and Alster wanted a piece of that reward for himself.

The archive was at least a hundred yards from Alster’s tower, but he knew every single passage and corridor of the estate, especially in the dark. Roaming the silent halls at night had been a form of respite for Alster for as long as he could remember. He was nearly certain the caretaker knew he left his room at night, but so far, his father did not, and that was what mattered.

To cross from his tower to the archive, Alster had to navigate through a vast series of kitchens that served the estate’s many residents and frequent guests. The first kitchen, more of a simple bakery than anything else, was deserted. Alster moved between the shelves, hobbling along with his walking stick, and had nearly reached the room’s end when a movement caught his eye. It was only a flicker, but it was enough to stop him in his tracks.

“Hello?” Alster called out to the pots and pans. If someone else was in the kitchen, he would surely be caught. Hiding would only be a waste of time and energy. “Hello?” he repeated, raising his voice.

A baking sheet clanged somewhere to his side, redirecting his attention. Alster saw a flash of red hair reflected on the bottom of a copper piece of cookware hanging from a rack on the ceiling. He smiled, and a sigh of relief escaped his lips.

He heard her laugh before he saw her again. “Elsey,” Alster called, turning around to find the mischievous girl poorly hidden behind a low counter.

“Where are you going?” she asked, taking a step forward.

“To the archive,” he said. “You can join me if you like.”

Elsey hushed him with a wave of her finger. “Someone is in the next room getting meat for your father,” she told him quietly. Alster nodded, his face suddenly pale.

The girl slipped her hand around Alster’s waist and helped him to the corner of the room, where they waited for whoever it was to finish their business. A few meager rays of light drifted through the window from a torch somewhere outside, guiding their steps. “What are you looking for in the archive?” Elsey asked in a whisper.

Alster smiled, but then winced when a twinge in his side sent pain spiraling through his body. “Wilkes wants me to find something from the First Conquest of the Shades.”

Elsey could see the pain clouding her friend’s face, and she offered him a sympathetic smile. “That’s the war your family was involved in, right?” she asked timidly.

“Alistair the Fourth was the first Lightbridge,” Alster whispered. “He killed the Shadow King and saved Vecnos.”

“I heard all the shades are dead now,” she added, her voice showing a bit of fear.

For a moment, Alster had forgotten how different he was from his best friend. Elsey was the daughter of the estate’s former stablemaster, but she was an orphan now, living off the sporadic charity of Alster’s family and the other servants who worked around the grounds. He had to remind himself that Elsey did not have a tutor teaching her history every morning as he did. She was older than him by several years, taller too, but she did not have the same opportunities for education that Alster did.

“They are,” Alster began slowly. He didn’t know where to begin trying to explain the history of the entire war, especially since he didn’t know it well himself. “The Shadow King controlled the shades, and Alistair put an end to it when he won the war.”

Elsey visibly relaxed, though only slightly. In the other kitchen, they could hear someone leaving and shutting the door. “Let’s go,” she said, pulling Alster along behind her.

The two friends bounded through the next kitchen as quickly as they could, Elsey stopping every few feet to help Alster catch up. They reached the archive after a short while and paused in front of the door as though gazing upon a glorious statue, both of them afraid to try the handle.

“How do we get inside?” Elsey asked, her voice full of wonder.

Thoughts of getting caught again filled Alster’s head. He hobbled to the simple wooden portal and traced his fingers along the grains of the wood. “I doubt my father remembered to lock it when he dragged me out earlier. He forgets things when he’s angry,” he whispered. He touched the handle and it gave way easily.

“You were right,” Elsey said with the hint of a smile. She followed him into the archive, watching her step in the near-utter darkness. Only a few splashes of moonlight lit their path.

Several shelves into the room, Elsey spotted an antique oil lamp resting on a simple wooden pillar and snatched it up. “Don’t go far,” she told Alster when she saw that the lamp still contained a fair amount of oil. “I’ll light this in the kitchens. Then we can continue.”

Alster nodded. He was already engrossed with finding the painting of his namesake again, but he had to move slowly, painstakingly so, to avoid knocking anything over in the low light.

Elsey returned quickly, bounding back into the archive with the burning lantern in her hands. She found Alster beneath the painting of Alistair the Fourth, his eyes locked onto the portrait in an almost trance-like state. “You were named after him?” Elsey asked, bathing the magnificent image in light.

“Yes,” Alster responded. “He defeated the shades and liberated all of Vecnos from the tyranny of their reign. He was our savior.”

“You’ll do great things too, you know,” she said quietly.

Alster scoffed. “I’ve never even ridden a horse . . .” He tried not to think about his ruined leg, but jealousy toward Jarix’s perfect body flooded his mind. “I can never live up to Alistair’s name,” he whispered after a moment.

“Hey,” Elsey said quickly, “what kind of things are you looking for in here?”

Alster turned his gaze from the portrait to the suit of armor and other objects nearby. “I just need something from the war, from Alistair’s time. Wilkes said there are a couple artifacts here in the estate, but come to think of it, he did not specifically say they were in the archive.”

“What’s this?” Elsey asked, pulling a curved saber from a hook set into the stone wall. “It looks old.”

She handed the rusty sword to Alster and he turned it over in his hands. It was heavier than it looked and had a bronze hilt and matching scabbard. Alster didn’t remember seeing it earlier that afternoon, but after being beaten so savagely by his father, he wasn’t sure which memories he could trust.

“I don’t think this was Alistair’s sword,” he said after a moment. “The sword in the painting is straight, not curved.”

“Perhaps it belonged to one of his officers?” Elsey suggested.

Alster shook his head. “I don’t think the knights from Vecnos ever used curved swords, so this style must be from somewhere else.”

Elsey took the weapon and hung it back on the hook. Somewhere behind the wall, something clicked rapidly for a few seconds before quieting once more. It was barely audible, but in the complete silence of the room, Alster and Elsey both heard it clearly.

“Is someone coming?” Alster whispered. He couldn’t imagine the wrath he would face if his father caught him in the archive a second time. The two of them crouched beneath the painting and Elsey closed the shutter on her lantern.

They waited for what felt like far too long, but nothing happened. No one entered the archive, and the sound did not repeat. Finally, Elsey stood and cracked open the lantern once more. She kept it close to her body as though she was afraid something might jump out and knock it from her grasp.

“What was that?” Alster asked quietly. “Where did it come from?”

Elsey shook her head. “It sounded so close, but it was so quiet. I think it happened when I put the sword back.”

Alster’s mind whirled to the stories he had heard of the shades. With such meager light, shadows were everywhere. He knew shades were powerful and could kill them both—but he also knew they were all gone. “Open the lantern, Elsey,” he whispered.

Elsey pulled the shutter open as far as she could.

“The shades only existed in shadow,” Alster explained, his voice shaking. “The more light we have, the fewer of them can be here.”

Without a word, Elsey closed the shutter once more until only the smallest sliver of light was left to guide them. “If there is no light, there can be no shadows,” she said quickly. “I’ll keep it low. If anything happens, I can extinguish it.”

“I hope you’re right.” Alster knew Elsey’s logic made sense, but the lack of light only made him feel less safe, not more. “We should leave,” he said past a knot of fear growing in his chest. He could barely see her eyes in the darkness.

“We’ll be alright,” she reassured him. “Let’s just hurry and find your artifact.”

Alster swallowed hard. “Agreed.”

Elsey leaned a hand against the wall to the side of the suit of armor. When she put her weight on it, the clicking sound returned. It was louder than the first time they had heard it, but it clicked only twice.

“Aha!” she quietly exclaimed. “The other stablehands told me stories of secret passages and hidden rooms all over the estate. I never believed them, but this has to be one!” She set the lantern down and put both hands on the wall, pushing with all her weight. To Alster’s surprise, the wall shifted silently backward several inches before locking into place on unseen hinges. When she took her hands away, the clicking returned and the wall slowly ascended, revealing a pitch-black stone passage.

“We should leave!” Alster said again, though he couldn’t fully deny his own curiosity.

Elsey grabbed him by the hand and they both took a step into the dark passageway, keeping the lantern out in front of them.

Somehow, Alster fought the urge to turn back. He hobbled behind her, taking each step with measured patience to keep his balance on the slanting floor.

The tunnel sloped downward beneath the ground and away from the archive. The stones under their feet felt worn and smooth, as though they had once been used regularly. The dust that fell into their faces and the cobwebs that clung to their skin made Alster think no one had been in the tunnel for at least a few years.

After nearly half an hour of descent, the tunnel leveled out and expanded, connecting to an ominous chamber that seemingly disappeared into pure darkness rather than ending in walls. He looked up to the ceiling, but he could not tell where darkness ended and stone began.

Elsey led him into the chamber and to the left, keeping the light from her lantern focused on the ground in front of them. Several paces in, they reached a set of metal bars that looked like a prison cell. “A dungeon?” Alster asked, though he knew Elsey did not have the answer. “Why would there be a dungeon?”

“Look,” Elsey said, flashing the light behind the bars. “If it was a dungeon, it isn’t one any longer. There’s just a bunch of stuff in there.”

Alster put his face up to the bars and followed the light. “More armor?” he asked. A fresh wave of curiosity crept up into his mind. On the other side of the bars, he saw a helmet, a breastplate, and a pair of gauntlets sitting on a wooden table. He recognized them. “Alistair’s armor.”

“Are you sure?” Elsey asked. She reached through the bars and tried to touch one of the objects, but it was just beyond her reach.

“It has to be,” Alster responded. He felt a connection to the armor, like a cord had wrapped around his chest and was pulling him closer.

Supporting his weight on the bars, Alster slid his walking stick through them and extended it to the nearest table of artifacts. The bars were not set particularly close together, and he thought he might be able to pull the helmet or the gauntlets through.

Elsey helped him steady the walking stick as he angled it through the bars. When the end of the stick was resting on top of the helmet, she pushed it up high and then pulled, knocking the helmet from the table. It clattered noisily to the ground, but it was within reach. Alster wasted no time snatching the antique object from the ground.

“A helmet from the First Conquest of the Shades,” he said, completely awestruck. “I’ve seen helmets like these in books.” Alster didn’t know how to describe what he felt with his hands on the old piece of battle-scarred metal. A sense of validation came over him, as though all the legends he had heard of his namesake had been proven true at once.

The helmet was heavy, heavier than Alster had expected, with a thick metal visor over a small eye slit. On the back, Alistair’s seal had been etched into the metal. The seal, something Alster had only seen a handful of times before in books or scrolls, showed a riderless horse on its hind legs in front of a roaring fire. Alster knew from his lessons with Wilkes that the seal was something highly respected and controlled—no smith would ever etch it onto anything without being directly commanded by Alistair himself. Only Alistair’s personal belongings, and those of his closest officers, were permitted to bear such a mark.

Alster set the helmet down by his feet and reached his stick through the bars once more, angling it toward the gauntlets. Since their leather straps were still fastened, they proved easier to fetch than the helmet.

When Alster turned the gauntlets over in his hands, he noticed a small blade that had been slipped between two of the leather pieces on the back of one gauntlet. Alster didn’t know if the blade was supposed to be a military dagger designed for fighting or just a razor used by Alistair to shave, but he knew it was sharp. He had never seen his brother training with such a small weapon, and he imagined it would be difficult to actually kill someone with it in battle. Unlike the gauntlets and helmet, the dagger showed no signs of rust. The short blade was barely longer than Alster’s palm, and the hilt was equally diminutive, though ornately adorned with red filigree to match the gauntlets.

Alster couldn’t tell if the dagger’s blade was made of steel or some other material. With a level of reverence he had never experienced before, he slipped on the right gauntlet, then the left. Using the scalloped fingers on the right gauntlet, he slowly slipped the dagger from the webbing over his left wrist. In his hand, the dagger felt weightless. He wasn’t sure how, but he knew he could see one glimmering edge of the blade, though there was barely any light.

“What’s it like?” Elsey asked from his side.

Alster didn’t let her words break his concentration in the least. His focus was solely on the dagger in his grip. It fit nicely into the shape of his hand, and he wondered how a general as mighty as Alistair the Fourth had wielded the small weapon in battle.

“The gauntlets,” Elsey said more loudly. “They fit you.”

Alster looked up from his trance with a puzzled expression on his face. “What?” he asked, finally remembering she was in the room with him.

“The gauntlets fit,” she repeated, pointing to the rusted metal.

Alster smiled. “They do.”

“In the painting,” Elsey continued, “Alistair looks massive. Shouldn’t his armor be bigger?”

“I don’t know,” Alster said, not fully understanding the implications of Elsey’s question. He turned the gauntlets over, still holding the dagger in his right hand, and searched for Alistair’s seal. On the back of each hand, Alistair’s horse had been etched into the metal. “They have his seal. They must be his.”

“Perhaps he had them made for someone else?” Elsey asked. She yawned, rubbing some of the sleep from her eyes. They weren’t sure how long they had been in the hidden room, but the darkness made them both tired.

“They were his,” Alster said with finality. He slipped the dagger away, took the gauntlets off, and tucked them under his arm. “We should go.” He considered taking the helmet with him as well, but something about the piece didn’t feel right; when he held it, he didn’t get the same sense of connection that he felt with the gauntlets. Perhaps it was part of someone else’s armor and placed with the gauntlets only accidentally.

Elsey was glad to be leaving the strange place. She nudged the helmet back through the bars and took Alster by the hand, leading him carefully toward the tunnel. “Do you think showing your tutor the armor is a good idea?” she asked.

Alster sighed. “I don’t think he will tell my father,” he replied. The dagger in his pocket gave him a new measure of confidence. He thought he could feel Alistair’s mighty presence walking alongside him and telling him not to be afraid. The confidence he felt was entirely new, and he relished it.


Chapter 3



Sharp Things

“Have you completed your task?” the tutor asked, his aged voice rattling in his throat. The man sat in a high-backed leather chair and stroked his beard while he looked out one of the windows to the courtyard.

Behind him, Alster hobbled into the library with the gauntlets wrapped in one of his old shirts. When he had his walking stick safely propped against a bookcase, he let the bundle fall from his arm and clang onto the table as the gauntlets within rattled against each other.

“What’s this?” the tutor asked, eyeing the bag from his chair.

Alster sat on his customary cushion in the windowsill opposite the tutor. He was late to his tutoring on account of his overwhelming tiredness, and the effort he had expended to reach the library made him short of breath. “Armor I found,” he said after a moment. “They’re from the First Conquest of the Shades.”

“Oh?” the tutor said, arching an eyebrow. He pulled the shirt gingerly aside to reveal the gauntlets, as though he was handling an object of immense value. Alster’s heart lifted as the tutor turned the gauntlets over, inspecting their details. He knew they were authentic—he felt his ancestor’s presence in the armor—but he still yearned for the tutor’s confirmation.

“They belonged to Alistair the Fourth,” Alster said eagerly.

“Yes,” the tutor replied, though he did not look up. Alster thought he heard a hint of recognition in the old man’s voice.

After several minutes of silence, Wilkes finally set the gauntlets down between them and folded his hands in his lap. “Where did you get these?”

Alster tried to sound convincing. “From the archive.”

The tutor nodded. Alster wasn’t sure if the man nodded because he believed the lie or if he nodded because he had expected the lie. “And have you completed the second half of your assignment?” the tutor asked.

“The gauntlets were worn by Alistair the Fourth during the war,” Alster said. He had thought the importance of the armor pieces was obvious, and the tutor’s question made him uneasy.

The tutor pointed to the riderless horse on the back of the left glove. “This symbol means they certainly belonged to the legendary Alistair, but how do you know he wore them during the war?”

Alster thought of what he knew about the First Conquest of the Shades from his lessons and books, but he quickly realized there was nothing definitive in his memory. “He wears the gauntlets in the portrait. He probably wore them when he killed the last shade in the Shadow King’s army.”

The tutor smiled, letting Alster relax slightly. “And how do you know Alistair killed the last shade?”

“The histories—”

“The histories were written by Alistair’s generals and followers, were they not?” the tutor asked.

Alster nodded.

“And you trust them to be perfectly accurate?” Wilkes asked.

“I think so,” Alster said, though his confidence wavered.

The tutor leaned back in his chair with another deep sigh. Outside, Alster’s brother had already begun his daily training regimen. Jarix and a dozen or so boys from other nearby estates stood in formation, holding spears over their shoulders.

“You are right to believe the histories,” the tutor said after a moment. His hand returned to his white beard, and his eyes glazed over as he watched the activity in the courtyard. Alster knew the expression meant a lengthy lecture was about to begin.

“Alistair might not have worn these exact gauntlets when he dispatched the final shade,” the old man began, “but he was at least wearing something similar. Have you heard the history of the last shade? Do you know what happened at the battle of Mournstead?”

Alster had heard of the battle many times, but he had never been told the story in any great detail. The history fascinated him, as anything having to do with his ancestors usually did. “Alistair the Fourth stood in front of the gates of Mournstead and called to the Shadow King, challenging him to a duel. When the king came out, Alistair killed him, saving Vecnos from the plague of the shades,” Alster explained.

The tutor laughed softly as though something humorous had just happened outside. “That is certainly the legend,” he said slowly. He took a deep breath and readjusted his posture. “Perhaps there is more to the tale than you know, and perhaps it is time you learned the truth of your namesake.”

Wilkes settled deeper into his chair, but he continued to watch Jarix and the others training outside as he spoke. “When Alistair’s army reached the great stone walls of Mournstead, the Shadow King’s impregnable citadel near the northern shore of Vecnos, the general was nearly defeated. Alistair’s forces had suffered incredible losses on his journey through eastern Vecnos. Shadowliths, the mages trained by the Shadow King himself, had plagued Alistair’s army. Every night when Alistair made camp with his soldiers, the shadows would come alive. Shadowliths hid in the darkness of the forests and worked their magic, creating shades and sending them into the camp to wreak havoc upon the army.”

Alster rocked on the edge of his seat. He had never heard of shades possessing enough strength to kill trained soldiers. In the stories he had been told, shades were more akin to possessed fragments of shadow existing between the light and the darkness—they could see and hear and whisper, but they could not move or touch things. The shadowliths were dangerous because they sometimes created shades they could not control, shades with wills of their own. The Shadow King had used all the information the shades had gathered to win his military victories, but those victories were still with swords and shields in the hands of men, not shadows.

The tutor read Alster’s worried expression as easily as he understood the words in the books around him. “You have not been told how dangerous the shades really were, have you?” the tutor asked, though he knew the answer.

“I’ve heard that they couldn’t touch people, but I’m not sure I believe it,” Alster responded hesitantly.

“Alistair’s army thought the same thing,” the tutor replied gravely. “You see, most of the shades were simply small spheres of darkness given meaning. They would hover around, moving through Alistair’s army and observing, then reporting back to their king. When the war began, the Shadow King had fewer than one hundred thousand soldiers under his command. Vecnos rallied behind your ancestor, and Alistair the Fourth marshaled a force of nearly a million. Men and women answered the call from hundreds of miles away, from the far reaches of the kingdom, all eager to serve under your namesake.”

“How did the shades learn to fight?” Alster asked. He thought of the time he had spent with Elsey in the room beneath the archive. Had there been shades watching him? They can only exist in light and darkness, he reminded himself.

Wilkes smiled. He clearly enjoyed explaining the history of the war to Alster, and his body seemed more alive than it had in decades. When his mouth opened to continue the lecture, instead of words, a shrill yelp issued forth.

“What is it?” Alster practically cried. His eyes shot to every corner of the room. The morning light was powerful in the library, banishing all possible shadows, but his mind still conjured images of malevolent shades stalking him from every nook and cranny.

“Your brother,” the tutor said, pointing to the courtyard beyond the window. “He just took a spear to the chest.”

Alster pressed his face up to the glass. He saw Jarix staggering and struggling to keep his balance. Then his brother turned, and Alster witnessed a spate of blood running between his brother’s fingers.

“Your lesson is concluded, Alster,” Wilkes said hastily. “I must attend to your brother, but we have not come close to exhausting this topic.” The old man bolted from his chair, displaying far more speed than Alster would have thought possible for someone his age.

Alster knew he would never be able to keep up with the tutor. He was rarely permitted to leave the estate, even to go into the courtyard, so there he sat, staring out the library window. Jarix collapsed to his knees in the dirt. Though his chest was certainly bloody, Alster thought the wound did not appear to be fatal.

Throughout the courtyard, the military men who had been training now acted as battlefield medics. Everything was chaotic. Toward the northern end of the lawn, a terrified boy ran as fast as he could. Alster assumed he had been the one who had struck Jarix. Accident or not, Alster knew the boy was right to run. Palos would surely kill anyone who injured his favorite son. Alster had once witnessed a serving maid scourged for clumsily spilling hot tea on Jarix’s lap. His brother had not been burned, merely inconvenienced, but the punishment had still been brutal.

After several minutes, the tutor arrived amidst the panic with a large bag of medical supplies. Alster watched with curiosity as Wilkes ordered the soldiers around. When he pointed to something, one of the young men brought it to him without hesitation. When he barked a command, the soldiers followed it.

Something about the entire scene struck Alster as odd. He knew the tutor was respected on account of his age, but he did not know exactly how much authority the man held. Alster wondered if the tutor would be held accountable in the event of Jarix’s death.

Alster watched for several more minutes until things seemed to settle down in the courtyard, and it appeared as though his brother would live. Grabbing Alistair’s gauntlets under one arm and his crutch under the other, Alster hobbled from the library and toward his room. He was out of breath by the time he reached his door.

He took out the small knife he had found and, falling onto his blanket, turned it over in his hands for what felt like the millionth time. He kept the dagger in a cubby under a loose floorboard beneath his blanket, though he knew hiding it was practically pointless. No one ever entered his room. There was no bed, so the servants had no sheets to change. He had no hearth, so no fuel was ever delivered to his room either.

Alster smirked. He contemplated his solitude as he mindlessly twirled the dagger above him, and he found that, in the moment, he enjoyed his room. He imagined what Jarix’s room might look like. He had never seen his brother’s sleeping quarters, but he imagined Jarix slept in a well-decorated and warm space. Smiling, Alster decided he was thankful for his solitude. No one would ever find the dagger hidden away beneath the floor. No one would ever come to check on him in the night and discover him missing when he prowled around the estate. No one would even interrupt him if he happened to be idly daydreaming in his blankets on a cold winter day. Alster liked that solitude.

As he turned the blade over in his fingers, Alster felt a sense of strength rising from it. He felt empowered. Knowing the weapon had belonged to Alistair the Fourth brought a smile to his face he could not hide, and in his solitude, he did not have to share his happiness with anyone.


Chapter 4



Truth

Elsey sat down next to Alster with a bowl of warm soup. The table was noisy, tucked away at the side of the banquet hall and intended for servants and other low-ranking people to use. Alster saw his father sitting far away at the head table, an ornately carved work of art with miniature thrones at every place setting instead of the wobbly stools that he and Elsey perched upon. Jarix sat at Palos’s right hand, covered in white bandages and moving slowly. Jarix would live, Alster had heard, but not without mutilation. He would bear the scars for a lifetime.

“Do you think your father will kill that boy?” Elsey asked quietly. It was the question on everyone’s mind. The servants and other employees had been talking about the incident ceaselessly over the last two days.

“I’m surprised the boy wasn’t killed the moment he was found,” one of the estate’s several smiths replied from across the table. “Palos is a member of King Gottfried’s high court. He can kill whomever he wants, I suppose.”

Alster liked sitting with the servants. The working men and women did not view him with silent contempt as they did his brother and father. They welcomed him and gave him a place to belong, but they didn’t dare show him any material comfort for fear of Palos’s wrath landing on their own heads. The servants sitting closest to him saw his wound and offered him concerned looks. Sadly, he knew those looks were as much sympathy as he would ever get.

When the dinner had nearly concluded, Alster’s tutor, who had been seated at Palos’s left, retreated to begin preparing the second event planned for the night—an execution. As the tutor was making his way from the banquet hall to the courtyard, Palos himself stood to address the assembly. When he tapped a spoon against his golden goblet, the roughly three hundred voices in the hall fell silent.

In front of him, Palos’s table was still covered with all manner of delectable foods procured from the farthest reaches of Vecnos. Alster thought of the meager soup he and the servants had been given and frowned. His meal had tasted fine, but it was a far cry from the decadent spread his brother and father had enjoyed.

“Guests,” Palos began, his deep voice booming across the hall. “You have been gathered here on this momentous occasion to bear witness to a judicial proceeding in accordance with the laws of Vecnos. These laws by which we live have been passed down for generations from one high court to the next, and their infallibility is what keeps our lands safe.”

A few of the servants rolled their eyes. One of the men next to Alster scoffed. “The laws are there to fatten your purse, old bastard,” the man said under his breath.

“Tonight, we will continue a great tradition. As you know, we captured a traitor in our midst. This traitor,” Palos spat as he said the word, and Jarix visibly shrank in his chair, “was a member of our own militia. The boy tried to kill my son, the heir of this venerable estate, and so he shall be punished.”

The wealthier guests near the front of the hall roared their approval, but the back of the room remained relatively disinterested.

“Everyone will be busy in the courtyard,” Alster whispered to Elsey. “Want to check out that room beneath the archive?”

Elsey nodded eagerly. “I’ll help you up,” she said loudly enough for the nearby workers to hear. With her help, Alster got to his feet and balanced himself between Elsey’s arm and his crutch.

No one questioned the two as they slowly headed for the banquet hall’s exit. If Palos saw his son leaving the event, he didn’t care. The man continued with his impassioned speech, and Alster could still hear his voice even on the other side of the door.

“The caretaker must have been busy hunting that boy with my father,” Alster said, placing a hand on the door. “No one has bothered to lock the archive.”

“I doubt many people come in here anyway,” Elsey replied.

Alster remembered the utter darkness of the hidden room underneath them and shuddered. “We should bring a lantern or a torch.”

Elsey nodded. “I’ll get one from the stables. Meet me under the painting of Alistair.”

“Alright,” Alster agreed, opening the archive door slowly. He watched Elsey scamper around a corner. Once inside the dark room full of artifacts, Alster crept toward the painting as quietly as he could. As he had suspected, it looked like no one had entered the archive since his expedition a couple of days before.

Alster stared at Alistair’s portrait until Elsey arrived with a lantern sometime later. Again, he found himself captivated by the painting. Everything about the scene was mesmerizing. At some level, the image seemed to be more than just an artist’s paint on a simple canvas. Alster felt something when he looked at Alistair atop his horse. He felt different.

“Are you ready?” Elsey asked from beside him. She adjusted the shutter of her lantern to let plenty of light flood into the archive. Reaching up with her other hand, she pulled down on one of the sword hooks set into the wall and the secret passage opened once more.

“I’m ready,” Alster said. With Elsey’s help, they descended the spiraling pathway under the archive, but Alster found that the lantern’s light made him more nervous rather than less. His eyes darted toward every shadow and around every corner. He had to actively resist the urge to look over his shoulder as he went.

At the bottom of the winding passage, they took a moment to view the full extent of the subterranean complex. There were several rooms, and likely more they could not see, and each was barred with heavy iron like a dungeon cell. Instinctively, Alster went to the chamber to his left, where he had found the gauntlets.

In the light of the lantern, Alster marveled at the full extent of the trove. The room was filled to capacity with artifacts that appeared to be from Alistair’s time. Racks of antique swords hung against the walls, spears leaned in stacks in the corners, and several large sets of colorful barding covered multiple wooden tables.

“Do you think all of this stuff belonged to Alistair?” Elsey asked, her voice full of wonder.

Alster nodded. “Look at the tabard,” he said, pointing to a stand with a white cloth draped over it. The cloth was checkered, and the top right corner held the image of a riderless horse against a background of fire. “In the portrait, Alistair wears that tabard over his armor.”

“Look at that,” Elsey said. She pointed to a small, cylindrical metal cage perhaps ten feet from the iron bars. The cage was twisted, misshapen, like a lantern that had been mangled by a horse’s hooves.

“What is it?” Alster asked. On the top of the cage, where the bars met in a point, there was a heavy lock.

“It looks too small for falconry,” Elsey said. The light from their lantern reflected off the red gilt of the strange object, leaving no doubt that it had once belonged to Alistair or one of his advisors.

“What do you think is in the other rooms?” Alster asked. They both turned to investigate the rest of the chamber, but a sound stopped them in their tracks.

“You heard that, right?” Elsey whispered.

Alster swallowed, and his eyes darted from shadow to shadow. “It sounded like the wind,” he said after a moment. The other rooms were dark and silent, eerily calm in the quiet of the night.

“There aren’t any windows down here,” Elsey said. “We’re too deep underground.”

“I know.”

Elsey took a few hesitant steps toward the center of the room. She swung her lantern from side to side, trying to find what might have made the noise, but saw nothing.

While Elsey scanned everywhere the light fell, Alster kept his eyes trained on the places still bathed in shadow—the places he dreaded.

“There!” Alster exclaimed with a desperate whisper. Elsey whirled the lantern toward the corner, but there was nothing. The stone wall was completely ordinary in every way.

As Alster focused his eyes on the areas to the sides of the lantern light, he saw it again. Something moved in the darkness. He didn’t know what it was, but he knew it was there. He saw a small sliver of shadow darker than the places around it. Something had drained what meager light once existed, and in its wake, nothing but a black abyss remained.

“You need to close the lantern,” Alster whispered. He didn’t know for sure if Elsey could hear him. She did not move. The lantern trembled in her hands, the light wavering, but the shadow remained. “Do something! Blow it out!”

Finally, Elsey closed the shutter on the lantern to extinguish the light, leaving the two in complete darkness.

“Run!” Alster said, staggering through the pitch-black room as quickly as he could manage. With his walking stick slowing him down, he couldn’t help but feel like he was just moments from being consumed.

Elsey ran ahead of him, using the wall to guide her through the darkness. She was close enough to have a tenuous hold on Alster’s hand, but her urgency threatened to break them apart. Alster held on with all his might. A thousand thoughts flew through his head. Facing whatever was living in the darkness terrified him, and losing his grip on Elsey’s hand terrified him even more. In the lightless passage, he wasn’t confident he would be able to find his way back to the surface.

“Slow down,” he said breathlessly. “I can’t keep up.”

Elsey kept her pace, practically dragging Alster up the stone corridor. The extinguished lantern rattled in her left hand and clanged against the wall as she ran.

Finally, somehow, they emerged from the secret passageway and stood panting at the side of the archive. Alster looked up to the portrait behind him with something akin to gratitude.

Then he saw the light in the room.

From somewhere outside, a torch cast its light through one of the archive’s windows. Where there was light, there could be shadows. Where there were shadows, there were shades.

All at once, Alster’s fear came rushing back in debilitating waves.

“We can’t stay here,” he said, moving toward the door. To the right of the archive’s exit, something moved. It was larger than whatever he had seen below, nearly as tall as the door itself, and it darted from the doorway to the corner as though something had spooked it.

“A . . . A shade,” Elsey stuttered. “I saw it too.”

Alster grabbed her arm and shut his eyes, wishing it would simply go away. When he opened them again, he saw it, a patch of shadow darker than the rest, roughly humanoid in shape, standing in the corner of the archive. Alster tried to calm his breathing to get his thoughts in order, but he felt the thing staring at him, looking into his eyes as though it was specifically hunting him.

“We have to leave,” Alster whispered, never taking his gaze from the corner. “I don’t think it can hurt us.” He remembered the lesson he had learned earlier from his tutor. He had always been told that shades were physically harmless, but now he knew otherwise. Some shades could harm people. They were killers.

“Just go slowly,” Elsey said. “Maybe it can’t see us. Maybe it won’t follow us.”

Alster nodded and reached out with his walking stick, taking each step slowly. He knew he wasn’t a threat to the shade, but he had no way of knowing how the shade perceived him.

It took the pair almost half an hour, but they reached the archive door before the shade moved again. Alster gingerly reached for the handle, trying to be as silent as possible.

The shade turned.

Its two-dimensional body shifted sideways, repositioning itself to look more closely at what was happening.

Elsey shrieked. She immediately pulled her hands to her mouth, dropping her lantern noisily in the process, and her voice carried painfully beyond the archive.

“If someone heard . . .” Alster said, his mind whirling from the shade to his father in a heartbeat.

“Go!” Elsey urged, nearly throwing him through the doorway.

In the hallway, lanterns illuminated the ground almost fully, giving Alster a shred of hope that the shade could not follow him.

Voices echoed from the direction of the kitchens, and they sounded upset. “Run,” Alster said to Elsey for what felt like the hundredth time that night. “Go up to my room and wait for me there. I can play it off. Just don’t let them see you.”

Elsey nodded and took off for Alster’s tower bedroom. Wasting no time, Alster lifted his stick and knocked one of the nearby lanterns from its sconce, spilling oil all over the floor and his feet. Luckily, the wick was extinguished before the lantern hit the ground. Just then, the caretaker turned the corner, muttering a stream of curses under his breath.

“What’s all this ruckus?” the old man spat.

“I’m sorry,” Alster began. “I came down to get something to eat and I fell.” He pointed to the broken lantern with his crutch. “I’m sorry I broke the lantern. It was an accident.”

The caretaker let out a deep sigh. He looked from Alster to the sconce on the wall and shook his head. “I’m surprised you could reach that lantern, boy.”

Alster’s stomach dropped.

“My stick hit it when I fell,” he said, hoping the caretaker would believe the obvious lie. It was the best thing he could concoct without pausing and giving himself away.

The caretaker pondered everything for a few moments but eventually nodded. “Did I not latch your door this night? I knocked, and I assumed you were asleep when you did not respond,” the man asked. He held out a hand toward Alster, indicating that he would help him back to his room.

Alster wasn’t sure what to say. He wasn’t in his room when the door had presumably been shut, so he figured a fragment of the truth was the best option. “I was still at the feast when you must have closed the door, I guess.”

The caretaker stroked his wispy beard while he walked. “You were still at the feast, yet you said you came down to get some food,” he concluded after a moment.

Alster stopped dead in his tracks. He had been discovered, and there was no immediate way to talk himself out of it. “I’m sorry,” Alster muttered under his breath.

The caretaker’s expression soured further. “Your father will not be pleased to hear of your nighttime adventures,” the man said flatly, though there was a hint of sympathy in his voice. “I believe you will be punished.”

Alster felt tears welling up in his eyes. He pulled himself in front of the caretaker to face him directly. “Please,” he begged. “Just let me go back to my room. I swear I won’t leave again. Let me go back and everything will be fine.”

With another sigh, the caretaker put a hand on Alster’s shoulder. “Alster, I have to tell your father. You know that. What he does and how he rules his family is up to him.”

Tears escaped from Alster’s eyes.

“I’ll give you one piece of advice, son,” the man continued. “Run away from here. It’s only a matter of time before Palos buries you in the courtyard, and you aren’t doing yourself any favors by skulking around the estate at night.” There was sorrow in the old caretaker’s eyes.

Alster tried to keep his fear and trepidation under control, but he could not. He sobbed violently, shuddering with every breath he took.

The caretaker did not relent. “I’m surprised you’re still here after all these years,” he went on. “You should have left a long time ago.”

“Where would I go?” Alster asked between sobs.

The man laughed. “I don’t know, and I don’t care!” His voice turning apathetic. “Just run. Get out of this place. Palos will look for you for a few days, maybe a week, but then he won’t care either. Go start a new life somewhere else.”

Alster nodded. For once, he felt like someone other than Wilkes had told him the truth. He needed to leave. “Thank you,” he said quietly.

“I won’t tell your father you’re missing until noon,” the caretaker said with a sigh. “That’s the best compromise I can give you. Now go.”

Alster hurried along, his stick clicking against the ground with every step. “Thank you,” he said again, though his voice was too quiet to be heard.


Chapter 5



Escape

Alster met Elsey in front of the door leading to the tower that housed his bedroom. “I have to leave the estate,” he said solemnly.

She didn’t appear surprised. “Did they catch you?”

Alster unlocked the door and slipped the key into his pocket. “The caretaker found me. He told me he wouldn’t turn me in until noon tomorrow.”

“You can sleep in the stables tonight,” Elsey replied. “Get what you need from your room. Let’s go.”

“I don’t have much to take,” Alster responded, moving up the stairs to his room. “Steal some food from the kitchens, and I’ll meet you at the stable.”

At the top of the staircase, Alster leaned his walking stick against the wall and went to work gathering what he could carry. The dead of winter would be upon Vecnos before long, and Alster only owned one heavy, hooded cloak. He grabbed the garment from a pile of clothes in the corner of his room and wrapped it around his shoulders. Prying up the loose floorboard, Alster took Alistair’s gauntlets, strapped them to his wrists, and slid the small dagger into his belt.

He looked around the room for anything else he might own that could be useful, but nothing caught his eye. When he realized how very little he truly possessed, Alster could only shrug. It didn’t matter.

“I’ll find somewhere to go,” he said to himself. He clenched his hands together and felt the scalloped steel of Alistair’s gauntlets curving around his fingers. They felt perfect on his arms. He traced his leather-clad fingertips over the red filigree on the back of his right gauntlet. A smile spread across his face.

[image: scene break daggers]

In the courtyard, Alster felt the cool night air fill his lungs, crisp and invigorating. He guessed there were still several hours before dawn, and the estate was predictably, and thankfully, silent. The yard was free of servants bustling from one building to another, and even the animals were quiet.

As Alster hobbled toward the stables, he found his right hand wandering toward the hilt of the dagger tucked into his belt. Almost no light found its way to the courtyard, but the crescent moon hanging overhead put him on edge. “The shades are supposed to be dead,” he told himself, though he couldn’t rationalize what he had seen in the darkness of the archive.

“Hurry,” Elsey whispered from the side of the stables when he came into view. She had two cloth sacks full of food at her feet and held a lantern in her hands, though it was not lit.

Alster was nearly exhausted when he finally reached her. “Did you see anyone?” he asked, eager to be under the stable’s roof and out of the dull moonlight.

Elsey shook her head. She pushed a lock of hair from her eyes and lifted the two bags of food. “Follow me,” she said. “The horses get fed at dawn, but we can rest in one of the stalls for a few hours.”

Alster was thankful for the utter darkness of the stable. He felt safer without any light, despite being unsure of his footing.

“Should I take a horse?” Alster wondered as they passed a stall with a huge red mare. Palos loved hunting on horseback, and the stables were almost always full to capacity with prized steeds. “I don’t think anyone would notice a single horse missing.”

Elsey laughed in front of him. “Each horse has a different exercise schedule depending on its age and needs. All of it is recorded every day. The stablemaster would certainly notice.”

Alster felt stupid for asking such an obvious question. He had only ridden a horse a handful of times when he was younger, and he didn’t even know how to properly take care of such an animal.

“Although,” Elsey began, “I might have an idea.” She led Alster through the darkness of the stables to a small room cramped with parchment scrolls and two wooden chairs. Elsey set her bags of food down outside the room and produced a tinder box from a pocket in her leather pants.

“What are you going to do?” Alster asked. He leaned against the wall and placed his stick next to him, thankful to finally give his weary legs a rest.

“They’ll probably use the horses to look for us, right?” she said. “Whether the stablemaster knows a horse is missing or not probably isn’t important. The horse will give us a chance. I’ll take the records for the horse we steal. It might slow them down if they think someone has the horse on purpose, but it won’t last long.”

“Wait, you’re coming with me?” Alster asked. “You don’t have to.”

Elsey turned to him with her firesteel in hand. “Sure,” she said happily. One of the horses whinnied nearby. She held the firesteel to the lantern’s wick and struck it, igniting the oil and illuminating the room at once.

Alster nearly fell to the ground. The shade from the archive, or whatever it truly was, stood in the doorway to the record room, a towering black menace of twisting shadows.

A host of incomprehensible screams poured from Elsey’s mouth as she tried to scramble away. Her feet tangled as she jumped, and she hit the ground hard, but the lantern did not go out. The closest horse kicked at its stall door, rousing some of the other creatures from their sleep.

The shade moved directly over Elsey, filling up almost every inch of the darkness between the lantern’s partial light.

Suddenly exploding in a flurry of action, Alster did the only thing he could think to do. He ripped Alistair’s dagger from his belt and lunged, losing his balance completely. In the small hallway of the stable, his accuracy with the blade was irrelevant. As he fell, Alster gripped the dagger as tightly as he could and simply held it above his head, letting his momentum do the work for him.

Alster didn’t fully understand what he heard when he crashed into the ground. The shade yelled, the voice a mix of shock and pain, and then evaporated, leaving behind a cool cloud of mist. The fact that the shade possessed a voice, that it could speak somehow, had Alster’s mind reeling with a mixture of awe and confusion.

As quickly as the chaos had begun, the stable was once again calm, though the horse behind Alster seemed intent on breaking out of its stall to escape.

When Alster pushed himself up to his knees, he felt something tingle inside his stolen gauntlets. Whatever the sensation was, it felt warm and somewhat comforting, and Alster found himself grinning from ear to ear. With one hand against the doorframe for balance, Alster stood up fully and brushed the dirt from his clothes.

Mixing with the flickering lantern light, a soft glow emanated from the design on Alster’s gauntlets. He turned his hands over in wonder, half of his mind expecting some dazzling display of magic and the other half not believing his own eyes.

“Did you see that?” Alster whispered.

Elsey collected herself and righted the lantern, though her body still shook with fear.

“I think I killed the shade,” Alster said, never taking his eyes from the gauntlets. After a few more seconds, the red light faded, and the gauntlets returned to their dormant state.

Deep in Alster’s chest, he felt something begin to stir. He felt stronger. He felt more alive than he ever had before. His grip on the dagger tightened, and the newfound energy pulsed within his very bones.

“I . . .” Alster began, but he didn’t know how to describe what had taken place within his ribcage. “I think I . . . consumed the shade?”

“What?” Elsey blinked.

“I think I drank it,” Alster said. “You know the feeling when it’s cold so you drink something warm, and the heat spreads from your chest through your whole body?”

Elsey nodded, her eyes wide with an emotion Alster could not pinpoint.

“The dagger killed the shade,” Alster continued. He slid the weapon back into his belt and unclenched his hand, relaxing the muscles of his arm. “When the shade died, I drank it.”

“On purpose?”

“I don’t know,” Alster replied. “It all happened so quickly.” His voice drifted as he stared at the bulging muscles in his forearms. “I’m not sure I had a choice.”

“Are you alright?” Elsey asked. She placed a hand on Alster’s shoulder, and it was unnaturally warm beneath her fingers.

“I feel incredible,” he mused.

The horse nearest to them continued to kick, splintering some of the wood on its stall. Other horses in the stable joined in the commotion, panicked by what they had seen and heard.

“Forget the ledger,” Elsey said as she grabbed a shovel from a nearby hook. “They’ll think something spooked this one and might not suspect it was us.” She swung the shovel down hard on the stall’s hinges several times, pounding the metal bolts from the splintered wood.

Finally, after nearly a dozen swings of the shovel, the gate clattered to the ground. Elsey, an experienced stablehand, tried to soothe the creature with a series of gentle pats, keeping it from running away without them.

“I’ll help you up,” Elsey said after she returned the shovel to its hook. “I’m supposed to be the one sleeping here tonight. I don’t think anyone heard, but we can’t waste time.”

Alster sensed the lingering power within his chest and willed it toward his twisted legs. His gauntlets shimmered red ever so faintly, and he felt a hint of power flow through his extremities. Ignoring Elsey’s offered hand, he crouched, focused on the strength he had stolen from the shade, and jumped. With one hand on the horse’s light mane, he pulled himself easily onto the creature’s back and sat upright.

“Wow,” Elsey said.

Alster smiled. He felt the strength immediately diminish from his legs. His crippled limbs began to throb once more, but he didn’t care. “I did drink the shade,” he said. “I need more.” His voice drifted off as he imagined the strength he would feel if he could consume dozens of the creatures—or even hundreds!

Elsey handed the sacks of food up to Alster one at a time. In the dim light, the boy appeared somehow transformed. She had seen what confidence could do to bolster the men who rode the horses she cared for, and she saw it again in Alster. His talk of killing shades frightened her. “I’d rather not run into any more shades, if you don’t mind.”

With her lantern in hand, Elsey placed one foot on the side of the stall and used it to propel herself upward. It was a fluid motion she had practiced hundreds of times while living in the stables, and she landed gracefully in front of Alster on the mare’s back.

She took a deep breath. The full implications of leaving the estate, the only home she had ever known, began to set in and test her resolve. She knew she could never return, but that notion didn’t bother her much. Since her father had died, she had always dreamt of moving to one of Vecnos’s grand cities. She longed to see the ocean, to climb mountains, and to make a name for herself among the Vecnos elite.

It only took a minute to lead the anxious mare out of the stables and into the dark courtyard.

“Last chance to hop off,” she said over her shoulder, though she did not slow the horse’s pace.

Enveloped in his thoughts, Alster slipped his metal-clad hands around Elsey’s waist and did not respond.


Chapter 6



Hunting

The only time Elsey had ever left the estate was when she was young and had accompanied her father on a trip to Velnwood to receive a shipment of iron. She had no memory of how to get back to the town she had once visited, but she knew it was east, so she steered the horse in that direction and hoped for the best.

Alster didn’t pay much attention to the path Elsey had chosen. His own knowledge of geography was relatively good, but he had no sense of direction outside of his father’s estate. He knew where his home was located on a map and could draw a map of Vecnos from memory somewhat accurately, but he didn’t know what the roads looked like or where to spot the landmarks that could have guided their path.

As the two rode toward the rising sun, Elsey tried to formulate a plan. They would need supplies, and that meant possibly trading their horse for food and shelter, but entering Velnwood was not without its own risks. No one would recognize them; of that Elsey was positive. Strangers would, however, be suspicious of two young vagabonds riding a well-bred mare that would presumably be worth thousands of gold pieces.

Near dawn, Elsey figured their horse needed to rest. She steered the animal off the road and into the forest, hoping to find water and not be seen. She didn’t need to search long to find what she sought. The area around Palos’s estate was mostly wooded, with hundreds of streams and creeks winding their way through the forest toward the ocean on Vecnos’s western coast. Farther west of the estate, the smaller streams joined to become the Serpent River, so named for the winding path it carved through the continent.

As their horse drank from a small brook some hundred yards from the dirt road, Elsey took a small piece of bread from one of her sacks and handed half of it to Alster.

“Where should we go?” she asked, hoping he had thought beyond their simple escape.

For the first time in hours, Alster seemed to break from his reverie and take in his new surroundings. Everything was so different from the bleak halls of the estate. The trees, leafless in late autumn, reached up to the heavens, and the forest felt alive and filled with unknown noises, scents, and colors.

The sun began to filter through the trees and cast long shadows over the mossy ground, instantly setting Alster on edge again. “I don’t know,” he said quickly, barely thinking about the question.

“Velnwood isn’t very far away,” Elsey told him. “We could go there.”

“No,” Alster replied casually. “Velnwood is the closest town to the estate. My father will search there for me first.”

“So where should we go?” Elsey asked again. The sun was warm against her skin, and she liked the feeling of her newfound freedom. Making decisions for her own future was exhilarating.

“The streams around here all come from a lake east of Velnwood,” Alster finally said. “We can follow this stream until we get to the lake. By then, we should be far enough away that no one will be looking for us.”

Elsey nodded. She knew it wasn’t the most well-conceived plan, but it was better than doing nothing.

The two were back on their horse after a few minutes, and Alster kept one gauntleted hand wrapped firmly around the hilt of his dagger. In the dappled light of the forest, there were shadows everywhere. Alster wasn’t sure how strong a shade could be in such sporadic rays of dawn, but he was determined to kill any he saw, just as he imagined Alistair the Fourth had done hundreds of years ago.

Sometime past noon, the forest thinned, giving way to a multitude of rambling springs and small creeks, which meant they were getting close to the lake. “We’ve passed Velnwood,” Alster said. “I don’t think my father will spend the time looking this far out. We should be safe for now, at least.”

“We need a place to stay,” Elsey replied, taking more food from her bag. As the horse trotted slowly eastward, the pair ate chunks of bread and cheese in silence. Eventually, after several more miles, the trees ended, and the two found themselves in front of a small lake with a rocky, sandy shore. On the far side stood a solitary cottage.

“What do you think?” Elsey asked. She dropped from the horse’s back and helped Alster do the same. “There isn’t any smoke coming from the chimney of that house. Maybe it is empty and we can stay there tonight.”

“Where will we go tomorrow?” Alster asked.

Elsey smiled. “Wherever we want!” she said happily. “We can go to the next town, or the town after that, or we can keep going. As long as we aren’t found tonight, I don’t think we will be found at all.”

Alster loved Elsey’s optimism. It gave him hope, despite his multitude of fears and reservations. “Let’s check out the cottage,” he said, finally releasing his hold on the dagger at his waist.

They led their horse slowly around the outskirts of the lake, stopping often for Alster to rest his crippled legs. When they were close enough to the cottage to make out its details, Elsey used the only rope she had to tie their horse to a tree.

“Should we just walk up?” Alster asked skeptically.

To his surprise, Elsey did just that. The house was small, only a single room, but looked sturdy. The roof appeared in good shape, and the door was flush with the frame, something common only to houses owned by the rich. Elsey went straight to the house’s only window, a small square of dirty glass to the left of the door, and peered inside.

She screamed when an arrow thudded into the door a few feet from her head.
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Palos awoke at dawn as he always did. Exiting the grand chamber that housed his bed with a customary flurry, he shouted for a servant to prepare his morning meal. He had killed a boy the previous night, and killing always made him hungry.

Of course, Palos’s breakfast was already waiting on the table in the reception hall when he entered. The estate ran like a well-oiled cog in a complex system—everything was in its place exactly when it should be, without exception.

As it was every day, Palos’s breakfast consisted of four boiled eggs, half a loaf of dark rye, two filets of roasted fish, and a pitcher of dark beer. He ate his breakfast quickly and in silence.

When he had finished his meal, Palos replaced his warm slippers with a pair of leather riding boots and donned a red tunic with a matching cloak. Standing in front of a mirror in his reception hall, Palos felt like the king he had always aspired to be. He was a descendant of Alistair the Fourth, one of the most famed military generals in Vecnos’s history, and he had married above his station—a move entirely calculated to bring him closer to the throne.

As a member of the high court, Palos served as an advisor to King Gottfried when the court met twice every year. Palos loved his month-long trips to Karrheim each summer and winter. He felt important when he strolled through the streets of the capital, his finest silks flowing behind him as he went. In stark contrast, walking through the halls of the estate he had inherited from his wife often brought anger to his thoughts that he could rarely control.

Geography was typically the most frustrating thing Palos faced every day. His estate was well respected and marvelously large, but it was some hundred miles from Karrheim. Further adding to Palos’s aggravations, the estate was close to the coast but not on the coast, so he was not in any position to leverage any power over maritime trade routes, which other nobles did to great advantage.

With fate seemingly stacked against him, Palos had counted on his sons to bring him closer to political glory and the throne. Jarix, his first son, was a fine specimen from the moment he was born. Palos had high hopes for Jarix as a military commander, and those hopes seemed to be coming to fruition nicely.

When Palos thought of his second son, Alster, he felt his fury rising up again in his chest. He didn’t think he hated the boy, but he was beyond disappointed with him. Alster was supposed to be a politician, a courtier, and a nobleman well-versed in the inner workings of Vecnos’s closed-door deals.

Alas, Alster had proven himself proficient in nothing. Even before he had been crippled, he wasn’t strong like his brother, he wasn’t sharp like his mother had been, and he had none of Palos’s knack for decorum. Alster had been a failure in almost every single way.

“Sir,” one of Palos’s servants called, disrupting his thoughts. “Jarix has awakened.” The man bowed and departed the way he came.

Palos nodded and left for his son’s room near the estate’s armory. He expected the boy to make a full recovery, but he was concerned about the lasting effects of the spear wound and Jarix’s future in the militia unit.

“Father,” Jarix said when Palos entered the room. His voice was raspy, but he sounded stronger than he had the day before. The smell of blood still lingered in the air. “When will I be able to return to my training?”

Palos smiled. “Always eager to better yourself,” he mused. He stood at the side of Jarix’s large bed and stared at the wound on his son’s chest. The wrappings were stained brown with old blood. Jarix was strong, and his chest was healing.

“Let me change the dressing. Lie still.” He grabbed a handful of bandages from Jarix’s nightstand. Using a knife, he cut the bandages to the appropriate length and then spread a layer of ointment on them. “Has Wilkes been here yet this morning?” Palos asked, wondering why the old man was not there to look after Jarix.

“I have only just awoken, Father,” Jarix replied. “Perhaps he is in the library with Alster.”

Palos peeled back the cloth from Jarix’s side, and the boy winced but did not cry out. Looking at the wound closely, Palos wasn’t entirely sure what he expected to see. The flesh was torn and bruised, a splotched mixture of red, black, and purple.

“Servant!” Palos called loudly. A young woman came running from the hallway at once. She held a basket of bread in her arms, and the aroma filled the room the moment she stepped inside. “Find Wilkes,” Palos commanded her sternly. “If he is not resting in his room, you’ll likely find him in the library. Be quick about it.”

The servant curtsied and darted from the room, taking the pleasant aroma with her.

Palos returned to his work, carefully wrapping his son’s chest with the bandages. He had to prop Jarix forward as he tightened the bandage behind the boy’s back, and Jarix’s face betrayed the pain he felt.

When he finished, Palos helped Jarix lie back on his sheets. “You’ll be up and moving in a few more days,” Palos said. Jarix’s eyes drifted shut as he tried to block out the pain throbbing in his chest.

“Wilkes!” Palos called again into the hallway. “Where are you?” He had given the old tutor strict instructions to attend to Jarix’s wound every hour without fail, and Palos’s commands were always followed.

Palos stepped into the hallway to begin looking for the old man himself when he saw the serving girl running toward him. She held her basket, but she trailed a line of bread loaves behind her on the floor. “What’s happened?” Palos bellowed, suddenly feeling his blood raging through his veins.

The girl ran to him and collapsed in some combination of a bow, a curtsy, and exhaustion. “I—” she began, stuttering and tripping over her words.

“What is it?” Palos yelled. He grabbed the woman by her shoulders and lifted her from the ground, knocking her basket from her grip in the process.

“He’s dead,” the servant girl sobbed violently.

Palos dropped her next to the basket and took off down the hallway, charging toward the back of the estate where Wilkes had lived ever since he had agreed to teach and raise Alster some fifteen years ago. “Summon Captain Holte!” Palos shouted to another servant as he ran past the man, nearly knocking him to the ground.

When he reached the small room, Palos could already smell the stench of rot emanating from within. The door was slightly ajar, and Palos threw it open with a snarl. The old tutor was lying on his cot with his head resting on his pillow, but his corpse was nearly unrecognizable.

The man’s flesh was shriveled and taut. He looked like he hadn’t eaten in months. Wilkes’s bones poked at the underside of his skin, threatening to break free. Almost all the mass had been sucked from the man’s chest. Carefully, Palos pricked the man’s wrist and waited—but it did not bleed. There was nothing left of Wilkes but skin and bones. No muscle, blood, or tendon remained.

Palos shut the door behind him. He wasn’t well-versed in the realm of shadows, but the corpse before him conjured up memories of a similar one he had seen displayed at a trial when he was younger. Many years ago, a shadowlith had been captured and tried for murder at Karrheim. Palos knew shades were not strong enough to inflict physical wounds on anyone, but they were still dangerous. They skulked through the night, spying and inciting panic, sometimes driving victims to insanity. Palos was one of only a handful of people who had seen the shadowlith burned at the stake for murder. He had never been fully convinced of the man’s guilt, but it didn’t matter. Being accused of controlling shades was guilt enough in most eyes.

Though the shadowlith’s execution had been a horrible thing to witness, it was a different memory of a different corpse that flitted through Palos’s mind when he looked at Wilkes’s body. One of the accused shadowlith’s cohorts had been discovered several days after the burning, and his body had been exsanguinated as only a shadowlith’s body could. Shades could be killed, Palos remembered, but that had little effect on the shadowlith who had created it. According to the secret trial he had witnessed behind the closed doors of Karrheim’s dungeon, bodies only shriveled and looked like Wilkes’s when their shade had been fully obliterated, not merely killed.

A knock came on the door, followed by a gruff voice Palos knew well. “You in there?” Captain Holte called from the other side.

“Come in,” Palos replied. “Just you.”

Holte entered the room and shut the door behind him. If the sight of the corpse frightened him at all, he didn’t show it. “You found him like this?” the captain asked. Holte had served as the head of Palos’s small handful of guards for nearly twenty years. The estate had never seen much need for armed guardsmen, so one of Holte’s only duties was protecting Palos during his trips to Karrheim. At the estate, Holte maintained a watch over visitors and helped control the general order among the compound’s several hundred workers and residents.

“Yes,” Palos said. “How long do you think he has been dead? I just saw him yesterday.”

Holte took his short sword from his belt.

“I already checked,” Palos said. “He doesn’t bleed.”

Holte sighed and slid his sword back into its scabbard. “You know what this means, don’t you?” the captain asked, his voice low. He shook his head, trying to clear the bewilderment from his mind.

Palos checked to make sure the door to the room was still locked before he spoke again. “Wilkes was a shadowlith,” he said at length. “I never did trust the old bastard.”

“It did seem strange that your wife’s best friend offered to stay here after her passing. Perhaps he had some other motivation, and then someone found out about his little secret,” Holte said quietly. “Whoever it was decided to kill his shade last night.”

Palos wasn’t sure if he should be terrified or relieved. The knowledge of a shadowlith in his presence shook him to his core, but he did feel some shred of relief knowing the sorcerer was dead. “This shade hunter, whoever it might be, is certainly powerful. We need to be on alert.”

“I’ll organize a search at once,” Holte replied. “The man might be dangerous. We need to know—”

Someone knocked rapidly on the door, stealing the attention of both men within the room.

Palos looked back to his guard. “Bury the body far from here,” he whispered. Palos opened the door several inches and saw the estate’s caretaker waiting on the other side. Careful not to let the caretaker see the body, Palos shut the door behind him as soon as he exited.

“Your son is missing, my lord,” the caretaker blurted out, his head bowed slightly.

“What?” Palos roared, feeling his rage engulf him. “Jarix!”

The man shrank back against the wall. “No, my lord, Jarix is asleep in his chamber. It is Alster who is missing.”

Palos stopped mid-step and stood awkwardly with one foot raised. “Alster?” he asked, the violence mostly gone from his voice.

“Yes, my lord,” the caretaker confirmed. “He was not in his room and has not reported to the library. I’ve checked with the maids and the cooks. No one has seen him since last night.”

Palos began to wonder whether the morning’s events were connected, but he quickly shook the notion from his mind. The thought of Alster being a shade hunter nearly made him burst into laughter in spite of the turmoil around him.

“Stay vigilant today,” Palos told the caretaker. “If you see anything out of the ordinary at all, I am to be the first person you tell, understood?”

The caretaker nodded and left.

“Alster has gone missing,” Palos told Holte when they were alone once more.

Holte scratched his short beard. “A ransom?” he asked. He pointed back to the exsanguinated corpse. “I’d bet these events are related.”

Palos nodded. “I’m almost certain they are. Station people around the perimeter. I expect a ransom note to be coming from this shade hunter in the next few days.”

“Most certainly,” the captain replied. “I’ll need gold for additional men.”

“You’ll get it. Do whatever it takes to find this man,” Palos said solemnly. “And send a messenger to Karrheim. Tell King Gottfried what has transpired here. I do not expect him to act, but he must at least be told.”

“As you say,” Holte replied.
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“Elsey!” Alster yelled. Fear gripped his chest and would not let go. He ripped his dagger from his belt and turned, searching the trees for the source of the arrow. At the door to the house, Elsey crouched low, afraid to run and afraid to stay still.

Alster saw a hint of movement from a nearby tree. He didn’t know what to do. If Palos had found him, they would both be killed. If it was someone else, perhaps they had a chance.

“Put the knife away,” a man’s voice called. “You couldn’t hurt me if you tried, especially with that.”

Alster swallowed hard. His leg throbbed, and he knew the man was right. He would be useless in a fight, especially against an archer. He slid the knife back into his belt and held his hands open at his sides. “I’m sorry,” he said, but his voice was too weak to be heard. He thought of Alistair riding valiantly upon his war horse and felt ashamed. He felt like he had failed. They had been gone for less than a day and had already been captured.

A man rose up from behind the trees, clutching a fine-looking yew bow. He was covered in leaves and mud, and his face was barely recognizable. “What do you want with my house?” the man asked. His voice was high-pitched, and his accent stressed all the wrong syllables.

“Nothing,” Alster said. “We were just looking for some place to stay for a while. We thought the house was empty.”

The man laughed. He unstrung his bow and slid it into the quiver on his back. He stepped closer, and Alster could tell the man was not native to western Vecnos. His eyes were a glassy shade of red, and his hair, what parts of it were not matted with dirt and sticks, was the color of smoldering fire.

“We’ll leave,” Elsey said. “Just let us go, and we’ll leave.”

“I’m sorry,” Alster repeated.

“What are you doing out here?” the man asked. “You’re young. Where are your parents?”

Alster imagined the kind of reaction Palos would have to finding two kids sneaking around the Lightbridge estate. More than anything, he felt relieved that the foreigner was not working for his father and tracking them purposefully.

“We ran away,” Elsey said before Alster could think of a convincing lie to tell.

The strange man studied them for another long moment before speaking. “I did the same when I was your age,” he explained. “If you help out, I’ll let you stay here tonight.” He pointed behind him to a large stag with two arrows sticking out from its chest. “Drag this to the other side of the house and I’ll let you eat. I’m tired of moving it myself, and I need to wash all the mud off my skin.”


Chapter 7



A Trade

Alster sat on the lake shore in silence and watched Elsey work. It had taken her only a short while to tie the carcass to the horse and get the beast to drag it behind the house. When the man came out of his house after washing himself in the lake, he was wearing simple leather clothing and holding a long knife in his hand. He was tall and lanky, the opposite of Palos’s barrel-chested build, and his gait appeared more graceful than powerful.

“What’s your name?” the man asked in Alster’s direction as he began to hoist the dead stag over a wooden arch to gut it.

Alster wasn’t sure if he should lie, but he couldn’t think of any reason to hide his identity. After all, only a handful of people outside the estate even knew his name. “Alster,” he said. “And that’s Elsey.”

“My name is Raibert,” he said as he spilled the stag’s innards onto the ground. “But I hate that name. Just call me Rai.”

“How long have you lived out here?” Alster asked.

“Since I was your age, I imagine,” Rai replied. “I left my home when I was fifteen.”

Alster liked listening to the man’s foreign accent. He had only met a handful of people from other lands when they had visited the estate. He had never had the chance to speak with one at length before. “Where are you from?” he asked.

“Mournstead,” Rai answered. “I’m from the other side of the Rift.”

Alster’s eyes filled with wonder. “What is it like?”

Rai gave a soft chuckle. “It isn’t like anything you’ve ever seen,” he began, his deft hands still gutting the animal. “You should be thankful you were born on this side of the Rift. Mournstead is the only city still standing in the east. Everything else was destroyed in the war.”

“The First Conquest of the Shades?” Alster asked. Rai’s tale had him fully enthralled. He found himself inching closer to the strange man with every word he spoke.

“Yes,” Rai replied. “Though I never understood why they call it the first conquest when there has not been a second,”

“Maybe everyone expected a second war,” Elsey suggested.

Rai nodded. “After the war, eastern Vecnos was left in ruins. Everyone who had the means to leave headed west. That’s when the northern bridge was destroyed. All the people who had planned on crossing the Rift in the north were turned away. The remnants of Alistair’s army established the Blightstone Gate on the western side of the Rift at the only remaining bridge. The last of the Shadow King’s soldiers did the same on their side of the Rift. That is the way the world has been for almost five hundred years.” He paused for a moment. “One day, a second war will break out, and I assume that war will be called the Second Conquest of the Shades.”

Rai finished carving the meat from the stag and placed it on a smoke rack above a ring of stones. When he had a small fire going, he took a section of the ribs to another fire, presumably to cook them for that night’s dinner.

“I was named after Alistair the Fourth,” Alster said after a moment. “I’m one of his descendants. My father is on the king’s high court in Karrheim.” He considered telling Rai about the shade he had killed, but he didn’t want the man thinking his dagger might be valuable and worth stealing.

Rai nodded. “I figured you were nobility when I saw the horse,” he said, the glint of a memory passing behind his eyes. “That’s why I didn’t kill you when I saw you sneaking around my house.”

Alster waited for the man to laugh or indicate in some other way that he was joking, but Rai remained thoughtful. “Have you ever been to Karrheim?” Alster asked, hastily changing the subject.

“Only a few times,” Rai answered. “People like me aren’t exactly welcome there.”

“If you were born in Mournstead, how did you get to this side of the Rift? I thought you said the only bridge left is guarded,” Alster continued. He didn’t want to annoy the man with so many questions, but as long as Rai was answering, he assumed he had not crossed any boundaries.

“People like me are allowed to cross for a fee,” Rai told him. “It costs more gold than most people ever see in a lifetime, but it isn’t impossible, and the guards don’t ask where you got the money.”

“Are you ever allowed to return?” Alster asked. His head swam with all sorts of wild visions. Now that he was free from his father’s estate, he wanted to see the world. He wanted to visit Karrheim and Mournstead and the battlefields where Alistair the Fourth had slain the Shadow King’s armies. He was only a dozen or so miles from home, but already he felt a sense of adventure the likes of which he had never before experienced.

Rai turned to him and wiped the stag’s blood from his knife. “I’m not sure I would ever want to return,” he said solemnly. “There’s nothing left. Mournstead is a place of great sorrow and misery. The people there are not happy like they are here in the west. There are few animals to hunt, and food is scarce. The only thing Mournstead has in abundance is death. Death and shadows.”

“Do you think the shades are still alive?” Alster asked cautiously. Elsey shot him a nervous look.

Rai didn’t seem to mind the question. “There will always be shades,” he said. “When Alistair killed the Shadow King, he simply weakened the shades. He did not destroy them all.”

“What does that mean?” Alster wondered. “How are they weaker? They still exist?”

“When Alistair killed the Shadow King, he did not kill him entirely. He only killed the Shadow King’s physical form. Every shadowlith has a body, the human part of them, but also has a shadow, their shade. Alistair did not kill the Shadow King’s shade,” Rai explained.

“How do you kill a shade?” Alster asked. Elsey gave him a sterner look and shook her head.

Rai smiled. “When you swing a sword or shoot an arrow through a shadow, nothing happens, right?”

Alster nodded.

“Well,” Rai continued. “If you take that weapon first to Scalder’s Inlet, there is a natural spring there which can harden the steel into something which can cut a shade. Everyone in Mournstead knows how to kill a shade, though I’ve still never seen one outside the Rift.” He spoke with an air of superiority as though he was amazed Alster could be so ignorant.

Alster’s hand instinctively went to the knife at his waist.

“I suspect you may believe the legends more than most,” Rai said with another disarming smile. “If you like, I can tell you if that blade has the power to cut a shade.”

Suddenly, Alster felt as though he might be in danger. It was late afternoon and shadows were everywhere, but something about Rai’s tone shook him more than he wanted to admit. “I don’t think it can,” he said reluctantly.

“Ah, but you wear Alistair’s symbol on your gauntlets!” Rai went on. “The dagger matches.”

“How did you know?” was all Alster could think to say.

Rai’s smile broadened. “I’ve seen that symbol more than you have. It is stitched onto every banner at the Blightstone Gate. Every soldier guarding the bridge wears it proudly. You can still find it carved into the ruins of eastern Vecnos, a remnant of Alistair’s conquest.”

Alster turned his gauntlets over, his eyes glued to the riderless horse on the back of his hands. They fit him so perfectly he had forgotten he was wearing them. They almost felt like an extension of his skin.

“You know,” Rai began. “The soldiers at the Blightstone Gate would let you pass, should you ever find yourself there.”

“They would never find us on the other side of the Rift,” Elsey said quietly.

Before Alster could consider a response, Rai spoke again. “I can lead you, if you’d like,” he said almost urgently. He leaned closer to Alster. “I can get you across the Rift. I know the path to Mournstead.”

“What do you want from me?” Alster asked. He wasn’t sure why Rai would offer to guide him on such a perilous journey, or what any of them stood to gain, but he couldn’t deny the temptation.

Rai turned back to the cooking meat and cut a sliver of it off with his knife. When he had eaten the morsel, he looked back at Alster, a line of grease running down the sides of his mouth. “You’re smarter than you look,” he began. “I do want something in return.”

“Alster,” Elsey began, but her voice drifted off. Her eyes said everything her words failed to convey. She was afraid.

“Anyone who has ever set foot in Mournstead knows what Alistair the Fourth looked like,” Rai continued. “You have his features; perhaps you have his strength and intellect as well. If you do, I want to be there when you realize it. Any descendant of Alistair’s is bound to do great things.”

Alster rubbed his crippled left leg and cursed his father’s relentless anger.

Rai stood and offered Alster a hand from the ground. “When Alistair killed the Shadow King’s body, he made a pact with the king’s shade. Alistair’s gauntlets and banners were carried back to the west, but the rest of his legendary armor was buried in the king’s own tomb along with Alistair’s horse. Reassembling that armor would be something glorious. I’d like to be there when you do it.” The corners of his lips turned up with the hint of a smile.

Alster almost mentioned the armor he had seen in the archive, but he stopped himself. “Do you really think we could find the rest of Alistair’s armor in the tomb? It wasn’t taken anywhere else?”

Rai’s eyes burned with passion. “Everyone knows it was buried in the tomb. We will be the ones to find it,” he said vigorously.

Alster looked to his friend. “Elsey?” he asked. “What do you think? Should we go?”

Elsey was plainly nervous, but she nodded.

“Alright,” Alster said with all the determination he could muster. “We will go with you to Mournstead. We will find Alistair’s armor.”

“Good,” Rai said. “Now let’s eat. We can leave in the morning.”

[image: scene break daggers]

The sun had fallen by the time Palos saw one of Holte’s riders returning to the estate. The soldier, a young man who had helped Holte train the militia, came riding in hard through the front gate. Palos had been pacing through the courtyard most of the day, ever since he had heard one of his horses was missing.

“News?” Palos shouted to the rider as he reined in his horse.

“I found the tracks easily, sir,” the rider said.

“And?” he demanded. In his forty years of life, Palos had been described as many things, though he had never once been referred to as patient. He resumed his pacing, waiting for the rider to come out with the news.

“The horse was led east toward the lake beyond Velnwood,” the man reported. “There isn’t much out in that direction, and the lake is not hard to find.”

Palos mulled over the report. “You know the horse was led and did not escape of its own accord?” he asked. He remembered seeing the broken latch on the horse’s stall. Any human would have simply undone the latch himself, not gone through the time and effort of making it look as though the horse had broken free.

“Yes, my lord,” the rider confirmed. “There were human tracks near one of the streams, which showed hoofprints. Do you want me to return and pursue the tracks farther? I can take supplies and track them down.”

Again, Palos stopped to collect his thoughts. “Whoever this kidnapper is, he must be professional,” Palos concluded. “But he is careless as well. I expect a ransom will be forthcoming.”

“Your orders?” the man asked.

“Find Captain Holte,” Palos commanded. “Double the security. Figure out how this kidnapper entered the estate, and make sure it cannot happen again.”

“Shall I continue the pursuit?” the man questioned, his voice growing concerned with Palos’s nonchalance.

Palos waved him off. “Establish a perimeter. I need to know our walls are secure before I commit resources to a hunt.”

The rider looked astonished. “Your son, sir?” he asked again, trying to get Palos to send him out once more.

Palos stifled a laugh. “It’s only Alster.” He turned back toward the house. “Go to Velnwood in the morning and see what you can learn. If no one there has seen or heard anything, we can assume this kidnapper is likely from Karrheim, some political rival or someone I might have crossed,” he said casually as though he described the weather.
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Alster and Elsey stood near their horse some twenty paces from Rai’s cabin. “Do you trust him?” Elsey asked.

The world was pitch black, and only the gentle sound of the wind rustling the surface of the lake found its way to their conversation. “I believe almost everything he told us, but I know he is planning something,” Alster answered quietly.

Elsey nodded. “We must be careful. If your gauntlets are valuable, he may try to steal them.”

Alster still had not taken the armor from his hands and wrists. He felt almost scared to remove them, though he knew the edges were starting to cut into his skin at several places. “Do you think what he said about the rest of the armor is true?”

“I don’t know,” Elsey replied. “I think it might be worth trying. Besides, your father would never chase us beyond the Rift.”

Alster’s mind wandered as he thought of what the Rift must look like. His tutor had told him stories of it several times before, but he knew nothing would compare to seeing it in person. He imagined a swirling chasm full of obsidian shadows and piercing rays of light, a world dominated by the darkest depths of magic Alster could possibly fathom. The idea of standing at the Rift’s edge and peering in terrified him, but the tantalizing prospect of crossing such a place was not something he could deny.

“I want to go there,” Alster said when he brought his focus back to his friend. “I want to find Alistair’s armor and see the tomb of the Shadow King.”

“Then we should do it,” she said after a moment. “Even Mournstead sounds like a better place to live than your father’s estate, and we’ve already run away. If we go back or they catch us, we’ll be executed.” She took a deep breath to calm her nerves and summoned what courage she had. “If Rai can lead us to the east, we should go to the east.”

Rai had offered them a warm place to sleep by his small fire inside the cabin, so they made sure their horse was properly secured and headed inside.

Under the thatched roof, the low fire produced a myriad of shadows dancing along the wooden walls. Alster didn’t pay them much heed. With his dagger tucked tightly in his belt, he felt safe, or at least safer than he had living alongside his father.

“Thank you for letting us stay,” Elsey said quietly from under a pile of blankets beneath a workbench. Rai grunted in response from the room’s only cot.

If this works , Alster thought as he drifted to sleep. He envisioned standing before the Rift, fully dressed in Alistair’s shining armor and riding a warhorse clad in regal barding befitting his namesake, with men and women alike supplicating before his glory. If this works, I could be a king . . .


Chapter 8



Velnwood

“You should eat,” Rai said loudly, waking Alster and Elsey from their sleep. Instinctively, Alster felt for the dagger at his waist, and it was exactly where he had left it. His gauntlets were still fastened around his wrists, and they felt clammy, reminding him that he had not felt the wind on his hands in far too long. He wondered how long he could wear the armor before the inevitable blisters would drive him mad. Still, the thought of removing them was not one he wished to entertain.

Above the fire, a small black pot hung from a hook. It steamed and bubbled, emanating a savory aroma that spoke of meat and fat.

“Eat as much as you can,” Rai told them both. “I won’t be taking the cooking pot with us on the road, so that’s the last stew you’re likely to get for quite some time.”

When they had both eaten, Alster and Elsey emerged from the cabin to find Rai loading their horse with supplies in large animal-hide bags. “Did you eat it all?” Rai asked. They had too much gear for their journey, and bringing it all was quickly becoming a serious difficulty.

“Almost,” Alster replied. For a second, he thought Rai had poisoned them both from the way his stomach twisted and turned, but he soon realized he was not used to eating game for every meal. At the estate, Alster was rarely afforded much food, but what he did consume came from pens of livestock and well-maintained gardens, not animals killed in the wild.

“We will walk to Velnwood first,” Rai explained. “We can trade the horse for gear, weapons, and proper packs to carry it all. Then we will head south.”

“What?” Alster blurted out. None of the plan made sense to him. “The Rift is east, not back toward Velnwood and not south!”

Rai turned to him with an annoyed look on his face. “Whether you like it or not, we need better equipment. We cannot cross half of Vecnos without supplies, and we cannot carry those supplies without proper packs. This horse is strong, and I can trade it for everything we need. We may not be as fast on foot, but we will be stealthier.”

Alster shook his head. “My leg,” he said solemnly. He lifted his pant leg and showed Rai the scars that spiraled around his flesh from his knee to his ankle. “I was counting on riding that horse.”

“How far can you walk?” Rai asked, bending down to inspect Alster’s crippled leg. His expression spoke volumes. Alster knew it wasn’t sympathy he saw, but perhaps understanding.

“Maybe a hundred yards before I get tired and it hurts,” Alster replied. He felt ashamed for his inability to keep up. His ribs still hurt from the beating he had endured, and hearing the plan to sell the horse felt like salt in his wounds.

Rai let out a sigh and stood. “You may be right. I can’t carry you either.” He thought for a moment with a hand on his chin. “Perhaps I can trade this horse for a smaller, less valuable one. If I could do that, we could use the value left over to acquire packs,” he concluded.

“Thank you,” Alster said gratefully.

“It isn’t a perfect plan,” Rai said, “so don’t thank me yet. It might not work.”

“Alright,” Alster said, understanding their intent more clearly. “And what is south?” As soon as he asked the question, he was embarrassed by his ignorance.

Ignoring Alster’s question with a disarming smile, Rai swung his quiver from his back to his chest and pointed to the arrows. He had maybe two dozen. “These will take down deer and perhaps convince a man to turn the other way. But they will do nothing to a shade.” He pointed to Alster’s dagger. “I don’t want to rely on that tiny blade as our only defense against a shadowlith, should we cross one.”

Alster considered the possibility of encountering more hostile shades and couldn’t help but feel that it was luck that had saved him and Elsey in the stable, not skill or strength or cunning. He knew he couldn’t adequately defend himself, much less all three of them, dagger or not. Alster wondered if he should let Rai wield the blade, but his hands never moved to the hilt to retrieve it. The very thought of someone else holding Alistair’s weapon filled him with a sense of dread that he could not shake. The weapon belonged to his namesake, he was sure of it, and Rai was not of his blood. Rai wasn’t even a westerner.

“After Velnwood, we ride for Scalder’s Inlet,” Rai boasted proudly. “If the legends are true, dipping my arrows in the spring will make them deadly to shades as well. Plus, as I’m sure you know, the Frosted Coast is where your namesake made his high command during the war. I’ve heard there is not much left of the city, but I have not yet seen it with my own eyes. There could be a city’s worth of loot and plunder just waiting for us.”

Alster thought of scavenging through the ruins of Alistair’s outpost, and a smile broke out across his face. “To Velnwood,” he said happily. Rummaging through his family’s archive in the dark was one thing, though seeing the ruins of his ancestor’s war camp—a dangerous place few ever ventured—would be his life’s greatest achievement.

“To Velnwood,” Rai replied.

They both looked expectantly at Elsey, as though her approval was the only thing missing in their grand scheme.

“Anything to get us away from the estate,” Elsey said, not sharing even half of their enthusiasm for the journey ahead.
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The town of Velnwood, a quaint trading post only eight miles east of Palos’s estate, existed on a thin stretch of land between two small rivers with only a single pair of stone bridges linking it to the rest of Vecnos. Between the rivers, the Lightbridge estate stood on an island of sorts, though the royal geographers would never apply such a name to the parcel.

“My father knew a blacksmith who lived here,” Elsey said as they neared the eastern bridge. “He has a big beard, and he’s friendly. He would probably help us.”

“There’s only one smith in Velnwood,” Rai said. “He’s a good man, but we need traveling equipment, not horseshoes and nails.”

Alster took his walking stick from one of the packs and dismounted painfully.

“People will recognize you, or at least think you’re strange enough to remember,” Rai said as he pointed to Alster’s gauntlets. “You need to hide those.”

Alster thought of taking the armor off, but his mind was immediately filled with worries of thieves or some trap orchestrated by Rai himself. “Maybe I should stay behind,” he suggested.

Rai laughed. “I plan on getting at least one drink while I’m there, if not seven or eight,” he boasted. “You’re coming along. I may be just a lowlife scoundrel from Mournstead, but I have enough sense not to leave a crippled runaway alone in the woods.”

Reluctantly, Alster began to undo the straps of the gauntlets. His skin thanked him as the metal receded from his flesh, but his mind was filled with doubts.

“The dagger,” Rai reminded him, pointing to the intricate red hilt.

Alster secured his gauntlets in one of the bags on the horse’s back and then slipped his dagger into the side of his right boot. “I’ll be fine,” he said defiantly, more to himself than anyone else.

Standing at the edge of Velnwood, none of the passersby gave the three unlikely companions a second glance. Alster leaned on his walking stick and listened to the sounds of the world around him. The stream on either side of the bridge filled Alster’s ears, mingling with the gentle snippets of conversations from the various farmers, tradesmen, and hunters who called the village home.

“There it is,” Rai said hopefully. He led the horse up to a nearby post in front of a seedy tavern. Above the doorway swung a painted wooden shield depicting a green snake coiled around an empty beer mug. The painting had clearly been done by an amateur, and it was likely several decades old.

Rai pushed through the rickety front door and spread his arms wide. “Welcome to the Poisoned Cup, ladies and gentlemen,” he announced. If the exterior of the building looked worn and beaten, the inside was practically an active battlefield. Broken chairs were strewn across the floor, smashed pitchers littered the wooden bar, and at least a handful of rusty knives were stuck in one wall as though a random knot in the wood had been used for target practice. Only a few patrons were still in the building at such an early hour, and each of them appeared fast asleep or perhaps dead.

“Four ales!” Rai called to the barkeep, tossing the man a single piece of silver. He waved for Alster and Elsey to follow him toward a door at the back of the tavern.

“Pints or pitchers?” the barkeep asked, pocketing the silver.

Rai thought for a few seconds before responding. “Pitchers,” he finally said. “And bring them downstairs.”

“You got it,” the man replied cheerfully.

Alster had trouble keeping his balance on the stairs, but Elsey helped him stay upright. He thought it was strange that the barkeep had not questioned his presence in such an establishment. His brother was permitted to drink ale at special feasts, but Jarix had seen eighteen summers, three more than Alster.

“Do you have some sort of reputation here?” Alster asked. They reached the bottom of the staircase, where Rai opened another door for them.

“You could say that,” Rai replied. When he stepped through the doorway, Alster saw what he supposed was the Poisoned Cup’s true appeal. The basement was huge, extending in all directions under the other buildings in Velnwood. Alster guessed more than twenty people were gathered around the various tables in the dark basement, each one of them caught up in some form of gambling.

Rai pulled an empty barrel up to one of the gaming tables, and the people there seemed to recognize him. Some of them shared Rai’s fiery red hair and eyes, and they spoke with his accent as well.

“You have a bet, Rai?” one of them asked. He held a pair of dice in his hands, waiting to pass them to the next player.

Rai shook his head. “Not today, brothers,” he said. “I have a stolen horse I need to fence.”

The man looked at Alster and Elsey and scoffed. “Did you steal them too?” he asked. Alster couldn’t tell if the man was being serious or trying to make a joke, so he thought it best to stay quiet.

“Ha,” Rai snapped. He dismissed the claim with a wave of his hand. He leaned in and lowered his voice. “If you get wind of anyone looking for a runaway son of a noble, you heard a rumor about a child heading west with a group of traders,” he told them, all the levity gone from his voice. He procured several pieces of silver from a pocket and slid them across the table. Each of the men nodded in turn.

The barkeep emerged from the tavern above, carrying four huge pitchers of ale in his right hand and a plate of aged cheese in his left. The muscles in his right arm bulged from the effort, and Alster wondered if most of the damage upstairs had been caused by the patrons or the barkeep.

When all the ale had been distributed between Rai and the red-haired gamblers, one of them began asking questions about the horse. Alster felt awkward leaning against his stick and watching the exchange, but no one told him to do anything else, so there he leaned. Elsey seemed captivated by the strange accents and occasional words that struck her ear as something new altogether.

It only took a handful of minutes for the four pitchers of ale to be emptied and the cheese to be completely devoured. Apparently, Rai concluded his negotiations at almost exactly the same time, and he stood up to lead Alster and Elsey from the dingy gambling room back into the morning sunlight. One of the other easterners, a tall man with dirty clothes, followed them.

Back in the tavern, the barkeep was busy pushing most of the rubble to one corner with an old broom. Rai was about to speak to the man again, but something he glimpsed through the window caught his attention and made him stop.

“Someone is inspecting the horse,” Rai said quietly. “He doesn’t seem happy.” He looked to Alster. “Do you recognize him?”

Alster hobbled to the window and looked through the dirty glass. The man was somewhat short with dark hair, and he had the stubble of a freshly shaved beard. Alster had seen him before, but he did not know his name. “He’s from the estate,” Alster said. He pressed himself up against the wall and tried to become as small as possible. Elsey hid behind him, her heart racing.

Before Alster could begin to formulate a plan, Rai burst from the tavern with a jovial expression and approached the man, his hand stretched forth. “Do you like the horse?” he asked cheerfully, seamlessly adopting the air of a merchant.

The man faltered for a moment and his fingers touched the pommel of his sword, but he did not grasp it. “This horse is stolen,” the man said. He refused Rai’s hand.

Rai feigned offense. “I assure you it is not, good sir!” he said, placing his hand over his chest in shock. “This horse was found in the wilderness, not stolen.”

The man thought for a moment on those words. “When you found it,” he began, returning his focus to the bags strapped to the horse’s back, “was there a rider? Any barding?”

“Not even a saddle,” Rai replied. “It wandered near my farm, and I simply made it my own, though I would be happy to sell it, should the price be to my liking.”

“Ha,” the man chortled. “You’re a thief. You stole this animal from my master’s estate, and I shall return it.” He spoke the way Alster had seen his father treat peasants, with his nose slightly upturned and each word enunciated slowly as though the listener was dimwitted.

Rai took a step closer. With his left hand behind him, he signaled to the other red-haired man in the tavern to walk out and join them. “I’ve already sold this horse,” Rai said. As if on cue, the other easterner, who stood taller than both of them, puffed out his chest and balled his fists.

“That’s my horse,” the taller man said. He wasn’t quite large enough to tower over the newcomer, but he was certainly intimidating.

To Alster’s relief, the man from the estate appeared to back down. “I understand,” he said, moving backward toward his own horse. “I’m sure my master would enjoy the opportunity to discuss the matter with you further.”

Rai laughed again. “That isn’t going to happen,” he told him evenly. “Go home. You found the horse, and you saw who owns it now. Take your information and go.”

The man took one final look at the pair of foreigners before he untied his horse and started to ride back to the estate. When he was finally out of sight, Alster and Elsey emerged from the tavern.

“We need to leave,” Rai said. His voice left no room for argument.

“Let me get you some gear,” the other man said.

The four of them, leading the stolen horse, made their way as hastily as they could to a small general store several streets down from the tavern. “Still want the horse?” Rai asked the taller man when they reached the store.

The other man only laughed as they entered the building.

“Mount up,” Rai told Alster. He held out his hand to make a platform for Alster to use as he climbed to the horse’s back. With their gear, Alster had barely enough room to sit and keep his balance.

Less than a minute later, the taller man emerged from the store with a leather pack, a short sword, and a bundle of arrows tied with twine. “This is all you get,” he told Rai gruffly.

Rai took another piece of silver from his pocket and tossed it to the man. “I know it isn’t what we agreed upon, but it’ll have to do for now.”

The man dropped the coin into a small pouch at his waist. “You owe me, Rai. You know that horse is worth more than this, and you offered me the whole horse.” He sighed. “And I know that estate. If they send soldiers here, you’ll owe me more yet,” he finished with his hands in angry fists at his sides.

“You may want to lie low for a while,” Rai said. “There are only a handful of us easterners in Velnwood. They might come after all of you if they think you’re involved.”

“I don’t know what you’ve gotten me into,” he replied with a shake of his head.

Rai thanked him once more before leading the horse back to the east and out of the village.
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Palos and Captain Holte were sitting at a small table in the estate’s banquet hall when the rider they had sent returned from Velnwood.

“I found the horse, sir,” the rider said. “Two easterners had it in Velnwood at a small tavern near the northern bridge.”

“Easterners?” Palos exclaimed.

“Red hair and eyes?” Holte asked.

“Yes, sir,” the man confirmed. “There were two of them. One claimed to have found the horse and sold it to the other, though I do not believe it.”

Palos thought to himself for a moment before dismissing the rider. He turned back to Holte. “There have always been a small handful of easterners living in Velnwood. Do you think one of them could be the shade hunter?” he wondered.

Holte nodded. “It seems unlikely for one from the east to be killing shades and not helping them, but it would not be the first time one of the red-haired fiends betrayed his own kind.”

“They cannot be trusted,” Palos agreed.

“Perhaps there is more to this conspiracy than we once imagined,” Holte suggested. “The only piece that doesn’t fit is the old man being a shadowlith. If one of the easterners killed him, they probably did us a favor.”

Palos sighed. “Had the man come to me first, exposed Wilkes as a shadowlith, and killed him with my blessing, I would have paid him!” he said. He knew there was something he must have been missing.

“The kidnapping makes no sense,” Holte added. “In any case, we should have received word of a ransom by now.”

“This must go deeper than a mere kidnapping,” Palos decided. “If they wanted a ransom or to hold my son as political leverage, they would have taken Jarix.”

Holte laughed. “Perhaps Jarix was the intended victim, and his injury made him too difficult to abduct.”

“You may be right,” Palos answered. “If this conspiracy does involve easterners beyond some lone shade hunter, King Gottfried will certainly be interested.”

“The runner has already departed for Karrheim. Should I send someone to call him back?” Holte asked.

Palos stretched the muscles in his arms. He had been fit and toned in his younger days, but the cushioned life of a nobleman had replaced his muscle with fat over the past twenty years in a way that Palos did not have the time to correct. The thought of outpacing a messenger on the road to Karrheim brought a bit of youthful spark to his eyes.

“I need to pay the king a visit myself,” Palos declared.

Holte smiled. “Shall I accompany you?” he asked. The captain enjoyed filling his role as bodyguard during Palos’s biannual journeys to serve on the king’s high court, and he did not want to miss any opportunity to visit the wondrous city of Karrheim.

“I would have it no other way, Holte,” Palos said. “There are few people I trust in Vecnos, and you are among them.”

Holte offered him a salute. “Thank you,” he said. “As always, riding at your side will be my pleasure. It is a great honor to protect a member of the king’s high court. I do not take my responsibilities lightly.”

“That is why you are still here, my friend,” Palos replied somewhat coldly. “Prepare the fastest horses we have. Every hour we delay will have to be made up on the road. We leave by sundown.”
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With only a single horse, Alster, Elsey, and Rai moved slowly. Without a map, Rai was only vaguely aware of the path they were trying to follow, but he could at least tell which direction was south. “When we get to the Frosted Coast, we will know which way to go,” he had said, trying to convince himself as much as the others.

“How far away is it?” Alster asked from atop their steed. He had seen the Frosted Coast labeled on maps before, but since he had never traveled far, his sense of distance was completely unreliable.

“Maybe two hundred miles,” Rai answered unconvincingly.

“Where did you get all the silver?” Elsey asked him. Alster hadn’t even realized the implications of a solitary man such as Rai owning so much money. In the estate, Alster had been used to seeing gold and silver on a regular basis. It had never occurred to him that Rai’s station should have meant he was poor.

Rai laughed at the question. “You should have seen the gold I used to bribe my way across the Rift. What I spent in Velnwood was nothing.” He tousled a leather pouch hanging from his belt, and it jingled with the sound of coins.

“But how did you get it?” Elsey asked him once more.

“If you must know, I stole it,” Rai replied with an air of candor. “There was a merchant in Mournstead who knew how to make ordinary things look old. He claimed the things he sold were relics from before the war, so people paid fine prices to own them. Let’s just say he accidentally dropped a large sum of gold one day, and I was in the right place at the right time.”

Alster wasn’t sure he believed the story, but Elsey seemed satisfied with the answer so he let it go.

The forest south of Velnwood was sparse, dotted with small villages and farmsteads, and crisscrossed by streams headed for the western coast. When the sun began to set, Rai knew they had not traveled far enough. “If anyone is trying to follow us, they’ll catch us in a day or two at this rate,” he said.

“We need another horse,” Elsey remarked.

“You’re right,” Rai said. “We need to move faster. I don’t know what kind of animals there will be to hunt along the Frosted Coast, and our supplies will not last forever.”

“How cold will it be?” Alster asked. It typically snowed each winter at the estate, but not for more than a few weeks at a time, and he’d had a roof over his head to protect him from the elements.

“I have no idea how cold it will be,” Rai said. “I’ve heard stories, but I have not seen it with my own eyes.”

“What kind of stories?” Elsey asked.

“Ice floating on the ocean for as far as anyone can see,” Rai began. “In some places, they say the ice rises up from the water thousands of feet into the air. But according to legend, the spring at Scalder’s Inlet is so hot it can reforge steel.”

Alster shuddered. The Frosted Coast sounded altogether hostile. He knew he could never return to his home, but the sense of adventure that kept his spirits high began to fade as he imagined a giant wall of ice towering before him.

The three made a makeshift camp on the bank of a stream around dusk. Rai used several animal hides to create a simple shelter above them, and he laid down mats to insulate them from the ground. They tied the horse to a tree, made sure that the beast ate, and created a small fire to provide warmth through the night.

Alster never let his hand leave the hilt of his dagger. As far as he could tell, no one lived within several miles of their position, but that fact did little to calm his fear of shades. “How far can a shadowlith send their shade?” he asked, hoping Rai would know more about shadowliths than his tutor had taught him.

“I don’t know,” Rai said.

Alster’s heart sank.

“The legends say the Shadow King only left his keep once, and that was to fight Alistair the Fourth. He commanded his army through his shade, sending it thousands of miles away,” Rai explained. “But the Shadow King was the most powerful shadowlith who ever existed. I do not know if any of his underlings ever achieved even a fraction of that power.”

Alster looked from shadow to shadow, his knuckles white on the hilt of his dagger. “Why does everyone think all the shades are dead? My teacher told me they all died during the war. Everyone seems to think the same thing. They all believe it.”

Rai took off his boots and stretched his feet up to the fire. “People tell you what they want you to believe,” he began, stretching his back. “And some people tell you what they want themselves to believe.”

“What do you mean?” Alster asked.

“Here in the west, things are different. You have an abundance of food. You have glorious cities and unclaimed prairies. You live far enough from the Rift to not have to worry about it. People often choose to ignore what does not directly affect them. I believe the existence of shades and shadowliths is something the west has chosen to ignore,” he explained. Rai took a chunk of smoked meat from the pack next to him and bit into it.

Alster thought of the shade he had slain in the stables. It must have been controlled by a shadowlith, but before that, he had been led to believe they did not exist. “When Alistair’s army killed shades, did the shadowliths who controlled them also die?” he asked, considering for the first time that perhaps he had slain more than a shade.

Rai handed him and Elsey each a piece of meat. “Weapons forged in Scalder’s Inlet are strong enough to destroy shades, but Alistair the Fourth and a handful of his elite shade hunters were the only ones who could kill a shadowlith by cutting a shadow to pieces,” he answered.

“What made them different?” Alster wondered aloud. The smoked meat was tough and barely chewable, but it had a grainy texture that he found unique and pleasing. Rai had brought a large sack of the stuff with them.

“According to the stories my mother told me, Alistair the Fourth did not harden his sword in Scalder’s Inlet; he found it there,” Rai said. “Supposedly, his sword could even separate a person from their own shadow, thereby creating the shadowliths. The Shadow King had a similar weapon, a spear, which he used to cut the shadows away from his followers and create his army of shadowliths.”

“I wonder what it would feel like to command my shadow,” Alster said to himself between bites of meat. If anyone heard him, they did not respond.


Chapter 9



Karrheim

Palos looked over his shoulder to ensure Holte was not lagging far behind. They had ridden for almost the entire afternoon, and they had pushed their horses hard. Palos’s horse, a tall stallion with a flowing white mane, was panting loudly. Sweat glistened everywhere on its coat. Palos knew he could not ride the beast any harder for fear of killing it.

At normal speeds, the two-hundred-mile journey to Karrheim typically required about one week spent on the road. Pushing the horses to their breaking point, Palos knew he could make it to the capital in well under five days. He hoped to catch the messenger he had sent sometime during the third day, and then they could slow their relentless pace.

Around the next bend in the well-worn road, Palos saw smoke rising in the distance that marked the location of one of his favorite roadside inns. He considered stopping there as he typically did on his trips to and from Karrheim, but the thrill of the ride filled his veins with fire. A few moments later, he rode past the inn, never slowing his pace.

By nightfall, Palos had slowed his horse to a gentle walk, and he used a lantern to scout for places within the woods to make camp for the night. Holte rode up at his right side, a lantern in his hand as well. “We can camp until dawn,” Palos said curtly.

Holte nodded. A little way up the road, he found a place where a worn game trail turned in toward a pond. He had seen the place dozens of times before and had occasionally stopped there to let his horse drink.

When their simple camp was set and Holte had retrieved a few rations from a saddlebag, he sat down with his back against a mossy tree. “You think this could be the beginning of some larger plot?” he asked.

Palos took a bite of dried goose. “It certainly could be.”

“What do you expect the king to do?” Holte asked, tearing into his own chunk of cold meat.

“I intend to ask him for a contingent of soldiers,” Palos said. “If some group of easterners is behind a plot to kidnap my son, they must be exterminated.”

“Interrogated,” Holte added, “then exterminated.”

“Certainly,” Palos agreed. “If the plot goes deeper than some bandits looking for political leverage, perhaps we can get the king’s inquisitor to return to Velnwood with us. That man could force the walls to spill their secrets if you gave him an iron rod and an hour.”

Holte laughed nervously. He had never met the king’s inquisitor, but he had heard stories. Remembering those stories made him shiver with a wave of nausea. Though he hated the idea of personally witnessing any torture, he had to admit the methods were effective.

“Do you think the shadowliths have returned to Vecnos?” Holte asked, shaking the thought of the inquisitor from his head.

“You know as well as I do that those wretched beasts never left,” Palos spat.

Holte finished his meal and took a drink from one of his waterskins. “You’re right about that,” he said lightly. “What I meant to ask was if you think a new leader could have arisen. Perhaps there is a new Shadow King in Mournstead.”

“I hope not,” Palos responded. “But I’m confident King Gottfried would put a swift end to any such uprising.”

“Without the likes of Alistair the Fourth?” Holte pressed.

Palos thought of Jarix’s wound and a fresh blast of anger coursed through his mind. “My son has the blood of Alistair running through his veins, just as I do. King Gottfried would have to select Jarix as his general if it came to open war.”

Holte shook his head. He never understood Palos’s blatant favoritism toward his eldest son, especially when he had named the younger boy for his legendary ancestor, though Jarix’s name had apparently been Palos’s wife’s idea, or so he had heard. “I’m sure Jarix will make a fine military commander,” Holte said, more out of formality than any real sincerity.

The two awoke just before dawn, tired and sore but eager to resume their journey. As Holte broke their camp, Palos untied the horses and made sure they drank from the pond. He anticipated another hard day of riding before they caught up to the messenger, and the thought brought a smile to his face. He drank in the fresh morning air, feeling more alive than he had in quite some time. Part of him wanted to uncover some nefarious plot that had the potential to plunge all of Vecnos into war.

Palos had handled political intrigue several times in the past, but he had never been directly involved in anything so potentially grand. In one of his first years of service on King Gottfried’s high court, an assassin had been caught attempting to poison the king’s food. The ensuing investigation had taken months, and Palos had been one of the principal nobles who led the manhunt. That level of excitement was rare in the relatively peaceful city of Karrheim, and it was completely nonexistent at Palos’s estate—until Wilkes had been killed and Alster was taken.

With visions of a grand war and Jarix leading legions of soldiers into battle, Palos and Holte returned to the road, immediately kicking their horses into a hard ride.

They caught up to the messenger earlier than expected. The young man carried very little, having only two small saddlebags at his sides. One of them contained a scroll written by Palos and sealed with wax, which Palos took and burned.

When Palos had dismissed the messenger back to his estate, he and Holte continued on toward the capital at a more leisurely pace, stopping at the roadside inns that served as their usual resting points. The closer they got to Karrheim, the more travelers they saw on the road, though none of them had the trademark red hair and eyes of those from the east.
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They neared the outskirts of Karrheim around noon on the fifth day, tired from the journey but eager to see the king.

The city rose up out of the surrounding forest like a towering monolith of spires, buttresses, and awe-inspiring vistas. Thousands of years ago, Karrheim had been settled by a group of monks from Xathrin, the kingdom north of Mournstead, beyond the Red Mountains. Palos only knew of a single expedition that had attempted to find Xathrin, but they had been sent by the Shadow King during the First Conquest of the Shades and had never returned.

“Always a sight to behold, is it not?” Holte said from atop his steed. He pulled his horse to a stop next to Palos and breathed deeply, enjoying the wondrous view spread out before him.

“I’ve been here maybe a hundred times before,” Palos said quietly. “Still, the sight of Karrheim sends chills through my spine. Perhaps I will make it my permanent home someday.”

Holte chuckled. “As long as you keep me in your employ, I’d carry the entire estate to Karrheim myself, even if I had to carry it brick by brick.”

Karrheim had been built upon six adjacent plateaus, giant pillars of stone and earth jutting up from the ground like the fingers of some colossal titan’s mighty hand. In the center, atop the highest protrusion, was King Gottfried’s castle, Whitecliff Citadel. When the Xathrin monks had built the city, Whitecliff had been a temple, its ornamental spires reaching over a thousand feet from the forest floor as a testament to the strength of the god they worshipped.

It had been centuries since anyone in Vecnos could even name the old gods of Xathrin. Perhaps as a testament to the absolute rule of Vecnos’s kings, the temple had been repurposed as a military structure, the most impregnable fortress ever constructed, and the home of Gottfried’s marble throne. Whitecliff was only accessible by a single route, a winding staircase carved into the side of the plateau overlooked by several gatehouses, each turn threatening a fatal drop of several hundred feet, should any would-be attacker lose his footing.

Palos urged his horse forward, leading the creature along the final stretch of road that would bring them to the base of the first plateau, where most of Karrheim’s residents lived. The sprawling residential district was an area large enough to nearly be a city in its own right.

Out of necessity, all of Karrheim’s many stables were located along the base of the first plateau, some two hundred feet below the lowest of the six rises. One of the stables, distinguished from the many others by an array of royal banners decorating its entrance, housed the king’s personal horses, which was where Palos directed his own steed when he and Holte entered the massive city.

Palos loved the bustle of the city. Even below the first rise, the city sprawled for miles, full of people in every direction. Most of the forest-level tier was dominated by single-story houses, but the muddy streets were also lined with a myriad of shops and tradesmen. Palos and Holte passed dozens of taverns, inns, general stores, low-end brothels, blacksmiths, and other establishments as they made their way through the streets of Karrheim.

The sun had nearly set by the time they reached the royal stable. When they arrived, a stablehand came out at once to greet them. He was a young boy, maybe twelve or thirteen, with dirty blond hair and a nervous smile. Palos reached under his shirt and brought forth his silver necklace with the royal seal hanging from it, indicating his status as a member of King Gottfried’s high court.

“Is the king’s horse currently stabled?” Palos asked the boy curtly.

“Yes, my lord,” the boy said. Once Palos had dismounted, the stablehand took the reins and began to lead the horse to a stall.

“Good,” Palos replied. “Do you know if the king intends to ride within the next several days?” He stretched his legs and followed the stablehand into the building.

The boy shook his head. “I do not know, my lord.”

Palos sighed. “As long as Gottfried will be in Whitecliff in the morning, that is all that matters.”

When Palos and Holte had taken what they needed from their saddlebags, they headed for what would be the first of dozens of staircases. “How are your legs?” Palos asked.

Holte rubbed a sore spot on his thigh. He enjoyed riding, but his body made him pay a high price for the pleasure. “I can make it,” he said, though there wasn’t much spirit in his voice.

“We’ll stay on the second rise,” Palos said. “I’m tired, and I don’t feel like climbing stairs all night.”

Inwardly, Holte was thankful they would only have to climb two seemingly endless sets of stairs. If he had to ascend all the way to Whitecliff before morning, he wasn’t sure he would survive. “As you say,” the captain replied mechanically.

Palos nodded and led them to the guardhouse nearby, which protected the first ascent. The soldiers there were dressed in the traditional colors of Karrheim, blue checkers slashed across a field of white. The iron door in front of the stairs was open as always, and Palos knew the guards were more for appearance than any real function. He had served on the high court for years, and it was only a decision of the high court that could force the doors at each guardhouse to be closed. Barring a riot or some outside invasion, Palos did not believe he would ever have to vote on such an order.

The first ascent was always the easiest. The stairs had been carved into the side of the plateau centuries ago, and the abundance of foot traffic had worn them into wide, smooth platforms that would have been easy to climb had they not been so numerous. “Only two hundred and seven steps,” Palos said with mock cheer to his captain.

“At least it isn’t raining,” Holte said with a huff. He had traversed the stairs several times during storms or snow, and those journeys always made him wish he had become a jeweler like his father on the first rise instead of a nobleman’s personal guard.

Both Palos and Holte were severely out of breath when they finally reached the top of the first plateau. “I’m too old for this,” Holte said with his hands on his knees.

Palos nodded, pulling in air with heavy breaths. “How many times have we climbed this same path?” he asked between exhalations.

“Too many,” Holte replied. “All the other nobles live on the fourth rise. You’re the only member of the high court who does not reside in Karrheim.”

“Not the only one,” Palos said, correcting Holte with a shake of his head. “The king’s brother does not even live in Vecnos, or did you forget?”

“Ha!” Holte laughed. “Hademar? I don’t even think Gottfried has seen him in a decade. That chair has been empty since before you joined the high court.”

“I doubt Hademar is even still alive,” Palos agreed. The king’s strange brother had fled Vecnos a long time ago after his wife, Petra, had mysteriously died in the middle of an otherwise peaceful and normal night. The citizens of Karrheim had been told that the event was nothing nefarious, but Hademar had thought differently. He had sworn for weeks that an assassin from Mournstead had been behind his wife’s death, but the investigation had never produced any evidence.

“Whatever he was looking for in Nevansk, I hope he at least found it,” Holte said.

“If he ever returns, I’ll be sure to ask him,” Palos added. “Let’s keep moving.”

Holte nodded and fell into step with Palos. The first plateau of Karrheim housed most of the tradesmen and merchants of the city. Their heaviest wares were all stored down on the forest level below, but some of the city’s richest traders had devised a system of pulleys and ropes that could hoist the larger trade goods, such as furniture and stones for new construction, up to the first rise. Palos had ridden in one of those elevators once, but he didn’t trust them. The lack of solid ground beneath his feet made him feel like he was always one strong gust of wind away from death.

The architecture of Karrheim had always filled Holte with a childlike sense of wonder. The houses and stores of the first rise were mostly one or two stories, built of wood and plaster with the larger beams exposed, making a patchwork of brown logs crisscrossing over a sea of white. Near the place where the second plateau met the first, Karrheim’s foundries belched thick clouds of smoke into the air. People often said that steel from the northern island of Nevansk made the best weapons and tools, but Holte knew the smiths who worked in Karrheim to be second to none.

As the two of them progressed through the center street of the first rise, the smell of fresh meat mingled in the air with the sounds of taverns coming alive. Songs came from open windows, laughter from others, and the telltale clinking of coins filled his ears from every direction. Unlike Palos’s quiet estate, Karrheim never seemed to sleep. Holte had walked the streets of the capital at all hours, and he had never felt alone.

Night had fully taken hold of the city by the time Palos and Holte reached the end of the first rise. They could feel the heat from the nearby forges washing over them in waves. Holte had often wondered how the men in the guardhouse could tolerate being stationed so closely to the furnaces, though he had never bothered to ask. Palos led him without pause to the staircase.

“Three hundred and forty,” Palos said over his shoulder.

Holte stretched his legs once more before taking the first upward step. The second staircase was exactly like the first: monotonous, dreary, and unbearably long.

At the top of the second rise, Palos led Holte to the inn where they usually stayed in Karrheim when they were not visiting the city on official business and afforded a room in Whitecliff. The inn, situated near the edge of the plateau and named for something vulgar that Holte could not remember, was a favorite among military officers. The front of the building was marked by a blue and white banner, and several drunken soldiers stumbled around in front of the door, arguing over dice.

Most of the second rise was empty, serving as a parade ground for Karrheim’s militia, complete with practice areas for every aspect of the army save for the cavalry. Holte had trained for three years on the second rise, and he felt as though he knew every rock and inch of dirt better than he knew his own home at Palos’s estate.

When he had joined the military, he had dreamt of leading men into battle, though against what or whom he did not know. Around his thirtieth birthday, Holte had accepted his commission as a captain and the significant pay raise that accompanied guarding a nobleman of the king’s high court. He wasn’t sure if he regretted the decision or not, but staying at the soldiers inn on the second rise always made him question his past.
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“We haven’t been followed,” Rai said with confidence.

Alster looked down on him with sleepy eyes from the back of their horse. “That’s good,” he said, his voice threatening to reveal his fatigue. The sun was about to rise, and they had been riding for days, only taking short breaks for a few hours at a time. Elsey trudged along slowly at Alster’s side. Her boots were torn, and her feet were covered in blisters.

A thick sheen of sweat dripped from Rai’s forehead. He tried to wipe it off, but his shirt was damp as well. “I ran back at least four miles. There was nothing. No tracks, no sign of a fire, nothing. If anyone is looking for you, they aren’t looking in the right direction.”

“Do you know where we are?” Alster asked. Hearing that no one was following them lifted his spirits, but the news did little to make the journey any easier. In every direction, the only thing Alster could see was scrubland. The thick vegetation of the forest had ended the day before, leaving a splotchy landscape of short trees, thorny bushes, and grasses that were tall enough to brush against Alster’s legs as he rode.

Rai shook his head. “We’ve been going south, which is the right direction to get to the Frosted Coast, but I thought the forest would last longer. Perhaps we have traveled farther than I thought.”

“How much colder will it get?” Elsey asked. The wind whipped her hair in wild patterns atop her head as they walked. She crossed her arms over her chest to trap her body’s warmth, but the wind still bit through her meager clothing. Atop the horse, Alster had a heavy cloak wrapped about his shoulders, but if what Rai had said about the Frosted Coast was true, he would freeze to death before they ever found Scalder’s Inlet.

“There will be snow on the ground before we can see the ocean,” Rai replied. “But there are settlements along the coast. People live there. Not many, but some.”

“How long until we reach one of their towns?” Alster asked. “And if it is so cold, why do people choose to live there?”

Rai laughed. “So many questions! But I figure the distance from Velnwood to the coast is somewhere around three hundred miles, which means we are getting close to halfway. As to why people choose to live in the cold south, I do not know for sure. Perhaps the tax collectors from Karrheim do not bother them each year as they do the other cities of Vecnos. Or perhaps they simply enjoy the cold.”

The three rode onward at a slower pace for the rest of the day, taking frequent stops to let the horse eat and allow their own legs to recover. When night came, Rai built a large fire, and they laid pieces of animal hide on the ground to insulate them from the cold ground as they slept.

Alster flexed his fingers tightly around the hilt of his dagger. He secretly yearned to wear Alistair’s gauntlets as well, but he thought Rai would laugh at him if he did.

“There aren’t going to be any shades out here,” Rai said, clearly noticing Alster’s trepidation.

“How do you know?” he asked.

“Take a look around!” Rai laughed. “Shades are controlled by shadowliths. They aren’t random spirits that appear in every single shadow.” He spread his arms wide as if he was giving a tour of the entire scrubland. “There isn’t another human within a dozen miles of us, and there might only be a handful of shadowliths left in existence, if that. I doubt any of them has decided to take up residence in a place like this on the off chance that they can torment the one traveler who comes through here each year.”

Alster knew Rai was right, but he still felt vulnerable whenever his hand left the dagger.

Elsey smiled at him from under her animal hide on the other side of the fire. “We’re safe out here. No one followed us. No one is looking for us.”

Alster thought of his father and brother back at the Lightbridge estate. He wasn’t surprised that his father had chosen not to send a search party after him, but it did bring an unwelcome sense of abandonment to his chest. He wondered if Palos had even noticed he was missing yet. The man who had questioned Rai in Velnwood had only asked for the horse, not about any missing person.

With the fire crackling beside him and keeping him warm, Alster tried to push all of his thoughts of home as far from his mind as possible. When he finally managed to drift off to sleep several hours later, his mind was restless.

In a dream, Alster found himself underground. He stood in a musty cave, lightless, yet he could see perfectly. Water dripped all around him from the low ceiling, and he could just barely hear a chorus of voices coming from somewhere else. The sounds were too garbled to have any meaning, but he knew they were violent. Alster felt his heartbeat rise in his chest. He tried to force himself awake, but instead, his dream-self began to move.

Farther into the cave of his mind he walked, until eventually he turned a corner and saw a stone door. Unknown symbols and words were carved into the door and covered by years of dirt, but the image in the middle brought a rush of recognition to his mind. Alster saw his ancestor’s symbol shining vividly as though it was made of light.

Transfixed in the dream, Alster began to feel something heavy creeping over his shoulders. He couldn’t tell if what he felt was real or only in his dream, and he tried to rip his focus from the door’s brilliant symbol, but his dream-self refused to obey.

Then everything went black.
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When the sun arose, Holte was already awake. He knew exactly how much he had to walk to reach Whitecliff, and he wanted a few good hours to stretch his aging legs before he began. He sat in the central room of the inn where he and Palos had stayed, energized from his early morning calisthenics, and sipped on a tankard of dark ale that tasted like thick bread.

Half an hour after sunrise, Palos made his way down the small staircase to Holte’s left. Two seemingly hungover women followed him, and neither of them spoke before they bolted through the door.

“Long night?” Holte asked. He lifted his hand to signal the barkeep to bring Palos a pint.

Palos cleared his throat as he buttoned his shirt. “There is a reason why I like this inn so much,” he said, dropping himself into a chair.

“Perhaps there are two reasons,” Holte said with a laugh.

The barkeep set a fresh round of ale down in the center of the table. “Perhaps there is now a third reason,” Palos added, taking a large swig of the black drink.

“To Whitecliff today?” Holte asked.

Palos nodded. No one other than the barkeep was awake at such an early hour, so he didn’t mind speaking candidly. “If King Gottfried has heard of similar events with shadowliths from other regions of Vecnos, this may become a very interesting meeting.”

“That is the great question,” Holte replied. He had considered the possibility of widespread shade activity, and the notion brought him both excitement and fear. An all-out war with eastern Vecnos would certainly be a terrible thing, but that was exactly what Holte had dedicated much of his life to. In his heart, he knew he was a soldier, and a soldier was nothing without a war.

The two men finished their ale a few moments later, and then their journey began—always uphill and seemingly endless.

They made Karrheim’s third rise only an hour and a half later. From the stairs connecting the second and the third plateaus, they could finally see the highest pinnacles of Whitecliff. The grand monastery-turned-fortress towered so far into the sky that the clouds themselves frequently obscured the highest spires.

From what Holte could see of the outside, Whitecliff appeared completely calm. White and blue banners fluttered in the wind, and birds circled the towers. Sadly, he knew the outer serenity of the building never translated to calm or quiet within. Looking up from the third plateau to Whitecliff, Holte understood why monks had chosen the place as a holy site for worship and contemplation. Holte smiled to himself. If he had believed in any of the gods, he would have been easily convinced that they lived in Whitecliff and had built it themselves.

Almost all of the third plateau was devoted to Karrheim’s residents who could afford not to live down on the forest floor. Since getting building materials to the third rise was both costly and difficult, almost all of the houses were small, single-story structures with low roofs and little ornamentation. Holte liked the houses of the third rise. He knew the people who owned them were all wealthy, but the houses did not reflect that. He found it somewhat puzzling that so many of Karrheim’s upper class chose to live in what often amounted to little more than shacks when they could have built mansions down on the ground level. Something about the sight struck Holte as refreshing.

Palos and Holte reached the fourth rise around noon, and both of them were nearing exhaustion. “This place always smells like shit,” Holte remarked. The fourth plateau was where most of the real work of government took place. To the left, a huge administrative center spread out to cover most of the rise, and the king’s vaults were located to the right. Unlike the somewhat sleepy tier below, the administrative center of Karrheim was always alive with action. Hundreds of people, most of them dressed in fine silk, hurried from one building to the next or carried armfuls of scrolls like ants scurrying for scraps of food.

“Ha.” Palos laughed. “There aren’t any horses, just bureaucrats.”

There were perhaps more guards stationed on the fourth rise than any other. Holte nodded to a group of soldiers sitting on stools in front of one of the vault entrances as he passed. He had never seen the inside of the vaults, but he had heard stories about their construction. Long ago, one of Karrheim’s kings had dug the vaults deep into the fourth plateau and had commissioned giant stone trapdoors to be built over top of them. Since the vaults had been built vertically, accessing them required a complex system of ropes and wooden platforms, making them impossible to rob, or so everyone believed.

“Almost there,” Palos said when they reached the stairs leading to the fifth rise. At that guardhouse, Palos was required to show his silver necklace and write his name in a record book. The fifth plateau was where the nobility lived. All the members of the king’s high court, save for Palos, made the fifth rise their home. They lived nearly as well as the king himself, staying in lavish palaces, expansive estates. Some had even constructed towering spires in which to lay their heads.

When Palos and Holte reached the fifth plateau, a line of wagons was waiting at the top of the staircase. The wagons were full of soft cushions, bottles of wine, and all manner of finery. Still, no horses could be brought to the fifth rise, so servants pulled each cart with the strength of their backs.

Palos handed the nearest cart puller a few copper coins and got in the wagon. Holte sat across from him, facing the impressive facade of Whitecliff. He leaned his neck backward and tried to see the top of the highest spire, but he couldn’t quite make it out.

“Someday,” Palos said quietly.

Holte turned his attention back to the wagon. “You think you’ll live there?” he asked. He knew Palos had ambitious political aspirations, but he did not know exactly how high those aspirations reached.

“Perhaps,” Palos answered cryptically. Only a handful of people other than the king and his family were permitted to live inside Whitecliff, and those were the king’s closest advisors, the people he trusted with the kingdom’s secrets.

“Someday,” Holte added, repeating the lord’s own sentiment.

“You love this city more than I do,” Palos remarked. The wonder was clear to see on the captain’s face. “If I ever live in Whitecliff, you’ll certainly join me.”

Holte nodded. “Thank you. Just once, I would like to see the city from one of those spires up in the clouds.”

“I’m not sure I have the clout for that,” Palos replied. “You know how Gottfried is. If you don’t have a specific purpose for being somewhere in Whitecliff, he won’t let you in.”

“Do you think he’s hiding something?” Holte asked. He had never considered the possibility of King Gottfried concealing something nefarious in Whitecliff, but the notion did not seem too outlandish to be true.

Palos thought for a moment before responding. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “That kind of thinking is dangerous, but if it could be right, it is worth exploring.”

“What would he have to hide?” Holte wondered.

“And that is exactly why I will not be making any subtle inquiries regarding the king’s private matters,” Palos answered. “Gottfried is well-liked and has more social and political power than anyone in Vecnos. I do not believe he has anything worth hiding up in Whitecliff.”

“You’re probably right,” Holte conceded. “At the worst, he has a mistress or two, or maybe even a dead body stashed in one of those towers. None of that is worth dying to uncover.”

The servant pulling their cart came to a stop at the foot of the final staircase, a grand and ostentatious construction flanked by two massive marble gargoyles. On the other tiers, practicality tended to rule over what the citizens of Karrheim could or could not build. At Whitecliff, practicality was a concept that had never been considered.

Even the guards who checked Palos’s necklace before admitting them to the staircase were dressed beyond all notions of pragmatism. The soldiers wore chainmail and leather, but everything they had was adorned with metal wings made from thinly hammered steel, and the entire ensemble was painted blue and white. If any of those men ever had to fight to defend their gaudy white staircase, their own winged armor would be their first enemy.

As he ascended the stairs, Holte couldn’t help but marvel. He looked over his shoulder almost constantly, seeing Karrheim spread out in all its glory beneath him. Few people in Vecnos would ever have the opportunity to view the city from such a height, and Holte considered himself lucky every time he went to Whitecliff.

At the top of the final staircase, two more guards with wings protruding from their elbows, knees, breastplates, and helms greeted them. “Lord Palos,” one of them said, recognizing them.

“I trust the king is within?” Palos asked. The guard nodded. “Good. Tell the herald I wish a private audience with his majesty.”

The soldier nodded again and opened the towering door to Whitecliff. Inside, the ceilings were taller than the highest point of Palos’s estate, and every footstep echoed loudly. Holte coughed, and the sound reverberated from the ornate walls several times before dying.

“Now we wait,” Palos said, moving toward one of the parlors to his right. The two of them watched the soldier go to find the king’s herald, presumably somewhere closer to the audience hall or the throne room. They entered a parlor on the southern side of the plateau and sat in tall chairs facing a wall made almost entirely of stained glass.

The view was breathtaking. The forest, small splotches of green and brown nearly a thousand feet below them, looked more like a carpet than countryside.

“How long until we are granted an audience?” Holte asked.

“The longest I have waited was two days,” Palos responded. “But Whitecliff feels quiet today. I don’t think we will have to wait long. Surely, the guards below would have notified the staff of our arrival before we ever set foot inside Whitecliff.”

A small cat brushed up against Holte’s legs and made him jump. “I don’t think I would mind remaining here for two days,” the captain said after giving the creature a friendly pet.

“It isn’t as great as it looks,” Palos said with a curt laugh. “You’ve never sat on the high court. Twelve men situated around a table, no windows, no air, barely enough light, stifling heat, and every one of them bickering over minutiae. You’d hate it. But that’s the design. Something about not letting politicians get too comfortable.”

Holte nodded and smiled. “You’re right,” he said. “But if it allowed me a view like this every day, I’d do it happily.”

Palos thought of the women he had enjoyed the night before on the second plateau. “The view is only a single advantage among many, just one drop in an endless stream.”


Chapter 10



Kings from the Past

Rai saw a puff of smoke reaching up from a small copse of scraggly trees along the horizon. Snowflakes darted through the air and mingled with his icy breath. He knew they had not reached the Frosted Coast yet, but they were close. On the horse, Alster had his cloak pulled tightly around his body. He had a shirt wrapped around his face and the top of his head.

“Let’s go,” Rai said, steering them toward the smoke. He hoped there was a house with a chimney behind the trees, but he could not see much through the hazy air.

As they walked, Rai knew they needed to find heavier clothing. He hoped there was a village beyond the trees where he could buy more supplies. He had brought plenty of food with them, and he thought he might be able to trade some of that for more animal hides if he had to.

“How close are we to the ocean?” Elsey asked. Her teeth chattered as she spoke. Rai had said they weren’t in danger of dying from the cold, not yet, but losing a toe or a finger might be within the realm of possibility. He had underestimated how cold southern Vecnos was. After all, most of what he knew had come from stories, and those were often clouded by lies.

“We should be able to see it in a few days,” Rai told her. “It will get colder, but we will make it.”

Elsey nodded and continued trudging forward.

“Someone is there,” Alster said, pointing toward the trees.

“I don’t see them,” Rai replied. He pulled his bow from the quiver on his back and strung it. “Where are they?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

Alster saw the flicker of movement again, and he knew it was a person. “There!” he said, and Rai saw the silhouette as well.

Someone darted from one tree to another, apparently watching their approach. Rai couldn’t tell if the individual was holding a weapon or not. As they got closer to the trees, Rai decided to leave his arrows on his back. He slung his bow over his shoulder, ready to use it if he needed to, but he kept his hands out at his sides.

When they were close enough to be within earshot of the figure, Rai could see a small cabin similar to the one he had left behind the trees. He looked for any sign of another person lurking within the copse, but he saw none. “Hello?” he called out. The figure did not respond.

The three continued walking closer to the area. They could smell the fire in the air. “Hello?” Rai called again.

A woman stepped out from behind one of the trees. She was wrapped in furs, and only her face and a few strands of her dark hair were visible. “What do you want?” she yelled at them. Her voice was strong, but she did not sound like someone preparing for a violent ambush.

Rai wasn’t sure what to say. He couldn’t simply yell to the woman that they were on their way to Scalder’s Inlet and hoping to cross the Rift. “We’re looking for a map, or at least some directions,” he finally responded.

The woman paused for a moment.

“Do you think you could help us?” Rai called to her.

“What’s in it for me?” the woman answered. Her hand hovered near her waistline, and Rai assumed she had a knife or perhaps a sword on her belt.

“We don’t want any trouble,” Rai replied. “I have a few copper coins, if you’ll help us.”

The woman laughed at him. “Where would I spend it?” she said, throwing her arms wide. “You see a store near here?”

Rai smiled. The more the woman talked to him, the more he figured she felt at ease. “How about a few pounds of deer?” he asked.

“Is it raw?” the woman called back.

“Smoked,” Rai answered.

“Alright,” the woman said, turning her back and waving them in. “I’ll tell you where you need to go.”
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“The king will see you now,” Gottfried’s herald said from the doorway.

Holte and Palos both jolted awake in their chairs. “Thank you,” Palos said. He stretched as he rose from his cushioned seat. It was hard to tell exactly how much time had passed, but it was considerably darker than when he had sat down.

“Is there any food?” Holte asked.

“Certainly,” the herald responded with a smile. “I’ll have one of the cooks bring something up.”

“Up?” Palos asked. “The king is not in the audience hall?” He had met with Gottfried several times in various chambers throughout Whitecliff, but he had rarely been invited to the second or third floor.

“King Gottfried will meet with you both on the fourth floor. He is currently waiting on the western balcony. I will take you there at once,” the man said with a regal air. He spoke as though every answer was obvious and those asking questions were merely making polite conversation.

Palos and Holte followed the herald through several hallways and chambers, eventually reaching a small staircase on the western side of the fortress. Palos had never seen the stairs before, and they looked as though they were designed to take servants to and from the various floors like mice in the walls.

When they reached the fourth floor, the herald showed them to a small door and departed.

“King Gottfried,” Palos said, opening the door.

The king stood with his back to them, leaning over the railing and taking in the incredible view. He wore simple clothes and a plain blue and white shirt with cotton pants, and his head bore no crown. From the back, he looked tired.

“My lord?” Palos asked, walking up beside him to get the man’s attention.

“Palos . . .” The king’s voice betrayed both his age and the stress weighing on his shoulders. “I’m told you have news for me. I have some for you as well. In fact, I believe a royal messenger will be appearing at your estate within the next two or three days with my summons. The high court will be convening as early as tomorrow evening.”

Palos’s eyes went wide. “What news?” he practically demanded. “Has something happened? What is it?” His mind whirled with notions of a grand war against the shades, a second conquest, one which would bring his family glory once more and make his son a legend.

King Gottfried straightened the hem of his shirt and cleared his throat. “There is—finally—some news of my brother,” he said quietly, as though the words pained him.

“Yes?” Palos implored.

“Hademar has been wandering through Nevansk for nearly twelve years,” the king explained. “When he departed, he left behind a journal detailing his intentions. I never made it public because I believed it was nothing more than a wild fantasy by a mind driven mad from isolation and loss. I . . . I thought he would surely die. It seems I was wrong.”

“Why did he leave?”

“He went in search of a formula, an alchemy of sorts, and my spies now tell me he has found it,” the king went on with a scowl.

Palos had heard of alchemists living in Xathrin who were able to turn iron into gold or blood into fire with a wave of their hand, but he had never believed any of it. In his mind, alchemy couldn’t be real. If it was, he reasoned that alchemists would have taken over Vecnos by then. The stories were simply that: stories.

When Palos remained silent, the king continued with a nod. “The formula Hademar sought came from some crazed notion or rambling he had read in one of your forefather’s journals,” the king said, pointing a finger at Palos’s chest. “Apparently, Alistair the Fourth believed he could bring back the dead.”

Palos was wholly taken aback. “Impossible,” he quickly denied. “I’ve never heard of such a journal.”

The king smiled weakly. “Whether the journal was authentic or not, Hademar believed it to be so. He believed it enough that he left all of this in search of an answer. He left his birthright, the throne of Karrheim, and took a hundred of our best soldiers with him, sailing for Nevansk far to the north. No one in Vecnos had heard from him since—until a week ago.”

Palos suddenly felt the staggering height, and his guts clenched into a painful knot. “He’s here?”

“Not here,” the king replied, shaking his head. “He has landed near Mournstead, and he makes that city his home, at least for the time being, or so my men have written.”

“Mournstead?” Palos exclaimed. “What could he possibly want in that desolate ruin? There’s nothing there but dirt.”

Gottfried sighed. “He believes shadow magic can bring back his dead wife. He used to ramble about some nonsense where he could return a shade back to its body, reawakening the body and bringing the person back to life. Regardless, I think he intends to open the Shadow King’s tomb in search of more answers. My spies in Mournstead have led me to believe that is his plan.”

Palos waited a moment to let everything sink in before he responded. Opening the Shadow King’s tomb struck him as something terribly dangerous for all of Vecnos, though he didn’t specifically know why it scared him. “What do you intend to do, my lord?” he finally asked.

“I intend to stop him!” the king said with a laugh as though the answer should have been obvious. “Hademar is a lunatic. He’s unstable. He’ll plunge Vecnos into the depths of war and despair if he thinks it will bring back his beloved Petra. I should never have let him leave Karrheim. He’s a menace, a brigand! Yes, Lord Palos, I intend to stop him.”

Suddenly, everything began to come together as some sort of grand, twisted scheme in the back of Palos’s mind. For a moment that filled his veins with adrenaline, he imagined leading a valiant army across Vecnos and slaying Hademar himself. He would finally leave his estate behind to live in Karrheim, in an estate on the highest tier where he would own the closest mouth to the king’s ear.

“And your news?” King Gottfried inquired, pulling Palos from his vision.

“Yes, my lord,” Palos began hesitantly. He wasn’t sure he wanted the king to know what had happened at his estate. Perhaps such a distraction would make the king think he was weak or too busy to help settle the issue with Hademar. Thinking quickly, Palos decided to unilaterally change the reason for his visit. “My son was wounded severely. He was attacked in my courtyard, though we captured the villain and put him to death in your name, sir.”

If he was remembered for nothing else, Palos knew he would be thought of one day as a shrewd politician and an expert liar, though he did not believe the two skills were any different, and his voice was nothing but sincere.

“That is most unfortunate,” the king replied after a moment. “And Alster will recover, I trust?”

“It was Jarix,” Palos corrected. “He was nearly run through with a spear, but he will make a full recovery.”

The king nodded. “Our laws require my approval for any execution carried out on my behalf,” he said sternly. “You acted without my approval?”

Palos flashed a disarming smile. “The man was caught in cold blood, your highness. I merely expedited an order which I knew you would give.”

Gottfried was about to speak again when the door to the balcony opened and the herald poked his head through. “At Lord Palos’s request, a meal has been prepared and set out in the great hall,” the herald interrupted.

The king nodded in dismissal. “Come, Palos,” he said, his mood lifting somewhat at the prospect of food. “We will speak more of this later, if we find the time. The rest of the high court should arrive by tomorrow morning. I expect us to discuss our business with Hademar first and determine an expedient solution. Until then, you are more than welcome to stay here in Whitecliff. I’ll have someone ready a suite for you and your guard.”

Palos gave a deep bow before following the king to the great hall back on the first floor. As he walked, Palos couldn’t help but smile to himself. Whatever was going on at his estate with a potential shade hunter could wait. If Alster had been kidnapped or killed, so be it. None of it mattered.

In that moment, Palos felt so close to doing something truly legendary that all of his other worries melted away.
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The woman would not let Alster, Elsey, or Rai into her home, but she did allow them to sit around her fire pit to warm themselves as they all ate. “So how do we get to Scalder’s Inlet?” Rai asked rather curtly as he handed the woman a sizeable chunk of smoked venison. She had pulled back her fur hood, and long strands of dark hair whipped around her face in the wind. At first, Rai thought she would be friendly, but the longer he stayed near her, the more standoffish she became.

Alster watched the woman eat in silence. He didn’t trust her, but he didn’t think she was overtly dangerous either. Still, he kept his hands near his dagger just in case.

“Well?” Rai asked again.

The woman glanced up from her venison for a brief second, then looked away. “Go that way,” she said quickly, glancing toward what Alster presumed was the east. The sun was almost directly overhead, so Alster wasn’t really sure which direction was which.

“Do you have a map?” Rai asked, his voice revealing his impatience.

The woman shook her head.

“How far is it?” Rai demanded.

When she had swallowed another chunk of meat, the woman wiped her mouth to speak. “Not very far,” she said. “Four days, maybe five.”

Rai sighed. “Are there any landmarks? Anything to guide us? A trail? Cities? Villages?” he finished with a yell.

The woman visibly shrank backward.

“I’m sorry,” Rai said, though he clearly didn’t mean it. He didn’t want to lose whatever progress he had made with the woman, though she was barely helpful at all. “Can you tell us where to go with more detail? Could you lead us to Scalder’s Inlet? I’ll give you more food if you guide us there.”

The woman shook her head. “No one goes to Scalder’s Inlet,” she replied quietly.

Something about the way she spoke gave Alster a chill that ran deeper than the frosty wind. “Why doesn’t anyone go there?” he asked.

The woman looked at him, and her eyes burned like hot coals. “No one goes there,” she repeated.

Rai looked like he was about to yell at the woman again, but Alster stopped him with an upraised hand. “What do you mean?” Alster asked her gently. “What’s at Scalder’s Inlet? Why won’t you go?”

The woman seemed to tremble. “Ghosts,” she whispered, her voice nearly stolen away by the wind. “Shades . . .”


Chapter 11



An Army

Palos scanned the men seated in the windowless chamber. At the head of the long, oak table, King Gottfried reclined in an elegant chair. In high court meetings, he always wore his full raiment of regal garb. The crown of Karrheim was made from spun gold crafted into several interlocking antlers, each one studded with a brilliant gemstone. At his side, the king wore an ornamental longsword made from a single piece of hammered silver. It was an entirely impractical weapon, but it served its purpose well, representing the sheer authority and wealth the king commanded.

“Several of my associates in Mournstead have reported that Hademar, my brother, has returned to Vecnos with his retinue. My information leads me to suspect that he intends to use shadow magic to bring his late wife back from the dead,” King Gottfried explained after the formal pleasantries of the meeting had been exchanged. A few of the court members traded worried glances, but no one spoke. “I intend to stop him, and I’m open to suggestions on how.”

“Are you certain Hademar must be dealt with by force?” the man to Palos’s left asked. He was the noble from one of Vecnos’s northern ports, and he was the oldest member of the high court.

“My brother has never been known for his level head or willingness to listen to reason,” Gottfried replied. “A diplomatic option would be preferable, but I have little confidence it could be achieved.”

The old noble nodded and folded his hands in his lap.

“What is the danger of allowing Hademar to try?” one of the younger nobles asked. Palos knew the man, but he couldn’t quite remember his name. The upstart had taken his father’s seat the year before, and all Palos could recall was that he represented one of the settlements near the Rift, an extremely profitable mining operation.

Gottfried shook his head. “Tensions with Mournstead are already high; they always have been. If Hademar opens the tomb of the Shadow King, it could cause more friction between east and west.”

“Mournstead still belongs to Vecnos! You are still their king!” the young noble implored. “They don’t have the strength for rebellion.”

Gottfried nodded, but he did not look convinced. “I’m not worried about an open rebellion. You are correct. Mournstead lacks the strength to stand toe-to-toe with Karrheim, and they do still answer to me, but I don’t want this turning into something more serious in two or three years.”

“It might be easiest to stop Hademar quietly,” another nobleman added. “Perhaps a vial of poison or a well-placed dagger could do the trick.” Palos looked to judge the king’s reaction to the proposition of regicide, but the king’s stony visage showed little emotion.

A few nobles nodded their agreement, but then Gottfried shook his head. “When he left Vecnos twelve years ago, he took a sizeable contingent of soldiers with him. My spies report that most of those men have returned to Vecnos with my brother, and there is a strong possibility they have bought into Hademar’s delusions and will protect him.”

“How would open warfare on the eastern side of the Rift look to Mournstead?” the noble asked.

“I don’t know,” Gottfried admitted with a heavy sigh, clearly at a loss. “The people east of the Rift might interpret an army moving through their lands as a sign of aggression. It could reopen all the old wounds. Or they might thank me for ridding their land of a lunatic.”

“It should be done with a small force, not an army,” Palos said, raising his voice just enough to command the attention of the room. “No more than a hundred soldiers. We send Karrheim’s best, most loyal men through the Blightstone Gate. We hunt Hademar, and when we find him, we leave no one alive to remember what happened. It can be done, but it needs to begin quickly, before he has a chance to find the Shadow King’s tomb. If we catch him off guard, it won’t matter if he has soldiers with him or not.”

A few of the other nobles added their consent, and King Gottfried mulled over the idea with a slight smile. “I presume you would offer to lead such an expedition?” Gottfried asked, meeting Palos’s eyes.

Palos bowed respectfully. “Yes, my lord,” he said. “If my son Jarix were healthy enough, I would send him, but he is still recovering and time is of the essence. If it pleases you, legend has it that much of Alistair the Fourth’s armor was buried in the Red Mountains with the Shadow King. If Hademar does locate the tomb, I’d like to see it for myself.”

“I’d like to know this court’s position,” Gottfried said, leaning forward in his chair to call for a formal vote.

“I like it,” the old nobleman said. “A risky plan, but no one ever did anything memorable without risk.”

As was the custom, Palos stood and turned his back since it was his proposal that the vote would decide.

“All right,” the king said a moment later. “It passed.”

Palos turned around and sighed. He hated waiting for votes, but that one had been nearly instant. In accordance with Karrheim’s laws, he was not permitted to know who had voted for either outcome or even the exact number of votes for or against his proposal, and it had been that way long before anyone in the room had been born. Palos liked the system, but he had to admit it was unsettling.

“I want this finished within six months,” the king added. “I’ll lend you seventy soldiers, five officers, and one of my lieutenants. I won’t tell them where they are going or what they are doing. They will simply be instructed to follow your commands without hesitation.”

Palos tried to keep the smile from his face, but he could not. All of his grand schemes were coming together perfectly. “Thank you, my lord,” he dutifully replied. “I shall inform them of their true mission once we cross the Rift. Until then, they will simply be marching out on a training mission.”

“Perfect.” He looked back to the seated nobles around him. “For the rest of you, I know how much this information might be worth in gold. I don’t think I need to tell you how important keeping this mission a secret is to the well-being of us all,” he said, meeting the gaze of each nobleman in turn.

When each man agreed to keep his silence on the matter, King Gottfried dismissed them without another word.

Palos stepped into the hallway behind the king and stretched his back. Across the hall, Captain Holte leaned casually against a marble pillar and fiddled with a button on his shirt.

“Captain,” Palos said, summoning the man to his side. “I hope you brought a comfortable pair of boots.”

“Boots?” Holte looked confused.

A broad smile spread across Palos’s face. “King Gottfried is giving me a small company of soldiers. We set out for the Blightstone Gate tomorrow at dawn,” he said enthusiastically.

“And your estate?” Holte asked, though his face showed how much the prospect of marching toward potential war intrigued him.

“It will be there when we return,” Palos told him. “Send a messenger to Jarix. Tell him I will be gone for several months, a year at the most. Tell him that when I return, he should be prepared to receive a commission here in Karrheim.”

“You think this business with Hademar will lead to war?” Holte asked skeptically.

Palos nodded. “I very much intend it to.”
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“What would it take to get you to lead us to the inlet?” Rai asked the strange woman.

She shook her head, nervously fidgeting as though she would run at the slightest provocation.

“How far can you take us?” he asked, beginning to lose his patience again.

The woman looked at him with a glare that spoke volumes.

Exasperated, Rai stood and retrieved another large piece of smoked venison from their horse. “How much?”

The woman eyed the meat hungrily. Rai wondered how anyone could live in such a desolate place. As far as he could tell, there wasn’t any game larger than rabbits, and they were still too far from the ocean for fishing to be relevant. He didn’t know how warm it got in the summer, but he guessed the growing season was only a few months at the most.

“How—"

“All of it,” the woman cut him off suddenly. “I’ll draw you a map for all of it.”

“Half,” Rai countered.

“We’ll take the deal. Draw us a map and take us as far as you can, and you can have all the meat,”.

The woman nodded.

“And we’re staying here tonight,” Rai added. “We’ll sleep outside, but we need blankets or something else to keep us warm.”

Again, the woman only nodded, but she did not voice any resistance. Alster tried to read her expression, to get some inkling of her past or her thoughts, but he came up empty. She was inscrutable—or perhaps he was bad at reading women.

“We’re settled then,” Rai said with something resembling a smile. He looked toward the sky and tried to gauge the time.

“Why don’t we leave now?” Alster asked. He watched the strange woman cautiously. Something about the way she spoke and the way her eyes darted around made her appear untrustworthy.

Rai stretched his legs on the hard ground. He was warm near the fire, but his muscles were sore. He grimaced at the thought of renewing their trek. “Some of us use our own two legs, Alster,” he said. “We don’t all get to ride the horse.”

Alster looked downtrodden.

“Besides,” Rai continued, “I want to show you some things. Eastern Vecnos is a different place. Once we go beyond the Rift, I want to know that I can count on you if it comes to it.”

“Count on me for what?” Alster asked.

Rai smiled and finished the piece of venison he had been eating. “That dagger,” he said. “I want to trust you swinging it without killing me on accident.”

The thought of fighting another shade terrified Alster, though some part of him deep inside longed for the opportunity. When he considered the possibility of fighting against a human like Jarix or anyone else trained in combat, he began to have second thoughts about leaving the estate entirely. “Alright,” he finally responded. “Teach me what to do.”
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Two days after departing from the woman, Rai, Alster, and Elsey finally saw the giant flotilla of ice moving slowly up and down in the ocean, telling them they had officially arrived at the Frosted Coast. Snow blew sharply at them from the west, cutting across their faces and making them shiver. The white flakes piled up in large drifts that followed the contours of the land. With every step, their horse sank into the snow, making crunching noises beneath its hooves.

“According to the map, we should be getting close,” Rai said. He turned the crudely drawn hide over and folded it before returning it to his pocket.

Before them, the glacier stood like a giant wall. Small parts had broken off and bobbed near the shoreline, but maybe one hundred feet into the water, the ice rose up and nearly touched the sky.

“What’s on the top of all the ice?” Elsey asked. She stretched her neck to try and see the top of the glacier, but it was far beyond her view.

“I’m not sure anyone knows,” Rai replied. “There are stories of people trying to sail to the end of the ice, but there are no stories of those people coming back.”

“According to the woman, Scalder’s Inlet should be less than a mile away,” Alster said. He scanned the shoreline for signs of heat that supposedly marked the hot spring but saw nothing.

“We should move east,” Rai told them. “If we stick to the coast, we can’t miss it.”

Following the edge of the lapping waves on the stony shore, they walked onward. Alster’s horse sank several inches into the wet ground, but not enough to slow them. Before long, they saw one of the pillars the strange woman had spoken of, which told them they were almost upon their destination. The nearest pillar rose up from the ground like a spear, perfectly straight and made of brilliant reflective ice. In the bright light of midday, the sun’s reflection off the pillar was painful to behold.

“We’re nearly there,” Elsey said, fear gripping her voice.

Alster tightened his grip on the dagger tucked into his belt. “The woman said there would be shades,” he added. As he continued walking and the sun began to move away from its apex, a shadow formed on the eastern side of the icy monolith.

“I’m not sure I trust everything that woman said,” Rai replied. He wanted to believe the inlet would be safe, but he had no way of knowing. The only bit of information he had came from legends he had heard in Mournstead and what little the woman had told them.

Perhaps a hundred yards from the first monolith, a new pair of them rose from the ground, side by side and far taller than the first. They cast long, ominous shadows behind them, as if pointing to Scalder’s Inlet with arrows of darkness.

“It’s getting warmer,” Rai remarked. He felt some of the ice beginning to melt from his clothes, and the ground beneath his feet wasn’t quite as hard.

“It can’t be far,” Alster said hopefully. More monoliths rose up from the ground farther ahead.

“There must be hundreds of them,” Elsey added. “They’re everywhere. What made them?”

“Perhaps they have always been here,” Rai answered. “They could be some bizarre natural formation made by the steam when the hot water of the spring meets the icy water of the ocean.”

As they passed one dense patch of towering frozen pillars, Alster thought he saw one of the shadows waver. He didn’t want to appear as cowardly as he felt, so he angled his horse’s path only slightly to give himself a wider berth. Near the top of one of the objects, he saw something that looked to be an inscription.

“Look,” Alster said, pointing with his dagger. “Someone carved something up there.” It was too far to make out any of the individual characters. They looked like runes, something Alster had studied, albeit briefly, with his tutor.

Rai moved closer to the pillar, and Alster immediately regretted saying anything at all. He imagined a shade leaping forth from the pillar’s large shadow and devouring the man in an instant, tearing him to shreds where he stood.

“We should get moving,” Alster implored, spurring his horse onward without waiting for the others.

With a nod, Rai backed away from the pillar. “I don’t even know what language the inscription is in, or if it even is a language. It looks more like primitive drawings than letters. I’ve never seen anything like it before. I’m sure it means something, but I don’t know what.”

The three continued into the field of obelisks, and they saw more and more carvings, some enveloping entire monoliths. “It must have taken years to do all this,” Elsey wondered aloud, staring at one line of symbols that seemed to show several triangles in different orientations. “What does it mean?”

Ahead, a column of steam drifted lazily into the sky. They could feel the heat in the air even at a significant distance, and all of them knew the heat at the inlet itself must be unbearable, if not lethal. Around the steam, hundreds of the pillars stood guard as silent watchmen, soaring toward the sky and bathing the ground in inky shadows.

“We should move quickly.” Rai dropped his bow and quiver from his back. “Wait here,” he told Alster and Elsey. “I’m just going to run up, dip the arrowheads into the water, and hurry back.”

“Then we leave,” Alster said, his nervousness threatening to overcome him. Again, he thought he saw one of the shadows move near the waterline, but he had no way of distinguishing what actually happened from his anxiety-driven delusions. Quietly, he retrieved his gauntlets and fastened them onto his forearms.

Rai nodded. He held his arrows in a bundle in his right hand. The three of them were perhaps two hundred yards from what Rai hoped was the magical spring, and the temperature was just at the point of comfort, not yet too hot and certainly not cold. Without a word, he took off in the direction of the steam cloud, his boots thumping into the ground.

Half the distance to the steam vent, the world came alive.

An army of shades erupted from the pillars surrounding the inlet. Hundreds of the pitch-black creatures screamed as they awoke. Their tentacle-like arms flailed through the air, tearing at Rai as he sprinted. Several of them connected with his flesh before he even fully understood what was happening. Their jagged black claws ripped through Rai’s skin like paper, throwing red streaks of blood onto the frosty ground.

The shades tore at him from every angle, but Rai managed to turn and spin with their strikes. He saw a path through the pillars and the shadows, though he was not sure he would be quick enough to take it. Luckily, the sun was still high and the shades could not move beyond the physical constraints of their shadows. A shade from his left tried to rake his throat, and Rai dodged right, but another monster was waiting for him. Desperate for a way out, Rai stabbed with the bundle of arrows in his right hand.

The shade, and dozens of the others, seemed to laugh when Rai’s arrows passed harmlessly through the intangible shadow.

“I have to help him!” Alster yelled. “He can’t hurt them!” He held his dagger down at his side and kicked the horse beneath him fiercely, urging it forward at a gallop. He nearly lost his balance, painfully remembering that he had little to no experience on horseback and even less training with a blade.

At the first pillar-bound shade, Alster simply held his dagger down low and aimed it for the creature’s head. The shade, focused on Rai’s harrowing journey closer to the inlet, did not see Alster or the horse until it was too late. Alistair the Fourth’s dagger ripped through the shade and shattered it into thousands of black pieces that dissolved as soon as they hit the ground.

Just as it had happened in the stable back at his family’s estate, Alster was empowered by the kill. He felt a rush of adrenaline surge through his veins, filling his crippled muscles and clearing all the panic from his mind. As the horse charged deeper into the fray, Alster kept his dagger low at his side. Shade after shade erupted on the edge of his blade. Every being he slaughtered filled Alster with more and more strength.

When he had slain nearly a score of the creatures, the shades began to turn their attention from Rai and look backward, and they positioned themselves to meet Alster’s charge. The dark creatures reached out with their clawing arms, slashing at his legs and at his horse. He felt their attacks, especially on his left side, where he could not defend himself, but the unnatural power flowing through his body dulled each laceration almost to nothingness.

Ahead of Alster, Rai struggled to keep his footing. The ground was hot, and he felt it through the bottoms of his boots. His skin perspired heavily as he neared the small pool he desperately hoped was Scalder’s Inlet. Sweat mixed with blood on his forehead and dripped into his eyes as he ran.

Two massive shades blocked his way, their arms spread wide. They were tall, perhaps taller than all the trees of Vecnos, and the pillars that made them were taller yet. Rai saw a patch of clear ground to the side of the ominous pillars that was far enough from the field he had run through to offer some safety. With only a moment of respite, he set his feet beneath him and took a deep breath to steady himself.

The shade on the right of the pair lashed out violently, slamming its shadowy fist into the ground. Rai jumped to his side and dodged the strike, but the sheer force of it passing near his body almost stole his balance. As quickly as the first fist had crashed down, two more joined it, hitting the dirt and rocks like thunder.

Continually scrambling to the right, Rai could finally see the hot spring behind the two pillars. He knew he could not destroy the shades, and he knew if he tried to stand his ground, they would tear him apart. Another fist blasted into the ground right when Rai jumped forward, sending a shower of dirt and stone into the air.

So close to the spring, Rai felt the full heat of the magical place washing over his skin. Blisters broke out on the backs of his hands. He screamed as the skin of his face began to stretch and break like a hot metal pot thrown into a pool of ice.

With only a few seconds left before the heat ignited his body and reduced him to ash, Rai thrust the bundle of arrows in his right hand toward the water. When the metal arrowheads touched the shimmering pool, the liquid reacted unexpectedly, swirling red as though some creature of pure fire had taken the pool’s place.

Instantly, Rai ripped the arrows from Scalder’s Inlet and scrambled backward as quickly as he could. His feet and hands burned intensely, sending searing knives of pain shooting through his entire body. Luckily, the pool was not on the shadowed side of the monoliths, so the colossal shades could not reach him.

When he was far enough from the pool to feel somewhat safe from its heat, he finally noticed Alster charging through the field of shades. The boy appeared immense, as though he had grown several feet in the span of only a handful of seconds, and his enhanced body rippled with corded muscle. The way the boy moved the small dagger from side to side reminded Rai of the many prize-fighters who dueled for money in the streets of Mournstead.

Grunting and howling with the adrenaline of combat, Alster crashed through the shades and tore them to pieces with his dagger. His body was riddled with wounds and the horse looked worse, but still they charged forward. Alster cut hard to the side as he came in toward the two colossi guarding the pool. The horse dug its hooves into the ground, turning to allow Alster to position his dagger between himself and the giant shade.

When the two connected, a resounding bolt of energy split the air, launching Rai backward by the force of the explosion. The sound made his ears ring with pain and rattled his thoughts. Still, he saw Alster fight on against the last colossus as though nothing had happened. The horse skidded on the frosty ground and Alster leapt forward, slashing wildly in front of him with strength and speed Rai thought impossible for anyone, especially a crippled young boy.

When Alster hit the ground, he was on top of the shade’s sweeping arm, and his dagger drilled through the beast, plunging hilt-deep into the ground. The colossus shattered just like the first had, with a tremendous eruption of noise and force. The intensity of the blast blew Alster backward, and a smell of burning flesh burst from the pool, assaulting Rai’s nostrils.

In horror, Rai watched Alster slip into the pool up to his waist. Clawing at the boiling ground for purchase, the boy screamed, unleashing a sound unlike anything Rai had ever heard before.

Rai threw his arrows to the ground and ran, reaching a hand toward Alster to pull him forth before he was lost entirely. Alster’s fingers touched Rai’s . . . and then he was gone.


Chapter 12



Blood

After Palos and Holte led their army about twenty miles from Karrheim, they ordered the small contingent to stop and form ranks. The soldiers had only been given a single order—follow Palos as though he was the king himself—and the men had all dutifully obeyed.

To Palos’s side, Lieutenant Marius sat tall in his saddle. His horse was black and bedecked with regal barding, gaudily labeling him as the king’s eyes and ears. Palos had only just met the man, but he liked him. Marius had an eye for detail, and he seemed to be a reasonable man, more concerned with fairness than practicality. Palos had known many politicians who had carried such virtues, but he had never met any who had done it so effortlessly as Marius seemed to do.

Lieutenant Marius answered directly to Palos, transmitting orders through the five commissioned officers who traveled with their band. Beneath them, the soldiers King Gottfried had afforded to Palos were all veterans. Thirty of the rank-and-file soldiers were cavalrymen with heavy armor, short lances, and flanged maces. Their horses, though not decorated with blue and white checkered pennants like the officers, were encased in steel barding with spiked shaffrons protecting their heads. The rest of the enlisted soldiers were all well-trained light infantrymen. They carried little in the way of armor but were proficient with short swords, shields, javelins, and fists. In all, the men under Palos’s command were some of the best soldiers Karrheim had to offer. It was apparent that Gottfried wanted the mission to succeed.

“Will you tell the men what our mission entails?” Lieutenant Marius asked, his tone one of military stoicism.

Palos smiled. Marius knew just as little as everyone else. “Not entirely,” he replied. “Though they do need to at least know where we are going. I cannot tell them what we intend to do just yet, but I can tell them where to march.”

“As you command, Lord Palos,” the lieutenant replied.

Palos rode his horse in front of the army and tried to exude an air of confidence. He wasn’t sure he achieved the look, especially since the men he commanded all had decades more experience than him, but he tried nonetheless. “Men of Karrheim,” Palos began, summoning his voice from his chest and projecting it over them. “As you know, we march under direct orders from King Gottfried. Many of you have served together. You know each other well, and therefore you know the strength of our small force. We march for the Blightstone Gate!”

A murmur spread quietly through the assembled force, though it quickly dissipated. It was not the response Palos had expected, and it threw him off guard. Some of Palos’s bravado was destroyed by the tepid response. He had envisioned the soldiers cheering his cause and showing their bloodthirsty enthusiasm, which would only be outdone by his own lust for glory.

“I will let you know the rest of our mission once we cross the Rift. Until then, keep up the pace, stay focused, and . . .” He floundered, unsure what to say. In his mind, the speech had gone in an entirely different direction.

One of the men nearest to him coughed and stared at his own feet.

“Long live the king!” Palos finally shouted, awkwardly turning his horse away so he didn’t have to see the looks on the soldiers’ faces.

“Long live the king!” they dutifully shouted back. At least that part of the speech went as predicted.

Palos trotted up to the five officers at the head of the group. “Move out,” he told them curtly. At once, the men turned to spread the order among the others, and the group began to march.

Captain Holte and Lieutenant Marius brought their horses into line with Palos. “That was rather awkward,” Holte said with a smirk.

Palos silenced him with a look.

“Which path to the Blightstone Gate do you intend to take?” Marius asked.

Palos thought for a moment. “There are outposts along most of the western side of the Rift. I’d like the men to see the Rift before they have to cross it, so we will head east until we reach the city of Westhaven. Then we will turn south. We can procure new supplies in Westhaven and at some of the other outposts before we cross into eastern Vecnos.”

“Very well, my lord,” Marius replied, bowing his head slightly. “I will inform the officers and chart the course.”

“How long do you expect the journey to take?” Palos asked. He had a rough idea in his head of how many days it would have required him and Holte to make the journey by themselves, but traveling even with a small contingent of men slowed things down tremendously.

“At a casual pace, it will likely take more than a month to reach the Blightstone Gate, probably six or seven weeks, sir,” Marius said, scratching the dark stubble on his chin. “If we press the men, we could do the trip in four weeks, though they would tire.”

“At a reasonable pace, how many miles should we expect to cover each day?” Palos continued.

“In this terrain,” Marius replied, “I suspect we will travel between sixteen and twenty-four miles during the daylight. The men currently carry a large amount of salted meat, which requires time to cook each night and morning. If we exchange the meat for dry rations at Westhaven, we could potentially add another four miles to the pace. Additionally, the wagons carrying some of the arms and armor are necessarily slow. It may be feasible to leave some of the heavier equipment at Westhaven, but that is a risk, should we meet combat.”

Palos nodded. “I like you, Marius,” he said with a smile. “You’re like opening a very detailed book. I ask a question, and the answer is presented.”

The lieutenant tipped his head again. “Thank you, my lord. I live to serve.”

“How old are you?” Palos asked him.

“Twenty-seven, my lord,” Marius replied at once. “I served as an assistant to Commandant Wells on the second plateau beginning when I was fifteen. For three years I have served King Gottfried as his military recorder. It is my duty to know facts, numbers, and all manner of other things.”

“And the rank of lieutenant?” Palos asked skeptically. It was rare for civilians, even those who had professions assisting the army, to be given military titles.

“Yes, my lord,” Marius answered. “King Gottfried commissioned me as an officer when I became one of his advisors.”

Palos laughed. “He gave you access to Whitecliff and the highest rises of Karrheim,” he concluded. There were only a handful of ways anyone not of the nobility could gain access to Whitecliff. Being an officer in the military was one such way.

“I find it odd that our beloved king does not have the authority to grant such permissions to those of common birth without a commission, my lord,” Marius replied, though he lowered his voice just slightly.

“There are certain exceptions,” Palos replied absentmindedly. “Usually, a writ of passage all the way to Whitecliff would require me and my fellow nobles to approve it, and trust me, there is very little on which we ever concur.”

“And so a lieutenant I am,” Marius said.

“So you are,” Palos agreed.

“If combat does commence,” Marius went on, obviously embarrassed by his lack of authentic military experience, “I intend to fight, my lord. I witnessed enough training while I served the commandant to know how to handle a sword.”

Holte laughed behind him. “When we fight, and we will be fighting, you’ll stay with Palos until it is over,” he said sternly.

“Yes, sir,” Marius replied without hesitation. “As you command.”

It took a moment for Palos to remember that Holte, a captain, outranked the younger Marius, despite Marius’s closeness with the king. “Very well,” Palos said, defusing any tension before it could build. “I’m sure what fighting comes to pass will be a short-lived affair.” Visions of a grander war than the one he spoke of danced through his head.

[image: scene break daggers]

“No!” Rai screamed. He stretched his arms toward the pool, but his already blistered skin burned more with every inch, and he pulled his hand back almost as quickly as he had sent it out.

He backed away from the pool far enough to not fear being lit aflame by it, but he could not bring himself to look away. “Alster!” he yelled. “Alster!”

To the right side of the pool, Alster’s horse whinnied and tapped the ground nervously with a hoof. The liquid shimmered and boiled, but Alster did not emerge. Rai looked back toward where he had left Alster and Elsey before he had run through the field of shades, and luckily, Elsey had not moved. Between them, the shades still stood guard, though an empty void had been carved through their center by Alster’s wild charge.

“Alster?” Rai called toward the murky pool one last time. There was no response. Solemnly, Rai got to his feet and held his injured hands close to his chest. Everything hurt. A myriad of cuts and tears given to him by the shades lined most of his body, and the intense heat of the pool had burned almost all of the exposed skin on his hands and face. The burns were not serious enough to be fatal, but Rai wondered if he would ever look the same again. He had known a woman in Mournstead who had been burned when she was a child, and she had been treated as an outcast for her disfigurement.

Rai wanted to rub the side of his face to make the pain go away, but his skin was raw. Touching his burnt flesh was even more painful than letting the wind tear at it. Mustering his resolve, Rai collected his arrows from the ground. Curiously, he noticed how they had been changed by the water of Scalder’s Inlet. Once gray and entirely ordinary, the arrowheads had taken on a strange hue of red and orange, similar to the dagger Alster had left behind on the ground near the pool.

Mesmerized, Rai turned each of the arrowheads over in his hands, careful not to let the metal touch his injured skin. The metal felt different somehow, as though some of the pool’s liquid had been trapped inside it. The red and orange veins shifted through the arrowheads as he watched. Rai shook his head as he wondered what the liquid was doing to Alster’s body. He couldn’t imagine the pain he would feel if he touched the pool with even his fingertips. Being submerged in the pool, if it did not instantly bring death, would be excruciating.

Rai took one final look at the pool before mounting Alster’s horse. He thought of taking the dagger but quickly dispelled the notion.

“I—” Rai began, trying to think of something to say to Alster. After a moment, Rai turned the horse toward the path Alster had carved through the shades and left.

“What happened?” Elsey asked when Rai returned to the cold, snowy fringes of Scalder’s Inlet.

Rai let out a heavy sigh. “Alster fell into the water,” he said, unsure of how blunt he should be with the young girl.

Elsey looked down at the ground.

“The water was hot beyond anything you could imagine,” Rai told her. He held up his hands so she could see the burns covering them. “I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to shoot my bow again.” Rai had never been more than a simple hunter, and he was often clumsy even at that, but he knew if his fingers did not fully heal, he would never be able to hunt again.

“Should we wait?” Elsey asked past a growing lump in her throat.

“I don’t think Alster is coming back . . .” Rai said, his voice drifting off into the wind.

Elsey nodded.

“There’s supposed to be a city nearby,” Rai said, looking eastward toward the horizon. “Alistair the Fourth made this place his command post when he fought against the shades. We should try to find it, or what’s left of it.”

Again, Elsey only nodded.

Rai dismounted and helped Elsey onto the horse. He gave her his quiver of strange red arrows and wrapped a bit of fur-lined hide around his wounded hands and face, cringing and wincing with every movement. “To the east,” he said from behind the wrapping. He walked next to the horse’s face, listening to the creature breathe and watching its wounds. All the while, he wondered what he would do in the coming days, weeks, and months.

The two took a wide arc around the field of shades, careful to not get close to them but also remaining within sight of the shoreline, their only indicator that they were going in the correct direction. After a few hours and several miles, they saw what appeared to be ruins perched on the rocky coast. The land rose up from the beach around it, a small plateau of sorts reminiscent of Karrheim. On the top of the rise, several wooden pillars still stood, and bits of tattered, faded cloth fluttered in the breeze.

Rai and Elsey trudged toward the small outcropping with heavy feet. They were tired, battered, and mentally exhausted. At the top of the rise, maybe thirty feet above the ocean, Rai looked toward the field of icy pillars to the west. He could see the largest of the monoliths still standing there, but he did not detect any signs of movement. Part of him was thankful that he could no longer see the shades, but the rest of him mourned Alster.

All around them, the ruins of the small military outpost stood as a haunting reminder of both Alistair the Fourth and Alster. Rai kicked a piece of rotten wood off the edge of the rise and into the sea. “What are we doing here?” Rai asked, turning toward Elsey.

The girl shrugged. For the first time, Rai considered the sheer absurdity of their quest. Elsey and Alster were maybe sixteen years old, and he had agreed to lead them to the ends of the world.

“What is our plan?” Rai demanded. He couldn’t help but blame both Alster and Elsey for the wounds on his hands, the cold biting through his clothes, and the utter helplessness that strangled him with every passing moment.

Elsey shrank back against the flank of the horse.

“Without Alster, we have nothing. We can’t cross the Rift. We lost the gauntlets!” he yelled, throwing his hands up in defeat.

“Why did you try to help us?” Elsey asked timidly.

Rai turned back to the ocean, staring at the giant mass of ice drifting just offshore. “Do you want to know the truth?”

“Yes!” Elsey roared. Finding her resolve, she stomped up to Rai, her fist balled at her sides. “Tell me why you brought us here!”

Rai let out a curt laugh. “Do you know what else is buried in the Shadow King’s tomb? Before Alistair killed him, the king of Vecnos offered the Shadow King one hundred chests of gold as a means of surrender! The chests were so heavy they had to build special oxcarts just to move them! And you know where all that gold is buried?” His eyes were wild with greed.

“You used us!” Elsey snarled. She had never felt so much rage in her life. When she breathed, she worried that her chest would expand to its limits, devouring all the air in Vecnos to fuel the fire coursing through her veins.

Rai continued to laugh, his expression unnatural. “Of cour—” he howled, but his words were cut short as Elsey struck him in the chest. Her fist thudded into the man’s heavy clothing, and he staggered backward.

Working in the Lightbridge stables had made her arms strong, stronger than both Rai and Elsey had expected.

Rai’s long red hair danced in front of his face as he fell backward. His laughter turned to screams when his foot hit nothing but air behind him.

Elsey gasped. A split second later, she heard Rai land on the rocky shoreline below the small plateau. “No!” she yelled, but her regret was only momentary. As quickly as the new emotion had come, her anger returned, vindicating what she had done.

Hesitantly, Elsey peered over the edge. Rai’s crumpled form didn’t move. The gentle waves of the icy ocean lapped the ground a few feet from the man’s left arm.

“Rai?” Elsey said quietly. She wasn’t sure if she wanted him to be alive or not. Exhaling for what felt like the first time since Rai had revealed his true intentions, she let her hands relax. Her fingers ached from clenching her fists so tightly. Her back screamed in protest from the adrenaline.

She watched Rai’s body for several minutes before turning away. Thoroughly confused, she returned to the horse with a blank expression on her face. She thought she should feel some kind of remorse, but Rai’s callous arrogance kept replaying over and over in her mind. “He was a liar,” she told herself, though she wondered what she had become—and if it was worse than a liar.

Sometime in the middle of the night, Elsey shivered under the makeshift shelter she had constructed from the ruins. She didn’t try to sleep or eat. Instead, she sat in the darkness with her back against her sleeping horse’s side, thinking.

More than anything, Elsey thought of her father. She longed for his direction, his calming voice, and his steadfast commitment to doing what was right. “Father, tell me what to do . . .” she whispered into the darkness. No one whispered back.


Chapter 13



Transformation

Just before sunrise, when Vecnos was still covered in moonlight, Elsey led her horse to the shore. She stood twenty feet from Rai’s body. “Rai?” she called out, though she knew he wouldn’t respond.

She approached him, her heart pounding furiously in her chest, and saw what she had wrought. The stony soil around Rai’s head was stained with the man’s blood. His neck was twisted at an impossible angle, and his tongue lolled out of his mouth, rigid and covered with frost.

A wave of nausea surged through Elsey’s body, and she rushed to the sea, vomiting into the icy water. Staring at her uneven, distorted reflection in the edge of the water, she fought to gain control of her emotions.

“What have I become?” she asked her reflection.

All she heard was the ocean.
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Heat was all he felt. The horror of being burned alive was the only perceivable thought he could process.

His mouth opened to scream, and a torrent of boiling liquid washed into his body, cooking his organs from the inside as it charred the flesh from his bones on the outside. He tried to swim upward. His fingertips felt nothing but pain—no ice, no air, no salvation. Closing his eyes to the boiling death all around, he redoubled his efforts for a final lunge.

His arms reached toward the opening of Scalder’s Inlet—and then he was alive.

In some sort of fevered, death-driven haze, Alster was alive, and he felt no pain. He stood, his feet connecting to what felt like the bottom of the ocean, and he could see. A round circle of light was the only thing visible to him, but he could see it nonetheless.

When he tried to breathe, he felt nothing. No air moved into his mouth or lungs. With no other option before him, Alster pushed off from whatever was beneath him. He felt the resistance of water weighing down his body, so he stretched his arms above his head once more to swim.

A glimmer of red caught his eye. Something flashed, and he thought it was a gemstone or some other object clutched in his hand, but his fingers were outstretched—he held nothing. Then he realized the glow was emanating from his hands, not from some object he possessed.

Alster reached the circle of light on the surface and burst forth, erupting from Scalder’s Inlet in a shower of molten fluid. He spat onto the ground, spilling the boiling liquid from his mouth like a fountain. Coughing heavily, he pulled himself forward, lifting his body from the hole and collapsing onto the steaming ground.

Pillars of scalding vapor ascended from his back, where they rose to entwine with the night sky. When his coughing subsided and he breathed normal air once more, Alster looked down at his hands in disbelief. He had been wearing Alistair’s gauntlets when he had fallen into the pool, and they had melted into his flesh. His skin pulsed in time with his heartbeat, his veins brilliantly outlined with the same red filigree that had been etched into the armor.

When he flexed his hands, Alster did not feel the incredible burn of Scalder’s Inlet or even a trace of soreness. Instead, he felt strength. He felt the power of Alistair the Fourth taking over his body and filling the muscles of his arms with life. A few feet from the pool, he saw his dagger sticking up from the ground, blade buried in the dirt. Slowly, he pulled the weapon free and gripped it in his hand. It had not changed, but his connection to it had grown immensely. Without even looking, he knew exactly where the weapon was, how it was angled, and how it balanced in his fingers.

A smile crept onto Alster’s face. He wondered if Alistair the Fourth had bathed in Scalder’s Inlet or if anyone in the history of Vecnos had previously attempted such a feat. He tucked the dagger into his belt and turned, remembering the field of pillars and the army of shades only a few paces from where he stood. Everything was silent.

“Rai!” he called. He heard nothing. “Elsey!” he called again. No sound answered his voice. In the pale moonlight, he could see almost all of the pillars standing guard. They cast small shadows, but none of them held shades.

When Alster looked back down at his hands, the red glow highlighting his veins had vanished, and he appeared normal once more. He took a step forward, and a familiar twinge shot through his legs. He knew his arms had been somehow emboldened by the gauntlets that had melted into his skin, but the rest of his body remained unchanged.

“If I find Alistair’s greaves, perhaps my legs will be healed,” he said aloud with a laugh. The thought of willingly entering Scalder’s Inlet filled him with a strange mixture of fear and hope. He shook his head.

“Elsey! Elsey!” he yelled into the frozen air, but no response met his ears.

When Alster moved away from the pool, he felt the frigid bite of ice once again cutting through his body. He couldn’t explain it, but he considered himself lucky that his clothes had not been destroyed by the heat of the liquid. In fact, they weren’t even wet. With a sigh, Alster wrapped his heavy cloak tighter around his body and began trudging eastward. He didn’t know how long he had been underwater or where his companions might have gone. When he reached the place where he remembered waiting for Rai with Elsey, he saw no tracks. There were a few impressions in the dirt, but the ground was too cold to leave enough evidence for Alster to follow.

Without any other options, he set out toward the east, continuing along the path he and the others had intended to take. As he saw it, he had no choice but to move. He had no food, no horse, and no shelter.

It was nearly sunrise when Alster came upon the ruins of Alistair’s ancient command post. His legs throbbed with pain, and his stomach continually rumbled with hunger. Near the top of the slanted plateau, he saw what appeared to be a makeshift shelter assembled from various poles and pieces of cloth stacked on top of each other.

“Rai!” Alster called from the bottom of the rise. “Elsey! Anyone!” His throat burned from shouting in the cold, dry weather, and it made his voice crack.

From the shore, he thought he heard a horse whinny. He couldn’t tell if the noise was an illusion created by his weary mind or something real, but it gave him a purpose.

“Rai! Elsey!” he yelled again, hobbling toward the coast.

“Alster?” he heard a female voice call back to him through the wind.

“Elsey!” he shouted in response. He tried to hurry to her, eager to learn what had happened and how long he had been underwater, but he stumbled on the loose, rocky soil. He fell forward, pangs of sharp pain radiating through his legs as he tried to catch himself. When his hands hit the ground, they flared to life with lines of red, as if the impact with the ground had reignited the fire within his veins.

Just then, Elsey came around the side of the rise, leading their horse. “Alster!” she exclaimed, but she stopped short when she saw the light coming from Alster’s hands.

“Elsey!” Alster yelled back. He saw the apprehension on her face and tried to hide his hands behind his back as he got up off the ground. “I’m alright. It doesn’t hurt.”

“What . . . What happened?” Elsey stammered.

“I don’t know,” Alster quickly responded. “I fell into the pool when I jumped from the horse.”

“You jumped from the horse?” Elsey asked, her eyes darting to Alster’s crippled legs.

“The dagger made me stronger,” he clarified.

“And your hands?” Elsey asked. She walked the horse closer to him, but she stayed about ten paces away.

“I don’t know,” Alster explained, showing her the red glow, which was already beginning to fade. “I think Alistair’s gauntlets melted into my body when I fell in the pool.”

“What does it feel like?” she asked.

Alster shook his head. “I don’t really feel any different, even when the light is there.”

“And when does the light appear?”

“It was there when I climbed out of the pool, but then it faded. It only came back when I tripped,” he answered.

“Hold out your hand,” Elsey told him. She picked up a small rock and threw it at Alster’s open palm. Nothing happened.

“I’m not sure it works like that,” he said with a chuckle.

“Well,” Elsey said, scratching her head. “What do we do now?”

“Where’s Rai?” Alster asked. He looked past Elsey and their horse but saw no one.

“He—” Elsey began. She pointed to the top of the rise where her makeshift camp was. The sun’s rays were just beginning to find their way through the clouds, revealing the jagged, icy landscape in the full glory of dawn. “He fell.”

“From up there?” Alster asked in disbelief.

Elsey nodded.

“He’s dead?” Alster wasn’t sure what to make of the news. In less than a day, his already tumultuous life had changed wildly. “How did it happen?”

“He just fell,” Elsey lied. She avoided Alster’s gaze, content to stare at the rocks near her feet.

“Should we . . .” Alster’s voice wavered. “Should we bury him or something?” he asked awkwardly.

“I don’t think we brought a shovel,” Elsey reminded him.

“Where is he?”

“Over here,” Elsey said grimly, leading the way. She showed him to the other side of the small rise, where Rai’s corpse was still crumpled in a grotesque heap.

Alster took his walking stick from their horse and hobbled over to Rai’s dead body. “He’s dead,” he said, though he had no idea what else he had expected to find. He nudged the body with his stick. “We should take his cloak.”

“You’d steal from the dead?” Elsey asked.

Alster shivered as a fresh gust of wind bit at his skin. “Yes,” he said without hesitation. “Help me take it off him.”

An hour or so later, Elsey and Alster sat at the edge of the ocean with all of Rai’s belongings divided between them. Elsey held the man’s bow and quiver, but she felt like a thief, and a murderous one at that. She didn’t even know how to shoot the weapon.

“We know where the Blightstone Gate is,” Alster said quietly. His mind reeled with unknown possibilities. Without Rai to guide them, he wasn’t sure where to go, though he saw no reason to stop searching for Alistair the Fourth’s tomb.

“Sort of,” Elsey responded. “We know which direction to go for now, but where do we go after that?”

Alster thought for a moment. “Rai said the soldiers at the Blightstone Gate might recognize me and allow us through. Maybe we could get one of them to lead us to Mournstead.”

Elsey smiled. “Rai said the soldiers would recognize the symbol on the gauntlets and allow us to cross, not that they would recognize your face,” she corrected.

“Well, that may not work,” Alster said with a laugh. “But we will never know until we try.”

Elsey did not object.

“I want to find his greaves,” Alster added quietly. “Maybe . . .”

“When should we leave?” Elsey asked. She knew why the greaves would be important, and she didn’t want to subject Alster to explaining any further. Despite her relatively massive amount of warm clothing, she still shivered whenever the wind found her skin.

With the help of his walking stick, Alster got to his feet. He brushed off some of the dirt and frost from Rai’s heavy cloak. “We should leave now. It will be warmer farther from the coast.” He looked back toward the field of pillars marking Scalder’s Inlet. “I don’t think we should stay here.”

Elsey nodded. “Eastward, then,” she said. After she helped Alster climb atop their horse, she set their course toward the rising sun. She had to shield her eyes from the light, but it felt right to be moving. And it felt right to leave behind the corpse of the man she had killed.


Chapter 14



Westhaven

Palos shifted from side to side in his saddle. His back hurt and his legs were sore. It had been three weeks since he set out from Karrheim, and those long weeks in the saddle had wreaked havoc on his spine. Palos loved to ride, but he hadn’t taken such a long journey since his youth, and he was too proud to ask Lieutenant Marius for advice. The younger man seemed to love riding for such long distances, somehow immune to the effects of the saddle.

On the horizon, the once-marvelous city of Westhaven still stood, marking the edge of the Rift. “We’re here,” Palos announced. He had been to Westhaven only once before, and the city unnerved him.

Holte sighed. “How long do you plan on staying?”

“Not a moment longer than we must,” Palos replied. He turned to Marius at his left. “Requisition the supplies we need and exchange any of the horses who might be flagging.”

“Yes, my lord,” Marius replied. “We should depart Westhaven within two days.”

“Good.” Palos nodded and urged his mount forward.

The road to Westhaven was well-worn, and it suffered from a serious lack of maintenance. Once, before the Rift tore Vecnos apart, Westhaven had been known by a different name. Karrheim had always been the seat of kings, but Westhaven was once the administrative capital of Vecnos, housing the bureaucrats, nobles, the royal treasury, and an expansive military academy. It had been a bustling metropolis full of grand theaters and other public displays of culture. Then, after much of the city had fallen into the Rift, almost all of the populace fled. Now it looked more like a city on the very brink of abandonment. It was one of the final pieces of western Vecnos before the desolation that was the east.

Two great statues marked the entrance to the city. Palos watched the marble-hewn kings staring down at him as he passed beneath, their stony visages fixed into disapproving snarls for eternity. Ahead of the statues, the streets of Westhaven were nearly empty. A few citizens, almost all of them government officials paid by King Gottfried to maintain the city, carried on with their daily tasks, though none of them stopped to take notice of the small army. Soldiers coming and going near the Rift was a common occurrence.

A wondrous marble fountain stood in the center of the city, its central pillar reaching far into the sky. Behind the fountain, a cold, gray stone wall marked the edge of the Rift. Guardhouses had been erected every hundred yards or so along the wall, and Palos saw a few soldiers sitting in them, playing dice or drinking.

“Hello!” Palos called to the nearest guardhouse. “Soldier!”

One of the men looked over the side of the guardhouse with a frown. He wore a chainmail hauberk under a blue and white tabard, though nothing else about the man indicated he was prepared to fight. “What do you want?” the man called back.

“The stables,” Palos replied. “Which direction to the stables?”

The man pointed north along the wall with a lazy flick of his hand before returning to whatever game he played with the other soldiers in the guardhouse.

Palos sighed. He considered chastising the man for his insolence, but he knew it would change nothing. The men stationed to watch the Rift had one of the most boring jobs he could imagine. Few people ever tried to cross the Rift, and they certainly did not attempt such a journey near a town full of royal guards.

It didn’t take long for Palos to find Westhaven’s garrison. The garrison commander, a middle-aged man with a bald head, bushy eyebrows, and a gut that extended far beyond his belt, came out to greet them. “Welcome to Westhaven!” the commander said jovially, waving to Palos and his entourage of officers.

“Well met,” Palos called back to him. He dismounted and handed his reins to an attendant who came up to meet him.

“One of my men watching the road told me of your arrival, though we have had little time to prepare a proper welcome,” the commander said.

Palos shook the man’s hand. He smelled like ale and old cheese, and his fingers were greasy. “Our journey has been unannounced,” the lord told him. “Our orders are only known to myself and a handful of people other than King Gottfried. Tell me, how are your supplies?” He puffed out his chest as he spoke, emboldened by his royal orders.

The garrison commander nodded curtly, letting the questions in his mind go unanswered. “Only a few hundred people still bother to live in this strange place,” he replied. “Luckily, Karrheim still keeps us provisioned, fearing the Rift, as you would expect. We have everything you need and then some. My men will see to it that your contingent is well-stocked and back on the road in no time.”

“Good,” Palos said. “Make sure they have plenty to eat and drink, and we may need to borrow a few of your horses.”

“Certainly, my lord,” the man said. “Our stable houses fifty at the moment, each animal bred for war.”

Palos nodded. He gazed around the city, taking in the sights, what few they were, from where he stood. The military complex was impressive, large enough to rival some of the buildings in Karrheim, but everything else was old and dilapidated. “It has been many years since I have visited Westhaven,” Palos said. “The last time I was here, some old lunatic kept going on about some method he had for bottling the Rift. I wonder, is that man still alive?”

The commander smiled. “You met old Master Reiken?” the man said with a laugh. “He’s been dead for ten years or more, but his students still live here.”

“Students?” Palos asked curiously.

“A damned cult if you ask me,” the commander replied. “Come, I’ll take you to them. Always a sight to see, that lot.”

Confident that Holte and Marius would handle all of the important work to be done in Westhaven, Palos shrugged. He followed the commander a little way farther north along the wall until they reached the ruin of what appeared to be an old mansion. The Rift had torn the building down the center, leaving gaping holes in the roof and a stone wall running through what used to be the kitchen.

“This place hasn’t changed a bit,” Palos remarked.

The garrison commander walked up to the mansion’s front door and pushed it open. A small splinter of wood came off near one of the hinges as the door swung loudly inward. “Hello?” the portly man called inside. They could hear a few people shuffling about somewhere to their right, but no one responded. “This way.” The man led Palos toward a staircase that had been built against the city wall.

“You know these people?” Palos asked. The whole building reeked of mold. He couldn’t imagine visiting the place often, much less living in such squalor.

“I deal with them from time to time,” the commander replied. “Every few weeks, they seem to set something on fire, though they continue to claim they’re closer and closer to whatever they insist they’re trying to achieve.”

When they reached the top of the staircase, Palos was reminded of why he had wanted to make a stop in Westhaven. There were other garrisons he could have visited, but Westhaven was the only one built adjacent to the Rift. From the top of the wall, the Rift was magnificent. Tendrils of purple and black magic writhed in the fissure below like the arms of some giant sea creature.

All along the massive scar, pockets of dark gas pulsed from the ground, ripping free from bubbling blisters every few minutes. “A true sight to behold, yes?” the garrison commander mused. He smiled as he gazed upon the Rift, surveying it as though it was some prized tract of land he was considering selling.

“Indeed,” Palos replied absentmindedly. To his left, a handful of cult-like alchemists worked busily in a wooden hut constructed partway over the wall itself. From their workstation, several buckets hung on ropes down into the Rift. The purple mist lingered around the buckets, some of it collecting in the bottoms of the containers. As Palos watched, one of the men hoisted a bucket up into the workstation. Moving gingerly, the man placed the bucket beneath a large glass plate, where the mist began to condense into a liquid. At the end of the glass, the liquid ran off into an oddly shaped alembic.

“How goes the progress?” the commander called to the men.

One of the alchemists looked up from a beaker of the purple liquid with a puzzled expression on his face. “Progress is not the child of interruption,” he chastised before returning to his work.

“I sit on the king’s high court,” Palos told the men. “I’m sure Gottfried would be interested in knowing what you do here.” That got their attention.

The man watching the liquid condense turned to regard them once more, his expression promptly softening. “Apologies, my lord,” he began. “We have been working to understand the nature of the Rift. We want to see if it can be harnessed for practical applications.”

“See?” Palos said with a condescending smile. “That wasn’t so hard. Now tell me, what sort of applications do you expect to discover?”

The man shifted nervously from foot to foot. “Do you wish to see a demonstration?”

“Of course,” Palos was quick to reply.

The man turned to a wooden crate resting on a bench behind him. Inside, padded with straw, rested a dozen or so glass orbs filled with the condensed liquid, each one roughly the size of an apple. Moving slowly, he took one of the vials from the box and delicately brought it over to Palos.

“Do you think you can throw it across the Rift?” the man asked, presenting the sphere in the palm of his hand.

Palos nodded. The Rift was deep, but it was not very wide. “What will happen?” he asked. He held the orb carefully, afraid the cork on the top might leak if he tipped it accidentally.

“We never know for sure,” the man answered. “Sometimes the result is quite impressive, though not always.”

“Let’s see,” Palos said. He heaved the glass orb across the Rift as hard as he could. The purple liquid sloshed as the sphere traveled through the air, and some of the taller tendrils shrank back from the object’s path.

The glass shattered on a ruined cobblestone street on the other side of the Rift. As it exploded, a dark, circular area of shadow splattered against the stones. At once, the ring of shadows erupted into motion. Grasping hands of congealed shadow reached upward, thrashing at the air, searching for something to rip apart.

The shadows disappeared a few seconds later with a sizzle. “Very impressive,” Palos said, truly amazed. He imagined what would have happened had an enemy soldier, one of Hademar’s men, been standing there.

“Thank you, my lord,” the man said rather jovially. “Not every sphere produces the same results, though the shadow pool, as we call it, seems to be the most common.”

“How can you tell which result will come from which orb?” Palos asked. The possibility of using such missiles in battle intrigued him greatly.

“As of now, we cannot,” the alchemist said. He showed another orb to Palos, one with a more reddish hue than purple. “The red ones are mixed with copper. When they land, they usually set things on fire.”

“And how many such orbs have you created?”

“Eighteen,” the man said proudly. “Well, seventeen now.”

“Excellent,” Palos said. “I will be requisitioning them for official use. Pack them as best you know how and have them delivered to Captain Holte, my second.”

The garrison commander beamed. “You see why we let them continue their work,” he said happily. “Once the formula is perfected, Westhaven will be an important city again.”

Palos imagined hundreds of stations built all along the wall to pull the mysterious steam from the Rift. With more alchemists and glass blowers, hundreds of the orbs could be manufactured each day for use in the coming war. “Westhaven is important, commander,” Palos said with genuine sincerity.

“Thank you, my lord,” the man replied.
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Alster and Elsey headed inland before they continued eastward. They moved away from the towering ice, the field of obelisk-bound shades, and, most of all, the biting cold. Several days after they left the ruins of Alistair’s former command post, they decided to depart from the Frosted Coast altogether, moving far inland and soon losing sight of the towering mountain of ice floating upon the sea.

Away from the cold, the landscape changed drastically. Happy to be free of their heavy cloaks, they returned to the scrubland south of the forest that dominated central Vecnos.

Elsey barely spoke as the two of them journeyed. She kept to herself, mostly walking several paces ahead of Alster on his horse, and even when they stopped to eat, she hardly said a word.

“How long has it been since we left the estate?” Alster asked casually as they watched the horse drink from a small stream they had been following.

Elsey looked up at him with dull eyes. “A month?” she guessed. Neither of them had been counting the days.

“You’re probably right,” Alster agreed. “Sometimes it feels longer than that.”

Elsey nodded.

“We probably only have another week’s worth of food left,” Alster said with a sigh. He rummaged through the saddlebag, separating the dried fruit and nuts from the rest of the venison Rai had hidden from their strange guide. “We could make it last for ten days if we cut back.” He looked at the quiver Elsey still wore on her back. “Do you know how to hunt?”

“My father taught me how to trap mice in the stables,” she replied. “I’m not very useful.”

Alster didn’t know what to say.

“We passed a small road a couple of days ago, remember?” Alster finally said to change the subject. “It has to lead to a town. Maybe we can trade something for more food.”

“Sure,” Elsey agreed. She didn’t look up from the stream.

“What’s wrong with you?” Alster blurted. He regretted being so tactless almost instantly, but he let the question stand.

Finally, Elsey brought her eyes up to meet Alster’s gaze. Her visage hardened as she formulated her response. “I killed Rai,” she finally said, her voice low.

“What?”

“Rai didn’t fall from the ledge. I pushed him.”

Though she tried to keep her voice steady and her resolve intact, Alster could see she struggled against the emotion welling up inside her. “Why?” he muttered, clearly dumbfounded.

“Didn’t you ever think it was strange how he just offered to help you find the tomb of the Shadow King without asking for anything in return?” she explained. Her voice rose as she spoke, as though she was trying her hardest to keep her emotions in check.

“Well,” Alster began, but he stopped. He had considered the possibility at first, but the thought of finding Alistair’s armor had easily overshadowed all the doubts he had felt. “Now that I think about it, you’re right. We should not have trusted him so readily.”

“He was going to betray you,” Elsey said forcefully, her brow furrowed with anger.

“It’s over now,” was all Alster could think to say.

“I killed him,” she repeated. “He said something about chests full of gold being in the tomb, about betraying us, and I pushed him off the ledge.”

“You—”

“He would have killed us both once he got the gold!” Elsey shouted. The lie tasted sour in her mouth.

“No one will ever know,” Alster told her quietly.

“I will,” Elsey was quick to respond. “I see him falling from the ledge every time I close my eyes. I see Rai’s broken body next to the ocean. I can’t get it out of my head!”

“Look, Elsey, I don’t—” he tried to say.

“Let’s just get to the road,” Elsey said, cutting him off.

Alster nodded. “It should be this way,” he said sullenly.

A few hours of tense silence later, Alster and Elsey found the small dirt path they had seen before. The road went northeast, a relatively straight path of packed soil and wagon tracks. “It looks like someone used this road recently,” Alster said after they came upon a series of somewhat fresh horse droppings.

“Every road has to lead somewhere,” was Elsey’s only reply.

After several more miles, they began to see small farms with cottages and barns off to the sides of the road. It was apparent that few people traveled the road on any regular basis, but it did bring them a measure of comfort to see the trappings of civilization once again.

Around nightfall, they saw two great figures looming ahead and flanking the road. “We’re here,” Elsey said.

“Wherever here might be,” Alster replied.

They saw no one as they neared the huge statues marking the entrance to the strange place they had found. Two carved marble figures looked down at them from either side of the road. They wore crowns and flowing capes, and each had a stone sword strapped to its side. Farther ahead, a modest collection of buildings was scattered along a tangle of streets, though most of them appeared too rundown to still be in use.

Once they were in the city proper, Alster finally saw someone. A man dressed in the blue and white checkers of the Karrheim military sat in front of a dimly lit tavern and struggled to cut through a piece of food with his knife. From the way he rocked back and forth on the barrel he used for a chair, it was easy to see he was drunk. Inside the tavern, Alster heard a few voices, but not many.

“What is this place?” Elsey asked no one in particular. She gazed at the darkening town square. Deeper into the city, a large stone wall with fixed battlements rose from the ground, almost cutting the city in half.

The drunkard laughed when he saw Alster and Elsey approaching him. He lifted his old knife and pointed the blade at the two. “What do you want?” he slurred loudly, spitting little pieces of fruit as he spoke.

“What is the name of this place?” Alster asked. He ignored the man’s confrontational attitude, hoping to learn at least where they were.

The drunk turned a bit on his barrel and pointed up to the painted sign hanging above his head. “You blind?” he laughed, spitting more of his food onto the street. “That’s a mug of beer, is it not?”

Alster sighed. “Obviously,” he muttered under his breath. “But what is the name of this town? I don’t care about the tavern.”

The drunken soldier stood up from his barrel, and his ruddy expression quickly turned sour. “You mocking me, boy?” he shouted, stumbling forward with his knife held out before him.

Alster tried to urge his horse backward, but the creature only whinnied beneath him. “No!” he shouted back at the man. “We don’t want to fight.”

Beside him, Elsey crept to the side of the building as inconspicuously as she could. Luckily, the drunk didn’t seem to pay her any attention. When she was behind the corner of the building, she took Rai’s bow from its place on the quiver and strung it. Her hands shook from nervousness as she nocked an arrow.

“It was just a question!” Alster yelled at the man. He thought of galloping forward, of simply leaving the drunk in the street, but he couldn’t leave Elsey. Before he thought to draw Alistair’s dagger from his belt, the drunk slashed at his leg. Alster tried to move away from the attack, but his crippled muscles responded too slowly to be effective.

The knife cut into Alster’s shin, but there wasn’t enough strength behind the blade to inflict any serious damage. “Time to teach you a lesson, boy!” the man bellowed. He grabbed Alster’s leg with a meaty hand and pulled, ripping the boy violently from the horse’s back.

All the air rushed out of Alster’s lungs when he crashed onto the hard-packed ground. He didn’t know if the drunk had lunged after him or simply fell, but either way, the man was upon him in an instant.

Alster yelled for help. He thought he saw movement in the window to his right, but he couldn’t be sure. Above him, the drunken soldier’s breath filled his nostrils. The man leaned back and balled his left hand into a fist. The punch landed, and Alster’s head cracked painfully against the ground.

A second strike came almost as quickly as the first, and he felt a bit of blood welling up in his mouth from where his teeth had crunched together on his tongue. Alster tried to push the man off of him, but he was far too weak. All he managed to do was flail awkwardly to the side of the man’s broad shoulders as a third punch hit him on the side of the jaw.

The soldier gasped.

Red light pulsed from Alster’s hands, filling the space between him and the soldier. The man fell backward on his rear and tried to scramble away on his hands, his face a mask of terror and drunken confusion. Alster turned back toward his horse as quickly as he could. He grabbed the side of the creature’s mane and used it to pull himself fully upright.

The man pointed at Alster’s glowing hands from his position on the ground. “Sorcerer!” he shouted. He kicked wildly from his back, causing the horse to retreat a step.

Suddenly unbalanced, Alster lost his tenuous hold on the horse and tumbled forward, falling directly to the left of the drunken soldier. At the same time, Alster saw the door to the pub fly open, and several other soldiers spilled forth into the street with mugs of beer in their hands.

Alster’s drunken assailant shrieked and screamed, drawing the attention of the others in the street. When Alster managed to get to his knees, he saw what he had wrought. The man’s shadow, cast by the faint light coming from the tavern window to the right, struggled against Alster’s red hands as though it was its own sentient being. It writhed and clawed, tearing at the air above it, trying to rip the skin from the boy’s arms.

With fury in his eyes, Alster slammed his left hand back into the dirt. He felt the shadow’s essence, its incorporeal form, squirming under his grasp. Alster wasn’t sure what he had done. His hands pulsed with violent energy. Somewhere deep inside his mind, he felt the urge to drink the man’s shadow.

With a primal growl, Alster sank his hand deeper into the shadow until his fingers were bleeding against the stony ground. The man who owned the shadow screamed again, and the other soldiers in the street drew their swords, though none of them dared move closer to the scene.

Alster yanked his hand upward in one clean, fast motion. The sound that followed his movement thundered through the street and knocked him several feet backward. When he opened his eyes, the man’s shadow, his shade, stood to its full height. Alster wasn’t sure if it was terror or something he had done, but the drunken soldier slumped quietly onto his back.

The shade hissed and screeched. Its arms spread wide as if it meant to engulf Alster where he knelt. Then, in an instant, an arrow flew through the side of the shade’s body, shredding it to pieces.

Seconds passed that felt like hours in the quiet street.

The man on the ground slowly shriveled. His body deflated and went completely limp. It looked like the only thing remaining was the man’s skin.

Then, nearly a full minute later, the soldiers by the tavern door began to scream. “Tell the commander!” one of them shouted, stumbling into his friends. The trio of blue-and-white-clad soldiers pushed each other out of the way in their haste to flee. One of them tripped badly, probably breaking his wrist, but he was on his feet in a heartbeat, sprinting away from the boy and the corpse.

To his right, Alster saw Elsey crouched, Rai’s bow in her trembling hands.

“Come on!” Alster roared at her. He didn’t feel the burst of strength he normally felt after slaying a shade, but then again, he hadn’t been the one who had killed the shade.

In one quick motion, Elsey sprang from the ground and slid the bow over her shoulder. She ran toward the horse, vaulting onto its back with ease. She held out her hand to help Alster up behind her, and he could see the veins bulging in her forearm. Her grip on his hand felt like soft metal being pressed in a vise. Without any real effort, Elsey hoisted him onto the horse’s back, and they took off.

Elsey steered the mount down a tight alley on the far side of the tavern. Junk and debris were scattered everywhere, but the horse charged through it all without hesitation. “Toward that wall,” Alster said, pointing to his left. “We can follow it out of the city.”

The horse veered left at the next intersection of dilapidated streets and crumbling buildings. Elsey pushed the beast hard, its hooves drumming a furious rhythm into the street. Before long, they were riding parallel to the strange stone wall that bisected the city, heading south. They heard some commotion behind them, but it sounded distant, perhaps even unrelated to the chaos they had caused.


Chapter 15



Discovery

“Sir!” a soldier yelled, bursting into the room where Palos was staying and jolting him awake.

“What is it?” Palos shouted back. Startled, he rubbed the sleep from his eyes and quickly rolled from his bed. He was naked, but he didn’t care.

“Sir, there’s been an attack,” the man said.

“Where?” Palos growled. A long silk robe hung on a wooden peg next to his door. He grabbed it and wrapped it around his body. His sword belt was there as well, and he wasted no time buckling it around his waist.

“The Rifty Wench, a tavern down on the main road,” the man explained.

Palos stopped for a moment. “If you woke me in such a manner for a tavern brawl, I’ll kill you,” he said flatly.

The soldier swallowed hard. “No, my lord, not a brawl,” he clarified. “Someone killed one of the men.” The man trembled in the hallway, and his vision darted around the walls.

“Spit it out!” the lord barked.

The soldier shook his head. “I don’t know how to describe it,” he stammered, obviously confused. “Like something, or someone, drained him—killed him without ever touching him.”

Palos grunted in acknowledgment. “Summon Captain Holte and Lieutenant Marius at once. Have them meet me at the scene,” he commanded the soldier before rushing out of the small room.

Once he reached the street, Palos wondered where his horse had been taken. He knew roughly where the stables were, but he didn’t know the city well enough to get his bearings at night. Palos spotted one of Westhaven’s residents walking nearby and quickly accosted the woman. “The Rifty Wench!” he shouted in her face. “Which direction?”

Frightened, the woman shrank backward, but she pointed south nonetheless.

When Palos arrived at the Rifty Wench, the rest of the tavern’s patrons had gathered in the street. They were forming a semicircle around the corpse, and Palos promptly barged through.

The soldier’s body looked strikingly similar to Wilkes’s corpse. All the substance of it, the volume, was gone. “Which way did the killer run?” Palos shouted.

“He had a horse,” one of the soldiers replied.

Palos shook his head. He considered rousing his contingent and having them do a sweep of the city, but he knew investigation on such a large scale rarely turned up a perpetrator. If the killer had a horse, he was long gone.

“All right,” Palos began after a moment of contemplation. “Back to the garrison. Unless any of you saw something important, I don’t need you lingering around to spread rumors.” All but one of the men left, most muttering wild theories to each other. The one who stayed wasn’t wearing the blue and white checkers of Karrheim, and Palos took him to be local.

“Sir,” the man began hesitantly.

Palos recognized him as the same soldier who had greeted him from the top of the wall earlier that day. “Did you see something?” Palos asked.

The man pointed across the street to another building. “An arrow, over there,” he said. “Though the archer missed.”

Palos walked to the building and looked back, tracing the arrow’s path in his mind. “Did you see who fired it?” he asked, hoping to get a solid lead.

“No, sir,” the man said. “It came from around the corner of the tavern. Must have been someone lying in wait.”

“An ambush?” Palos asked skeptically. “Who was this man? Someone important?”

Marius and Holte arrived on the scene, out of breath and still strapping their weapons to their sides.

“Did you know this man? Who was he?” Palos asked the two officers.

Marius leaned over the corpse. “I was told someone was drained, but I had no idea what to expect,” he said quietly.

“Did you know him?” Palos asked for the third time.

“No,” Lieutenant Marius finally concluded. “He was just a soldier.”

“So if it was an ambush, it was likely random,” Palos surmised.

“Unless he carried some personal vendetta with him,” Captain Holte added. He shot Palos a knowing glance.

Marius shook his head and backed away from the corpse. “What could do such a thing?” he muttered.

Palos turned to the local soldier who still stood in the road. “There was someone waiting with the bow, and there was another man fighting our soldier in the street?”

“Yes, my lord,” the soldier replied. “I didn’t get a good look at him, but he had a horse with him. He looked young, maybe sixteen, but it was hard to tell.”

Palos considered the new information. “An assassin so young seems unlikely,” he thought aloud. Turning back to the corpse, he commanded the local soldier to leave.

“You know something, my lord,” Marius said when the three of them were alone.

Holte let out a curt laugh. “Shadow magic,” he spat. He pricked the fallen soldier in the side of the neck with his sword, and the subsequent lack of blood proved his point. “You’ve studied the history of the shades, yes?”

Marius nodded.

“When a shade is killed, the shadowlith who summoned it dies.” He pointed at the body. “Then they look like this.”

“Shades and shadowliths?” Marius stammered, his eyes going wide. “I thought they were all dead.”

“Ha! One of the worst-kept secrets in all of Vecnos,” Holte replied. “There are always people trying to learn the old shadow magic, though most of them never succeed.”

“So this man was a shadowlith?” Marius asked.

“It would seem,” Palos answered quietly. “There was a similar incident before we departed.” He considered telling the lieutenant more but shook the thought away. “A man was killed in exactly the same manner.”

“There might be a shade hunter following us,” Holte said flatly.

“How many shadowliths are there?” Marius asked.

Palos ensured no one was within earshot before he answered. “There may be more than we thought,” he whispered, leaning close to the two officers. “Our mission here concerns them.”

Marius nodded as it all began to come together in his head.

“Hademar has returned to Vecnos, at Mournstead. He seeks shadow magic to bring his wife back from the dead,” Palos went on.

“And we’re to stop him,” Marius finished.

Palos smiled. “Exactly.” He turned to speak directly to Captain Holte. “Burn the body. Station guards throughout the city. If there is a shade hunter tailing us, I want him captured. Once we have enough supplies to leave, I’ll tell the men what we are doing out here. Understood?”

The captain gave a curt nod to Palos.

Marius plucked the arrow from the wall where it was lodged and turned it over in his hands. “No poison,” he said. “A planned ambush feels more and more unlikely. Any true assassin would not have missed.”

“He would have also taken his arrow with him,” Palos added. Marius handed it to him. “Completely unremarkable,” Palos said, running his fingers along its length. “This is a simple hunting arrow. The fletchers in Karrheim make far different missiles for our archers. Perhaps this was an isolated incident, though the coincidence is too much to write off.”

“Amateurs.” Marius laughed. “Amateur assassins of some sort, perhaps. A poorly executed ambush.”

“You might be right,” Palos replied.

“Still, sleep lightly,” Marius said. “I’ll send one of my officers to guard your door, my lord.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Palos said. With that, he left the street, confident that his officers would execute his commands perfectly.
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Near the southern limit of the town, Elsey pulled her horse to a stop. They hadn’t seen any signs of pursuit, though the horse would have easily allowed them to escape any of the soldiers on foot. Luckily, the city was so deserted they never saw anyone, much less soldiers.

“What did you do to that man?” Elsey asked breathlessly when they were safely hidden behind a roofless building.

“I . . .” he stammered. “I don’t think I did anything. You were the one who shot him, remember?”

Elsey slid down from the horse’s back and began to pace. “I wasn’t aiming for him,” she said after a moment. “I shot his shadow.”

“You got stronger, didn’t you?” Alster said, his voice suddenly full of wonder.

Elsey nodded.

“That man was a shadowlith,” Alster continued. “He must have been. You killed his shade, which killed him.”

“I don’t know,” Elsey said, taking the bow from her shoulder and returning it to the side of the quiver on her back. “You said the shadowliths were all dead. Why would that man be one of them?”

“Maybe . . .” Alster trailed off. He tried to remember what he had felt when he touched the man’s shadow, when his arms had glowed red. “I think I might have . . . pulled . . . his shadow away.”

“You separated his body from his shadow?” Elsey asked.

“I don’t know.”


Chapter 16



Shadows of Doubt

Palos was tired. He had always had trouble returning to sleep once someone had woken him, and the previous night was no different. When the sun broke through his window, he was already awake to greet it. He had spent most of the night in frustration, trying to figure out exactly what the dead man in the street meant for his expedition, but he hadn’t arrived at any meaningful conclusion.

With a sigh, he pushed open the door to his room. A bleary-eyed soldier nodded to him across the hallway from his post. “Is Captain Holte awake?” Palos asked curtly.

The guard nodded. “Yes, my lord. He is downstairs.”

Palos took the stairs slowly, like his feet were suddenly made of stone. In the main area of the garrison, Holte ate his breakfast with a handful of other soldiers.

“You took care of it?” Palos asked quietly.

The captain regarded him for a moment and nodded. “It’s done.” Some of the other soldiers looked their way, but none of them asked any questions.

Palos knew the rumors would fly through the army once everyone had awoken. He wouldn’t be able to conceal the true purpose of their journey much longer. “Can we leave by midday?” he asked.

“Certainly,” Holte answered. “It does not take long to get provisions for a force this size, and Westhaven is well-stocked. We can be ready to move at your command.”

“Wonderful,” Palos said. He thought about taking something to eat, but he was too tired to be bothered with food. Instead, he left the garrison to begin making final preparations with Westhaven’s commander.
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Alster and Elsey had barely slept by the time dawn broke. The abandoned house they had stayed inside was full of cobwebs, broken boards, and mice. “We need to get more food,” Alster said once he had cleared most of the tiredness from his mind.

“Where?” Elsey asked.

“I don’t think anyone would recognize me,” he answered. He looked down at his hands and smiled. “Unless I start to glow again.”

“How much did . . .” She hesitated, casting her gaze toward the ground. “How much did he have left?” she finally asked, far from eager to repeat Rai’s name.

Alster dug through their supplies and pulled out a small leather coin purse. “He had some silver,” he said, holding four coins in the palm of his hand. “That’s more than enough.”

“Take the horse south and find it somewhere to graze,” Elsey said. “No one saw me. I can try to find supplies.”

“Alright,” Alster agreed. He handed the silver to Elsey and went outside. He wasn’t sure why the city they were in had a large stone wall cutting through the middle of it, but he found it curious, and his curiosity was heightened by the end of the wall farther south. As far as he could tell, the buildings ended there as well. “When you have everything we need, meet me at the end of the wall,” he told Elsey as she began walking north.

“I’ll be back by noon,” she replied.

Alster led their horse slowly along the wall, stopping often to make sure no one was watching him. “Where is everyone?” he wondered aloud. The whole city gave him an eerie feeling he couldn’t shake. The town was far larger than Velnwood, but no one seemed to live in it. The houses were in such disrepair that most of them were nothing more than ruins. He saw a well at the intersection of two streets that had crumbled into a pile of stones, broken beams, and old shingles.

Back toward the populated center of the strange city, there were fortifications built on top of the wall. In one of them, he could vaguely make out what looked like people moving about inside the guard post, though he wasn’t sure. At the edge of the city, no such posts stood. He wondered what the guard towers were meant to stop and what could possibly be lurking on the other side of the wall.

Letting his curiosity get the best of him, Alster looked for somewhere he could go that would afford him a view of the other side. He saw a ruined chimney that stood roughly equal in height to the wall, but he knew he’d never be able to climb it. Defeated, he kept walking.

It took him about an hour to reach the end of the wall, and part of him grew nervous when he did. The wall curved westward to Alster’s right, where it ended with decorative stonework, obscuring his view of what was beyond. A short gate had also been constructed where it ended, but it was obvious that no one had used it in quite some time. Tattered banners displaying Karrheim’s blue and white checkers hung from several posts atop the structure, and the portcullis was lying flat on the ground.

Alster led the horse in a wide path around the gate, and there he saw the Rift. Despite the sun overhead, shadows freely danced in the broken earth.

At once, Alster’s hands ignited with red light. The dagger tucked into his belt similarly flashed to life, and everywhere the red light sprang, heat accompanied it. It wasn’t unbearable like it had been in the depths of Scalder’s Inlet—it was instead a comforting heat, like a warm hearth in the dead of winter.

With his red hands glowing before him, Alster was drawn to the Rift immediately. He let go of the horse and stumbled forward, eager to touch the shifting black and purple tendrils rising up from the ground. Where the Rift began, the grass was black and shriveled, and it crunched beneath Alster’s feet.

The closer he walked to the Rift, the warmer his hands became. By the time he reached the edge of the swirling river of shadow, his hands were so bright he could not look at them. He heard the horse whinny behind him as it shook its mane.

Finally, Alster closed his eyes and reached a red hand into the Rift. A pulsing tendril nearly twice his height stretched out to meet his fingers like a lover inviting him in for a gentle embrace.

When Alster’s hand connected with that tendril, he felt a rush of emotion he had never before experienced. His whole body tingled, and his arms vibrated so violently he feared they might explode. Still, he waded deeper into the Rift, his mind consumed by the shadows. Before he was fully conscious of his actions, he was in the center of the Rift, nearly thirty feet below the edge of the city he had left. Above him, the wild tendrils writhed.

“They don’t attack me,” Alster wondered aloud, reaching his hand out toward another tentacle. The Rift looked so overtly menacing, yet he felt completely safe within its clutches. As he touched the base of the nearest shadowy appendage, he recognized something within the Rift that called out to him: submission.

The Rift wanted him to be there.

“Lift me up,” Alster commanded the nearest tendrils. Surprisingly, the black essences of shadow slithered around his legs and torso, pulsing with energy, alive with purpose. Alster smiled, and the tendrils began to lift him upward. They carried him carefully to the top of the Rift as though he was some precious treasure being presented to a king. Or perhaps he was the king, and he was being presented to his kingdom.

Alster wished he could look into the minds of the tentacles to see their thoughts and know what they wanted of him—to learn if they were sentient at all. When he tried to use the connection he felt to the shadows to learn their intentions, he found nothing. “What do you want from me?” Looking at his glowing hands, a hundred other questions rushed through his mind. “What am I?” he muttered.

The nearest tentacle not supporting him responded to Alster’s question, slowly turning from the boy and leaning eastward, pointing to the other shore of the Rift. In unison, the other tendrils began to do the same, all of them pointing to the east and thrumming with energy.

“Show me,” Alster commanded the Rift. He didn’t know what he expected the shadows to do, if anything at all, but he felt it was worth the effort.

Under his body, Alster felt a tendril slither up beneath his shirt. It was cold against his skin, an odd contrast to the heat he felt emanating from the red light of his hands and dagger. The tendril reached the base of his skull and stopped, pulsing rapidly against his skin. Alster’s vision began to dim. When he could no longer see the Rift around him, the scene changed, showing him a shadowy landscape of towering mountains. Between the two nearest mountains, he saw a thin trail like a dried riverbed winding its way through the red clay. As his eyes followed the trail, the shadowy image moved, carrying his vision along the path as though he was a bird flying overhead.

Deep into the mountain range, perhaps many miles beyond the first peak, the trail terminated where a large landslide had buried it under hundreds of heavy boulders. It was there that the shadowy vision ceased.

With a nauseating rush, Alster flew back into the present, into the Rift. His mind reeled from the distance it had traveled in such a short time, though he could feel the shadows trying to comfort him, to reassure him. “The tomb,” he muttered, and he wasn’t positive if the words came from his own mind or the Rift’s.

Facing east, Alster pointed a finger toward the shore and imagined the tentacles carrying him there. They obeyed his command without hesitation. It wasn’t until Alster was firmly planted on his own feet that he remembered the horse standing on the opposite side of the Rift. Still close enough to reach out and connect to a tendril, he cautiously asked the Rift if it could bring the horse to him.

Almost before he finished the mental question, the tendrils shifted back toward the western bank, where they slithered out along the ground to the horse’s legs. Alster laughed aloud when he saw the horse lifted from the ground and floating through the air on a bed of darkness. The creature protested violently, but it was powerless to resist the strength of the shadows, and so it arrived on the eastern bank of the Rift in a fit of agitation.

For the first time, Alster turned his attention fully away from the Rift and looked into the eastern half of the city. Everything on the eastern side was ruined. Only a few buildings stood taller than him, though none of them had roofs or any substantial walls. Leading the skittish horse away from the shifting tentacles of the Rift, Alster hobbled deeper into the abandoned city. He looked back at the wall bisecting the two halves and wondered how long it had taken to create such a structure.

A noise to Alster’s right caught his attention. He turned toward what appeared to be a collapsed storefront, and he saw a strand of light red hair disappear behind a pile of debris. His mind first turned to thoughts of Rai somehow following them, but he quickly dispelled the notion. It had to be someone native to eastern Vecnos, perhaps someone living among the ruins.

“Hello?” Alster called tentatively. He wasn’t sure if he would need to try and fight or if he was simply paranoid.

He looked around some of the ruins, leaving the horse in the center of a destroyed street, but he didn’t see whoever was there. Finally, Alster turned back toward the Rift. He didn’t like the idea of showing his back to someone potentially dangerous, but he knew he was not a fighter, and it likely did not matter.

When Alster was halfway back the way he had come, he heard a noise behind him, and he whirled around, dagger in hand. An old man, covered in grime, was scrambling out of the ruins in the opposite direction. His light red hair hung down to his waist in knots and tangles.

“Wait!” Alster yelled, though he immediately felt foolish for saying anything at all.

Surprisingly, the man looked back over his shoulder as he moved away.

“What did you see?” Alster asked loudly. His hands shook when he looked at the man, though not from any fear of physical harm. He was worried the man would reply.

The man backed away down the street, his red eyes wide with terror. “Shadowlith!” he yelled, pointing a dirty finger at Alster. “Shadowlith!”

Alster’s heart sank as he watched the man run away.

When Elsey returned to the Rift several hours later, she saw Alster sitting on the eastern bank, the horse not far behind him.

“Alster?” she called to him, bringing his attention back to the present. When her initial amazement upon seeing the writhing tendrils for the first time faded, she realized that Alster and the horse were on the wrong side of the river-like trench. “How—” she began, but Alster cut her off.

“I’ll bring you over,” he called back to her, his voice barely audible.

Elsey readjusted the bag of supplies on her shoulder and began to speak again, but the tendrils of the Rift came alive. They moved toward her with purpose, driven by some unseen hand.

“Alster!” she yelled. “What’s happening?”

“Just trust me,” Alster called back.

Elsey took a deep breath and tried to believe Alster, though none of it made sense. The nearest tentacle touched the skin of her ankle, worming around her body. She shuddered and shut her eyes.

“Hold still. I’ll bring you over,” Alster yelled.

“Alster!” she yelled again. She felt her feet leave the ground, and her stomach dropped. When she thought she was roughly halfway over the Rift, she managed to open one eye for a few seconds. Below her feet, she saw the inside of the Rift, the trench of shadows and darkness. Her stomach dropped further, and she thought she would vomit. Then, before she could even begin to process exactly what was happening to her, she landed gently on the eastern bank.

“Are you alright?” Alster asked hesitantly.

“What was that?” Elsey screamed as she tried to catch her breath. She scrambled away from the Rift and away from Alster, moving toward the nearest ruins with terror plastered to her face.

“It’s okay,” Alster stammered, though he didn’t follow her. “The Rift obeys me.”

“Or it obeys Alistair’s gauntlets, at least.”

Elsey nodded slowly but still looked terrified. “In the town,” she began, her voice wavering, “I heard a group of soldiers say that the man last night, the one you . . .” Her voice became too quiet to be heard.

“The one we killed,” Alster reminded her. He remembered Rai’s arrow ripping through the dark shade. Then he saw the man shriveling on the street, and he struggled to resist a heavy pang of guilt.

“The soldiers said he was killed with magic,” Elsey exclaimed. “They said it was shadow magic.”

Alster tried to recall the men who had seen him in the street, to remember if any of them had gotten a good look at his face. “I doubt they would be able to identify us,” he finally said, though he barely believed it himself.

“That isn’t the point,” Elsey snapped.

“I know,” Alster said, looking down at his hands. He hated the idea of what he was becoming, of what he had already become. “You’re afraid of me.”

Elsey silently held her ground.

“I would never hurt you,” Alster added.

“Are you a shadowlith?” she demanded. Her heart raced in her chest.

Alster shook his head. “I can’t control my shade,” he told her.

Elsey pointed to the writhing tentacles of the Rift. “You controlled those!”

Defeated, Alster turned back toward their horse. “I would never hurt you,” he repeated over his shoulder.

Without anywhere else to go, Elsey followed Alster, but she kept her distance. “If we’re going to do this,” she began, “I need to know exactly what it is you hope to accomplish.”

Alster looked back to her. “When I fell into Scalder’s Inlet, I got stronger. The gauntlets melted into my skin and made me more powerful,” he said flatly. “If I can find Alistair’s greaves inside his tomb, I’m going back and jumping in Scalder’s Inlet again. I want my legs.”

Elsey could read the determination in his eyes. She had never seen him so focused or motivated, and it was equal parts frightening and inspiring at the same time. “Once you find the armor, you’ll be done with shadow magic?” she asked.

A long silence passed between them. “I’d never hurt you,” Alster said for the third time.

Elsey wasn’t sure what to make of his response. “I just want it to be over,” she said. She began organizing the supplies she had procured and got their horse ready to travel. “Which direction is the tomb?” she asked, deciding to leave her previous question unanswered.

Alster pointed away from the Rift. “There,” he said. “I think the Rift told me where to go.”
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Palos spurred his horse up to the front of his army, inspecting the soldiers as he passed. They were refreshed from the short respite, and they were also eager to be underway. He had to remind himself that he commanded an elite force of Karrheim’s best. They were professional soldiers, each with decades of training. None of them felt any concern at the prospect of only getting a single day’s rest.

At the head of the column, Palos joined his officers. “To the Blightstone Gate,” he said.

Lieutenant Marius nodded. “The pace, my lord?” he asked. Palos noticed the man had shaved, as the other officers had, and their uniforms were crisp and clean.

“I want to reach the gate within the week,” he answered. “Have the footmen rotate with the cavalry riders when they tire.”

“The Blightstone Gate is perhaps one hundred and fifty miles from Westhaven. A forced march will have us there in just under six days, my lord,” the lieutenant said, not a single trace of concern in his voice.

“Make it so,” Palos replied. At once, one of the officers trotted off ahead to set the pace, and the others filtered back through the ranks to relay the command to the rest of the army.

“Do you think the shade hunter from your estate is following us?” Holte asked when he was alone with Palos.

“I don’t know,” Palos replied honestly. “It appears that we are being followed. The chances of two shade hunters existing seems unlikely.”

“Or two shadowliths,” Holte added.

“Only a handful of nobles even know for a fact the shadowliths were never fully eradicated. A shadowlith only turns up every five or ten years or so, and we make quick work dispatching them,” Palos said.

“Perhaps there is another force behind the sudden resurgence,” Holte posited.

“What are you thinking?”

“Maybe someone is creating shadowliths again,” he said, though he had to admit that the notion felt extreme. It was just too myth and legend for him to take seriously.

“A new Shadow King?” Palos asked, shaking his head. “Impossible.”

Holte laughed. “I wouldn’t be so quick to write off the possibility. No one believed the first Shadow King even existed until he had ravaged nearly all of Vecnos.”

Palos took a moment to mull over the words. “You may be right,” he replied with a chortle. “Anything is possible, however unlikely it may seem.”

“Perhaps someone will know something at the Blightstone Gate,” Holte said.

“We will find out soon enough,” Palos agreed. “I look forward to speaking with the commander there.”


Chapter 17



The Blightstone Gate

Two days after they had departed Westhaven, Palos decided to address his officers and let them know the real purpose of their mission. He waited until they had stopped for the night and then summoned them to his small command tent.

“Hademar has returned to Vecnos,” Palos began at once. He hated trying to make small talk with the officers, and as far as he could tell, the men either enjoyed his bluntness or at least appreciated his honesty with them.

Two of the officers exchanged worried glances, but none of them spoke.

“King Gottfried thinks his brother might have discovered some method to bring back the shadow magic of old, and Hademar might be trying to use that power to resurrect his wife,” Palos went on.

“Was the man killed in Westhaven a shadowlith?” one of the officers asked.

Palos thought of reprimanding the officer for the interruption, but he didn’t want to seem hotheaded or petty in front of Marius, especially since the lieutenant would be reporting directly to the king. “Yes,” Palos stated flatly.

That knowledge brought a gasp from one of the officers.

“Be on the lookout,” Palos went on. “There may be a shade hunter following us as well.”

“How many shades are there?” the same officer asked, again forgetting his place.

Palos gave him a hard look. “We don’t know. Perhaps Hademar has reawakened shadow magic across Vecnos, or perhaps Westhaven was an isolated incident. In either case, our mission is to intercept Hademar before he reaches the tomb of the Shadow King.” He stared at the officer who had interrupted him, waiting for him to speak again, but the man remained silent under the weight of Palos’s glare.

“Sir,” Marius began, drawing Palos’s attention. “How much shall we tell the men?”

“You may confirm their suspicions about the shadowlith in Westhaven,” Palos said. “I’d rather not have a hundred different rumors passing between the men and distracting them. Let them know the truth. As for the mission, they should know who we intend to kill.”

Marius nodded. “Thank you, my lord,” he replied.

A few hours later, when the only light visible in the camp was that which came from torches near the sentries positioned around the perimeter, Palos struggled to sleep. His body was tired and sore from riding, but his mind would not rest. Shadows were everywhere. Inside his small command tent, his eyes would not leave the darkness unsearched. Whenever a soldier moved about through the camp, his shadow would dance on the fabric of the tent, and Palos would restlessly wait for the shade to come alive.

Palos remembered when he had learned that the shades were still alive. He had felt terror then, more than ten years ago, and that same terror threatened to worm its way through him once more. He had been a young noble on King Gottfried’s high court, and he had learned what was perhaps Vecnos’s most nefarious secret—that Alistair the Fourth had not ended the shadowlith threat as the histories all proclaimed.

Forcing himself to think of anything but the possibility of shadowliths stalking his soldiers, he turned his mind toward the glory of the coming war he intended to initiate, and visions of grandeur pushed the fear from his head. With a smile, he finally drifted off into sleep, restless though it was.
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The landscape beyond Westhaven was far different than anything Alster or Elsey had ever seen. Everything beyond the city was bleak and dull, a vivid contrast to the verdant forests and plains of western Vecnos. As Alster rode, he noticed the smell of the Rift lingering everywhere. It wasn’t stuck to his clothes or simply ingrained in his mind from his trip across the tentacles—it permeated the ground.

Even the air itself tasted differently on the other side of the Rift. Their breaths felt encumbered and left a stale taste that no amount of water would erase. A pale haze clung to the weak gusts of wind that constantly blew past, making it difficult to see anything more than a mile or so away.

“I don’t like this place,” Elsey said for the tenth time. She walked at least twenty paces ahead of Alster and his horse, and she kept nervously looking over her shoulder and all around her.

As they traveled, Alster and Elsey only passed a handful of signs indicating civilization or human life. They had seen a small cottage nestled into a low hillside on their third day after leaving Westhaven, but even that appeared abandoned. The bleakness of it all stifled any conversation Alster attempted to make.

On the fourth day, they finally saw the Red Mountains towering above the horizon. They were still several miles from the base of the range, but the sight managed to return at least a little bit of vigor to their movements. As he looked down at the horse’s hooves, Alster understood the name of the tall peaks. As far as he could see, the ground was made of sticky, thick clay the hue of old blood.

Nothing grew in the clay. Had his tutor not taught him of Xathrin, the mysterious kingdom on the other side of the Red Mountains, he would have thought he had reached the desolate edge of the world.
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A rider dressed in blue galloped toward Palos’s small army as it reached the outskirts of the Blightstone Gate. He rode hard, kicking up a cloud of dirt behind him. Palos gathered his officers around him as he awaited the rider’s approach.

“I’m not sure how they knew to expect us,” Holte said ominously. They had only just gotten close enough to the gate to see the road leading to it, and they still could not see the imposing structure another few miles ahead of them.

“It is only a single rider, my lord,” Lieutenant Marius said. “He bears Karrheim’s standard.”

“Indeed,” Palos said quietly. The past four days had been peaceful, if exhausting, and he didn’t like the idea of some unforeseen circumstance derailing his intricate plans.

When the rider reined in his horse in front of the officers, he wasted no time. “Commander, you’ve arrived earlier than expected,” the man said breathlessly. “Please, follow me at once.”

Palos held up a hand to silence his subordinates. “Expected?” he asked.

The rider looked confused. “Yes, sir, though we should not delay!” he urged. He began to turn his mount back toward the Blightstone Gate, but Palos stopped him again.

“For what purpose are you expecting us?” the lord questioned.

“You . . .” The rider looked down, suddenly deflated. “You are not the reinforcements from Karrheim?”

Palos shook his head. “Reinforcements for what?” he demanded hotly. “What war are you fighting? What dire need do you have?”

The rider met Palos’s gaze, his face full of confusion. “The Rift has begun attacking us. shades walk up from its shores to fight, and we’re losing. We sent a messenger to Karrheim a week ago, but we have not heard back from him.”

Palos’s expression ignited with interest at the mention of shades. “Lead us to the gate!” he bellowed heroically, spurring his horse forward. The officers were surprised by Palos’s outburst, but they obeyed his command immediately, relaying the charge order through the ranks and urging their own mounts forward at the same time.

The army sped down the dusty, narrow road at full speed. Though the Blightstone Gate was only a few miles away, they could not see it until they were almost upon the stones themselves. The air around the gate was thick with darkness. As legends told, it was built upon the exact place where the Rift had begun, the site where the Shadow King had breathed his final breath on the end of Alistair the Fourth’s red-bladed sword, though other tales placed the Shadow King’s death outside Mournstead.

The structure itself was towering, though it did not extend far to either side along the shores of the Rift. It was more a monolith than a gate, Palos thought. There was a large stone archway that housed the gate itself at the base of the tower, and the portcullis was smashed, dangling off the side into the shadows below. The bridge appeared heavily damaged also. Stone and wooden debris was everywhere, scattered to all sides in front of the gate as though some massive boulder had smashed through the front entrance.

Several military officers were there to meet them before the small building that served as the gate’s stables. Lieutenant Marius ushered Palos’s army toward the main bridge, where they paused, preparing their arms and armor for combat.

“Commander,” one of the men from the gate began. He wore a battered hauberk and several layers of dirt over his tabard.

Palos quickly made note of the man’s insignia etched into his steel pauldron. “General,” he replied respectfully. “We are not the reinforcements you have requested, but we will help as much as we can before we cross.”

The general nodded, and a fresh wound on his neck oozed a thin line of blood under his armor. “If you can assist us in pushing the shades back into the hell they came up from, I’ll be indebted to you, my lord,” he said with an exhausted expression.

“I’ll remember you and your dedication to Vecnos when I return to Karrheim, sir,” Palos replied. “What’s your name?”

“General Bellon Cagg of Vrifor, Commander of the Blightstone Gate,” he stated, tipping his head slightly. “How many have you brought?”

“We march with seventy,” Palos answered. “They’re hardened men.” In the back of his mind, Palos was thrilled by the idea of getting his men used to killing shades.

“Your men will need to douse their weapons if they wish to harm the shades,” the general explained. “If they are ready to fight, I would have them bolster my front line. My own men haven’t seen a day of rest in a week.”

“Certainly,” Palos replied. He dismounted and handed his reins to Holte, who led both of their horses into the small stable.

“Follow me, my lord,” Cagg said gruffly.

“Bring the men,” Palos quickly commanded his officers behind him.

“At once, sir,” one of them said with a sharp salute. He turned his horse around to return to the troops.

The general led Palos and Marius to a narrow stone staircase at the side of the Blightstone Gate. When they ascended, they stood on a small parapet above what was left of the bridge over the Rift. A story below, there was a stone well built into the side of the gatehouse that contained a steaming, milky liquid.

“We have the shades pushed back for the moment,” the general began. He drew his sword and used it to point across the Rift to various places. Unfortunately, the dark haze clinging to the air obscured almost everything that was more than thirty or forty feet away. “I have two hundred men left under my command, and all but thirty are currently deployed. We have patrols there, there, and there.” He used his sword to mark the locations in the air.

From somewhere deep within the haze, a horn sounded, and men’s voices began to filter back toward the gate. “A new attack?” Palos asked.

The general nodded in confirmation. “It happens every hour, sometimes more,” he said quietly. Below the parapet, the first of Palos’s soldiers began filtering through the gate. They had to stay to the right to avoid a missing section of the bridge, and they could only pass through two abreast. As they went, each man dipped his weapon in the small pool of bubbling liquid. When the steel came out, it flashed red for a moment, then returned to its original state.

“I would like to watch the battle,” Palos said, his tone authoritative.

The general instinctively rubbed the wound on his neck before replying. “As you wish, my lord,” he stated. He opened a door behind him leading into the tower. After issuing a series of commands to the troops within, he led Palos and Marius back to the ground, where they were joined by Holte. The captain had already dipped his sword into the murky liquid, and he stared at it in awe, a smile slowly spreading across his face.

Palos drew his own short sword, a sturdy weapon with a jeweled pommel, and sank it into the pool. When his hand got near the liquid’s surface, the hair on the back of his fingers started to curl and burn. It was hot, painfully so, and Palos had to pull his sword away quickly for fear of losing his grip. The blade glimmered crimson when it emerged. He saw his reflection in the steel, tinted dark red by the transformation and the black haze hanging in the air.

A dozen or so soldiers, weary and covered in a patchwork of blood and dirt, came out of the tower and formed a semicircle around the retinue of officers. Satisfied, Palos sheathed his sword. “Take us to the front, position four,” General Cagg commanded.

Below, in the dark trench of the Rift, everything appeared oddly peaceful. In stark contrast to what Palos had seen in Westhaven, no writhing tentacles lashed to and fro beneath the bridge.

“Why is it so calm?” Palos asked, stealing a glance over the side of the bridge.

The general grunted. “When the shades appear, the Rift quiets down.”

“And your men have pushed them to the eastern shore?” Captain Holte asked. “Do the shades come from the Rift or from some other source?”

“They know where we are, and they come for us,” he answered. “After the second attack, I sent men across to establish outposts on the other side. That has pulled their attention away from the gate, at least for now.”

“Smart thinking,” Palos commended. The guards had to break their formation several times in order to cross the damaged bridge, but they reached the other side without incident. “How did the bridge get so torn?” he asked. He envisioned hundreds of shadowy warriors crashing against the heavy iron portcullis of the gatehouse, and he wondered if the metal bars had been treated with the same magical liquid that coated their weapons.

“Most of it was caused by my men,” the general replied. “We dip our arrows in the liquid from Scalder’s Inlet so they kill the shades, but they pass right through the damned things. The bridge has taken a few thousand arrows since the battle began. Then one of my men turned a ballista on them. We couldn’t see how much damage the bolts were doing to the deck of the bridge until the shades retreated. There’s damage on the underside too, where the Rift has attacked as well.”

Palos stopped for a moment, looking at Cagg with a mixture of confusion and disbelief. “I wasn’t aware the Rift could move objects,” he said.

“It takes them a concerted effort, but the tentacles have ripped huge stones away, sometimes when my men were standing on them,” the general explained. He smiled, but his voice betrayed his fear.

Ahead, through the haze of darkness, they heard a man’s scream, followed quickly by the sounds of battle. “Position four,” the general reminded their guard. The men began marching northward with their shields before them, their swords clenched tightly in their hands. Each of them appeared battered and bruised, likely in desperate need of rest, but they marched on without complaint.

Palos noticed Holte sweating beside him. The man’s hands shook, and the captain stared ahead as though he was afraid to look anywhere else. Lord Palos thought of offering a word of encouragement, but those types of things had never come easily to him. With a nod, they carried on.

Holte and Palos reached the recently constructed rampart some hundred or more feet from the edge of the Rift, and the small garrison of soldiers was already heavily engaged against a swarming host of shades. For every man, at least twenty shadow creatures came against him.

As far as Palos could tell, the human line seemed to be holding. Their weapons cut through the shades easily, and only a single strike was needed to destroy all but the largest opponent.

A handful of the fresh soldiers Palos had brought with him were already fighting at the front, having gone ahead. They were coordinated and fearless, striking down shades with impunity from behind the earthen bulwark. All along the Rift, similar outposts were marked by torches, though only the nearest two outposts could be seen with any detail.

“How many positions have you made?” Palos asked Cagg above the soldiers’ grunting voices.

“We have seventeen, my lord,” the general replied. As he spoke, a shade previously committed to assaulting position four broke away from its dark compatriots, somehow noticing the newly arrived humans. The guards in front of the officers formed together immediately, and when the shade arrived, its claws swinging wildly before it, the men easily sliced through it. Several more shades seemed to notice the officers then, shifting their assault from the outpost to the less-defended group as one.

“We should retreat,” Captain Holte called, his voice shaking.

“You would run?” Palos scolded, though he had to admit that bravery was the more difficult choice when confronted by such monstrous entities.

The shades stalked forward, tall and thin, shuffling quickly across the battlefield. The guards in front of the group fanned out, and the officers stepped forward to fill in their gaps. They formed a formidable line, though only a few of them held shields. Palos wondered what a shadowy claw would do against such an implement, and he soon found out.

All at once, the group of shades before them lurched forward, issuing a hideous screech as they charged. They came in fast, swiping left and right with their incorporeal claws. They fell almost as quickly as they attacked, but there were always more.

Through the splotchy darkness obscuring the air, Palos couldn’t decipher exactly where one shade ended and another began. To his left, one of Cagg’s guards quickly chopped down a shade, but as he pulled back for another swing, the shade behind the one he had killed lunged forward, sending its long arms forward like a black spear of darkness. Defensively, the guard ducked behind his shield. When the shade met the metal, the shield flared to life with a brilliant red glow, and some of its size was shorn away. Still, enough of its body pushed through the shield to claw a line of blood down the soldier’s cheek. Grunting, Palos swung his own sword down hard on the shade’s arm, severing it with a flash of red light and fully obliterating the creature.

“Thank you,” the soldier said, wiping some of the blood from his face.

Three more shades filled in the space where the previous creature had stood, and before Palos could begin to respond, he was fully engaged once more. He wasn’t a soldier, and that fact became overly apparent within the span of a few heartbeats as the shade directly in front of him dodged two of his slow strikes. The creature lashed low at his legs, and Palos had to fall back. As he moved, he didn’t account for the gap he would leave in the line, and the shades rushed for it at once.

The men on either side of where Palos had been turned, which opened their sides to attacks, but they still destroyed shade after shade as the beasts tried to funnel into the newly vacated position. Behind the front line, Palos felt useless. He didn’t want to appear cowardly, but he didn’t know how he could work himself back into position without meeting the flow of shades head-on.

Perhaps forty feet ahead, Palos saw the men from the rampart kill the last shade coming against them. Without wasting any time, Palos ran in their direction. He moved left behind the officers, careful not to get too close to their backs as they fought.

When he suspected he was within earshot of them through the black haze, he pointed with his sword to command them. “Turn right!” he bellowed. He hoped he was close enough for them to hear. Thankfully, the men holding the rampart turned in response to his voice, forming a new line at a right angle to Cagg and the officers.

Palos took up a position behind the newly formed line. Pointing toward the side of the oncoming mass of shades with his sword, he ordered them forward. At once, the larger force began marching forward, stabbing into the side of the shades and obliterating them before they could react. Less than a minute later, Palos’s march reached the far end of the officer line, leaving the battlefield eerily quiet in its wake.

“They’re gone,” the general said. He was panting heavily, and the wound on his neck had opened once more. Across the line, Palos saw only a single fallen soldier. The man was motionless on his back, his face frozen in a twisted expression of terror. The other soldiers gathered around him. His cheeks were sunken, and his open eyes were dull. Everything about his countenance was devoid of life.

“It looks like he’s been dead for years,” Lieutenant Marius said with a shiver. The other officers murmured in agreement.

“He was one of mine,” the general said solemnly. “We will bury him on the other side of the Rift.”

Palos wiped some of the sweat from his brow. “My men will help with the burial. Yours need some rest.”

“The shades will be back in an hour, perhaps less.” General Cagg sighed. “They are easy to kill, but we cannot hold out like this forever.”

“I understand,” Palos replied. He couldn’t help but consider how a second war with the shades could improve his political station, especially given his well-known heritage. If he could reach the tomb of the Shadow King and eliminate Gottfried’s brother, he could turn back westward, killing shades as he went. He would be a hero in Karrheim. Perhaps his name would grow to overshadow even that of Alistair the Fourth.
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Later that night, Palos sat with the other officers in a small banquet hall three stories above the damaged bridge spanning the Rift. General Cagg was seated at the head of the table, and a large spread of roasted meats and vegetables was laid out before them. Most of the men seated around the long table were bruised and battered, and they all wore tired expressions.

After the men had all eaten, the general turned to Palos, clearing his throat to command the room’s attention. “My lord,” he began respectfully, offering a slight bow as he spoke. “As you’ve seen firsthand, we are hard-pressed here at the Blightstone Gate. You have brought fresh soldiers with you, and I have no doubt that whatever your mission may be, it is certainly important.”

Palos leaned back in his chair. He had expected the man to ask him for aid in just such a manner.

“I implore you, my lord, spare me some of your men or else stay with us here at the gate until proper reinforcements from Karrheim arrive,” Cagg finished.

Palos let the request hang in the air for a moment, waiting until he had the eyes and ears of everyone in the room—waiting until it was completely silent. “General,” Palos started. He rose from his chair slowly, the palm of his hand resting on the pommel of his sheathed sword. “I thank you for your hospitality. You’ve been a gracious host. Unfortunately, I cannot leave any men behind.”

A few murmurs spread through the officers, but Palos quelled them all with a quick glance. “What I can offer you,” he said, bringing every eye in the room back to him, “is an end to your battle, once and for all.”

Another wave of whispers moved between the men, and Palos did nothing to stop it.

The general stood, a cup of wine in his hand. “And how exactly do you intend to end our war?” he asked, staring at Palos incredulously.

“By ending the source of all shadow magic,” the lord responded loudly. “By killing the new Shadow King.”

The room exploded with voices as each of the men simultaneously shouted their disbelief. At the head of the table, Cagg swayed with a slack-jawed expression.

“You have proof of a new Shadow King?” Lieutenant Marius demanded.

“You will remember your place, Lieutenant,” Palos scolded. “You are here to organize the soldiers, not to question the orders of our king!”

Marius fell back into his chair, clearly defeated.

“Gentlemen!” Palos shouted above the officers. “Gentlemen!”

When the room was quiet once more, Marius was the only one still seated. “I know you have questions,” Palos continued. “I cannot answer them all. What I can tell you is this: Hademar has returned to Vecnos, and he has reawakened the shadow magic of old. That is why the shades have risen up against you. That is why the Rift has come alive.”

The general nodded, but he didn’t look convinced. “You intend to move against Mournstead?”

Palos smiled. “Not exactly,” he replied, though the idea of razing Mournstead fit almost perfectly into his scheme. “Our king believes Hademar is searching for the ancient tomb hidden away in the Red Mountains. My force will trap him before he reaches his destination!”

“And if you’re wrong?” Cagg pressed.

“I’m not,” Palos shot back. “And when the shade threat is obliterated, remember the name of Lord Palos.”

General Cagg nodded reluctantly, though he didn’t take his eyes from Palos. “Trust me,” he said with a growl, “I’ll remember your name. Have no doubt about that, sir.” Without waiting for a response, he turned with a flourish of his torn cloak and left the room.

“Good,” Palos said under his breath. “When this is finished, everyone will remember that name.”

Captain Holte and Lieutenant Marius followed Palos out of the banquet hall to a balcony overlooking the Rift. Above them, the gatehouse continued on for two more stories, though they stood on the highest overhang. “You think Hademar has actually brought shadow magic back to all of Vecnos?” Holte asked with a bit of a laugh.

“It is the only explanation that makes sense,” Palos answered.”

Holte laughed again. “A bold claim for something you cannot prove.

“And when I am right, when I save Vecnos from a second scourge of shades, you will be there to share in the glory,” Palos reminded him.

“Certainly,” Holte said. There wasn’t much enthusiasm in his voice, but Palos didn’t care.

Marius stared at the two in disbelief. “If you’re wrong—”

“I’m not, Lieutenant!” Palos snapped, turning fiercely on the man. “Hademar has brought back the shades. When he dies, the shades will vanish—just like they did when Alistair the Fourth killed the first Shadow King.”

Defeated, Marius knew he could not sway the lord’s mind. “Your orders, sir?” he asked with a sigh.

Palos glared at him. “Ready the men. I will give them until midday tomorrow, and then we march for the Red Mountains. See if there are any maps here. Copy those that might be relevant.”

With a curt nod, Lieutenant Marius took his leave.


Chapter 18



The Red Mountains

Alster and Elsey hadn’t spoken much by the time they reached the foothills of the Red Mountains. It had been five days since they left Westhaven, but it felt much longer. The bleakness of the world constantly assaulted their minds, making them both question their purpose for being there. Alster felt like the land itself was rejecting him or at least rejecting his mission there.

The two companions stopped at a small gully between two rises and gazed up at the massive, scarlet mountain in front of them. They couldn’t see the summit from the base, just the slow-moving clouds and the occasional bird flying overhead. Luckily, plenty of streams crisscrossed the barren plain, though no plants grew on their shores.

“There’s probably a lake somewhere in the mountains,” Alster said as he refilled a waterskin. The haze in the air obscured everything. He thought he could see a narrow waterfall near the mountain peak to his left, though it could have been a trick of the incessant black fog.

“How do we find the tomb?” Elsey asked. She busied herself with their horse, not turning to face Alster directly when she spoke.

“You haven’t noticed it?” Alster said, standing and stretching his back.

“What?”

Alster pointed to her shadow on the ground. It was close to dusk, making her shadow long and thin. “It isn’t straight,” he said, curiosity evident in his voice. “While I was riding behind you, I noticed it start to bend.”

Elsey turned to see for herself, and she began moving fearfully backward when she realized the truth of Alster’s statement. He laughed as she tried to flee from her shadow, a comically futile attempt.

“Both of our shadows are bending,” Alster told her. “Even the horse’s shadow.”

She visibly calmed down as she investigated their three shadows. “What’s happening?” Elsey whispered.

“I think our shadows are pointing toward the tomb,” Alster answered. “They want to go there, or perhaps they are being called back,”

“Why?” Elsey muttered under her breath.

Alster’s hand instinctively went to the hilt of his dagger. “I don’t know,” he said after a moment of consideration.

With a shake of her head, Elsey took their horse’s reins in her hand. “We should leave,” she said, though she made no move to turn back.

“Soon,” Alster replied. He climbed back atop his mount, a sharp pain coursing through his legs as he moved. When Elsey didn’t move from her position at the horse’s head, he kicked his heels in gently and turned the creature in the direction of their pointing shadows.

Elsey stayed right next to their horse, the reins wrapped tightly around her hand. The two wound their way through the low foothills in front of the giant peaks of the Red Mountains for hours. It was hard to tell when the sun actually set with all the haze hanging in the air. Eventually, when everything was so dark they could barely see, Elsey led their horse to a small set of boulders on a hillside, the closest thing they had seen to any real shelter, and stopped to sleep for the night.

Voices awoke them a few moments before dawn. Somewhere nearby, two men were speaking loudly.

“Where—” Alster began groggily, but Elsey cut him off with a sharp look.

“Hurry up!” a strong male voice called somewhere out of sight.

“If I could piss any faster, I would!” a second voice replied. Both of them laughed. Alster let himself relax a little with the tone of their voices, though he could feel his pulse beating behind his ribs.

After another moment of tense quiet, one of the men on the other side of the rise said something too softly for Alster or Elsey to understand.

“Are they leaving?” Alster whispered as quietly as he could. His voice was so muted he wasn’t sure if even Elsey could hear it.

She shook her head in silent response.

A few paces from where Alster had slept, their horse clambered to its hooves and snorted several times. In his mind, Alster tried furiously to quiet the beast, but of course it was in vain. The mare continued to awaken, making noise without sharing any of Alster’s concern.

“You hear that?” one of the voices called. Alster’s heart sank. The increase in the man’s volume told him he was focused in their direction.

“What?” the second man asked.

“Sounded like a horse,” came the reply.

The two men crested the small rise separating them from Alster and Elsey a moment later. Bewilderment showed clearly on their faces in the pre-dawn light, though one of the men moved his hand close to the hilt of his sword.

“Huh?” the man with his hand near his weapon questioned.

“You two lost?” the other said. A smile played at the edges of his mouth. He was dressed like a soldier with a worn tabard, a scruffy beard, and a few pieces of dented armor strapped to his torso. “You even know where you are?”

Alster waited for Elsey to respond on their behalf. When she didn’t, he tried to think of a logical lie he could tell, but he couldn’t possibly come up with an excuse that sounded convincing. “The Red Mountains,” he finally sputtered.

The soldiers both burst into laughter. “Well, he isn’t blind!” one of them said loudly.

“And he knows his colors,” the other soldier added. “Pray tell, good sir, what is the reason you are here in this forsaken land of endless, miserable red clay?” He offered a pretentious bow as though he stood in the presence of some renowned scholar.

Alster’s head spun in search of some misdirection he could offer. Finally, when he knew he couldn’t stand there any longer, lest he draw more suspicion upon himself, he decided that the truth was absurd enough to suffice. “We’re looking for the tomb of the Shadow King,” he said with a casual shrug.

“You and me both, kid.” The soldier laughed. “Be sure to let me know when you find it.” He turned to leave, though his companion, an equally haggard man, did not follow.

“You’re serious?” the second soldier asked, all the mirth gone from his voice.

Again, Alster had no idea how to respond. “Yes,” he said quietly after a moment.

The soldier looked carefully around the clearing. “Who are you with?”

“My friend,” Alster said, pointing to Elsey. “We came together.”

The first soldier turned back around, his hand still on the hilt of his sword. The smile had faded from his face and was replaced by a disbelieving scowl. “I’m only going to ask this once,” he began, his voice suddenly closer to a growl than a civil question. “You lying to us?”

Alster shook his head. “No, sir,” he replied defensively.

“What do you know?” the soldier pressed. His eyes searched Alster like a jeweler appraising a piece he suspected was a fake.

“We know where it is!” Elsey blurted. “We know what we’re doing!”

The two soldiers exchanged a curious look before they both began walking down the small slope that would take them to Alster and Elsey. “You know where it is?” one of them asked.

“Yes,” Alster replied nervously. “Well, I can find it, I think.”

The two men mulled over his words for a moment. “Can you prove it?” one of them asked.

“He can find it!” Elsey shouted from the side. The soldiers heard her, but they didn’t take their focus from Alster.

“I can,” Alster confirmed, slowly backing away. He realized he was clutching the hilt of his dagger in the same fashion one of the men was gripping his sword hilt. The feel of the cold metal beneath his grasp brought him a measure of comfort.

“If you can really find the tomb, I have someone you need to meet. He’ll pay you in gold for knowledge of the route,” the soldier on the right said.

Alster watched the man’s face for any inclination of deception. “Who?” he asked.

“The rightful king of Karrheim,” the soldier replied, slapping his blue and white chest as though it should have been obvious from the colors of his faded tabard. “The rightful king of all Vecnos, for that matter. Hademar, eldest son of King Abar the Unforgiving.”

“Gottfried’s brother is dead,” Elsey spat. “You’re liars, both of you.”

The soldier who did most of the talking smirked the same way Alster had seen Jarix do when he knew he was right. “Hademar is barely a mile north of where we stand this very moment,” he said, turning for the first time to regard Elsey. “I would take you there, but know this: if you cannot lead King Hademar to the tomb, he will likely kill you both for wasting his time. He is an . . . unstable man.”

For a moment, Alster imagined a grand palace cut from marble with a huge throne in the center and a king, regal and draped in exotic furs, sitting upon it. Then he brought his thoughts back to the stark reality of the desolate waste surrounding them all. His stomach rumbled, and his mouth felt dry. “And if I show him where the tomb is?” he asked.

The man let out a chuckle that seemed genuine. “Gold, like I said, though I imagine Hademar will give you anything you desire. The last person who helped the king find something he was looking for spent two weeks in a brothel in Nevansk on the king’s own gold.”

As confident as he was that he could find the tomb, Alster also feared what might be waiting for him when he arrived. If the old king truly was alive and had an entire retinue of soldiers searching for the same tomb, what dangers did Alster not know of? “Alright,” he agreed after some deliberation. And he couldn’t deny that a proper meal was just as enticing as the potential protection. “Take me to your king.” He tightened his grip on his dagger, wishing he could illuminate his wrists with magical red light to seem more intimidating than he really was.

One of the soldiers motioned for the pair to follow them before slapping his comrade on the back and shaking his head. “Hademar is in for a surprise this time.”

Alster knew the men thought he was lying. He could feel it in his bones. A lifetime of never being taken seriously had made him an expert at being underestimated—not that it required any skill. “If you betray us, I’ll kill you,” he muttered under his breath.

The soldiers laughed away his threat, shaking their heads. “Get your horse. I’d rather be back before all the morning’s food has been eaten,” one of them said.
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“They were right about the camp, at least,” Alster said quietly from the back of his mount.

Elsey nodded beside him. She had Rai’s bow strung and in hand, though they both knew it would do little good if their strange escort turned on them.

All around, small pockets of disheveled and weary soldiers stared at the two of them as though they were some sort of oddities at a traveling carnival. There weren’t many men, perhaps sixty by Alster’s estimation, and most of them were old. He only saw a few clean-shaven faces among the onlookers, and those were creased with deep lines. Some of the men bore horrific scars or other disfigurements. More than one was missing an arm or a hand, but they all wore the blue and white of Karrheim. There was no mistaking that they were royal soldiers.

“What war have they been fighting?” Alster asked Elsey under his breath as he nodded toward a man whose left arm ended abruptly just beneath his elbow.

“One of them mentioned Nevansk,” Elsey replied. “Where is that?”

“North, I think,” Alster answered.

“What do you know about it?” she asked.

Alster thought back to his years of lessons, but the name rarely surfaced within his memories. “Traders from there bring some kind of cheese with them,” he explained. “It sells for its weight in gold.” He hesitated, trying to remember exactly what he had learned. “Although maybe it was some type of fruit, not cheese. All I remember is whatever they trade, it comes from a cave.”

“Perhaps these men fought a great war over a few caves full of aging cheese,” Elsey remarked.

Alster shot her a smile. It was good to let his guard down a little and laugh again. “When we find the tomb, I’ll ask the king for some cheese. A whole wheel.”

In the center of the small encampment, one tent stood a bit taller than all the rest. It was embroidered with slashes of blue and white and at one time probably looked magnificent, but years of dirt and grime had made it just as drab as everything else. Red clay seeped up from the ground to stain the bottom of the fabric. In front of the tent, two men stood guard with spears and shields, though they were obviously bored and inattentive.

“Is Hademar inside?” one of the soldiers leading Alster and Elsey asked when they reached the once-regal pavilion.

The guard standing left of the tent’s entrance pulled the flap back a few inches to speak inside. “Got something for you, my liege,” he said. His voice was just as old and tired as the worn-out fabric.

A few minutes later, a man with a wild beard emerged from the tent, holding a cup of dark wine. He was the only one in the camp not wearing armor or a weapon, though he looked more like a drunken beggar than a king.

Having never met a king, Alster had no idea what the protocol was. He thought of speaking first to introduce himself and Elsey but instead waited for one of the soldiers to break the silence.

“What’s this?” the presumed king said with wide eyes before anyone else started to speak.

“My lord,” the soldier began, “this boy says he can find the tomb.”

Hademar’s expression didn’t change. He stared intently at Alster, looking him up and down before he finally spoke. “You know where it is?” he asked quietly.

“I can find it,” Alster clarified. “I don’t know where it is. But I can find it.”

“So can I,” Hademar quickly responded. “But perhaps you can do it quicker. Come inside. Show me on the maps.” The king retreated inside his tent with a wave of his hand.

“Well, be quick about it, boy,” the soldier leading them said.

With Elsey’s help, Alster dropped from the horse with a painful thud. The two of them approached the tent cautiously, keeping an eye on the tired guards as they went. Neither of the soldiers even moved to open the tent flap for them to enter.

The cluttered tent was stiflingly hot inside. It smelled horribly of sweat, alcohol, and clothes that hadn’t been washed in years. A few short candles burned in one corner, and the canvas was thin enough to let in a bit of light itself. Tattered chests and trunks were strewn haphazardly across the clay, most of them open with their contents spilling out. The king held a large map drawn on an animal hide in his hands. “Show me the tomb!” he yelled. Where he was aloof, perhaps almost casual outside the tent, his mood had somehow changed dramatically.

“It isn’t like that,” Alster began, careful to keep his distance from the deranged man. “I can find it, but I don’t know where it is.”

The king’s gaze shot from his map to Alster’s eyes. “Out with it, boy! There isn’t much time!” he barked.

“No, no,” Alster tried to explain. “Here, I’ll show you what I mean.” He motioned for Elsey to hold back the tent flap, letting in a strong ray of morning light. He stepped into the sunlight quickly, eager to be done with the man’s useless map and even more useless yelling.

Alster pointed to his long, distorted shadow on the ground. As the three of them watched, his shadow began to bend northward, curving and growing like a grasping hand reaching for some hidden treasure. “There,” Alster said with a smile. “I can find the tomb.”

Again, the king’s mood changed in the blink of an eye. “So you can,” Hademar muttered, his voice so full of awe it was barely audible. He moved all around the shadow and even poked at it once, though all he did was get his finger covered in red clay.

“If you—” Alster started, but the king cut him off.

“You’re sure it leads to the tomb?” Hademar demanded, suddenly changing once more from curious to violent.

When Alster nodded, the king seemed to calm.

“Good, good.” Hademar breathed as though he was only then relieved of some great burden.

“Why are you searching for the tomb?” Alster asked hesitantly. “Shouldn’t you be going to Karrheim . . . if you’re the king?”

Hademar swirled away toward the back of his tent with a burst of maniacal laughter. When he didn’t turn back to answer the question, Alster shrugged. “Let’s, uh, let’s just leave,” he said.

“I was thinking the same thing,” Elsey said quietly. She ducked out of the tent without a second look back.

A small group of soldiers had gathered around the king’s pavilion, curious expressions on their bearded and weathered faces. “You can find the tomb?” one of them asked. The man clearly commanded some authority among the group, though he was just as worn and disheveled as all the rest. His beard grew out of control, and his stained face sported a thin scar across his jaw.

“Yes,” Alster answered for what felt like the hundredth time that morning. “We can leave now so everyone stops asking me that question!” he snapped.

The soldier smiled at Alster. “I like your enthusiasm,” he began. “My name is Ingvar. I’m the king’s second, one of the leaders of our little band out here in the wasteland.” He stepped forward to shake Alster’s hand. His grip was like an iron vise, the heavy hand far stronger than Alster had expected.

“Thank you, Ingvar,” Alster replied. He winced as a brief twinge of pain flashed across his knuckles. “I’m also pretty hungry. We haven’t eaten much in . . . a while.”

Ingvar sucked in his breath as a flash of red light emanated from Alster’s hand. As quickly as the red light appeared, it dissipated. “Magic,” the old soldier whispered.

Alster met the man’s gaze, his hand instinctively reaching toward the hilt of his dagger. Luckily, none of the other men seemed to notice what had happened.

Taking a step back, Ingvar blinked the surprise from his eyes and nodded. “Magic,” he said again, though softly enough that none of the others could hear. His eyes met Alster’s and wouldn’t leave.

“It leads me to the tomb,” Alster whispered quickly.

Finally, Ingvar looked away, a dirty hand rubbing his eyes and brushing out a knot in his beard. “Well . . . if the two of you are ready to begin, I’ll see to it that our king breaks camp within the hour,” he said loudly. He looked to Elsey then and shook her hand as well, an inviting smile spreading across his face. “In the meantime, one of my men will get your horse some proper food—the beast looks as famished as you two.” Ingvar turned to address the other soldiers gathered around the tent. “See to it that our new guides are properly welcomed.”

“Thank you,” Alster said, glancing quickly from his hand back to Ingvar.

The old soldier gave Alster one last look as he lifted the king’s tent flap and disappeared inside.
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By noon, Alster rode at the head of a column of soldiers winding through the foothills of the Red Mountains. He felt like a brave general from the wars of old, valiantly leading his troops to the front lines of some epic battle. The group only had two horses of their own, great creatures bred for war and wearing old, battered heraldic barding. King Hademar rode one of the horses to Alster’s left. Ingvar owned the second creature, but he had graciously relinquished his saddle to Elsey, saying something under his breath about having a proper woman along as he had done so.

The column marched onward at a slow pace through the gripping clay. The soldiers’ boots and the horses’ hooves sucked at the ground, squelching as they went. The mountains rose up tall before them, and Alster continued to lead the men deeper and deeper into their embrace.

By dusk, Alster’s shadow was too weak to see against the dark clay. He broke another piece of the seemingly limitless supply of crusty bread and chewed it for a few minutes to soften it before swallowing. It tasted more like dust than bread, but he had as much as he could eat. “We have to stop,” he said to the king riding beside him. For hours, all Hademar had done was speak quietly under his breath as though he was reciting some heroic tale to an unseen audience.

When Hademar finally looked up from his musing to process Alster’s statement, his brow furrowed in confusion. “We can light a torch!” he said enthusiastically. “Hold it behind you! Make the shadow stronger!”

Alster stifled a laugh. The man’s blind and somewhat reckless drive reminded him of an incessant house pet. As far as he could tell, the king never stopped. They had only halted once to relieve themselves, and the king insisted the men eat their rations while they walked.

Ingvar heard the exchange a few paces behind the three lead horses. He came up slowly to the king’s side, his head glistening with sweat. “My lord,” he began between breaths. “We need to camp. We can leave the moment dawn breaks, but we must rest. It has been twelve years—you can wait another handful of days, certainly.”

The king glowered down at his advisor. “Fine. We will stop for a few hours,” he conceded. “But we will leave three hours before dawn! We cannot waste any more time than we have to!”

“Sir,” Ingvar pleaded. “We will need the sun if we want the boy to lead us!”

After a moment, the king finally nodded. He turned back to Alster with another wild expression plastered to his face. “The moment you are ready, we will set out once more,” he decreed.

When they had settled into their rudimentary camp for the night, Ingvar sat himself down in the clay next to Alster and Elsey. Their horse stood a few paces away where one of Hademar’s men inspected its horseshoes while muttering a stream of curses under his breath. “So,” Ingvar said, handing each of them a few pieces of hardtack with some sort of red spice sprinkled on it. “What are you two doing out here in the barren waste of eastern Vecnos?”

Alster took an exploratory bite of the military ration. There was more bread somewhere among the troops, but he had determined that the better food was reserved for Hademar and the officers. The hardtack broke apart in his mouth into something closer to a bland powder than the wafer it appeared to be.

“He’s related to Alistair the Fourth,” Elsey answered as Alster struggled to swallow his mouthful of hardtack.

“Chasing down old legends then?” Ingvar said, watching Alster’s expression with amusement.

“We want to see the tomb,” Elsey said.

Ingvar took a drink from a leather skin. “What’s with his hands?”

“He fell . . .” Elsey began, but she clearly wasn’t sure how to describe Alster’s transformation. “He fell in Scalder’s Inlet.”

“He fell in what?” the soldier asked. He took a bite of his own spiced hardtack, following it immediately with a drink from his canteen. After he wiped his mouth on his tabard, he handed the canteen to Alster, who still struggled with the dry ration.

“Scalder’s Inlet?” Elsey repeated. “It’s where Alistair’s army dipped their weapons to let them kill shades.”

“I’ve never heard of the place,” Ingvar replied with a shake of his head.

“That’s disgusting,” Alster wheezed when he finally regained his composure and spat out his hardtack. He handed the canteen back to Ingvar. “What is it?”

Ingvar laughed and held his canteen aloft. “This is a tawny port from Nevansk!” he said as though everyone should have known already. “It’s cheap, but it goes down quick and gets the job done!”

Alster spat the final morsel of hardtack from his mouth with a grimace. “I disagree,” he said quietly.

“Ha!” Ingvar carried on, his deep voice booming. “It’ll put hair on your chest before you know it.” The man rolled his shoulders to stretch his back. Despite his age, he still possessed a muscled physique that made him a formidable soldier.

“I think I’ve had enough for now,” Alster said.

Ingvar took a long pull on his canteen and smiled. “When you’ve been on the road for twelve years, you learn to eat and drink a lot of different things.”

“Twelve years?” Elsey asked. “What have you been doing?”

Ingvar’s eyes flashed to Alster’s shadow cast by the campfire in front of them. “We’ve been looking for that damned tomb,” he answered. “And then you came along.”

The answer caught Alster off guard. He knew they were looking for the tomb now, of course, but for twelve years? “Why?” he practically demanded.

Ingvar thought for a moment and took another drink of his wine before he responded. “It isn’t my place to say, I’m afraid. You should ask the king when you show him the entrance yourself.” Most of the mirth was stolen from his voice, and his eyes were focused on the dirt.

“I think we’re getting close,” Alster said after a moment. “We might find it tomorrow.”

“That’s good,” Ingvar replied. “You’ve done the right thing by helping us.”

“I don’t know. The king—”

Ingvar laughed again. “The king is as mad as the day is long!” he said, tipping back his canteen once more.

“Why do you follow him?” Elsey asked. “Why did you follow him?”

“I swore an oath to him and his father when I was barely older than you are now,” he explained. “All of us have sworn oaths, and that is not something to take lightly. If you give your word, it doesn’t mean anything if you break it. No matter how difficult the task. When King Hademar called us to duty, we went. Until he releases us, we will stay by his side.”

“You haven’t seen your family in twelve years?” Elsey pried.

Ingvar looked off into the distance. “I see my wife’s face every day . . . and the faces of my daughters, but I’m not sure I would even know who they are anymore.”

“I’m sorry,” Elsey muttered.

Ingvar finished his canteen of wine. “I’m an old man now. I’m not the same person I was when I left. They wouldn’t recognize me, just as I would not recognize them.” He stood and threw the last few pieces of his hardtack into the campfire, where they sizzled and burned.

“I—”

“Hademar wants to be on the road by dawn,” Ingvar said as he began walking away. “Be ready to move.”


Chapter 19



Death

When dawn broke, Alster was already awake. He sat on the hard red clay with his legs crossed, listlessly spinning Alistair the Fourth’s dagger with a finger. His shadow was just becoming visible before him. As it bent toward the Shadow King’s tomb, he turned his body in tandem, making his shadow look as natural as possible.

A few feet below the small rise where he sat, he watched the entirety of the military outfit he was expected to guide. He saw the king’s embroidered tent standing tall in the middle of the camp, a blue and white pennant fluttering atop it in the gentle morning breeze.

Several paces from the king’s tent, a few soldiers set about readying the three horses for travel. The one Alster and Elsey had stolen looked small compared to Hademar’s regal steed. The king’s horse was draped in blue and white barding, though all of the livery was worn and covered in years of filth.

As Alster watched, a man came running toward the king’s tent from the west, shielding his eyes from the rising sun. He quickly ducked under one of the tent flaps. Only a few seconds later, he emerged with the king behind him. Both men began issuing orders at once, and the camp sprang to life. Alster hobbled back toward his own gear, eager to find Ingvar and learn what was happening. His shadow bent as he walked, twisting and yearning for him to find the tomb.

“Get ready!” Ingvar called. He stood near the sputtering collection of embers that had kept Alster and Elsey warm throughout the night.

“What’s happening?” Alster asked.

A deep horn sounded somewhere near the center of the camp, issuing a long, droning note that stole everyone’s attention. When it ended, a palpable wave of panic washed over the tents and bedrolls.

“We’re being trailed!” Ingvar said quickly. He was strapping on armor over a cloth gambeson he wore, and a pitted steel sword hung loosely at his side. “We have to leave!”

It only took a few minutes for the small army to be on the move once more. Alster rode next to the king, following his own shadow deeper into the Red Mountains. Behind them, the soldiers had left most of their cookware and other nonessential equipment in the dirt. One of the men led the others in a marching chant, setting their pace as quickly as he could. To Alster’s right, Elsey rode Ingvar’s horse. She didn’t have to say anything for everyone to know she was terrified.

The line of men wound into the foothills and through the mountains, climbing higher and higher in altitude as they went. Runners in light clothing without weapons or armor made their way to Hademar twice every hour with reports of the force following them—reports that made Alster wish the entire group was mounted so they all might gallop away to safety.

“They’re gaining on us, my lord,” the last runner had said. The man was thin and younger than most of the other soldiers, but he was struggling to keep up with the brutal march imposed by the king.

From what Alster had overheard, they were outnumbered.

Desperate to reach the tomb, Alster watched the movements of his shadow with unwavering intensity. By midday, Hademar had to call off his scouting efforts as the elevation proved to be too much for his runners to constantly overcome.

“How close are we?” Hademar demanded. He grabbed at the reins of Alster’s horse, his eyes wild with deranged excitement.

“I . . .” Alster struggled to find the words. “I can feel the tomb, but . . .”

“And?” the king demanded once more. “How far?” Behind them, the soldiers were struggling to keep their balance on the sharply sloping clay.

Alster’s shadow stretched out far beyond the length it should have been, wrapping nearly twenty feet around the curve of the mountainside. “I think we’re almost there,” he said quietly. He didn’t want to overinflate the mad king’s hope. Licking his lips, he felt a heavy presence of darkness lingering in the air. Everything tasted stale, just like it had at the Rift. It reminded him of the hardtack.

Finally, the ground began to level out, and Alster led the small army down the eastern side of the mountain into a shallow valley between the jagged red peaks.

He saw it.

Or Alster thought he saw the entrance to the tomb. It was still somewhat far away, perhaps half a mile, but he knew it was there.

“In the valley below,” Alster said with confidence that masked his inner uncertainty.

Hademar shouted a sharp command to one of his runners. After a few seconds, the king noticeably increased their pace. While Alster struggled to keep his balance on his horse, Elsey was perfectly at home on Ingvar’s steed. Between them, Hademar charged onward with reckless abandon, his warhorse kicking up huge clods of red clay.

Ingvar cursed, jogging to keep up. Most of his gear was still strapped to the horse Elsey rode, but his sword clanged noisily in its scabbard at his side as he ran.

Before long, Alster knew he was right. The valley between the mountains was narrow and dark, perhaps only large enough to allow ten men abreast, and it ended at the foot of the next craggy peak, where a circular stone sat against the hillside. Even from a distance, Alster could tell the stone was massive. What light filtered into the valley reflected from its gray surface, a stark contrast to the dappled red clay all around it.

Hademar reached the giant stone circle just before Alster and Elsey. The king looked small next to the massive structure, though he screamed and yelled with such passion that Alster thought he might try to knock the barrier down with his bare hands.

“Wait!” Alster called breathlessly. Adrenaline pumped through his veins like fire. He slid from the back of his horse quickly, tumbling across the clay. An angry finger of pain shot through his legs as he moved, but he didn’t care. For a second, he felt like some of the king’s unbridled determination had taken root in his own chest.

Elsey slipped an arm under Alster’s and helped him walk to the stone circle. “You found it,” she said, her voice quiet. “No one else ever could. But you did.”

“I don’t know how much good it will do,” Alster said with a sigh. Looking up to the top rim of the stone disc, he figured it reached at least as high as his room on the third story of his family’s estate. It wasn’t very thick, but it was solid stone. Surely it weighed more than the entire army would ever be able to move.

“How does it open?” the king bellowed, wringing his hands at his sides.

Alster tore his attention from the marvelous door and looked at the man. “I thought you would know. I only said I could find it.”

Luckily, Ingvar joined them with the rest of the soldiers before the king had the time to scream whatever was boiling just beneath his surface. Next to him, Alster recognized one of the runners who had been relaying information to Hademar.

“We will be caught within two hours,” the man said between breaths. He was doubled over at the waist, and his unkempt hair was soaked with sweat.

“Have you seen their banners?” Ingvar asked. He lifted a canteen from a pack on his horse and handed it to the runner.

The man took a long drink before he could respond. Behind him, the rest of the army was doing the same. “Blue and white,” the runner answered. “It is as you suspected.” Exhausted, he collapsed to the ground and poured the rest of the canteen’s water over his face.

“Karrheim sends its dogs,” Hademar spat, pacing anxiously in front of the stone disc.

Ingvar grabbed the king by his shoulders and shook the man violently. “Get with it!” he shouted in Hademar’s face. “We need a plan. They outnumber us! We can’t stay here and expect to fight!”

“Cavalry,” the runner said weakly from the ground. He had removed his shirt and balled it into a formless pillow under his head. “They have cavalry. Fifteen, maybe twenty total. We have no pikes.”

Canteens in hand, some of the soldiers began wandering close enough to hear the exchange. Ingvar lifted his voice to make sure all the men, not just the king, heard him. “Either we find a way to enter the tomb and hide or we must continue to run!” he shouted angrily.

Hademar snarled. “Scour the area!” he commanded, his deep voice booming. “Find the way inside! Find it!”

Alster watched as the soldiers scrambled to investigate the stone disc and the area around it. He winced when two of them began using the hilts of their swords to pound on the rock as though they could simply bash it apart. The ground around the disc sloped upward at a sharp angle, but it was harder than the red clay they had traversed. A handful of soldiers climbed around the top of the structure, their eyes searching for any hint of a clear passageway.

“My lord!” one of the men called down. He had one leg swung over the top of the disc for balance, and he hung down with his face close to the stone. “There are runes!”

“Where?” the king yelled.

“Scrape away the dirt,” the man responded. “They’re worn, but you can make them out!”

Hademar drew his sword and began furiously clearing centuries of filth from the outermost section of the circle. “Runes,” he whispered under his breath. He paused only for a moment before renewing his efforts with even more fury.

Several moments later, the army had the stone object mostly cleaned, revealing three concentric circles of carved runes, though no one could interpret what they meant. The translator Hademar had taken on his expedition was an intelligent man, but even he did not know the language of the ancients.

Alster remembered his tutor teaching him about the forgotten languages of Vecnos, but he had never learned to read or write any of them. It would have taken him years to master just one of the old languages, and there were at least four or five that he remembered. Luckily, the runes circling the stone were familiar to his memory. “It’s written in Xathnon,” Alster told no one in particular.

“How do you know?” Elsey asked. There was a palpable layer of fear in her voice.

“That symbol,” Alster said, pointing to a rune shaped like a vertical winnowing fork. “It’s called ‘Algiz,’ but I don’t remember what it means.”

“That rune is everywhere,” Elsey said. She pointed to several other instances of the rune.

Alster ran his fingers gently over the worn etching, and he saw the other Algiz runes, though every other instance of it was inverted. “It repeats in some sort of pattern,” he said. A few of the nearby soldiers stopped their search to watch him.

“Do you know any of the others?” Elsey asked. The pattern repeated enough so there were very few different runes, just the same ones written over and over again.

“This one,” Alster said, pointing to a rune shaped like the gable of a barn. “I think it is called ‘Mannaz.’ It means something about magic or spirits. I’m sorry, I just don’t remember.”

Elsey thought it over for a moment. “I think this is the right place then.”

“But how do we get inside?” Alster asked. He tried to keep the frustration from his voice, but he didn’t hide it well.

“My king!” one of the soldiers called. He pointed up the valley. A pair of horsemen were there, blue and white banners fluttering atop poles at their sides.

“We don’t have much time!” Hademar yelled to the rest of the army. He whirled to the soldier holding his horse’s reins. “Bring me the book!”

The man dug through a saddlebag and produced a leather-bound book, hurrying to take it to the king.

Hademar thrust the object toward Alster. “This is the Shadow King’s spellbook,” he said quickly. “Read it, boy! You must be able to read it.”

Alster took the strange book in his hands, and his forearms flared to life with magical energy. The frantic men stopped at once. The ring of runes illuminated all over the stone disc, bathing them in a pale red glow. The terror they all felt was quickly replaced by awe. Some of them dropped their tools, and others backed away.

“The pages are blank,” Alster said as he quietly leafed through them.

“It can only be read inside the tomb,” Hademar clarified. “According to some old witch in Nevansk.”

Against Alster’s hip, the blade of his dagger began to burn him through his clothes. He yelped and drew it forth, and it blazed with life. The runes on the stone disc flared as well, as though stoked by some giant bellows hidden under the mountain. “We have to be missing something,” he said. Alster stole a nervous glance back to the riders at the top of the valley. Several more had joined the first two, and Alster thought he could hear an army marching just beyond the curve of the mountain, though perhaps it was just a trick of his panicked mind.

“Maybe only a shade can pass through the stone,” Elsey offered weakly.

“What?” Hademar shouted. He turned back to Alster. “Can you do it?”

“We don’t have much time,” Ingvar said nervously. “They’re setting a formation. They’ll be moving upon us any minute.” He flexed his hand on the hilt of his sword.

At the top of the valley, a mass of dark figures fanned out to fill the trail Hademar’s army had left. One of them blew a horn, and the group began to march slowly forward.

“Now, boy!” Hademar screamed. “Get us in before we’re all crushed to death beneath their hooves!”

“I might be able to send your shade through,” Alster said, grasping at the desperate shred of an idea. “I pulled a man’s shadow off once. Maybe I can do it again.”

Hademar puffed out his chest. “Try it,” he commanded.

“Sir—” Ingvar began.

“Do it, boy!” the king shouted.

Alster nodded. He moved behind the king, his dagger held tightly in his hand. The king’s shadow was short, coming out at a sharp angle from his feet. Slowly, Alster moved his knife between the darkness and the king’s flesh. He felt no resistance, but the red blade pulsed nonetheless.

Hademar screamed in pain, doubling over and clutching his stomach. Then, all at once, he fell to the ground with a lifeless thud.

Ingvar dropped to the king’s side. He rolled the man to his back and leaned his ear over his mouth, listening for breath. “He’s alive,” Ingvar said with more than a hint of relief in his voice. At the king’s feet, a small, lightless form squirmed and writhed where the king’s shadow had been.

“Stand together,” Alster shouted to the soldiers. “Face the sun. He needs more shadow!”

No one hesitated. The men moved quickly to cast their own shadows where the king’s shade struggled to survive in the bright sunlight. As they added to the darkness, the shade grew and stabilized, becoming almost as tall as the king’s physical body.

“Move closer to the tomb,” Alster told the soldiers. They inched toward the stone disc, spreading their shadows across the ground and giving the king’s shade room to walk. When the shadowy form reached the disc, it simply passed through as though the stone did not exist at all.

“He needs the book,” Ingvar added, staring at the approaching soldiers.

In all the confusion, Alster had dropped it near the king’s hand. “How do we get it to him?” he asked. He realized he didn’t even know yet why the king had wanted to find the tomb. “What is he doing?”

“He can read it inside the tomb,” Ingvar answered. He picked it up and held it against the stone disc.

Nothing happened.

“Maybe I can do it,” Alster said.

“By all means,” Ingvar replied. “Just make it quick.” He pointed up the valley where the approaching army marched. “They’re moving slowly. But we have nowhere to run. They have us pinned.”

“We need to get ready to fight!” one of the men shouted. The others quickly voiced their agreement.

“Prop the king’s body against the stone,” Ingvar shouted. “Prepare to fight! Protect the king! For Karrheim!” The sound of swords ringing against scabbards filled the air.

“What should we do?” Elsey asked quietly. She stood close to Alster, her hands trembling.

Alster’s hands pulsed with red magic. “Do you trust me?” he whispered back. His mind whirled from idea to idea, each more insane than the last, but he refused to simply wait for Karrheim’s army to butcher him in the dirt.

Elsey nodded. She brushed an errant strand of hair from her face, and the sun reflected off the tears building in the corners of her eyes. “I trust you.”

Alster’s dagger flashed behind her back.


Chapter 20



Survivors

Palos didn’t bother trying to hide the smile on his face. “It has come to this,” he said with confidence.

“It has indeed,” Captain Holte quietly agreed. The two of them sat on their horses at the top of a narrow valley. The path before them was well-trodden with a host of fresh footprints. Down below, three score of men scurried across the red clay like ants.

“They have no route of escape, my lord,” Lieutenant Marius said a few paces behind the other two. His horse snorted and pawed at the ground. Its hooves and legs were caked in red clay.

“If the cowards try to flee, we will push them against the rocks,” Palos said. “We will break them against the mountain itself.”

“Shall we begin, my lord?” Marius asked. His voice was crisp, showing not even the slightest hint of fear.

Palos turned his horse around to face his officers. Behind the mounted men, his soldiers were tired from the march he had imposed and the steep heights they had climbed to accomplish it. Their banners fluttered in the wind, and Palos imagined his glorious reception in Karrheim as the slayer of the Shadow King. In his mind, women shouted his name from the streets, and King Gottfried bowed before him, offering him the royal crown as a reward.

“Sir?” Marius asked again. “Shall I give the order?”

“Not yet,” Palos said, returning his focus to the mountain range around him. “The men are tired. Hademar has nowhere left to run. Let him sit in his fear a few moments longer.”

“As you command, my lord,” Marius dutifully replied. He relayed Palos’s orders to the officers, who turned back among the soldiers.

Captain Holte laughed. “How long do you intend to wait?”

“Oh, just long enough to give our men a little time to prepare,” Palos replied somewhat jovially. “Come with me, Captain.”

Palos led Holte a few feet farther into the valley. He sat tall in his saddle, relishing the moment. “They see us down there,” he mused. “I want them to see us. I want them to know fear.”

“And survivors?” Holte asked with a heavy layer of sarcasm. “You intend to leave survivors to tell the glorious story of Palos the Conqueror slaying their friends in the dirt a hundred miles from civilization?”

Palos tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword. “Perhaps I will drag Hademar back, bloody and clinging to life, and saw his head from his shoulders at your feet. Would that make you happy, Captain?” he growled.

Holte let out a single sharp laugh. “Bring his head back in a box,” he said casually. “But perhaps you should show mercy to his men. You’ll gain nothing by putting them to the sword.”

“I did not travel all the way to this wasteland to become a slaver or the warden of some traveling military prison camp,” Palos spat back. He looked over his shoulder to ensure at least one of his officers could hear him. “Save Hademar for last. Kill the rest to a man. No mercy. No quarter.”
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Elsey gasped as Alster’s dagger slid down the indiscernible space between her flesh and her shadow.

“A shadowlith,” she gasped, her eyes wide with terror. When Alster finished, Elsey’s body fell to the ground much like Hademar’s had done only seconds before.

“What are you doing?” Ingvar yelled when he saw the girl hit the dirt.

Elsey’s shade turned to offer one last look before it disappeared into the tomb.

“I can take the book to him!” Alster said quickly. “I’m going inside!” He grabbed the strange tome and held it close to his chest with his left hand. Again, his wrists flared so violently he had to look away. Wasting no time, Alster turned to face his shadow, loosed a primal scream, and cut it from his body with one quick motion.

Nothing happened.

Thinking he had missed, he swung the dagger down again a few inches farther from his body. Still, nothing happened.

“Why doesn’t it work?” he demanded, yelling at the blade clutched in his glowing hand. Out of frustration, he slammed his knuckles into the stone disc in front of him—where they passed through with nothing more than a gentle sizzle.

“Wha—”

Strong hands pushed Alster from behind, and he tumbled forward through the stone portal entirely. He fell clumsily to his knees. Pain shot through his leg when he stood, but the sensation was quickly overcome by wonder. The inside of the tomb was unlike anything Alster had ever seen before. The crypt was built directly into a large natural cavern filled with red light pulsing through strange veins of ore in the rock.

The chamber slanted downward, toward the heart of the mountain, and looked wide enough to let Hademar’s entire army inside.

“The book!” a voice said from somewhere to Alster’s left. He turned and saw a massive shade towering over him.

“King Hademar,” Alster said awkwardly. “You can speak.”

“The book!” the shade hissed again, stretching out an inky black tendril.

Alster realized the king was pointing to the book still held in his left hand. He offered the item forward, but the king’s black hand passed right through it, trailing a wisp of dark red smoke.

“You can’t hold it,” Alster told him, though it was painfully apparent. “Where is Elsey?” He realized he had not seen her yet.

“I’m here,” she said, drawing his attention farther into the cave.

Her shade, much smaller than the king’s, stood twenty or so feet to the side and faced away from Alster. She was looking deeper down a narrow tunnel that branched off of the main cavern. More veins of glowing red ore wound their way through the walls, illuminating the area just enough to cast a strong shadow.

“It’s beautiful,” Elsey said. Her voice was strained and distant, as though the act of speaking through her disembodied shadow demanded a great deal of effort to accomplish.

“What do I do with the book?” Alster asked the king’s shade. The dark creature only twisted and turned in response. Alster imagined the king’s corporeal body doing the same, his rage and lunacy contorting him with every passing second.

Curiously, Alster opened the book to a random place in the middle, but the pages were still entirely blank. “We need to go deeper,” he concluded. “We aren’t in the actual tomb yet. We need to find the graves.” Outside, Alster thought he heard the beginning of a battle commencing. He thought of Elsey’s physical body lying helplessly on the ground.

Alster held the king’s book close to his chest as he went. He hobbled, moving slowly across the uneven ground. “Let’s go,” he said to the two shades. “We don’t have much time.”

The tunnel Elsey led them through spiraled downward at a sharp angle, reminding Alster of the hidden passageway beneath his family’s estate. For a moment, he wondered if one had been modeled on the other.

At the end of the spiraling tunnel, the three came to a section that had been worked with tools. Stairs were cut into the floor, and the red veins of ore in the walls had been channeled into stone troughs at regular intervals. At the side of each stair, they saw more of the runes from the stone disc etched into the walls.

Luckily, Alster only had to descend two flights of stairs before they reached another doorway. He dreaded climbing back to the surface. The pain in his legs was immense, and he knew it would only grow when he had to ascend the stairs on the way out.

A voice came from the other side of the door. It was faint, hoarse, and sounded like the speaker was in some sort of great agony. “What?” Alster exclaimed. “Is there someone down here?”

Even King Hademar’s tenacious shade appeared confused.

“Check the book again,” Elsey’s voice said slowly.

Alster once more flipped quickly through the pages, but nothing had changed. “Who could be here?” he asked, though he knew it was impossible for any of them to know the answer.

Unlike the outer stone disc that blocked the entrance to the tomb itself, the door at the bottom of the carved staircase was small and unadorned. Instead of stone, it was made from simple wood. A long metal plate held a keyhole on the right side. There was no handle or knocker for Alster to try.

“Can you go through?” Alster asked the king. In the back of his mind, he felt he could likely pass through the barrier without a problem as he had above, but the thought of facing some unknown enemy held him firmly in place.

The king moved slowly toward the door. Showing an unexpected level of restraint, he carefully pressed his shadowy head forward, and it passed through the wood unhindered. A few heartbeats later, the king pulled back, and the voice from the other side stopped abruptly as well.

“What is it?” Alster asked. His heart raced in his chest.

“Another shade,” the king replied quietly. “And the tombs. There are three sarcophagi in the center of a huge room.”

“A shade?” Alster repeated. A fresh wave of terror gripped his mind.

“You have your dagger,” Elsey reminded him. She pointed with a wisp of shadow to Alster’s glowing weapon.

“Right,” he replied. He took a deep breath to steady his nerves. With one hand holding the king’s blank book and the other clutching his dagger, he leaned against the wooden door. Slowly, his forearms flared with magical light, and he sank through the barrier. Behind him, Elsey and Hademar did the same, though with much more grace and balance.

Alster saw the shade at once. The creature was tall, filling the vast cavern with its monstrous height, and it had eyes that burned like a blacksmith’s forge. It locked its gaze on the newcomers the moment they entered the tomb, its head snapping toward the side with an audible crack.

“The book!” Hademar shouted through his shade. Somehow, the mad king managed to completely ignore the towering shadow in the center of the tomb, instead focusing his energy only on his own personal quest.

Alster was too scared to move. He held his dagger straight out before him, where it pulsed with violent red magic. “We just . . .” he began, his voice trailing off as the shade began walking toward them. He felt foolish for attempting to reason with such a being as the towering shade.

“Alistair?” Elsey said quietly. She moved to Alster’s left, where a detailed painting hung on a metal piton driven into the stone wall. There were other paintings near it as well, but the one she gazed upon was unmistakable. “Alistair!” She turned back to the looming figure in the center of the room.

The shade stopped its advance.

Alster took a single step forward and lowered his knife. He did his best to gulp down his fear. “My name is Alster,” he said, his voice quavering. “My family name is Lightbridge. Are you the shade of Alistair the Fourth?”

The shade did not respond. It stood perfectly still, looking more like a frozen statue than anything else.

“I’m a direct descendant of Alistair the Fourth,” the boy went on. After another moment of silence, Alster held his dagger forth once more, this time presenting it hilt-first on his glowing palm. “I believe I have something of yours.”

The shade shifted forward a step, its opaque legs never leaving the smooth ground.

“If it is yours,” Alster continued, “I want you to have it.”

The shade continued forward, and both Elsey and Hademar inched backward at the same time, leaving Alster exposed at the front of their makeshift triangle. Behind the shade, Alster noticed a bit of a reflection dancing off a pool of milky liquid. He shook his head, refocusing his attention on the menacing creature directly in front of him.

“Please,” Alster pleaded. “Take the dagger. You can have it.”

The shade stopped just inches from Alster’s outstretched hand. The dagger pulsed with red light, its rhythm matching that of the walls around it. As he held the weapon, it began to move across Alster’s palm, turning until the hilt pointed directly at the shade’s center.

“Here,” Alster said quietly.

The shade’s black hand drifted close to the dagger’s hilt. Then, with speed unexpected from the strange creature, the shade snatched the dagger in its inky grip.

“How can—” Hademar began, but Alster cut him off with an upraised hand.

“Thank you,” the shade said. Its voice was overwhelming, echoing from the walls and thundering within Alster’s mind.

“What if it’s the Shadow King? What if that isn’t Alistair the Fourth?” Elsey whispered through her shade.

Alster’s heart sank through his chest. He hadn’t considered that possibility at all. “No . . .” he mouthed. He wanted to scream, but he feared the shade would simply kill him where he stood, trapping his corpse in the creature’s own tomb for eternity.

“Al-es-ter,” the shade pronounced slowly with the same booming voice. It turned from the trio of visitors and floated across the stone to a place twenty or so paces from the staircase.

“My name is Alster,” the boy explained. He followed the shade slowly, his eyes drinking in the red-tinted surroundings as fast as they could.

It didn’t take long for the three to realize what else was hidden in the deep tomb. The shade, whoever it belonged to, stood in front of a trove of glittering gold and other artifacts. Oil paintings were stacked against one of the walls, their canvas edges frayed from age and their images all but gone under layers of dust and grime. Several marble statues stood to one side, depicting regal figures with crowns and scepters held in their stony hands.

To the right of the treasure, Alster felt an inferno of heat emanating from the pool he had seen earlier. Around the edges of the pool, huge crystals jutted out in every direction as though they had grown from the liquid itself. Alster couldn’t tell if the crystals produced the red light or if they only reflected it.

“The heat,” Alster said, trying to shield his face from the pool.

“What?” Elsey asked, still a few paces behind him.

Alster smiled, inwardly chastising himself for assuming her shade could feel the pool’s energy. “Nothing,” he said.

“And the book?” Hademar asked, eagerly peering over Alster’s shoulder to see the artifact. “What does it say?”

Alster looked back to the shade before he flipped open the pages of the leather-bound tome. The dark creature stood motionless in front of the treasure, staring intently at the dagger in its black hand.

“Still blank,” Alster said quietly, flipping past a few pages. He was afraid of disturbing the shade’s contemplation, especially if the creature turned out to be the Shadow King instead of his long-lost ancestor.

Hademar’s shade whirled through the tomb, breaking away from the others with a stream of curses.

“No, wait!” Alster begged him. “We must be careful!”

The unnamed shade to Alster’s left turned, leaving a haze of red light lingering above the treasure as it dragged the weapon through the air.

“Sir,” Alster said, awkwardly trying to defuse the tension building between him and the shade. He backpedaled away, feeling the heat of the liquid painfully searing his back. Since the creature lacked all semblance of facial features save for its bright eyes, Alster couldn’t tell if it was angry. “He’s . . .” Alster struggled to find the words to adequately convey Hademar’s state of mind. “He’s not right . . . in his head. Something is wrong.”

“Why are you here, Alster?” the shade thundered. It watched with what appeared to be curiosity as Hademar’s shade explored the tomb.

Alster held up the book before him, though he was reluctant to let the shade take the item as it had the dagger. “We brought the Shadow King’s spellbook,” he offered, though he immediately regretted saying it, especially considering the possibility that he spoke to the dreaded king of shadows himself.

Hademar’s shade whirled back toward the others. “A pedestal!” he shrieked with excitement. He stood near a thin wooden pedestal clearly built to hold a book of similar size to the blank one in Alster’s left hand. The pedestal stood in front of a row of sarcophagi, each one ornately carved and covered with gemstones.

“You!” the unknown shade bellowed. It pointed a willowy finger of darkness toward Hademar, instantly commanding every ounce of the mad king’s unpredictable attention. “What is your purpose with my dead brother’s book?”

“The brother of the Shadow King?” Elsey whispered.

Alster was just as confused as she was. “Who are you?” he asked the shade.

The towering entity turned away from Hademar’s shade, its red eyes narrowing. “I am Alistair the Fourth of the House of Lightbridge, Slayer of the Shadow King, Champion of Vecnos!” the shade declared. “And you are intruders! You should not be here! Leave this place at once!”

“The book!” Hademar screamed. “The book!”

Alster felt a wave of relief wash over him. “Alistair,” he began, somewhat emboldened by the knowledge that he did not stand before the Shadow King.

“The book!” Hademar’s shade screeched again.

With a sigh of frustration, Alster rushed to the pedestal, slammed the book down, and returned to his forefather, his mind whirling with hundreds of questions. Finally, Hademar’s shade stopped shouting.

“I’ve seen your portrait,” Alster went on. “We have one in my family’s estate. It’s magnificent.”

“Tell me,” Alistair’s shade went on, seemingly unable to lower the oppressive volume of its voice, “what has become of Vecnos?” He pointed to Elsey’s shifting form. “I see the land is still tainted by shadowliths. Have you come to summon me to end another scourge? Am I naught but a slave to your needs?”

For a second, Alster thought his ancestor was going to strike at Elsey, perhaps draining her very soul—if that kind of thing was possible. Luckily, Alistair did not move against her.

“No, not at all,” Alster said defensively. He held up his glowing hands for the shade to inspect. “I found your gauntlets. And then I fell into Scalder’s Inlet. I was hoping . . .” He felt awkward asking for the rest of Alistair’s legendary armor, but it was the true reason he had found the tomb, and it felt right in his mind to speak the truth.

“You were submerged in Scalder’s Inlet?” Alistair asked, clearly surprised.

“Yes,” Alster responded. He shrugged. He knew it must sound impossible, but that was what happened whether anyone believed him or not.

The shade issued what sounded like a laugh, but it was so loud the individual sounds were nearly indistinguishable from one another. “Show me!” it said, pointing to the boiling pool of milky liquid not far away.

Alster used the back of his glowing hand to remove the sweat from his forehead. His shirt was soaked, and his skin felt clammy. “I—” he stammered. He didn’t know what else he could do or what he could say to prove who he was or what he had done. “Fine.”

Summoning his courage, Alster took off his shirt and cast it aside. Only slightly embarrassed that Elsey’s shade stood next to him, he continued to strip away his clothes until he stood in only his braies. Standing so bare, Alster was painfully aware of the twisting pink scar that ran down the length of his left leg, occasionally jutting to one side or the other at sharp angles where the surgeon had cut into his flesh to knit the bones.

With a stalwart breath, Alster looked to his ancestor’s shade once more before diving for the pool. His body splashed into the ferociously hot liquid, bringing forth a chorus of screams from his mouth. Eventually, after what felt like an eternity of torment, Alster quieted and sank.


Chapter 21



Glory

“Have the men rested quite well?” Palos asked his lieutenant.

“Yes, my lord. They are ready for your command,” Marius replied with a smile. “The cavalry will be cramped. They have nowhere to go beyond the enemy. There is no open field in which they may maneuver. Once you commit them to the fight, there can be no second charge.”

Palos surveyed the battlefield once more. Down below, the ragged band of soldiers he had tracked waited nervously in battle formation, though every soldier was a mere footman. “They have no pikes,” Palos said confidently. “Send the cavalry in first, but keep the regulars close behind. We shouldn’t need more than one charge to send these swine to their graves.”

“Certainly, my lord,” Lieutenant Marius answered. The man turned back to his retinue of officers, relaying Palos’s command to each of them.

After a moment, several warhorns sounded, and the army began to march forward. Palos, Holte, and two of the other officers moved to the side of the narrow valley as the men passed them, the ranks of cavalry filtering to the front lines.

“Hold them at a steady pace,” Palos said. One of the officers to his right raised a streaming banner in response. “Good. When they are a hundred yards from the enemy, sound the charge." The officer nodded, his expression grim.

“Some of them will try to escape over the rocks,” Holte added. “Do you intend to hunt them down?”

“Let them die among the rocks if that is their desire,” Palos replied curtly. A series of three low notes sounded from a warhorn at the rear of Palos’s army, signaling the men to break into a full charge. They had no room to maneuver or create formations, so each rank simply thundered forward, eager not to be trampled by the men behind them.

When the cavalry hit, the sounds of men dying quickly filtered back up the narrow valley, amplified by the hard rock and packed clay all around the battle. Just as Marius had predicted, the cavalry had nowhere to go. The horses crashed recklessly into the door of the tomb. “We need a better view,” Palos said to his retinue. He tried to make out the pace of the battle, but there was simply too much chaos to see it from a distance.

“Forward,” Palos commanded. The officers formed a ring of armored horses around him and marched several paces forward.

At the bottom of the valley, the cavalry tried to untangle themselves from the mess of limbs, hooves, and swords, and many of them were cut down as they struggled. The infantry hit the enemy line only a heartbeat later. At once, any semblance of organization evaporated. The only way Palos could tell his men from the enemy soldiers was by the length of their beards, and even that was not a guarantee.

“We’ve lost most of the cavalry, sir,” Lieutenant Marius said after a moment.

“I can see that,” Palos replied coldly. None of his men had stayed mounted for longer than the initial charge, and the majority of their horses were now dead near the tomb’s entrance at the back of the battlefield.

As far as he could tell, his men were better armed and armored, though the enemy force fought with a ferocity that offset some of their disadvantages. On the left side of the battle, a handful of enemy soldiers had gained the upper hand, and they threatened to flank the rest of Palos’s small army.

“They need to rotate!” Palos yelled, pointing with his sword to the weak spot. One of the officers played several high-pitched blasts on the warhorn, and the soldiers responded almost immediately, though it was obvious that some of them couldn’t hear the signal.

“I’ll get them to move,” Captain Holte growled behind his steel helmet. He kicked his horse into a trot and set off down the valley.

Palos watched the veteran soldier descend into the fray. Holte dismounted a few paces before he reached the friendly line—or what was left of it—and slapped his mount’s rear to send it back to the other officers. Sword still sheathed at his side, he grabbed one of the men by the shoulder and forcibly turned him, shouting commands above the din.

When some semblance of order had returned to their unit, Holte drew his sword and found an opening. He drove into a pair of enemies on the right side of the battle, slashing horizontally in front of him. His cut was knocked wide by one of the defenders, but Holte turned with the parry, realigning himself for a deft backhand slash that caught the soldier below the jaw. A spurt of blood splattered across Holte’s face.

The captain spun back to his original position as a short spear came whistling in at his gut. He narrowly avoided the missile, but he winced when he heard the soldier behind him cry out in pain. In front of him, Holte worked his blade furiously to keep a burly axman from cleaving him open. The enemy held two long axes, similar to the type men used to split wood in the winter, and he swung them at alternating angles with practiced ease.

With a grunt, Holte skipped backward, letting both axes harmlessly cut the air in front of him. He snarled and flicked his wrist forward, pointing his blade at the man’s stomach. When he lunged forward, an axe came in from the side to knock his blade away at the same time the man backpedaled.

The soldier’s boot caught on a dead horse’s bloody hoof, and Holte smiled. The man’s eyes went wide as he fell backward, both of his axes clattering at his sides. Holte leapt on him in an instant, driving his sword through the man’s worn breastplate. When he tried to wrench his weapon free, it didn’t budge. He left it, settling for one of the man’s lumber axes, and rushed to his left, where a small group of Karrheim’s elite battled a handful of Hademar’s bearded veterans.

“Where is their leader?” Holte bellowed to the nearest friendly soldiers. They were heavily engaged, but one of them managed to respond with a shake of his head as he parried a dagger strike with his short sword.

Holte backed away to scan the cramped battlefield for any sign of the king they pursued, but he saw no one he thought to be a commander of any sort. Everywhere he looked, bodies were strewn across the stony landscape, crumbled and bloodied.

“What the . . .” he muttered, his eyes locked on two corpses propped against the side of a huge stone disc he assumed led to the tomb.

Holte caught a glimpse of a flanged mace heading right for the side of his head, breaking his momentary confusion and forcing him to fall to the ground to avoid being killed in a single blow. The edge of the mace caught his helmet with a loud crash, instantly disorienting him and replacing all the sounds of battle with a harsh, screeching ring in his ears.

Luckily, his attacker was overbalanced from the assault, so Holte wasn’t obliterated by a second blow from the fearsome weapon. Clutching his stolen axe like a cane, Holte pulled himself to his feet and tried to steady the spinning world. He felt drunk, overwhelmingly drunk, and a wave of nausea crept into the back of his throat as he failed to right his bearings.

The mace-wielder turned, a wide grin splayed across his unarmored face. He slapped the head of his weapon in his open palm, and Holte saw a few streaks of blood rub off on the man’s skin.

The captain tore his helm from his head and tossed it aside. The fresh air seemed to calm his roiling stomach, but only by a fraction. When he looked ahead, he could barely focus. Everything was blurry around the edges. The man came forward again, swinging his heavy mace from left to right. Holte raised his axe to block, and the mace head shattered his weapon’s shaft into a hundred splinters.

Holte’s attacker bellowed some incoherent war cry, lifting his weapon far above his head. The man’s teeth were yellow and jagged, and his breath smelled like vomit.

Holte stifled a chuckle when he realized it was his breath that carried the pungent stench of stomach acid, not his attacker’s. His vision still spinning helplessly within his own mind, he tumbled back to the ground unarmed, heaving the contents of his gut across the stones and clay.

The captain rolled to his side with a sullen whimper, waiting for the killing blow to quickly bring an end to his scrambled senses. After a few seconds, he realized he was still somehow alive.

He wanted to open his eyes, to see what fate had befallen his attacker, but he knew it would be useless. Even with his eyes shut, all he saw was a shifting field of slowly spinning blotches of color that made him scream in agony. The screaming brought on another round of painful vomiting, and then everything finally, mercifully, went black.
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At the top of the valley, Palos wore a smug expression. “We’ve sustained heavy casualties, but we’re winning.” He tried to find his trusted captain in the wild fray, but it was no use. “I should have made him wear a flag.”

One of the lower officers had retrieved Holte’s horse, and the creature absentmindedly chewed on a nub of wild grass where it stood, completely oblivious to the slaughter.

Slowly, Palos and his officers continued to descend into the valley, getting closer to the tomb as the short battle neared its bloody conclusion.

“Mercy!” a man called from his knees, his voice amplified by the narrow valley. Palos watched with morbid curiosity as one of his men cut down the coward with a sword. Less than twenty enemies still stood, and Palos figured he had them outnumbered two to one.

He watched for a few moments longer as the rest of his soldiers closed in around the remnants of Hademar’s force. “Give the signal for retreat,” he said to one of his officers. The man blew a sharp series of four blasts on his warhorn.

A few heartbeats later, Palos’s force began to disengage from the enemy, moving slowly backward with measured steps. He counted the men left on the other side. There were only eleven, and most of them looked injured, some mortally.

“Hold them,” Palos ordered. The officer to his right blew a shrill note. Almost at once, the soldiers halted their retreat, casting the battlefield in eerie silence. A few men lay groaning on the ground, but Palos didn’t pay them any heed.

Palos kicked his horse into an easy trot until he reached the back of his line. “Where is your leader?” he demanded of the surviving enemy soldiers.

One of them shot a sidelong glance at a body, a glance Palos followed immediately. “Oh, he’s dead?” he mocked. A few of the enemies let their weapons fall from their hands. One man collapsed to the ground, stifling a scream as a heavy splatter of blood shot from a gaping wound in his side.

“It was a valiant effort,” Palos told the ten enemies still standing. “For a bunch of old men, I suppose.”

“Sir,” one of Palos’s soldiers said from his side. He was dragging a body away from the lines by its arms. It was Captain Holte.

“Is he dead?” the lord asked. A grimace flashed across Palos’s face, but he hid it almost as soon as it appeared.

The soldier bent down to inspect the captain more clearly. “No, sir,” the man said. “He still breathes.”

“Good,” Palos replied, his smile returning once more. He dismounted from his horse with a jangle of polished armor. The ground beneath his boots was clay and stone, and several inches of it had turned to sloppy, bloody mud. He walked around a dead horse to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with his army.

“Now show me to your leader,” he demanded, taking a single step forward into the makeshift no man’s land.

Two of the soldiers backed toward the body they had indicated as their superior. “He isn’t dead,” one of them spat. The man was old and sported a huge beard down to his waist. In fact, Palos saw that almost every soldier on the other side of the battle, living or dead, wore a similar beard.

“Is that so?” Palos asked curiously. “And would his name be Hademar? Judging by the looks of it, you’ve been gone a long while. I suppose you left with King Gottfried’s brother quite some time ago, yes? Did you really expect Gottfried to simply let your little adventure come to such a tidy conclusion?”

The men standing in front of Hademar crossed their arms over their chests.

“One final display of defiance, I suppose,” Palos said with an almost cheerful countenance.

The men’s expressions hardened.

Curiously, Palos spotted what he thought to be a young woman’s corpse next to the still form of the king’s brother, and he felt a flash of recognition for the briefest of moments. “That girl,” he began. “What is her name?”

The soldier nearest to her shrugged. “What’s it to you?” the man replied.

Palos took another step forward, and he heard some of his own men doing the same behind him. He kept his left hand firmly wrapped around the hilt of his sword, but he did not unsheathe it, instead content that his temporary display of mercy would keep him safe enough.

“She’s a bit young for a camp follower, don’t you think?” Palos asked, slowly edging forward and trying to get a look at Hademar.

“She was a friend to the king,” one of the guards replied. His voice was low and strained, like he was having trouble breathing.

Palos let the issue drop. “Either you’re going to die,” he said sternly, leveling his gaze at the two soldiers, “or you are going to turn over Hademar’s body and submit. There is no third option.” He tried to catch a glimpse of Hademar’s face behind the guards, but he knew he wouldn’t recognize the king even if he did.

The man with the strained breathing took a bold step forward. “It’s easy to be brave with a score of men at your back, isn’t it?” he challenged. “If you really want the king, fight me for him.”

Somewhere in the pit of Palos’s stomach, a knot of fear began to form. He knew he wasn’t a fighter. Trying to kill shades at the Rift had made that abundantly clear. Yet another part of him hated the idea of his honor being challenged, and he hated the thought of avoiding that challenge even more. He pulled his sword from its ornate sheath, but a violent rumble beneath his feet stopped him.

Everyone, even the dying men struggling for life, fell silent.

A second rumble, somewhat stronger than the first, shook them again. Palos widened his stance to keep his balance in the broken clay. Behind him, he heard a sucking sound that made his head turn.

Some of the blood-soaked clay had moved, but not because of the tremors. There was a corpse face-down in the mud, one of Palos’s men, and it twitched. Then its twitching became a spasm. Before long, the corpse was ambling to its bloody feet, a garish wound on the back of its bald head slowly knitting together.

A shout of alarm rose up from somewhere in Palos’s line, and it was quickly followed by a dozen more. All over the battlefield, slain men and horses began to rise.
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Much faster than the first time he had taken a swim in the superheated liquid, Alster pushed himself back to the surface. He knew he had lost consciousness for a moment, but he hadn’t fully blacked out like the first time. Still, his insides burned with wild pain.

As he wrenched himself onto the side of the pool, he spat out a mouthful of the liquid in disgust. It tasted like a roaring fire. “Help me,” he muttered, the meager strength in his legs failing to propel him out of the pool.

Before he saw what was happening, he was pulled free of the murky liquid and unceremoniously tossed several feet across the tomb. His back hit the wall first. Then he landed on his hands, his gauntlets absorbing the brunt of the impact with a brilliant red flash.

“You lived,” the towering shade said. Alster couldn’t tell if it was surprise or disappointment lacing the creature’s voice.

“You threw me,” Alster responded weakly. “It hurt.” In truth, his collision with the rock wall should have been devastating. He shook his head as he regained his footing.

Elsey’s shade stood nearby. She paced from side to side in the dim light. “What are we doing here?”

Alster looked back to Hademar’s hazy form. The mad king was hunched over the pedestal, and his shadowy fingers turned page after page of the book he once could not even touch. None of it made much sense.

“Can I . . .” Alster’s eyes searched the room for the rest of Alistair the Fourth’s legendary raiment. “Can I take your armor?” he finally said, deciding that blunt honesty was the best approach.

The shade stared at him, its red eyes narrowing. “You lived,” it said once more. “You are a Lightbridge indeed.” Alistair’s shade turned toward the treasure trove in the corner, and Alster followed.

Next to a stack of half a dozen dusty oil paintings, an ornate wooden chest sat under a pile of other odds and ends Alster did not recognize. “What is all of this?” he asked, putting his clothes back on as he spoke. “Why is it here?”

The shade reached out a hand and spoke an unfamiliar word. Then everything covering the chest slid off its sides. “The terms of my surrender,” the shade answered. With a wave of its hand, the chest sprang open. A thin cloth embroidered with Alistair’s symbol, a riderless horse before a field of raging fire, covered the contents within.

Alster pulled the cloth covering aside. Underneath, the rest of Alistair’s armor had been carefully organized and packed. Alster pulled forth the breastplate with a sense of wonder washing all the fear from his mind. It was heavier than he had expected, and it gleamed with brilliance as though the hundreds of years it had spent in the cave meant nothing.

“Rai said reassembling the armor would be something worth seeing,” Alster muttered.

“Rai was a liar,” Elsey reminded him. Her shade hovered near the milky pool of burning liquid.

Without waiting for more instruction, Alster pulled the rest of the armor from the chest. He laid it out on the cavern floor, running his glowing hands over every piece as he went. Just as he expected, the gauntlets were missing.

“Go on, Lightbridge,” Alistair’s shade beckoned with a powerful voice. “Your inheritance awaits you.”

“What will happen to him?” Elsey asked.

“He will become what I once was,” Alistair answered cryptically.

“What were you?”

The shade turned to her, leaning its shadowy head to the side and spreading out its arms. “I was human once, but that was before the armor. I had flesh and bones. I had blood running through my veins. And then my brother made a pact with a monk from Xathrin. Together, they stole my humanity. They took my flesh and bones. They took my blood.” Alistair’s voice thundered against the walls, shaking dust and dirt from the rock with every syllable.

Alster felt the persistent, throbbing pain in his leg, and an idea settled in his mind. He began strapping Alistair’s ancient greaves to his legs, tightening their leather straps as best he could around his calves. “I don’t want my flesh and bones,” he said with determination. “They’re all worthless.”

“It is a heavy price to pay,” Alistair told him at once. “You will become your shade—a living shadow held inside a suit of armor for eternity.”

“You got out,” Elsey said. “It can’t be forever.”

The shade laughed, a strange, cackling sound that set Alster’s hair on end. “Yes,” it said. “There are ways to undo the contract, though you would not enjoy them.”

Alster finished putting on the suit of armor in awkward silence. Everything looked far too large for his smaller frame, but like his gauntlets, the pieces fit themselves to his body. Every section he put on filled him with another measure of hope, and a smile broke out on his face. He wasn’t sure he knew how to fasten anything correctly, but finally, after much struggling, he wore the entire suit with pride. In the center of the armor, an enameled bit of red filigree shone brilliantly, just like his hands, pulsing in time with his heartbeat.

“Make your decision wisely, Lightbridge,” Alistair warned the boy.

Alster was so focused on getting back to the magical pool that he barely heard the shade, nor did he care what it had to say. His decision had been made. One heavy foot after the other, he clanked his way to the burning liquid. The helmet he wore blocked most of his vision, only allowing him a narrow vertical slit for his nose and a similar horizontal opening across his eyes. The front of the helmet had a detailed wing inlaid in white gold over the right eye, and a sharp ridge ran from the center of his forehead to the back of his neck.

Standing once more before the pool, Alster did not feel fear. He knew the pain of the fusion would be immense, leagues beyond what he had felt when he merged with the gauntlets, but he did not care. “I want to be rid of this body,” he growled.

“Then go,” the shade commanded. Alistair’s shadowy arms enveloped him, wrapping around his armored torso with strength Alster would not have thought possible. “Be rid of your mortal trappings, Lightbridge. Shed your weakness!”

The shadow tentacles shoved Alster forward, slamming him into the boiling water and pushing him fully under.

Alster screamed, but his screams were not exclusively wrought from pain. Instead, he felt an undeniable sensation of strength filling his limbs. He welcomed the heat, begged it to enter his limbs, and relished the thought of his body being consumed by it. He felt the greaves around his legs melt into his flesh, followed quickly by the tassets of Alistair’s breastplate on his waist and thighs.

When the breastplate itself began to sink into his skin, he found it getting harder and harder to breathe. His lungs were crushed by the weight of the enchanted metal until he thought he felt the organs crumble within his chest. The pauldrons quickly melded into his shoulders, creating a sharp pain in his collarbone but otherwise not adding to the already excruciating pain he endured from the heat.

Before long, the entire suit of armor had sunk through Alster’s body. Every part of his skin glowed with red light. He reached a hand through the water, grabbed onto the side of the cave floor, and pulled himself free. A smile broke out on his face when he realized he had extricated himself with only one hand. As he stood next to the pool, he felt taller, though he knew it was just his confidence puffing out his chest.

“You said he would be trapped in the armor,” Elsey said skeptically.

Alistair’s shade moved closer. “Reach within yourself, Lightbridge,” it commanded. “The armor is there. It has become you.”

Alster’s face scrunched up in confusion. “I don’t know what to do,” he finally said. His flesh steamed, but he was still made of just flesh.

With a whirl of shadowy limbs, Alistair swung his left arm into the boy’s chest with tremendous, otherworldly force. Instead of being knocked to the ground, Alster’s body flashed with red light at the site of the impact, and the force was absorbed entirely. “You can call it forth when you need to,” Alistair explained. “You just need to figure out how.”

“You could do it?” Alster asked, wondering why he had never heard of such stories from his tutor or anyone else.

“Yes,” the shade replied evenly.

“And the—”

“I found it!” Hademar’s shade yelled, catching everyone by surprise. He had his strange book open to a page near the end, and he frantically read aloud a series of strange words.

“No!” Alistair shouted. “You must stop!”

Alster and his ancestral shade both raced for the mad king, but it was too late. The magical phrase Hademar had uttered was only a few words long, yet it held immeasurable power.

“You fool!” Alistair screeched. His voice was like an entire summer storm unleashed in a single moment.

In front of the king’s shade, the sarcophagus in the center of the three vessels began to tremble. It shook violently, its lid sliding from the force. The tremor began to grow, spreading out in a circular pattern with such strength that Alster had to brace himself on the nearest wall. All the while, the crazed shade just laughed with glee.

“What has he done?” Elsey yelled through her shade. The tremor subsided but was quickly followed by an aftershock almost stronger than the initial blast.

When the tomb was finally still once more, the lid of the center sarcophagus had fallen to the ground, and a black trail of smoke wafted up from it as though a candle had been burning in its center.

Alistair’s shade collapsed to the ground. “Brother . . .” it spat with malice.

Fingers curled around the edge of the vessel.

A withered hand reached up from the open sarcophagus, and then the rest of the body began to rise. The corpse was ancient, completely desiccated, and covered in frail cloth wrappings that slid from its body as it moved.

With a mocking smile, the nearly skeletal corpse turned to gaze at the one who had awoken it. “Thank you,” it croaked, a puff of dust escaping its mouth.

Hademar fell backward, his shadowy eyes wide. “I’ve done it!” he said, oblivious to what had actually taken place. “I’ve brought back the dead! Petra!”

The ghoulish corpse began to regenerate as it laughed. Its skin grew back in splotches all over its body, and Alster could see its teeth coming in through its skeletal jaw. The man was whole again in a moment, standing naked in his sarcophagus while his wild laughter echoed through the tomb.

“Brother!” Alistair bellowed. He stalked toward the risen man with Alster’s red dagger held tightly at his side.

Before he reached the sarcophagus to strike, the man vanished.

“What just happened?” Elsey shrieked.

“Was that the Shadow King?” Alster added, his voice quavering.

Alistair turned back on them, towering over Hademar’s shade with hatred gleaming in his fiery eyes. “You’ve brought back the Shadow King! You cannot begin to understand the consequences of your actions, mortal!”

Sounds came from the other two sarcophagi in the room, indicating the presence of living things within them as well. Alster shuddered to think what might be contained beneath their coverings.

“Push the lid,” the mighty shade commanded Alster. It pointed to the nearest sarcophagus with a shadowy finger.

“What’s underneath?” Alster hesitated.

“My horse,” Alistair replied as though the fact should have been easily known by everyone in the tomb. “And I am in the third, though I had wanted that body to stay buried.” He turned back to Hademar with another glare. “Now it seems I have no choice.”

Alster pushed against the heavy lid of the sarcophagus, and his whole body trembled with magical red light. He saw Alistair’s armor shining through his flesh, materializing before his eyes, and a powerful burst of strength filled his muscles. The lid fell off the far side of the sarcophagus with a heavy clang.

Inside, a skeletal horse was beginning to regenerate. Its hair and skin grew back, enveloping its bones and regaining its vitality at an alarming rate. The beast kicked and whinnied, eager to be free from its metal confinement.

“Ordenn, Ordenn,” Alistair said as gently as he could, calming the horse as it leapt from the sarcophagus. The beast settled a bit at the sight of its master’s shade, clearly recognizing Alistair for who and what he was.

“And the third sarcophagus contains your body,” Elsey whispered to herself. “What are you going to do?”

Alistair didn’t turn from his resurrected horse when he answered. “I don’t have much of a choice,” he said again. “My shade can only exist apart from my body for so long before the two snap back together. When my body was dead, it did not matter. Now, I have no other option.”

Alster moved slowly to the final sarcophagus. The lid was carved as the other two had been, but it was not covered with any artistic depictions of battle. Instead, it held only a long pattern of old runes and the general’s seal. Summoning his strength, Alster pushed the lid away, and the hulking shade of his ancestor leapt into the body without hesitation.

The corpse began knitting itself back together almost immediately. Within a few moments, Alistair stood in his physical form, his eyes blinking rapidly as they adjusted to light for the first time in over four hundred years. Oddly, they were still bright red, just like the eyes of his shade. Alster wondered if the Shadow King’s face had born the same red eyes as well.

“What now?” Elsey asked.

Alistair yawned and stretched his legs from side to side. He was tall, probably six inches taller than Palos, and he had broad shoulders like a man built for nothing but war. “You have my armor now, Lightbridge,” he said solemnly. “But we are both still shadowliths.” He closed his eyes and his body went translucent, fading back to the shade it had been just a few moments before. “But we aren’t like the other shadowliths.” He pointed to Elsey and then to Hademar. “We don’t have to leave our bodies behind when we control our shades. We take them with us.”

“And I can only call forth your armor when I get hurt?” Alster asked. It was comforting to be able to listen to Alistair’s booming voice at a normal, human level.

“You will learn to control it,” Alistair told him. He let out a heavy sigh that sounded like it had been building for centuries. “I must kill my brother before he builds another army. There can be no other way. He has always been hungry for dominance—this time will be no different than the last.”

“Where will he go?” Elsey asked.

“Probably to the east,” Alistair replied. “The monks who live in the hills and valleys of Xathrin are the ones who discovered the magic of shadows. It is said that the sun is always low in that country, that a great monk once anchored the sun in the sky so that his shadow would always be strong, and so Xathrin would always be kept in a moment of perpetual dawn. When the two of us were young, my brother went to Xathrin for several years. It was there that he learned to make shadowliths with the Umbral Blade. I imagine he will return first to his master, whoever that may be.”

“The dagger,” Alster whispered. “It makes shadowliths?”

Alistair nodded. “My brother brought the Umbral Blade back with him from Xathrin. The first shadowlith he created was one of our maids. When he discovered how much power the weapon gave him, he left our house to build an army of the monsters. Now he will do the same, though he will not be as foolish as he was in the past. He has had centuries to dwell on his mistakes. He must be stopped.”

“We could go with you,” Alster offered.

Still sitting against the side of the tomb, Hademar’s shade laughed and laughed, wearing a crazed expression full of depraved insanity.

“No,” Alistair said at once, urgency in his voice. “I have a different need of you. It is time I obliterate my brother’s soul once and for all. For that, I will need something very specific: a shade prison. They were somewhat common items during the war—perhaps there are still a few in existence. I will attempt to bring my brother back to this place. You need to be ready with a shade prison when I return.”

Alistair pulled himself up onto his horse’s back with practiced ease, and both of them began to flicker, fading into barely discernible shadows.

“Where—”

Before Alster could finish his question, Alistair spurred his ethereal mount forward and galloped through the tomb’s eastern wall.

“How will you find a shade prison?” Elsey asked tentatively. Hademar’s laughs continued to echo through the chamber, serving as a constant reminder of the sheer absurdity of their plan.

“I don’t know,” Alster answered. “The Shadow King lived in Mournstead. We can begin by looking there.”

Alster and Elsey moved to the stairs that would take them back to the tomb’s stone entrance. “I’m stronger now,” Alster said, though his voice lacked confidence. He flexed the muscles in his legs and jumped on his toes a few times to test his lower half. Nothing burned. For once, no knot of pain formed in his knees or settled into the small of his back.

Alster shot forward, taking the carved stairs two at a time and shouting with joy when he reached the top free of any pain. His legs glowed with a faint red shimmer, and a smile danced across his face.

“I’m happy for you,” Elsey said quietly as she drifted up behind him. Hademar’s shade followed them, though he seemed to be looking everywhere at once, his focus completely gone.

“What do you think happened out there?” Elsey asked when they reached the tomb’s entrance once more.

“I don’t know,” Alster replied. “Wait!” He remembered the painting of Alistair the Fourth in his family’s archive. “The general held a sword in the painting from the archive, and I didn’t see one below. Did you?” He missed the feel of the dagger clutched in his hands. Sadly, he felt like he might not ever see the weapon again, or at least not for a very long time.

Elsey shook her incorporeal head. “Perhaps it is in Mournstead as well,” she said after a moment.

“Perhaps,” Alster agreed. He took a step forward, hesitating for a moment before he reached a hand through the stone wall in front of him. When he materialized on the other side of the tomb, a hundred or more sets of eyes turned at once.

“Um,” Elsey whispered just before her shade snapped back into her body and her physical form awoke.

“I’ve raised—” Hademar started to yell, but then he too was reunited with his flesh and bones, losing his words in a flash.

Alster looked at the host of soldiers staring back at him, searching for Ingvar’s familiar face among the crowd. The men held weapons in their hands, looking like they were about to begin killing each other at any moment. He wondered how they had gotten so close without a battle, though he saw several patches of blood staining the ground. None of it made sense.

Then he saw his father standing in the center, and his heart caught in his throat.

Palos’s eyes went wild with a mixture of shock, fear, and disbelief. He held his sword at his side, and the hilt slid slowly from his hand. “What . . . How?” he stammered. “Why are you here? What is happening?”

Alster’s muscles twitched. His mind blazed with a thousand different emotions. “You didn’t know I was here,” Alster concluded. “You weren’t looking for me.”

Suddenly hardened once more, Palos growled through his teeth. “I should kill you for helping these traitors,” he threatened.

Palos took a step forward, his hands balled into fists.

“Protect the boy!” the weary king called out. Two of Hademar’s closest men stepped in front of Alster with their weapons drawn.

“It’s alright,” Alster told them. He steadied his breathing as best he could and wondered what Alistair would do in his situation. “Alistair would fight . . .”

“Step aside,” Palos commanded, but the soldiers in front of him were not his to command.

“It’s alright,” Alster repeated, this time a little louder. “I can do this.”


Chapter 22



Downfall

Elsey struggled to regain her feet. Her ethereal jaunt through the tomb of the Shadow King left her drained and dizzy. She could barely keep her thoughts straight as she watched the confrontation between Alster and his father unfold.

The soldiers of both armies retreated to their respective sides, letting the two would-be combatants hold the center ground by themselves, though it was also clear that no one was eager to stand too close to their freshly resurrected comrades. The risen soldiers scratched at their previously mortal wounds. It appeared that their flesh had been remade perfectly, and many of them fared better than those who had not fallen at all.

“You didn’t come searching for me,” Alster accused. Most of the soldiers quieted when the boy spoke. Near the tomb’s circular marker, one of Hademar’s men stared in awe at his once-severed arm, flexing his fingers over and over.

“Of course I didn’t,” Palos sneered back. “I came here on orders directly from King Gottfried.” He spoke more to the enemy soldiers than he did to his son. “Hademar must be stopped. Everyone who follows him must be stopped.”

“I wouldn’t count on it, old man,” one of Hademar’s soldiers scoffed.

Palos turned on the soldier with an arrogant expression. “You call me old?” he jabbed back. “You haven’t shaved or bathed in a decade.”

“Enough of this bickering!” Hademar shouted when he finally hobbled up to the small area where Palos and Alster stood. He fixed his quizzical expression on Alster. “You know each other?”

“My father, the lord of Lightbridge,” Alster answered.

“I sit on the king’s high court!” Palos added arrogantly. “I am charged with your capture, dead or alive, false king.”

Hademar laughed. “How is my dear brother? I trust his ass has not grown weary of sitting upon my throne?”

“A true king would never have left his people on some fool’s errand,” Palos snapped.

“For his queen, a king would sacrifice anything,” Hademar said. One of the riderless horses nearby whinnied, reminding the reanimated soldiers of the battle they had just fought.

“You see you are outnumbered,” Palos went on. “Now, only one question remains. Do I arrest you and haul you back to Karrheim, or do I take only your head?”

“Fight me,” Alster spoke up. “Like the old ways. Two champions determine the battle.”

Palos chuckled. “And you would be Hademar’s champion, runt?” he mocked with more laughter.

Hademar shot Alster a curious look, but he did not stop the boy. Ingvar approached from the king’s side, but he did not say anything.

“Fight me,” the boy repeated.

“Captain Holte!” Palos called over his shoulder, scanning the soldiers for his most trusted fighter.

“He’s still out, my lord,” a man said a moment later.

“I don’t want to fight him,” Alster said calmly. “I want to fight you.”

“You’re crippled,” Palos stated. Some of the men on both sides began to nervously whisper among themselves.

“Fight me.” Alster stepped forward so he was only a few feet from his father. He could practically feel the heat of Palos’s anger radiating off the man’s shoulders. “No weapons. Just the lord of Lightbridge and his son,” Alster added, noting the fallen sword at Palos’s feet.

A tense silence passed between them, but only for a minute. “Yes,” Palos agreed, the hint of a smile playing at his lips.

“You’d kill your own son?” one of his officers quietly questioned from behind. Regardless of whether Palos heard him or not, he refused to respond.

“Ha,” Hademar laughed sharply. “Kill him, kid. I have a wife to see, and I’d rather do it before I die of boredom in this forsaken wasteland.”

Alster put up his hands and planted his feet. He wanted Palos to come for him, to swing wildly at him as he had so many times in the past.

And Palos did just that. He came on with reckless abandon, throwing his fists out in front of him like a drunken tavern brawler. Alster stood his ground firmly. He raised his forearms together to block the first swing that came close enough to hit him, and his skin flashed to life with blood-red magic.

Palos didn’t relent. He kept hammering at his son from both sides, punching recklessly. If his men had thought him a poor fighter before, their suspicions were certainly confirmed.

As Alster’s magic began to build beneath his skin, he felt the presence of Alistair’s armor. He saw it in his mind’s eye just below the surface of his body. It waited there, absorbing blow after blow, just waiting to be summoned forth.

Alster let a laugh slip through his lips. None of Palos’s hits had delivered even the slightest tickle of pain. For the first time in his life, he felt strong enough to defend himself—strong enough to fight back. Then, all at once, the entire suit of armor came forward, bursting forth with a blaze of red light.

Palos’s left fist was halfway through its arc when the armor appeared. The man’s knuckles slammed into Alster’s magical pauldron, skin ripping apart against the rough metal. He screamed, but he was too surprised to move.

Alster clanked as he stepped forward, and Palos shrieked, finally stumbling backward in surprise. A heavy gauntlet crashed into Palos’s jaw. Alster stood somewhat still, turning only at the waist, and leveled a second blow with his left hand. A third from his right quickly followed.

Palos staggered backward, blood covering his face. Alster stalked toward him. He was slow due to the armor encumbering his movements, but he felt unstoppable. Alistair’s seal flared with life on the center of his breastplate, matching Alster’s own pulse. Palos tried to run, but his own men blocked his escape with their shields. There would be no easy escape. One of them would die in the circle, and every second that passed made it more and more clear who that was going to be.

Another heavy punch caught Palos in the ribs, the force of it snapping bone. The arrogant lord gasped and wheezed, clutching his side in pain. Through the stark limitations of his visor, Alster could only see one thing—victory. All of Palos’s heraldry and pomp did little to dampen the blows from his son’s fists.

“Beg,” Alster demanded under his breath. “I begged you to stop so many times.” He cried behind the visor, his voice muffled by the heavy steel helmet.

Alster raised his left leg as high as his armor would allow. He stomped down fiercely, catching the back of Palos’s ankle with his steel greave. The man’s skin tore away easily from his bone, his expensive riding boot shredded down to the heel.

Palos tried to stifle a scream with his hands. He collapsed to the ground at the feet of one of the soldiers. It was Marius, and the officer only shook his head. Palos cried out in pain, but he did not beg for mercy.

With a primal roar, Alster’s left hand slammed into the back of his father’s collarbone, and the man lurched forward uncontrollably. He hit Marius’s feet as he flailed on the ground. With a grimace, the officer simply kicked Palos back into the ring.

Alster’s father fell onto his back with his legs bent awkwardly beneath him. With another slow, clanking step, Alster stood directly over Palos’s eyes. He looked down through his helmet at the man squirming beneath him. He shook his head. Then, without a word, he sent his armored right foot down on Palos’s forehead, snuffing out his life in an instant. Blood and gore covered Alster’s magical boot, but all of it faded away when he released his anger. The whole suit of brilliant plate receded back into his skin, leaving no trace of its existence whatsoever.

Alster sighed, the weight of his entire life lifting from his shoulders in an instant. Around him, the men were silent, and none of them dared look away.


Chapter 23



Commission

“Well,” Hademar said a few moments after Alster’s magical armor disappeared. “I have to get to Karrheim.” His voice carried a cheerful tone that sounded like nothing had happened at all.

The soldiers nearest to him gawked, and those still loyal offered weak nods. “Is it settled?” the mad king asked. “Are we done with this business?” He waved his hands in the air as though he was casually dismissing a fraudulent merchant’s wares in a town square.

An officer from the opposing side stepped forward and cleared his throat. “Our captain is incapacitated,” he said slowly. “I am Lieutenant Marius. We have been tasked with your arrest . . .” His voice trailed off as his eyes lingered on Alster.

“I now find it militarily prudent to offer our surrender,” Marius added quickly. “Should you accept, I would be forever in your debt.” He bowed his head slightly in deference.

Hademar looked past the man to the top of the valley. “Yes, yes,” he muttered casually. “I wish to be gone from here as quickly as possible. Take your men and leave, though I suspect we will be going in the same direction.”

“You travel to Karrheim?” Lieutenant Marius asked. He tried to pull the king’s attention back to the present, but it was no use. The man’s mind had wandered.

“I shall pay my brother a visit!” he replied with a hearty chortle. “I have the words! The words!”

Marius just shook his head. “Do you wish me as your prisoner, sir?”

Hademar did not respond, so Marius posited his question a second time, though a good deal louder than the first.

“Ha!” Hademar exclaimed at nothing in particular. “Petra awaits my return, young lad. Where’s my horse?”

Marius stood slack-jawed in the middle of the two forces as the king wandered away toward his horse. “Who among you—”

“I can speak for the king,” a haggard man with several bloody lines in his face said. “My name is Ingvar, and I serve as the king’s second. We graciously accept your offer of surrender.”

“As prisoners?” Marius added.

“We have no need,” Ingvar readily replied. “We wear the same colors, do we not?” He walked over to Palos’s gruesome corpse and spat upon it. “We’re both better off without that one around, aren’t we?”

Marius held his tongue, though his face clearly showed his relief.

“You sorry lot can march with us if you like. Just promise to fill us in on the last twelve years. We could use some news and fresh company,” Ingvar told them all. “And if you try anything, I’ll have the boy crush you to death in your sleep.”

Alster noticed all the eyes plastered to him and blushed. He felt different, and not just because an entire suit of magical armor lived inside the layers of his flesh. He felt changed, released, and perhaps a bit accomplished.

At Alster’s side, Elsey rubbed her eyes with the palms of her hands. “It’s over,” she said, noticing his inner turmoil.

“I don’t know,” the boy answered. “I killed a lord of Karrheim. I killed a member of the high court. Everyone here saw it. And the Shadow King . . .”

“If King Gottfried sends men after you, it won’t be for several months. We can go to Mournstead. Alistair needs us,” she reminded him.

Alster nodded. “You’d go with me to Mournstead?”

“You made me into a shadowlith, remember?” she answered. “We will go to Mournstead together.”

As the men from both armies began to reorganize themselves for another long march, the gleam of the sun off his father’s discarded sword caught Alster’s eye. He went to the blade and snatched it from the ground, turning it over in his hands. The sword was more ornamental than functional, but it still looked like it could end someone’s life in the right hands. The blade was thin with a slight taper to it like a saber, and the hilt was decorated with gold inlay.

“It will probably sell well in Mournstead,” Elsey said. “Or you could trade it to one of the soldiers here.”

Alster carried the sword to the left side of the tomb entrance, where the valley narrowed and became impassable. The ground was strewn with boulders and sloped downward, finally ending where the two mountains came together. Alster hurled the sword. It caromed off the rocks and quickly became lost to view as it fell between the boulders somewhere about halfway down the stony run.

“I’ll find another dagger in Mournstead,” Alster remarked. He turned back to the gathering horde of soldiers. Some of them had set off back up the valley already, though he couldn’t tell which force was where.

Ingvar stood nearby with a sullen expression on his face.

“Do you think the king will let Hademar try to bring his wife back from the dead?” Alster asked the veteran soldier.

“I don’t think Hademar is in the business of asking permission,” Ingvar replied. “I suppose I will have to try to sneak him into Karrheim, lest we risk an open war that we would certainly lose.”

“I hope he finds what he’s looking for,” Elsey added with sincerity.

“I hope he doesn’t get me killed,” Ingvar replied. “Though I suppose he could bring me back from the dead now.”Elsey thought for a moment. “Why do you still follow him?”

“Hademar has what he came for. You fulfilled your oath.”

Ingvar stretched his back and scratched idly at his beard. “I’ve seen more of the world than almost anyone in Vecnos,” he said with a warm smile. “And he is my king. I gave him my word that I would help and protect him. Besides, I don’t think the old man can do as much harm as people seem to think he can.”

“Should we tell him about the Shadow King?” Elsey asked so that only Alster could hear.

“Maybe,” Alster replied quietly. “But not yet.”

For a second, Elsey’s breath caught in her throat. “Your eyes,” she added, bashfully looking away.

“What?”

She kicked her feet as though she didn’t really want to answer. “I just noticed . . . when the light catches them, they’re . . . different.” They’re red, blood-red. A shudder ran the length of her spine.


Epilogue

The monastery of Xulang-Shen sat atop a frosted mountain peak overlooking a narrow pass. It had perched there for hundreds of years, always watching over the solitude of the valley below—always watching and always waiting. Inside the painted red walls, a monk sat with her legs crossed and her eyes closed, a small tea service sitting patiently before her on the cold ground.

A phoenix crown rested upon her long tresses of coal-black hair, adorned with pearls and designs of dancing dragons. She kept only a simple red robe around her body despite the biting cold of the snow-capped mountain. Behind her, a serving girl approached with hushed steps. To interrupt a monk during their meditation meant a swift death.

The serving girl waited, careful not to let her silk shoes cross the threshold into the monk’s chamber, though she was young, and waiting for long periods of time was difficult for her.

She waited for several hours.

From a small, octagonal window above the monk’s crown, the sun shone with long, blinding rays. As the girl waited, the sun never moved.

Finally, when the serving girl felt her stomach turning from hunger, the monk’s head lifted. It was a movement so slight the average person would not have noticed, but the serving girl had been painstakingly trained to recognize such minor details.

“I heard your breath,” the monk declared without turning.

The serving girl had not yet mastered the difficult art of existing without breathing. “I apologize for my interruptions, Madame Song. There is an urgent message for you.”

Song took an inaudible sip of tea, though it had long since gone cold. Her alabaster hand matched the stark white of the porcelain, and the green tea she drank was speckled with glistening metallic flakes of gold. While her hands and the teacup contrasted sharply with the red paint of the walls and floor, her robe matched so well it was difficult to tell where the hem of it ended and the building began.

“I will have your message,” Song said curtly.

“Madame Ravenwing says her markings have returned, my lady,” the serving girl said. Her voice shook when she spoke.

Another almost indiscernible turn of the head was all Song offered in reply. The serving girl knew it was a gesture that carried untold weight; she had never seen a monk of Xulang-Shen show surprise in her twelve years of life at the monastery.

Slowly, Madame Song unfolded herself from the ground. When she stood, her back was still to the room’s only entrance, and she remained just inches from the sun’s rays drifting through the only window. She lifted her left hand up to the sunlight, letting the red robe fall from her delicate skin. Her fingers touched the warm light first, followed quickly by her wrist. As she moved her body more and more into the narrow sunlight, a detailed pattern of dark lines became visible just beneath her flesh. They were like the gnarled veins of a muscular animal, and they wove their way over the monk’s entire body.

When Song’s entire forearm was covered in inky black tendrils, she let her loose robe fall from her shoulders altogether. Her body was slender and toned, a model of flawless perfection without a single scar or blemish to be seen. Song’s skin was the color of the fresh snow falling outside, though every inch that touched the sunlight developed a twisted, curving line of black.

A small disc of swirling darkness appeared between the monk’s shoulder blades. All the tendrils from her body led back to that specific point.

The serving girl heard Song issue a faint sigh—something else she had never witnessed before—and then the monk pulled her robe back over her shoulders, stepping out of the light as she did. Once more veiled in darkness, her skin immediately regained its alabaster glow.

“Tell Madame Ravenwing that my markings have also returned,” the monk said quietly. Her voice fluttered around the small room like a gentle breeze. Song took another sip of her cold tea. “Inform my sisters that our son is alive once more.”

The serving girl bowed her head, her own phoenix crown jingling slightly with the movement. “Yes, my lady,” she quietly replied.

“Tell them the Shadow King is alive.”
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Bonus Chapter



The First Conquest of the Shades

A small stream ran through the village. It started on the southern side, trickling from a series of picturesque hills and towering trees older than the village itself. The place had a name, of course, but Alistair didn’t know it. Perhaps the name would be written on one of the maps in his war chest, or, more likely, it would only be a small black mark next to a thin blue line. The river’s location was much more important to the war effort than the name of quaint town, after all.

Alistair sighed and pulled his gaze from the delicate scene. Behind him, a stone mill sat empty, its workers long since fled at his approaching army. Just beyond the mill, the terrain dipped down dramatically into an open valley once alive with bright pastel flowers and all manner of wild game. Now . . . his army had trampled the valley to nothing. All that remained was mud and the refuse of their baggage train.

A mounted scout approached from Alistair’s left, commanding his attention. “Tell me you’ve found him,” the weathered general grumbled. His voice felt like the abandoned mill in his throat—all heavy stones and inaction. Campaigning through Xathrin had taken its toll on him.

“We believe so, General Lightbridge,” the scout replied. The man’s boots were so caked in mud and dirt that they blended into his horse’s flank.

Despite the good news, Alistair’s mood only darkened. It was not the news he had wished for. “Enough with the honorifics, Cade. We’ve known each other our entire lives, and . . . and I am not a good man. I don’t deserve the title and the glory.”

Cade shook his head. “You’re the best general Vecnos has ever seen, old friend. That counts for something.”

“Knowing how to kill doesn’t make a person good,” Alistair stated with finality. He tightened his grip on his sword’s hilt, the cracked leather of his gloves moving with familiar comfort and providing a drop of reassurance to his troubled mind.

“Your orders?”

“The same as the last village. Bring in the cavalry first. Flush him out. If he doesn’t run and the people don’t parade him out, have the infantry go door to door. Separate the men from the rest. I won’t have another glory seeking fool cost me two more of my best men just because we show a shred of mercy. Not like before.” Alistair’s stomach churned, and if he had eaten anything that day it probably would have come up.

“Where shall we take the men?” Cade asked. There was nothing but cold determination on his face. No matter how grim the order, he would always obey it. He was a solider—for better or worse—and one of the best.

Alistair surveyed the ground once more, then pointed to an expanse of grass and manicured shrubbery in front of a relatively large house. The building was nothing compared to the sprawling estates and mansions of western Vecnos, but in Xathrin, it probably belonged to the local leader. “Assemble the men there in files. Everyone over sixteen. The women and children can stay in their homes.”

“And if we encounter local resistance?”

Again, Alistair let out a heavy sigh. He turned from the village back to the valley. “You know, Cade. I don’t have to tell you.”

“Understood.” The ever-obedient lieutenant kicked his horse and departed without anther word.

A few minutes later, a deep war horn issued Alistair’s order. The general entered the abandoned mill and climbed a set of well-crafted stairs until he reached the highest window. The vantage point wasn’t perfect, but it was as good as he would get.

From the north, the thunder of hooves heralded his cavalry’s arrival long before they broke the horizon. When he had first left Karrheim to track down his brother, Alistair had commanded close to ten thousand mounted soldiers. They were the best of the best, each man a champion in his own right. Now he was lucky if he counted three thousand. Some had deserted, hundreds had succumbed to disease, and thousands had been laid low by the treacherous blades of shadowliths.

That was the problem with his brother’s army, if could be called such a thing. Attacks came at all hours, from the shadows themselves, and then honorless rogues and assassins would skulk behind the shades with daggers, slitting throats and spilling blood in the chaos. No matter how intensely Alistair drilled and trained his troops, there were simply too many men who lost all control when the shadows came alive.

Alistair couldn’t blame them, either. The shades were terrifying—monsters from nightmares and folktales that shouldn’t exist.

The cavalry came into view at the edge of the village, and Alistair finally managed to clear his head enough to focus on the battle about to start. “Not a battle,” he corrected aloud to the wind. “A slaughter. This is not war. There is no honor here . . .”

As he had witnessed at least a dozen times before, his cavalry stormed through the muddy streets like a mottled wave of death crashing upon an embankment of sand. The village had no chance. No militia would come to their aid, and Xathrin itself was only a loose confederacy, not a true nation, so it possessed no professional army. Even if it did, Alistair knew it wouldn’t amount to much against his own ranks.

By the time the cavalry reached the opposite end of the village, the once peaceful streets of the unnamed village were littered with bodies. Terrified villagers tried to defend their homes, and they were trampled where they stood, their makeshift weapons utterly useless.

The infantry charged only a moment later. Like so many villages before, the footmen were divided into three battalions, moving with professional precision and timing born from decades of experience. One battalion advanced directly behind the cavalry, one came from the valley to the south, and the third approached from the west. The only avenue of escape was the river, curling up from the south to form the village’s eastern border.

Predictably, hundreds of villagers began a panicked exodus right for the cold mountain water. Another horn sounded a higher pitched note, and a deadly cascade of arrows and crossbow bolts rained down on the leading line of the exodus. Only a few people were struck—his archers intentionally fired short of their marks—but it was enough to send the correct message.

There would be no escape. The river was no salvation. Safety was a commodity the village no longer possessed, and terror had taken its place.

Only a few moments later, the rout was complete. What little resistance had tried to stop Alistair’s army was dispatched, and the capable men were separated from their families into rigid lines on a well-kept green. Alistair descended from the mill into the village, his boots sticking in the churned mud of the village’s largest avenue. For a moment, he imagined what it would have been like to live in a place like that. Towering mountain views, abundant clean water, fertile soil, and verdant pastures full of livestock—idyllic.

Now it was all ruined. Alistair told himself that it was his brother’s doing, not his, but even he was starting to doubt. His brother had kicked off the First Conquest of the Shades with an ill-fated attempt on King Felix’s life, but Alistair had escalated it. Chasing glory even more than his brother, Alistair had crusaded across all of Vecnos, always a step behind. His brother hid among the people, moving from village to village and launching guerilla attacks from dusk till dawn, all the while building his own army of shadowliths.

The problem with Alistair’s campaign was that the enemy carried no banners. The wore no uniforms. And that was the same problem Alistair faced now in the nameless Xathrin village. Anyone could be a shadowlith. Anyone could be his brother.

Alistair took a hollowed horn from one of his lieutenants and climbed atop a short well in the center of town. It wasn’t much, but it would have to be enough. “Xiraj!” he called, his brother’s name sour on his tongue. “Come out. End this war. We have the village surrounded . . . and . . . and we won’t hesitate to raze it.”

Wails and screams met his call. The villagers were terrified, and rightfully so. Stories of Alistair’s ‘Conquest’ had no doubt spread to every man, woman, and child in Xathrin. The blue and white banners of Karrheim were feared enough, but Alistair’s personal seal was dreaded like hell itself. Some of the rumors claimed that Alistair was one of the old gods, returned from some astral jaunt to purge the world of all those who opposed him. No one even remembered the old gods’ names, but the rumors flew nonetheless. Ancient temples that had sat unoccupied for centuries suddenly found new supplicants and offerings as scared civilians turned to any protection they could, no matter how esoteric.

It wasn’t always that way, Alistair reminded himself. Years ago, before the assassination attempt, Xiraj had managed to raise a legitimate army from Mournstead. Real soldiers with discipline and tactics, not shadowliths relying on dark magic and fear. Those early days of the war had been honorable. Armies met in fields and properly assembled before butchering each other, and civilians rarely got caught in the mix. The strength of a man’s arm and the courage in his heart had determined outcomes—the way war was meant to be conducted.

Gazing from building to building, Alistair was disgusted at what the war had become. There was no honor to be won, no field of battle to wrest from his enemy through superior strategy and training. No matter how much Karrheim celebrated his name or King Felix bestowed titles on him, Alistair would never enjoy the glory.

Finally, someone approached. She was an older woman, probably in her fifties or sixties, with a slight frame and long hair that had lost most of its color at least a decade ago. “Please, sir,” she pleaded, her eyes locked on Alistair’s feet. “Please . . . we don’t want any part of your war. We’re peaceful people. No one here has done anything or knows anything. Please.”

Alistair regarded her for an uncomfortable amount of time. She held a knife, probably decades old and as dull as a stick from any of the nearby trees. The weapon wasn’t out in the open, but the outline of her grip on the hilt was unmistakable beneath her tattered clothing. It had happened several times before, nearly identical scenes playing out in nearly identical fashions. Some would-be hero from a village would come out to plead, and when begging failed, they would attempt an assassination. And to the average onlooker, the plan was sound. Alistair wore no visible armor, after all. His riding gear was sturdy enough, but it was far from the steel plates and mail of his soldiers.

As if on que, the woman darted forward and whipped the old knife from her robe. Against a normal person, even a general, the attack would have been fatal. The blade would have sliced just beneath Alistair’s ribs, and he would have bled out in minutes. But Alistair Lightbridge was far from normal. Instead, the weapon clanged with a resounding ring, and the woman toppled backward, her tear-stained eyes wide with surprise.

“Its true . . .” she gasped, scrambling away as quickly as her frail limbs could take her. “You . . . you demon. Devil!”

Alistair’s magical armor flashed with brilliant red light before quickly receding back beneath his flesh. “If my brother is here, we will find him.”

The woman’s eyes darted all around, and she stopped her scrambling.

After a long moment of tense silence, Alistair finally turned to his lieutenants. He gave a solemn nod, and the woman broke down entirely, wailing hopelessly into the sky.
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Three more villages fell beneath Alistair’s army in the span of a week before they finally caught sight of the Shadow King. Alistair kicked his horse when the first report reached his ears, and the chase was on. He galloped through the center of the burning village, trampling the living and the dead alike, with a dozen or more of his cavalry officers close behind. At the other end of the small village, a pale horse and ragged rider were making a wild exodus.

It was dusk, and the shadows cast by so many raging fires danced with energy. One of them lunged at Alistair as he rode by, and the seasoned general barely flinched. He knew they couldn’t hurt him. Only his brother’s shade was that powerful, and Xiraj was in full flight, not slumped over in some moldy basement so he could control his shade.

By the edge of the village, all the substantial shadows were behind them. There wasn’t enough light for the heavy tree cover to offer anything but complete darkness, and it also meant Alistair could barely see. He pulled back on the reins and slowed his horse to a slow trot, lifting a gloved hand to signal his men to do the same.

One of his mounted lieutenants came up to Alistair’s side. “He cannot be far ahead. I’ll gather the cavalry for a thorough search.”

“No torches,” Alistair quickly added. “It’ll be pitch dark before long. Tell the men to only use their eyes. My brother will no doubt take to his shade.”

“Of course, sir.” The lieutenant barked a few short commands to the soldiers behind him, then turned back to Alistair. “We’re near the border as well. The Exine Pass through the Red Mountains is not far ahead. What is—”

“Chase him back into Vecnos if you must. King Felix will understand. We have a chance to end this war, and I fully intend on taking it.” Alistair kicked his horse back to a steady cantor, his eyes glued to the darkness and searching for any sign of movement at all.

A hundred yards or more into the dark forest, Alistair knew his brother had once again slipped through his fingertips. He ordered his army to fan out behind him, and they made a slow, methodical push toward the Exine Pass, the only gap in the Red Mountains low enough to not be covered in snow, and Xiraj’s only viable route of escape.

Despite the lack of capture, Alistair couldn’t help but smile. What shadowliths were left of his brother’s once formidable army would be cut off from their leader. Or killed, he knew. The village behind him raged with fire, and Alistair was well aware of what the death toll would be in the morning.

“A necessary sacrifice,” he whispered, shaking his head. He had Xiraj on the run, separated from his army, and fleeing back into Vecnos. Alistair whirled back to his men. “Gather the army. Once we’re through the pass, fan out. Create a semi-circle at least half a mile wide. No one rests until I say so. My brother will likely run for Mournstead—he has allies there—and we cannot let him reach the city.” We’ll never find him in Mournstead, he added silently. The city was far too large, and its inhabitants would show no love to Karrheim’s blue and white bannermen.

Smoking out shadowliths with fire only worked in smaller villages where the majority of buildings were made of wood. The wretched sorcerers had to leave their bodies to control their shades, and smoke was the easiest way to snuff them out without going door to door with swords—a far too bloody affair. Alistair told himself that innocent civilians always ran. They wouldn’t be unconscious like shadowliths, so they would always run. He knew it wasn’t exactly true, but such was the price of war. Those too old or infirm to flee would almost certainly perish.

Alistair shook the dark thoughts from his mind. What was done was done, and there was nothing he could do about it now.
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Days melded into weeks, but Alistair’s plan worked. He sent his fastest riders ahead to Mournstead, and no word had yet reached his ears of Xiraj’s appearance in the city. They had him corralled like a sheep in a pen, and it was only a matter of time before the jaws closed.

Alistair’s main problem back in Vecnos was water. Eastern Vecnos, especially near the sunbaked clay of the Red Mountains, was a dry plain. Low scrub trees dotted the horizon here and there, and small streams sometimes bubbled up from rocky cracks in the ground, but an army needed more than what the land had to offer. He needed a river or a lake, and he needed it soon.

Another week dragged on, and the Shadow King had not been caught. One lone rider could easily evade a multitude when the multitude was dying of thirst. Alistair made the hard call to divide his army. He sent his foot soldiers, all of them, south to the only major river on any of his maps, and he called for volunteers from the cavalry to keep up the pursuit. At first, most of the mounted chose to stay with him. Then, one by one or sometimes in pairs, they deserted. The horses couldn’t keep up, and more and more men turned south.

Eventually, Alistair was left with only his most trusted lieutenants. He didn’t care that the army had left. The men did what they had to do to survive, and that was that. When it was all over, his men would either find him still in eastern Vecnos or regroup at Karrheim. They were professional soldiers, not conscripted militia, so their pay depended on their loyalty no matter the circumstances. Alistair lifted his final waterskin and savored the last few ounces. His throat was dry with dust, and his lips were so cracked that speaking had become a painful task.

Then, like a heat mirage shimmering up from the ground, one of his men appeared ahead of him on the horizon flying a black flag. Xiraj was in sight. They found him.

Alistair checked the sun overhead—it was a few hours past noon. The only shadows were those cast by own body and that of his horse. His brother would be weak. He gripped the hilt of the dagger at his side. The Umbral Blade, his men called it. As far as anyone knew, it was the only weapon that could kill a shadowlith by killing its shade. But Alistair also knew that the weapon held more secrets within its fine edge. A heavy pall of magic clung to the blade, and Karrheim’s best scholars hadn’t been able to decipher all of its secrets.

Somehow, Alistair felt that the weapon was the cause of everything. His brother had gone to Xathrin to study history and culture, to become a proper noble with a high-brow foreign education. He had returned with the Umbral Blade and a host of strange, terrifying magical abilities. But there was simply too much that no one knew, especially Alistair. Rumors swirled like wildfire, the scholars gave him a myriad of different answers, and not a single person could definitively say they knew truth about any of it. Some of Alistair’s soldiers claimed the Umbral Blade could make shadowliths. Others said it couldn’t hurt flesh, only shadows, but Alistair had proven that rumor false already. His favorite rumor said that whoever held the blade was the true Shadow King. If that was true, Xiraj would have surrendered to him months ago.

Finally, Alistair came within earshot of his rider. “He’s up ahead, sir,” the man reported with a crack in his voice. “No trees. No shadows. He . . . he might be dead.”

That was news Alistair didn’t expect. A feared villain as powerful as the Shadow King did not simply lay down and die. Great generals whose stories were told over and over again in the annals of Vecnos did not come upon their final victories like a child finding a lost coin in the street.

“I’m sure my brother has at least one more trick in store for me.” He pointed to a scraggly tree off in the distance. “Take the rest of the men and search for water. There has to be some. I will return when the task is finished, and then we can ride together back to Karrheim.”

Alistair finally saw Xiraj not long after dismissing his few remaining soldiers. His brother’s horse was either dead or moments away. The Shadow King himself was not in better shape. He slumped over his horse’s body with his face toward the sun.

From twenty feet away, Alistair saw his brother’s chest slowly rising and falling with the telltale signs of life. “Xiraj!” he shouted.

No response came.

“Xiraj! Its over. You know what I have to do.” Alistair drew the Umbral Blade and slide from his horse, landing heavily on the packed, dusty earth. A cascade of sweat dropped from his head to stain the ground.

There could be no prisoners when it came to shadowliths, and especially not when it came to his brother. The dark magicians could never be trusted or contained. No prison would be able to keep them locked away—not without being entirely devoid of light—and that would be just as fatal to a man as any sword or dagger.

Alistair stopped a few feet from his brother’s ragged, wheezing form. “Xiraj, brother . . . I am . . . sorry. You know what I have to do.”

The Shadow King turned his head a few degrees and opened one eye. “You could have let me go in Xathrin,” he coughed out, though there was still an undeniable tinge of power in his words. Xiraj was not as crippled as he let on, and Alistair quickly took a few steps back.

“Your army is gone, your shadows are gone, and your power is gone.” Alistair tightened his grip on the Umbral Blade. Something wasn’t right. He heard it in his brother’s voice. Somehow, the last vestiges of fight had not yet fled.

Lifting a sunburned hand, Xiraj beckoned. “Do you want to know the secrets I learned in Xathrin? The tales I came back to Vecnos to tell you, brother? The power you have forsaken in your blind quest for legacy?”

Cautiously, Alistair took a single step closer. Letting his mind relax as best he could, he summoned his magical armor, and it flashed to life with a brilliant burst of deep crimson. The armor, once soaked in the enchanted waters of Scalder’s Inlet, lived just beneath his flesh and reacted to pain, though Alistair had learned to master its properties months ago. As far as his experimentation had shown, the armor’s presence made him invulnerable. But limitations still existed, of course, and Alistair feared his brother’s shadow magic no matter how protected he was.

A preternatural wind—or perhaps Alistair’s own mind played tricks on him—stirred and snapped at his blue and white tabard. No matter his fear, he still needed to get close enough to plunge his dagger into the Shadow King’s heart.

“Come closer, brother, and I will tell you what I learned.” The man’s horse let out a pitiful cry. “Can you feel it? Can you feel the shadows? The power? Your flashy armor means nothing against the strength of shadows.”

A second late, Alistair knew he was too close. The wind was unnatural. The entire encounter was nothing but an amalgamation of sorcery and deceit. A brutal gust of magic swept the blade from Alistair’s hand, and it was instantly lost to a swirling vortex of dust. Mixed into the dust was something else, something magical.

Flecks of a shade.

Black specks like embers tossed from a fire permeated everything. He tried not to breath it in, but there was no avoiding it. Shielding his eyes, Alistair attempted to run. His feet moved, but he had no idea if he was going the correct direction. Was there a correct direction? Where would he run? What refuge in the swirling storm of shadows would he ever hope to find?

Ridding a sudden wave of resolve that Alistair knew was born from the knowledge that he was about to die, he charged forward until he slammed into something solid. His armor was as unyielding as time itself, and his target, a man roughly his age weathered by hard years, collapsed. Through the vortex, his brother gasped.

Alistair wrapped Xiraj in a bear hug, trying to wrestle him down to the ground as they had done so many times as children. If he could pin him beneath the weight of his armor, he had a chance to stop whatever was happening before it was too late.

Something sharp burned on Alistair’s back. He screamed, and the loose hold he had on his brother was instantly lost. Deep in his chest, Alistair felt a bead of magic rip from his body, and his consciousness snapped to a new perspective. He stood above himself, looking down from a shade at his own body in a heap on the dusty ground. No longer tethered to his magical armor, the shimmering red plates vanished, their impervious protection lost.

“No!” Alistair screamed, his new voice suddenly booming.

Maybe ten or twenty feet ahead, another shade strode through the violent, darkening maelstrom. “You cannot defeat me,” Xiraj bellowed back. His shade held the Umbral Blade in its hand. “Your army is gone, and your power is gone. You will be surrendering to me, brother. You’re correct—our war is over, but you are not on the winning side.”

Alistair charged and swiped his huge shadowy hands at his brother’s shade, but Xiraj held every advantage. He knew how to control his shade, and Alistair was so disoriented he could barely see straight. It was a one-sided fight from the very beginning.

Seeing no other way out, Alistair relented. “What do you want, brother?” he demanded. “You want my surrender? You can have it.”

Xiraj laughed. “I’ll accept your surrender, but I haven’t showed you everything I learned in Xathrin, brother. Now . . . witness my true power!”

The shadows that had been gathering in the tumult exploded outward. The ground shook violently, and then it heaved and cracked altogether. Great boulders the size of houses flew from the ground, bright molten lava chasing quickly behind them.

To Alistair, it felt like the entire world trembled.

A jagged line thirty feet deep and half as wide opened in the ground and spread like a hideous scar upon the land. From the depths rose a cacophony of grasping shadows. They reached for Alistair’s shade, ripping and grasping, desperately trying to drag the general down into their murky maw. By sheer luck, Alistair managed to escape. His physical body, however, not far off, was partially crushed by a large boulder. One glance told Alistair that he would never walk again.

Only a few feet from his own body, his brother’s physical form was equally maimed. Flying shrapnel had perforated the man in several places, and blood leaked across the fractured terrain in red splashes.

“What have you done?” Alistair demanded. He tried to take in the extent of the tectonic carnage, but it easily reached beyond his vision in both directions. Nothing in his family’s history books or the lofty library shelves of Whitecliff had spoken of such magic. The ground was lacerated, his body was crushed, and his consciousness was bound to a titanic shade—the First Conquest of the Shades was lost.

The Shadow King laughed. His voice crashed all around, physically swirling and agitating the sea of shadows that enveloped them both. “The terms of your surrender, brother. I want the legacy you’ve chased all your life. The fame and fortune, all of it.”

“Your body is ruined the same as mine. What good is any of that?”

“Lock it away. Bury your family’s fortune. Seal it in a great tomb, and sacrifice the only thing you’ve ever loved your entire life,” Xiraj demanded, venom lacing his monstrous voice.

Alistair shook his shadowy head. “No, brother, that isn’t true. It is our family’s legacy, not mine. Not alone.” He tried to sigh, but his shade didn’t breathe, and Alistair feared that in such an incorporeal state, he had somehow become immortal. If it was true, his brother’s magic was nothing short of an eternal curse. But if it meant the end of the war . . . Alistair resolved to bear the burden so that Vecnos could finally know peace. Perhaps history would still remember him as a hero. Perhaps not.

After a brief flash of turmoil in the swirling chaos of shadows, Alistair spoke. He knew there was only one way out. “I accept, brother. Come with me to the Red Mountains. Let us bury our family name together.”
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Chapter 1



Unfinished

A single corpse was left behind. Two armies, more or less marching together, had left it to rot. Palos, the Lord of Lightbridge, his head crushed to a bloody smear, hadn’t been buried. Captain Holte let the thought cross his mind once or twice, but it hadn’t been worth it in the end. The air was dry, the sun was hot, and the men were restless. There simply wasn’t the time for a proper burial, and in any case, Holte wasn’t sure the man deserved one. But no, that wasn’t exactly true. There was plenty of time. After all, burying a solitary body wouldn’t take long with so many able-bodied soldiers available for labor. Holte sighed. The crows would come, and they would feast on Palos’s broken flesh until there wasn’t anything left but bone and bits of fine-spun clothing.

Shaking his head, Holte turned from the sight of the lord’s rotting body.

“A bastard of a man,” one of Hademar’s soldiers had said upon viewing the corpse just moments before. Holte knew the judgment was correct. That same resentment was shared among all the men like a dark storm cloud misting their minds. With Palos dead, the cloud hadn’t dissipated at all, though perhaps it had changed. When they returned to the west, King Gottfried might handle the death of a lord and member of his court much differently than Hademar. In the back of his mind, Holte wondered if returning to his home would be just a long march to his own grave. Would Gottfried afford him a burial? Or would their entire band be hung as traitors and left to rot in the sun?

Dwelling on the possibilities was a pointless endeavor. He needed to return home no matter what awaited him, so he cleared his mind as best he could and fell into step with the soldiers. Other ideas soon came to take up residence in his thoughts as he marched. Some of them were useless, others intriguing, but either way, they helped him pass the long hours in silence.
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When the tomb of the Shadow King was three days behind them, Alster and Elsey felt a bit lost amidst the host of soldiers traveling on either side. Hademar’s small force had taken quite well to the two, but the royal expedition from Karrheim, clean-shaven and brightly arrayed in blue and white, kept their distance, a bit of trepidation on their faces whenever they caught a glimpse of Alster. He was, more than anything, the boy who had slain their lord. Regardless of the fear between them, the two groups marched at a steady pace, both eager to return to the west, though for far different reasons.

It was close to dusk when the combined force made it out of the Red Mountains and back onto flat ground. Hademar’s soldiers remained half a mile or so behind the contingent commanded by Captain Holte, their older legs slow and tired on the hard-packed red soil. The men knew their epic campaign had come to a conclusion, and the weight of all their trials was finally catching up to them.

Somehow unfazed by the events at the tomb, King Hademar bore the journey with a uniquely positive demeanor—perhaps even a newfound spring in his step. He didn’t talk to many people as he marched or rode his horse, though there were always words on his lips, almost all of them directed toward his deceased wife several hundred miles away. When the wind shifted just right, everyone in the column could hear his exclamations, though no one could truly say they understood. Most only shook their heads. Alster wondered if the mad king would succeed and bring his wife back from the dead. Regardless of what would transpire, he hoped more than anything that the man’s mind would eventually find peace. He pitied the king, as he suspected so many others did as well.

“Do you miss any of it?” Elsey asked quietly from Alster’s side as the sun made its slow descent, casting long shadows behind them toward the Red Mountains.

“My father?” Alster had been focused on Hademar, and he had to remind himself of what Elsey had meant.

“No,” Elsey was quick to correct. “Just your old life. Do you miss the estate? Who you used to be?”

Alster had to think for a long moment before answering. His mind reeled with memories, and most of them were less than enjoyable. “I don’t think so,” he finally said.

“I do.”

“Who do you think you are?” Alster asked with a bit of apprehension. He could see something playing behind Elsey’s eyes in the waning light, and he had no idea what it was. Anger? Longing? Confusion? Whatever it was, it scared him. Elsey had always been the strong one, the confident one. Never him. If she was scared, what would it mean for him?

“I . . . killed someone,” she quietly answered. “I know it wasn’t murder, not like that, but . . . I can’t stop thinking about it.”

“El—”

“How do you get it out of your head?” she asked all at once, meeting Alster’s gaze with an expression so full of pain it made him wince.

He didn’t know how to take the question. Barely any time had passed since his own patricide, and he still hadn’t done much to process it. “You just have to stop thinking about it,” he finally answered. In truth, killing Palos had been a moment of release, one that brought a palpable rush of joy, not something he had grown to regret. But he knew Rai’s death was different. He hadn’t seen it happen, but he knew.

“I can’t stop,” Elsey murmured. “Whenever I close my eyes, I see Rai’s frozen body next to the ocean.” Her eyes shut tight, she took a moment to collect herself before pressing on. “You killed your own father, and you keep going as though nothing has happened.”

Alster shook his head. “There’s nothing you can do about it. Rai is dead, and it really doesn’t matter how. He could have frozen to death just as easily as you pushed him. It doesn’t matter.” To himself, Alster began to wonder if he would ever grow to regret what he had done. It had only been a few days. Perhaps, in time, the weight of it would crush him. He thought it more likely that he would simply forget the man ever existed.

“I’m a killer. And that’s exactly what someone would expect from a shadowlith . . .” Elsey’s voice trailed off as Ingvar approached from behind, walking steadily with his horse’s reins in his hands.

“You’ll be off to Mournstead?” the old lieutenant asked. His beard still had a bit of blood crusted in the fibers.

“To find a soul prison, whatever that is,” Alster responded. “Do you know what one looks like?”

Ingvar shook his head. “I have no idea, truth be told. But I’ve spoken to the king about you two, and I’d like to accompany you to Mournstead, if you’d have me along.”

“Why would you want to go there?” Alster asked.

“I suppose for many of the same reasons you two want to go,” Ingvar said with a long sigh. “Vecnos needs another savior, or it will soon enough. I don’t think that person will be me, but I’d like to help any way I can.”

“The last person who tried to help us is dead now,” Elsey cut in.

Ingvar halted a moment to regard her, looking for some indication that her words had been meant as a joke or something else. When all he found was hostility spread across the young woman’s face, he turned back to Alster. “I’m aware of the risks,” he said with determination.

“Then you’re free to come with us, I suppose,” Alster said. “You’ve been to Mournstead, haven’t you?”

“I have,” Ingvar answered with a nod.

“What’s it like?”

Ingvar thought for a moment before responding. “Dark. Everything there is dark and dreary. This . . . haze,” he mused, gesturing to the specks of black clinging to the air all around them. “It’s everywhere in Mournstead. Shadows envelope the city, and even in the brightest hour of morning, it still feels like the world is dead. We spent several days in and near the place after returning from Nevansk, and every hour brought a little erosion to the edges of my mind. I could feel myself slipping away. The haze certainly didn’t do King Hademar any favors.”

Alster didn’t realize he had stopped walking, so caught up in Ingvar’s retelling as he was. “You’d willingly return?” he asked, taking a few quick steps to get back in line with the other two.

“Vecnos is my home,” Ingvar declared. “All of it. The east and the west are all Vecnos, and everything will fall apart if the Shadow King returns. I swore an oath to defend this country. In the past, that meant duty to my king. Now my oath means the preservation of the people on both sides of the Rift. I can better serve that oath with you two in Mournstead than I can by returning to the west.”

“Do you think we can save them all?” Alster asked. The moment the words left his mouth, he suddenly dreaded what the answer might be.

“I don’t know, Alster.” The old man brushed a hand through his tangled beard.

Alster looked north toward Mournstead. “All I wanted to do was find Alistair’s tomb. I never asked to save the world. I just wanted to see the tomb and know that it was real. I wanted to have a past I could believe in. Now I’ve doomed us all. I’m going to die in the east. An orphan.”

Almost out of nowhere, Ingvar started to laugh. He slapped Alster on the back with a meaty hand. “With all that armor, you don’t have anything to worry about, kid.”

“Besides,” Elsey added, “you’re a Lightbridge. Saving the world from abominations like me is kind of your thing, right?”
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When night fell, Alster’s legs ached. He hadn’t ridden his stolen horse much, opting instead to test the strength of his newly forged limbs, and a bit of old sadness crept back into his mind like a long-lost friend’s greeting after several seasons away. He rubbed the muscles along the sides of his legs, and they panged in response to his touch. “Still there,” he told the pain.

He smacked his leg hard with a nearby rock, and his left thigh flared with a hint of Alistair’s armor, preventing the new pain from being added to the ever-present soreness. “Still there,” he said a second time. The budding smile on his face continued to grow as he hit himself harder, again eliciting a flare of dull red that blocked the blow.

Across the sputtering campfire, Elsey watched Alster’s movements, with one eye finding light from the side of her thin blanket. Deep down, she feared everything about Mournstead. Especially when she thought about entering the city herself, she found her mind lurking closer and closer to Alster’s armor. He would protect her if anything happened—there wasn’t the slightest doubt in her mind of his loyalty and friendship—but his wondrous armor was useless against the turmoil swirling through her thoughts from within.

[image: scene break daggers]

After several more days of marching farther and farther from the towering Red Mountains, the time came for Alster, Elsey, and Ingvar to turn north while the rest of the men continued west toward the Rift and their homes. The three of them each had a horse, and Ingvar’s steed was laden with supplies, but none of it did much to relieve the unease of watching the column continue on without them.

“You’re sure about coming with us?” Alster asked from the back of his stolen horse. Even though he had ridden the animal for so long, he still felt a sense of dishonor toward its origins and regarded it as stolen.

Ingvar nodded. “We shall do what is best for the realm,” he replied. When he spoke of such lofty ideals and higher purposes, Alster couldn’t help but imagine him as a knight clad in armor, flying Alistair the Fourth’s glittering banner.

Even more, Alster believed the man’s conviction. He saw a fire in Ingvar’s eyes, a passion he had never seen in anyone before, and it managed to push most of the doubt from his mind. Most of it, but certainly not all.

Not far away, King Hademar sat on the back of his own horse amidst a retinue of his retainers. Beyond them, the commingled force waited for the command to set off once more. “I’ll miss you, my friend,” the mad king called to his closest companion.

Ingvar bowed his head and placed a hand over his heart. “So long as I take breath, you have my sword, my liege,” he said solemnly. “I only leave with your permission, and when my task is finished, I will return to your side once more.”

Hademar smirked, an expression that struck Alster as odd for the somber occasion. “I have no doubts concerning your loyalty, Ingvar,” the king said, his eyes wandering.

“Thank you, sir.”

“And when Petra is safely back in my arms, we shall dine together in Whitecliff!” King Hademar added cheerfully. He turned his horse from the three, not waiting for anything more, and trotted off toward his men.

“Well,” Ingvar began, “shall we?”

“How far is Mournstead?” Elsey asked. The morning wind was strong, and it whipped her long hair around her mouth as she spoke.

Ingvar tightened his grip on his reins. “Two weeks, maybe less if we move quickly.”

The two turned to their right, to the north, almost in unison, and Alster thought he caught a glimpse of bright red in his friend’s otherwise deep crimson hair. He thought of his own eyes, of what Elsey had said about them, wondering if the Shadow King’s tomb had changed them both somehow. He wondered if the people in Mournstead looked like him. Most of them would share Rai’s features and accent, but he worried he would appear too much the outcast. If they thought he was a spy, there was still more than enough bad blood between east and west to lead to trouble.

Urging his horse forward, Alster had to stifle a laugh. All his life, he had been an outcast, a crippled son of a noble lord. Trying to conjure up methods for blending in was a completely foreign concept, one that struck him as nothing short of comical. Still, his eyes, should they ever catch the sun just right to glint with red, would give him away as a shadowlith—or whatever it truly was that he had become.

As the three rode northward, Alster found his right hand instinctively drifting toward the place on his belt where he used to keep Alistair’s dagger: the Umbral Blade, something he had once thought to only exist in legends. The weapon’s absence sent an unsettling chill through Alster’s spine, and he could not shake it. Part of him felt as though giving the blade over to its original possessor had been a mistake. He hoped desperately that he would not need to fight against shades once more, though he knew he was foolish. Mournstead was the epicenter of shadow magic. He would ride into its pitch-black heart before long, and no matter where he had chosen to go since leaving the estate, shades had always found him.

Mournstead would be no exception.


Chapter 2



Refuge

It only took eight days for Alster, Elsey, and Ingvar to reach the outermost limits of Mournstead. They hadn’t seen any signs of human life along the way, and the utter absence of civilization had been unnerving to all three. The landscape south of the city was almost exclusively barren, though empty husks of dead vegetation sprang up in occasional bursts, breaking the bleak monotony of the trek with dry, black fingers like rotten hands pointing into the hazy sky.

When they were still two days from the farthest reaches of life, Alster had noticed the thickness hanging about the air. His breathing had become shallower, and he had needed to spit globs of blackened saliva from his mouth every few hours, as the suspended particulate had found its way to his mouth. With a bit of his shirt lifted up to cover his lips, he had managed to keep most of the darkness from entering his body, and for that, he was thankful. The black hanging in the air had a subtle, foul taste that he couldn’t quite describe. Though he had never been poisoned, he likened it to willfully inhaling toxic particles. The more he considered it poison, the more his body fought to make him spit it out, but ingesting the air was unavoidable. The closer he traveled to Mournstead, the worse it became, and the more he wanted to turn back.

“There,” Ingvar announced, lifting a hand to indicate the single building interrupting the otherwise perfectly unbroken horizon. They had officially arrived at Mournstead.

“Does anyone live there?” Alster asked.

Ingvar nodded. “Almost certainly. Look around you. A lot of the east used to be inhabited with cities, farms, villages, and everything you have back in the west. Then, as the legends go, everyone moved to Mournstead as the years went by. They abandoned their homes and their farms, and the structures themselves fell apart. If anything is still standing, it likely means someone lives there currently, or else it would be gone to time as well.” He swatted at a particularly dark patch of haze lingering near his face. “Maybe whatever is in the air has something to do with it.”

“How safe is it to breathe?” Elsey asked from the man’s right. She had her shirt pulled up to her mouth as well.

Ingvar let out a single sharp laugh. “Probably not at all. But we don’t have much of a choice, do we?”

“Do people in the city wear anything over their faces?” Alster wondered.

“Not that I ever saw,” Ingvar answered. “Maybe it kills them. Maybe it doesn’t. But either way, I’ve never seen someone trying to actively avoid it.” Unlike Alster and Elsey, Ingvar had not fashioned any kind of mask for himself, though he still had to lean over in his saddle to spit just as often as they did.

Alster saw more and more buildings as they drew nearer to Mournstead. Each one they passed was decrepit and barely standing, showing extensive signs of repair as though each and every day was a constant struggle to keep the roofs from collapsing. Some of the small homes had quaint patches of tilled land next to their walls, and even in those micro-farms, the vegetation was sparse. After they passed a group of several shacks all leaning against each other, Alster finally saw one of Mournstead’s citizens out in the open. He was an old man, stooped with age and supporting himself with a cane, his fiery red hair gone almost entirely to silver.

“He’s watching us,” Alster said, flexing his hand over the space where the Umbral Blade used to be tucked into his belt. “Why? Are we that conspicuous?”

“Just let him be,” Ingvar casually remarked. “He’s only curious. They don’t get many travelers here, as you can imagine.”

Finally, after several miles of sparsely populated outskirts, the road beneath their horses became something close to substantial, though it was still a far cry from the well-maintained thoroughfares of the west. Alster saw what he believed to be broken statues lining some sections of the road. Many of them had been reduced to square bases with feet broken at the ankles and worn smooth by the weather. He imagined the city must have been grand at one point, perhaps as spectacular as Karrheim, and he longed to know what that old grandeur had been like.

The city itself—once the trio reached its proper center—was sprawling and densely packed with buildings, though only a handful reached more than a single story into the air. The buildings also lacked any semblance of formality. There were no walls or gates, no guardhouses to facilitate policing the populace, and most of what appeared to be businesses lacked the typical adornments indicating their purpose. Where Karrheim was rigidly organized and meticulously maintained, Mournstead was the exact opposite, as if a city had occurred in the middle of the vast plains by accident.

“Where should we go?” Alster asked hesitantly. Some of the nearby people, their pale skin covered in splotches of dark dust, were staring at the newcomers with apprehension on their faces. The one thing they all had in common was that they were armed, and their hands weren’t far from the blades at their sides. In the west, friendly faces often outnumbered those looking for trouble by a wide margin. In Mournstead, the opposite was true. Everyone was on edge. Everyone looked like they were a single provocation from murder.

Ingvar let out a sigh. “I’m not exactly sure. Perhaps to the governor? Truth be told, the government in Mournstead is much more fluid than in Karrheim. I’m not even sure they have a governor. Still, someone must be in charge, and they might be able to help you find what it is you seek.” He urged his horse toward the very center of the city, and Alster and Elsey followed closely behind.

“These people don’t look friendly,” Elsey whispered.

Alster nodded. “Stay close,” he quietly replied.

They rode for quite some time through the dirty, black-marked streets of Mournstead, twisting and turning their way toward the center. Deeper in the heart of the town, the majority of the buildings they passed were full of people, usually drunk people, and Alster felt like the only industry Mournstead had to speak of was its booming alcohol trade. He noticed a distinct lack of almost everything else. There were no blacksmiths’ forges spewing smoke into the hazy air, no bakers displaying their various breads in beaded glass windows, and no markets bustling with farmers trading produce and meats. Metallic tubes reached up at odd angles from ramshackle huts all over the place. They belched white steam into the hazy, dark air, and the new clouds smelled heavily of booze.

“What do the people eat here?” Alster wondered loudly enough for Ingvar to hear. They hadn’t passed any farms large enough to feed more than a single family, and they hadn’t seen a single livestock animal either.

“Anything they can get their hands on,” the grizzled captain said over his shoulder. “Mournstead trades somewhat with Nevansk in the north, though foreign goods are incredibly expensive. But boiled shoe leather, with the right spices, is edible, or so I am told. And there are a handful of small farms on the eastern side of the city. Everything they grow is covered with the darkness clinging to the air so the crops aren’t very large or bountiful, but the people eat. When the stores get particularly low, I’m sure some of them even eat each other.”

Alster shuddered at the thought. There was no way for him to know if Ingvar was telling the truth or trying to make a joke. Either way, he made the rapid determination that he hated Mournstead. The sooner they left, the better. He saw a red-haired woman exiting one of the pubs with an infant child in her arms, and he couldn’t keep his mind from imagining the mother becoming desperate and eating her own offspring like some sort of wild animal.

Images of barbaric cannibalism had barely faded from Alster’s mind when they arrived at the collection of stone and wooden huts that Ingvar thought served as Mournstead’s administrative center. There wasn’t much to the compound, but a small handful of soldiers positioned haphazardly out front with spears and short swords told them the building was at least important.

“What must be done to gain an audience with the governor?” Ingvar asked as he reined in his horse, completely forgoing all formality.

An old soldier with black soot in his beard looked up from his boots with a grimace. “What’s this about?” he demanded, brushing a bit of red hair from his face. The man didn’t correct Ingvar’s assumption about the building’s use, so he figured he had guessed correctly.

“I need to speak with the governor about something important,” Ingvar said.

“You’ll need to give me more than that,” the guard replied.

“Please, sir, I have urgent business, I assure you.”

The guard held out his hand expectantly. “You’ll need to give me more than that,” he repeated.

Ingvar shook his head and flipped open one of his saddlebags momentarily, then realized he had nothing with which to bargain. “What do you have?” he asked Alster and Elsey.

“We have some silver,” Elsey said, proffering her coin purse but not opening it. Her eyes darted from guard to guard, though none of them looked particularly suspicious, at least by comparison to everyone else in Mournstead. Everyone was suspicious, and that basically made none of them suspicious at the same time.

“Bah,” the guard spat. “Your filthy western coins aren’t going to get you far here, stranger. Mournstead runs on more useful things. Take your money elsewhere.”

Elsey put her bag away on the inside of her belt, feeling defeated. “We need a shado—”

“What is it you need?” Ingvar said loudly, cutting off Elsey before she could give them away or draw any unwelcome attention.

The guard shifted his weight from side to side, a smile showing beneath his matted beard. He eyed Elsey with a bit of a leer. “A pretty lass like that would certainly be worth a lot,” the man declared.

A wave of hot anger suddenly spring to Alster’s mind. He flexed his hand, and a bit of red light began to shine out from between his knuckles.

“She’s not for sale!” Ingvar yelled back. He was still in front of Alster, and he turned his horse sharply to the side, his mouth falling open at the sight of the boy’s armor returning.

“Get out—”

“Alster!” Ingvar shouted. Things were getting out of hand far too fast for him to get control of the situation. He moved his horse directly next to Alster’s and slapped the boy hard across the cheek. “Knock it off!”

The light faded, and Alster let his anger dissipate, though the flesh beneath his left eye stung.

“Let’s go,” Ingvar reiterated in no uncertain terms. He led the trio once more, keeping watch on the other two to ensure their obedience. When they were a fair distance from the city center, he spoke again. “We need to find somewhere that will take silver to stay for the night. Mournstead is dangerous, and doubly so with you shining your red light around and drawing attention.”

Alster hung his head. “I’m sorry,” he muttered.

“Don’t be,” Elsey added. Her voice was strong and fierce, conveying more venom than she had intended.

“No,” Alster interrupted. “I shouldn’t be so careless. I don’t know what came over me. I . . . I just got so mad. I wanted to kill that man.”

“I think we should have,” she stated evenly. None of the bite had faded from Elsey’s voice. “We can take them. You can’t be hurt, and I can rip their shadows apart. We should storm their pathetic capital and be done with it. Destroy Mournstead in a single day.”

Ingvar laughed. “Have you ever torn a shade from a person?” he asked Elsey.

“Yes,” she answered quickly.

“From an unwilling person?” the soldier went on, his laughter replaced with surprise and a bit of fear.

“Yes.”

He nodded. “Well then, you’re starting to sound like a real shadowlith after all.”

“What does that mean?” Elsey demanded.

Ingvar turned to fully regard her in the saddle. “Shadowliths were violent, bloodthirsty monsters. They killed anyone who crossed them, or so the legends say. There’s a reason your friend’s ancestor exterminated them all. And no one ever asked to bring them back once they were gone.”

Still wearing a grimace and seething just below the surface, Elsey was silent.


Chapter 3



Investigation

“No, only one room,” Ingvar said. His tired expression revealed more than his words. He had been to three different innkeepers, and none of them had wanted one of Elsey’s silver pieces in exchange for overnight accommodations. With the current man, he was beginning to run out of things to offer in trade.

Finally, with three small cloth sacks of military rations sitting on the bar, the innkeeper acquiesced and handed Ingvar a key. “One night,” he said gruffly.

“Certainly,” Ingvar replied coldly, turning from the bar. “We’ll be gone in the morning, bright and early.”

“Bright?” the man laughed as he put his new stock of bland food into a locking cupboard. “Nothing around here is bright. Nothing.”

Ingvar joined Alster and Elsey at a worn table in the corner of the run-down establishment. “There are three rooms out back, and we have one of them.” He placed the key in the center of the table and took a handful of their remaining rations from one of the sacks.

“What’s our plan?” Elsey asked.

“I don’t know,” Ingvar answered with a sigh. Then, suddenly, he pushed himself away from the table and stood. “No, I can’t sit here all night and do nothing. I’m going out. Stay here, and I’ll be back before . . . Well, there isn’t really any sundown in such a wretched place, but I’ll return before you’re asleep for the night.”

“What are you going to do?” Alster wondered. He was worried for Ingvar’s safety, but he knew the old soldier could handle himself better than most.

Ingvar finished a dry piece of hardtack before offering any explanation. “I’m going to figure out how to get inside that building and get some answers. I don’t want to start a war, but I know there has to be someone around here who can be bought.” He looked at Elsey, the weight of her silver heavy in his pocket. “It doesn’t matter where we are. People can always be bought with gold and silver. I just hope I have enough.”

“What if the shade prison isn’t there?” Alster asked. He kept his voice low to make sure he wasn’t overheard. “We shouldn’t waste everything we have so quickly.”

Ingvar knew he was right, at least to some degree. “I don’t think the prison will be with the governor, but he’ll have answers. If anyone knows about the old shadow magic, the leader of Mournstead should be that person.”

“Or the tutor from Alster’s estate,” Elsey added, watching Ingvar leave through a wooden door so battered it nearly fell from its hinges every time it was moved.

“Wilkes would know,” Alster agreed. “He knew everything about shadowliths. Maybe we should return to the estate.”

Elsey smiled despite the taste of the hardtack in her mouth. “Not yet. The shade prison is going to be in the east. It has to be. We’ll find it here. And if we can’t, then we can go back.”

“I wonder what my brother is doing with the estate without my father there,” Alster thought aloud to himself. Memories of his old life came back to him as he thought of his former home. They weren’t all bad, though they weren’t all good either.

“Hey,” Elsey said, taking his hand. “Don’t worry about that stuff. Come on. I want to try something.”

They gathered up the rest of their uneaten food, made sure their horses were still safely stabled behind the small inn, and then went to find their room. It wasn’t difficult to figure out which shabby door would be securing them for the night. There were only three rooms, and none of them looked particularly secure.

“This one has to be it,” Elsey said, slipping the key into the only lock in the entire hallway.

Inside the room, the solitary furnishing was a poorly stuffed straw mattress large enough for six or seven people to occupy at once. It almost looked like it had come from the stable outside. “This place is disgusting,” Alster declared.

“We overpaid,” Elsey concurred. “But it doesn’t matter for now. I have an idea.”

“What are you thinking?” Alster asked, using his body weight to get the door back into its frame behind him.

Elsey took a deep breath and ran her fingers mindlessly through her crimson hair. The more hours they spent in Mournstead, the more her dark brown had turned red. “I want to be a shade again,” she whispered.

Alster’s eyes went wide. “I don’t know . . .”

“If I can get into the governor’s house, I can at least see if there’s a shade prison inside. And I need to know how to control myself when I’m a shade.”

“Alright, it makes sense,” Alster agreed after thinking it over for a moment. “But I don’t think wandering around Mournstead as a shade is a good idea. We still really don’t know anything about how it works. We also don’t know how many people will be carrying weapons capable of killing a shade.”

“That’s the point of trying!” Elsey exclaimed. “Well, I don’t want to learn about weapons, but I have to learn everything else, right?”

“Alright. It’s a good idea,” Alster said.

Elsey sat down on the edge of the musty mattress. “I should be able to go into my shade without your help now, right?”

“I think so,” Alster answered. “Remember that drunk you—we—killed at the Rift? I pulled his shade out of his body with Alistair’s gauntlets. Maybe I can pull your shadow out again, but I don’t know if it works that way. Maybe one time is all it takes. Maybe you can do it on your own now.”

Elsey let out a long breath as she tried to calm herself and center her mind. After several moments of silence, she opened her eyes with a look of frustration. “I don’t know what to do,” she stated flatly.

Alster took the room’s single candle from its sconce on the wall and held it up behind her. “Here, angle your shadow toward the door. Maybe if it has more room, you can use it easier.”

She closed her eyes again. Almost at once, her shadow moved. Alster looked to the room’s only window and found it closed, and his heart caught in his chest. The candlelight had not wavered. There was no draft in the room that he could detect.

“You’re doing it,” he said breathlessly. Eyes wide, he watched the shadow elongate and flicker, moving side to side like a drunken dancer in a seedy tavern, and then the shade snapped away, and Elsey’s body fell limply to the dirty floor.

“I—” Elsey’s shade echoed. Part of the sound had come from her physical body, but then it was clipped and came from her shade instead. Her disembodied voice sounded like small rocks falling into an underground pool from somewhere far away. It was distant and melodious, terrifying yet captivating all at once.

“You’re a shade,” Alster whispered.

The wavering shadow stood to fill the dark corner of the room, the candle’s light pushing it farther and farther back. Alster wanted to shut his eyes as frightful memories of the first shade he had ever killed flooded his mind, but he didn’t. For Elsey’s sake, he kept his eyes open, watching both her lifeless body and her shade, his heart racing in his chest.

“I did it,” Elsey said through her shade. Her excitement was palpable.

“Don’t go far,” Alster warned, forcing a lump of unbridled fear away from his throat. “To the governor and back. Nowhere else, alright? I don’t know how long shadowliths can survive outside their bodies . . .”

Elsey’s shade gave a dark, longing look toward Alster for a moment before it vanished through the wall. Her shade appeared crooked on the outside wall of the inn, bent at an awkward angle to fill a patch of darkness created by a sputtering torch on the other side of the street.

Outside, several red-haired easterners were casually strolling past the inn, though there were no other signs of commerce or even life in the nearest sections of the city. Elsey spied another patch of darkness between two light sources deeper toward the center of the city, and her very being yearned to leap into the murky pool of shadow.

Her shade appeared in the next shadow before she even considered what she had been doing. The idea of moving without conscious thought terrified her, as though some unseen hand, perhaps the Shadow King’s own hand, had forced her body to move the moment she had seen the darkness.

At the same time, Elsey’s fear simmered near its breaking point, a rush of pure exhilaration flooded her inky, incorporeal veins, and her shade appeared in a different slough of grasping shadows on the other side of the street. She turned her void-black eyes down the muddy lane, spotting another batch of shadows closer to Mournstead’s center, and then she was there, a broad smile on her wispy face.

She continued deeper into the city almost at once, barely stopping to look at her surroundings or make sure she had gone unseen. There was a certain restlessness in her shade—a deep-seated desire to continue moving—that inexorably propelled her black form closer and closer to the governor’s residence. After only a handful of additional leaps through the darkness, Elsey’s shade stood to one side of her target in a small, short gap in the patrolling guards’ torchlight. There wasn’t much room for her shade to stand, and she thought—although she could not put it into words that made sense in her own head—that her physical body was struggling to breathe with her consciousness confined to such a restrictive space. It felt claustrophobic, but in an entirely different way than her physical body had experienced.

Not wanting to spend any more time in the cramped shadow than she needed, Elsey pushed herself through the wall to her left, and then her shade snapped violently back into her body almost a mile away.


Chapter 4



Collapse

Elsey gasped for breath. Her chest heaved, and sweat ran down her brow to her shirt as though she had just finished exercising far beyond her capacity.

“What happened?” Alster demanded. He had Elsey’s body cradled in his arms on the floor of the dingy inn, and tears came unbidden to his eyes. “Are you hurt?”

Then Elsey laughed. She cackled with her eyes wide, barely catching her breath between outbursts. “I saw it!” she basically yelled.

“Be quiet!”

“I saw the governor’s palace.” She hesitated on the word. “Or whatever that place is called. I saw inside it before I came back.”

“You came back so quickly,” Alster muttered, helping her gain her feet. “It looked painful. You just sort of appeared . . . here . . . all at once. Like your body had been asleep and then violently shaken awake.”

It took some time for Elsey to get her breathing fully under control and speak further. “There were no shadows on the other side of the wall,” she finally explained. “It was too bright, so I had nowhere to go.”

“Which wall?”

“The governor’s house. When I looked inside, it was fully lit by torches on the walls. There were no shadows, so my shade came back on its own. But I saw what the inside looked like for a split second. There were two passages, one going out at ground level and the other sloping downward. The governor, or someone-official looking, was sitting on an old throne not far from the entrance. There were things hanging on chains behind him, but I didn’t get a good look. It all happened so fast.”

Startling them both, a heavy knock came from the flimsy wooden door.

“Did anyone—” Alster began, but he was cut off by Ingvar’s scratchy voice.

“It’s just me,” he said from the other side of the door, and Alster unlocked it at once.

Alster quickly relocked it once the three of them were together, despite his distinct lack of faith in both the lock’s integrity and the door’s overall constitution. One solid blow from any of them would surely bring it down. “What did you find out?” he asked, leaning against the side wall to give Ingvar space in the cramped chamber.

The old soldier ignored him. “What happened to you?” he asked Elsey. “You look terrible. Was there trouble?”

Elsey shook her head. “I left in my shade,” she answered truthfully.

Ingvar let his sword belt fall noisily to the floor as he stretched his arms in preparation for sleep, though his face showed anything but peacefulness. “You did what?” he angrily demanded.

“I used my shade to look into the governor’s complex,” Elsey reiterated. She was still too tired to move beyond a simple sitting position near the mattress.

Ingvar regarded her with fire in his eyes. “Do you know where we are?” he growled. “This is Mournstead, not some cozy village in the west. Shadowliths are executed in the west, and it is worse for them here. Far worse. Most of these wretches probably blame the Shadow King just as much as they blame Alistair the Fourth for their current plight. You can’t go gallivanting around in your shade like some village idiot looking for free handouts. That’s a fine way to get all three of us killed.”

“No one saw me,” Elsey countered sharply. She met his violent gaze with an equal measure of ire, and Ingvar seemed to back down, however slightly.

“If they did, we’ll have to run,” he said with finality. “You put us all in danger, and by jeopardizing our goals here, you run the risk of exposing everything. What do you think will happen if Mournstead finds out what you’ve done? What have you two unleashed?”

Alster expected his friend to hang her head in defeat and apologize. He expected it because that was exactly what he wanted to do. He wanted to admit his mistake. The sooner he fessed up to what he had done, the sooner he would be through with the punishment. But Elsey did not concede.

“No one saw me,” she forcefully repeated. “And if they had, Alster and I would have already killed them. There’s nothing to worry about, so let it go.”

Surprisingly, Ingvar was the one who backed down first. “Fine,” he said. “Just don’t do it again.”
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When the sun finally broke through the haze of black dust clinging to the city, the light it offered was meager at best. Even at dawn, everything was draped in gloom. Ingvar struggled to rub the sleep from his eyes, though he was eager to be moving. The sooner they figured out how to acquire a shade prison, the sooner they could leave Mournstead, and every moment spent in the dark city felt like a moment behind bars for all of them.

Unfortunately for Alster and Elsey, the inn offered them no food, so the three sat at one of the tables as they ate hardtack with scowls on their faces.

“I don’t know how much more of this stuff I can take,” Alster admitted. He was tempted to refuse the rations altogether, but his stomach was violently hungry, so he forced it down bite after bite.

“What did you find out yesterday?” Elsey asked quietly.

Ingvar waited for the barkeep to turn from them before answering, keeping his voice as low as he could. “I was right. Everyone has a price. One of the governor’s sons can get us in, and I agreed to pay him one of our silver coins. We’ll get a short audience with the governor, just enough time to ask about the shade prison while hopefully not raising too many suspicions.”

“And if he doesn’t know what it is?” Elsey challenged.

“He’ll know where to ask,” Ingvar answered.

“Why doesn’t the governor just meet with people when he has time?” Alster wondered. “Even my father met with the peasants at night, though he did kill some of them for troubling him every now and then . . .”

Ingvar leaned low over the table. “The governor is a private person. He doesn’t take kindly to westerners either. I could probably bribe a local to ask our question on our behalf, but it isn’t worth the risk. I don’t want people getting the wrong idea, especially if the Shadow King decides to return to his former capital while we’re still here. For now, we’re just simple relic hunters looking to buy an ancient artifact.”

“We’ll try it your way,” Elsey said, “but if that doesn’t work—”

“No,” Ingvar interrupted her. “You will not become a shade again. At least not while we’re in the city. Do you understand?”

Elsey didn’t respond. She finished her meager food in silence, glaring at the old soldier between bites.

They left the inn quietly, letting the tension between Elsey and Ingvar dissipate on its own, which never really happened. For Alster, he was so used to following the orders and wisdom of an adult that even questioning a man like Ingvar was unthinkable. Elsey’s confidence and brash courage were something else altogether.

When the three arrived back at the very center of Mournstead, the same guard from the previous day was at his post, lazily leaning against the side of the building with a spear in his hand. Two other guards were stationed at various points, and the entire organization appeared woefully inadequate. Should there be a real revolt or invasion, Mournstead would fall in a matter of moments. But as Ingvar took in the entire sight, he knew no fighting would ever erupt. There was nothing to take. Mournstead’s leader was less than even a figurehead—the governor was politically useless, a man governing over what essentially amounted to nothing. The people of Mournstead were truly free, and if they wanted to do anything short of murder in the streets, no one was going to stop them.

“We have a meeting,” the soldier declared to the unenthusiastic guard eyeing them. “The governor is inside?”

The guard came forward slowly with a sour expression on his face. “No weapons,” he shouted gruffly. “You have to leave them here.”

Ingvar drew his sword and tossed it to the ground at the guard’s feet, opting to leave his belt and scabbard in place. Elsey took her bow and quiver from her back and did the same.

“You?” the guard said, leveling a dust-covered finger in Alster’s direction.

“I don’t have anything,” Alster replied. He turned and ran a hand along his belt to show he had no knife or dagger concealed at his waist.

The guard didn’t care to pat down Alster’s clothes or in any other way ensure the safety of his governor. He simply gathered the two discarded weapons from the ground and propped them against the stone wall, then held out his hand to usher the three inside the governmental compound.

Ingvar led the way inside. He was grateful that most of the black dust clinging to the air remained outside, though it was evident that the walls, especially those close to the entrance, had been stained by decades of it. The cavaedium inside was barely larger than the room the three had shared the previous night, and it only offered two available passageways, one of which was completely dark and showed no signs of use. The second path, lit by a single torch, was narrow and in desperate need of both maintenance and cleaning. A few stray voices filtered down from the end of the passage, so Ingvar led Alster and Elsey in that direction.

The next room was ordinarily appointed, featuring faded tapestries and an assortment of wooden chairs lining one wall, with a handful of soldiers lining the opposite. At the end, the presumed governor sat on a tattered chair. Compared to the awe-inspiring sights that filled the highest tiers of Karrheim, Mournstead was nothing.

Ingvar watched and waited until a pair of what he guessed were farmers were dismissed from the hall before stepping forward. “Your Majesty,” he cautiously began.

The governor leaned forward, and a wave of deep crimson hair fell over one half of her face. She brushed it aside with a gloved hand. “Is that what you call your kings and queens in the west?” she demanded, her accented voice ringing with authority and an immediate edge of violence that caught everyone off guard.

“M-My lady, I did not know you were . . .” Ingvar stuttered, blushing, “such an impressive woman.”

The governess shook her head and smiled. “Is that how you address royalty in Karrheim?”

Ingvar offered a bow, casting his eyes to the ground in embarrassment. “My apologies, my lady. Please, forgive my ignorance.”

“Indeed,” the governess snapped, and Ingvar had no idea if he had been forgiven, condemned, or afforded some other judgment altogether. “State your business.”

“We—”

“I’d speak to her,” the governess commanded, pointing a gloved finger at Elsey. “Come forward. Tell me what it is you want, easterner.”

Elsey took a hesitant step forward and swallowed hard to keep her nerves down.

“Closer,” the governess beckoned. Her hawkish features showed a level of cunning and ruthlessness that was terrifying to behold.

When Elsey was only a handful of steps from the edge of the woman’s wooden desk, she finally brought her head up to meet her intense gaze. “I’m not an easterner,” she said quietly.

“Oh?”

“I was born in the west, near Velnwood,” she answered.

The governess smirked. “And your parents? You’re positive they were of western blood as well? They did not share the red tint in your hair? You have the glow of fire in you, lass. Anyone can see that.”

“My father always kept his head shaved,” Elsey said slowly, her mind whirling with a myriad of muddled emotions.

“You’re one of us.” The governess looked her over with a knowing smile. “I am called Char, though it is actually a title, not a name. You can dispense with all the western formalities and petty honorifics. And you are?”

“My name is Elsey, Queen Char,” she said.

“Not a queen,” Char bluntly corrected. “Just Char. That is both what and who I am. And I won’t tell you twice.”

“Yes, Char,” Elsey continued. “We’ve come in search of something, a relic of sorts, from a long time ago.”

Char laughed, relaxing back in her worn chair. “You and so many others. Simple profiteers are not welcome here, Elsey. If that is all you have, leave my presence at once.”

Elsey glanced nervously around her, but she was too far forward to see her companions. “My friend,” she said, turning to point, “his name is Alster Lightbridge. Perhaps you recognize his lineage.”

“A Lightbridge?” Char said with a bit of intrigue. “Standing before Char of Mournstead? I’m not sure which scenario I believe less: that you are from western parents or that he is who you say he is.”

“I am,” Alster spoke up, though Ingvar tried to cover his voice with a forced cough.

“And I have told you before, I’ll speak with the woman or not at all!” Char boomed, her voice suddenly filling the room like a great roll of thunder. When the chamber was silent once more, her playful smile tickled the edges of her lips, and the woman directed her attention back to Elsey. “Truly, I do not know why you have come to my desolate city or why you have come to my desolate court. If it is a relic you seek, you would have better luck with one of the peddlers outside.” She paused for a moment. “And if such a scrawny thing could actually be a Lightbridge . . . well, there wouldn’t be any point in clapping him in irons. He looks half dead as it is.”

“We haven’t done anything wrong!” Ingvar yelled, letting his frustration boil over. He clenched his fist where the hilt of his sword should have been, but of course, he found only air above his empty scabbard.

Char stood in a rush, throwing her throne back behind her, its legs squealing on the stone. “Guards!” she commanded sharply. Four of the silent soldiers along the wall took a step forward with their weapons brandished. “Remove these ill-conceived tourists from my presence.”

In a mixture of frustration, anger, and fear, Ingvar held his hands out defensively to his sides, though he dared not to move. “We have done nothing wrong, Char,” he growled through gritted teeth.

The ruler of Mournstead lifted a hand, and the guards halted as if frozen in time. “True,” she conceded, “though I expect there are many here who would enjoy the chance to watch a Lightbridge’s head rot on a pike. Old grudges die hard in the east, and that one is far from dead.”

“We—”

“And you’ve wasted my time!” Char snapped her fingers, and the guards set back into motion, mechanically herding the three from the chamber.

Outside, the perimeter guard didn’t even bother to look them in the eyes when he returned their equipment, opting instead to keep his gaze turned toward almost anything else.

“Useless soldiers can’t even keep watch,” Ingvar muttered under his breath. If the easterner heard the words, he either didn’t care or didn’t have the energy to respond.

“I don’t know,” Elsey began. “What is there to protect? Even their own leader called the city desolate. I think she’s right.”

“Well, at least she was right about that,” Ingvar replied. When he finished inspecting his sword for any signs of tampering, he angrily slid it into his sheath, all the while imagining running it through the arrogant Char’s stomach.

“Well,” Alster said. “What do we do?”

Ingvar let out a heavy sigh burdened with decades of exhaustion and relentless frustration. “If we leave tomorrow, we can probably catch the army before they cross the Rift.”

“And then back to Karrheim?” Alster asked. “Without a shade prison?”

“You got it, kid. Nothing in Mournstead worth dying for.”


Chapter 5



Betrayal

“I’m going to try again,” Elsey whispered in the darkness. “I can get into Char’s compound. I know it.”

It was well beyond midnight, and Alster could barely comprehend what his friend was telling him through the fog of sleep. Across the small room, Ingvar snored noisily, though his sword wasn’t far from his unmoving hands.

“Come on,” Elsey said, grabbing Alster’s hand and pulling him from his slumber. The two crept toward the door, and Alster wondered if leaving the inn during the dead of night without a weapon was a good idea. His mind wandered to the Umbral Blade. Then he remembered the suit of shimmering armor lying in wait just beneath the surface of his skin, and he couldn’t help but smile. He and Elsey together were probably more formidable in a fight than any other duo in the city.

Reminding Alster of his father’s estate on one of his many trips around the compound when all others were asleep, the main room of the inn was quiet. The lack of patrons snoozing in chairs or drunkenly stumbling about served as further testament to Mournstead’s decline and abandonment. In Karrheim, many of the inns, taverns, and brothels never closed. Their doors were never locked, and noisy patrons could be found inside no matter the day or time.

Outside, the rest of Mournstead appeared no more awake than the inn. Alster and Elsey had to travel down two different streets before they found one with enough light for Elsey’s shade to take hold among the darkness. Mournstead did not have an array of neatly maintained streetlights or even a system of guards patrolling with torches. Everything was just dark and quiet and somber.

Elsey leaned her body against an abandoned wagon, watching her shadow elongate and dance in a flickering torch masked by dusty, beaded glass. When they were certain no eyes had spied them, Elsey sank down to the ground, and her shade jumped to life.

Alster watched as the small, writhing shade bounded from shadow to shadow down the lane, and he couldn’t keep an awful knot of dread from tying itself around his innards. Being a shadowlith in Mournstead was perhaps the most dangerous thing one could ever be. He clenched his fists at his side and hoped his friend would be safe, but deep down, he knew the odds were stacked against her.
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Elsey wished she could feel the wind on her face as she dashed silently over the dirt of Mournstead’s unpaved streets. Her shade jumped from shadow to shadow, flickering in and out of torchlight, patches of candle glow, and a few stray pools of reflected moonlight that managed to break through the constant shroud of black haze clinging to the air. Luckily, there was enough light coming from two guardsmen’s torches near Char’s complex for Elsey to find substantial shadows.

Her shade crept up the side of the stone building, a sliver of pure black surrounded by darkness only a fraction lighter. She tried to steel her mind before entering the building, but such a feat was beyond her abilities as a shade. Not quite human, Elsey wasn’t sure where her mind was or if the anxiety she felt was real or imagined. Still, the thought of entering Char’s lair gave her pause. Then the pause concluded, and she was through. Everything happened so quickly she wondered if she had even willed her shade to move. Perhaps it had acted on its own.

Entering the building’s front chamber, Elsey was thankful to see a bit of torchlight coming from the hallway leading to Char’s audience hall. There wasn’t much light, but it was enough for her shade to compress itself into the corner and peer throughout the room. No one was there to see the darkness darken, and Elsey felt her shade—or perhaps it was her physical body slumped over outside—relax. The entire sensation was so foreign she couldn’t tell what it was.

She waited for a moment, listening without corporeal ears, and heard nothing. Then she silently appeared at the opening of the nearby hallway, a sudden sense of vertigo washing over her as her shade occupied a depth of shadow laid out across the ceiling. When she had her bearings once more, she slowly slithered along the top of the passage, keeping her senses focused.

Inside Char’s chamber, shadows were abundant, unlike during her previous attempt. Three torches flickered in sconces on one wall, and various chairs and a large desk in the room allowed for ample patches of darkness to grow and waver as the flames danced. Again, there were no humans in the room. Elsey spied a door set against the far wall, behind Char’s shabby throne, though no light came from the cracks around its uneven frame. She approached the door hesitantly. Silence greeted her wispy, fluid movements.

Elsey peered through the door with just her eyes, leaving the rest of her shade in the audience chamber, and saw what she guessed were Char’s personal quarters. She wasn’t likely to find any ancient artifacts in a bedchamber, but Elsey couldn’t help but satisfy her curiosity. Like an inky tendril from a children’s nightmare, she passed through the door to stand fully on the other side. The room’s only light came from above, from a musty glass pane set into the ceiling. It allowed moonlight to drop down into the room in a clean, straight shaft. Part of the moon was already covered in clouds, and Elsey wouldn’t have much time before the room was completely bathed in darkness again.

Something creaked as Elsey moved her shade closer to the bed. She froze, thinking it was her footsteps, but whatever rational logic was still connected to her disembodied consciousness told her the sound couldn’t have come from her own black footfalls. She had no weight and couldn’t touch physical objects, or at least she had not learned how to make her presence felt. Her heart beating wildly in her unconscious body half a mile away, Elsey pressed her shade into the darkness along the side of the room and waited.

“Those reports weren’t accurate the last time!” a gruff male voice said from whatever room was directly beneath the bedchamber. The voice on the other side of the floor was loud, Elsey could tell, but the words were hard to make out through the stone and carpet.

“The reports are fine!”

“Your men are useless!” came the first voice once more. The speaker was angry, and a dull thump said he might have thrown something or slammed his fist on a desk.

“It’ll be there,” the second voice said after a brief silence passed. “My men will deliver. They always have, and they always will.”

The second speaker was female, and Elsey thought it might be Char herself, though she couldn’t be certain. There were footsteps below, loud and thumping with frustration. Elsey moved her shade closer to the bed in the room and saw that it was empty. The sheets were disheveled, and several embroidered pillows lay on the floor next to a squat cabinet.

Moving quickly, Elsey searched for anything that might be useful but found nothing other than Char’s clothes, a few unlit candles, and several small personal items in a wicker basket. No shade prison, she thought. The sort-of queen only owned the bare essentials. Elsey imagined what the kings and queens of Karrheim must have in their personal wardrobes and bedrooms. Compared to royals in the west, Char lived more like a peasant than a queen.

The footsteps below stopped, and Elsey’s heart leaped in her chest.

“What?” came the female voice.

The male speaker said something too quietly for Elsey to understand. Speak up! she silently urged. Her pulse throbbed in her ears.

“There!” the woman basically shouted. “Did you hear it?”

“Yes,” came the man’s answer, distinct and clear despite the distance.

What happened? Elsey wondered. She had no idea what was going on beneath her, so she dropped her shade down low next to the waning pillar of moonlight to get a glance through the floor.

“Again!” the woman cried. “We’re not alone.”

“Show yourself, coward!” the man’s voice boomed with a sudden air of authority. “Come out and die like a man!”

Elsey heard the telltale ring of steel being drawn from a scabbard. As her shade’s head emerged on the other side of the floor, she saw the scene below splayed out before her as though she were a bird watching ants scurry across the forest floor. Char was there in a storeroom of sorts, surrounded by barrels and shelves, holding a candle on a brass tray. Standing in front of her was a soldier in leather armor with a short sword in front of his chest. He kept Char safely behind him. His eyes darted around the storeroom, and his shifting feet gave away his nervousness.

Elsey, like Char and her guard, waited for some intruder to come crashing through the cellar storeroom. No one came. After a minute had passed, the soldier visibly calmed a little and sheathed his sword.

I’m running out of moonlight, Elsey thought, pulling her head from the floorboards and back into Char’s bedchamber. The clouds overhead had almost fully blocked her only light.

“Again!” the woman below yelled. “I heard it!”

“What is it, Char?” the man asked.

“The wail of a shade.”

Elsey’s physical body sucked in a sharp breath of air, and her shade snapped back into her skin with a faint pop.

“What did you—”

“She knew I was there,” Elsey gasped. Her chest was heaving, and her eyes were wide with terror. “Char knew there was a shade. We have to get out of here.”

Alster wrapped his arm around Elsey’s shoulder to hoist her from the ground. “What? How did she see you?” he asked all at once, his words tumbling over each other.

Elsey could barely keep up. Her body was exhausted, and the terror coursing through her veins made her legs even weaker. “She . . .” Elsey panted. “She heard me. She knew there was a shade, but I don’t think she saw me. I . . . I was hiding in the floor.”

The two were only about fifty feet from the overturned wagon where they had hidden when they heard the first sounds of investigation coming from Char’s residence. Torches began to light up the night. Soldiers were spreading out in all directions and on every street.

“We aren’t far from the inn,” Alster managed under the strain of Elsey’s weight.

Somewhere up ahead, the door to one of the buildings lining the street opened, and a portly man smoking a pipe stepped out into the night. He looked at Alster and Elsey as he took a deep drag, then looked farther down the street when a loud voice caught his attention.

“Fan out!” a man yelled from the direction of Char. “Could be anywhere!”

Alster tried to make his expression as nonchalant as possible, but he could not fully suppress his fear, and a young boy carrying a passed-out girl in the middle of the night in one of the most dangerous cities in Vecnos was more than just suspicious. The man with his pipe knew at once he had stepped into the midst of a pursuit.

With his finger up to his lips, Alster begged the man to keep his silence. The man only looked at him quizzically, still sucking on his pipe and blowing small tufts of smoke from the side of his mouth.

Then Elsey’s weight shifted, and she slid down Alster’s side, eliciting a brief flash of pain. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to bring forth several pieces of Alistair’s armor on the boy’s skin, and the smoking man’s eyes went wide.

“Find the shadowlith!” came a sharp, distinctly female voice from not far away.

The man dropped his pipe from his mouth and backed a step closer to his door. “They’re here!” he bellowed at the top of his lungs. “Magic!”

There was nothing Alster could do. Carrying Elsey made him too slow, and the announcement had already been heard. If the soldiers tasked with finding them were even tolerably decent at their pursuit, they would be upon the two in a minute, perhaps less.

All Alster could think to do was shake his head and hope for the best. It didn’t work.

The man opened his door to retreat back inside. “Two of them!” he yelled into the night. “Timber Street! And they’re young!” He pulled his door shut with a loud slam. Alster heard a heavy locking bar fall into place on the other side.

Elsey, barely awake and struggling to keep her feet, looked up at her friend. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“We’ll fight our way out,” Alster said with grim determination. He carried Elsey to the side of the nearest building and let her fall from his arms.

He could hear the soldiers getting closer and closer. The torchlight flickering from the walls and alleyways told him he was almost surrounded, though he could still run if he wanted.

“Ingvar!” he shouted into the sky, turning toward where he remembered the inn being located. He hoped the old man would hear him, but he had his doubts.

The first pair of soldiers came running into the street from a side passage only a few buildings away. They spotted Alster, gave him only a moment’s glance, and then called back to the others.

After a short moment, Alster stood in the middle of the street with his fists clenched, an array of ten or so soldiers spread out before him. Char was at their back. She didn’t look regal in a plain outfit and no crown, but she commanded all the authority of a queen.

“Well, well,” Char mused, clapping her hands and stepping forward through the soldiers until only one man stood between her and Alster. “I expected you three were up to something, though a shadowlith here in Mournstead to pay me a visit? That I did not expect. And where is your friend? Where has the old man gone?” She looked around dramatically, her smile never leaving her face.

“Whatever you’re looking for, it isn’t us,” Alster tried.

Char waved away Alster’s lie with her hand. “She didn’t strike me as a drunk,” the woman said, pointing to Elsey. “Shadowliths are tired after they control their shade, or so everyone believes. And a shade was in my house this very evening. What do you make of that?”

Alster struggled to come up with a plausible explanation.

“You know what we do to shadowliths, do you not?” Char asked. She grabbed a torch from the soldier next to her and held it high above her head, illuminating the street quite well.

Alster shook his head.

“This land is ruined because of abominations like her,” Char said. She pointed the end of the torch at Elsey. “Your western kings have kept our people out for hundreds of years. Unable to cross the Rift, we have died here. Barely anything will grow in our soil, and our animals seldom breed. It was the shadowliths who made the east the wasteland you stand upon now, and then, for centuries, we have been kept on our side like prisoners while the rich lords and kings of Karrheim spread lies about us, telling everyone on the west how those with red hair are lesser, tainted by the shadow magic, and practitioners of vile darkness.”

Char came forward, past all of her soldiers, and stood just out of arm’s reach from Alster.

“I’ve heard of shadowliths still existing, of some people foolish enough to sell their shadows in idiotic pursuits of power. I’ve even seen a handful of shades. But the best part of knowing shadowliths still exist”—she leaned in closer to Alster’s face—“is getting to hear the screams they make when they die.”

She leaped forward and swung her torch down hard toward Alster’s head, grunting through clenched teeth.

The boy’s skin flashed bright red. His magical armor absorbed all the force from the heavy blow, but it did nothing to ease Char’s growing desire for bloodshed. Some of the men shouted in fear, others in surprise, and the strange leader of Mournstead took a quick step back.

“Arrest them at once!” Char bellowed into the night. Instead of falling back to let her underlings do the work, she surged forward with unexpected speed, swinging her torch again for Alster’s head.

As he slowly retreated under a barrage of blows, Alster was painfully aware of the growing distance between him and Elsey. Before long, a trio of Char’s guards were between them, stabbing with their weapons and pushing him farther back. Alster summoned all the anger in his body to the very front of his mind. He felt what he thought was Alistair’s armor doing the same, seething and whirling with violent emotion, and a primal scream broke past his lips.

Ducking forward, he charged at the three closest soldiers. Their blades connected with his chest and shoulders, blows that would have torn him apart under normal circumstances, but his glimmering armor deflected two while shattering a third. Turning and swinging his fists wildly, he met only air and turning blades. Undaunted, the soldiers continued to batter him. There were too many enemies, and Alster was no soldier. The only fight he had ever won had been against his father, and battling the guards felt like taking on six copies of Palos all at the same time.

Alster knew he was outmatched. Even with Alistair’s magical armor protecting him, there was nothing he could do. The soldiers’ attacks came from every angle, bouncing off his glowing skin with metallic rings and increasingly thunderous force. Alster didn’t know how long his ancestor could protect him. If the armor lasted forever, he’d have a chance. If it didn’t, he would die on the street with his face down in the mud and not a single person left alive to mourn him.

Swinging a heavy fist for the side of one soldier’s helmet, Alster felt his enchanted flesh connect with steel, and the man staggered backward. There wasn’t much of an opening, but Alster had to take it. He darted backward as quickly as he could.

“Elsey,” he whispered under his breath. Char held up a closed fist, and her guards halted their advance, satisfied with their prize.

The fearsome woman opened her mouth to speak, but Alster took off before she could start. Tears streamed down his face as he pounded the ground beneath his feet as hard as he could, desperate to reach the inn, rouse Ingvar, and mount a proper rescue. He hated himself for abandoning his only friend. Part of him wished he had died. If Elsey was already dead—and there was a good chance she was—Alster would find some way to join her in death. Perhaps he could tie heavy stones to his legs and push himself back into Scalder’s Inlet to burn for eternity until nothing remained but ash.

His face covered in sweat and tears, Alster wailed into the night as he ran.

When he arrived back at the inn, Ingvar was already awake, dressed, and prowling nervously around the building’s poorly lit entrance. “I heard voices, shouts,” he said gruffly upon Alster’s arrival, an air of disappointment coating his voice. He searched behind the boy, waiting for any sign of Elsey.

“Char—” Alster gasped through tears and lack of breath. He doubled over against the side of the inn with his hands on his knees.

“You idiot,” Ingvar muttered. The old soldier slammed a fist on the wall.

“Char took Elsey,” Alster spat out all at once. He looked up to Ingvar for some kind of direction, some shred of hope behind his grizzled features. What he saw reflected in the old soldier’s eyes was far from comforting.

“What did you do?” Ingvar demanded.

Alster shook his head. “Elsey went into Char’s residence. She was looking for the prison, but her shade was seen.”

Ingvar slammed his hand against the doorframe next to Alster’s head. “We need to get to the stable. We have to leave.”

“We have to save Elsey!” Alster practically screamed. He tried to keep his voice low to not rouse the rest of Mournstead, but he couldn’t control his anger. The fact that his rage was directed more at himself than anyone else made it worse. His fingers were curled so tightly into fists that his knuckles hurt. A faint red glow had already materialized on his palms.

Ingvar was quickly moving in the direction of the stable. “Maybe later,” he growled over his shoulder. “If they keep her alive. But you can’t fight all of Mournstead on your own, boy. I’d believe you’re good for three or four of them, maybe five or six with me at your side, but the woman has dozens of men under her command. Hundreds.”

Somewhere in the darkest part of Alster’s mind, he knew Ingvar was right. He wouldn’t be able to rescue her. He wouldn’t be able to free Elsey from Char. He would need an army.

Alster didn’t have an army.

He didn’t try to stop his tears or quiet his crying. With his head down, Alster slowly followed Ingvar to the stables behind the inn. “There has to be something,” he muttered between sobs.

Ingvar didn’t bother to answer. He made the horses ready for travel as quickly as he could, and then they were both mounted and on the road, heading south, leaving Elsey, Char, and Mournstead at their backs.

Looking back over his shoulder, Alster said a silent prayer for his friend. He didn’t know the words to any real prayers and didn’t believe in any gods watching down from the sky, but he knew he had to try. There was nothing else he could do.
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Sometime past dawn, Alster awoke. He had slept for a few hours in the saddle, completely exhausted both physically and emotionally, though the rest did little to make him feel any better. Pretending to be asleep, he took a long time to compose his thoughts before sitting up and letting Ingvar know he was awake. When he finally did sit up in his saddle and rub the sleep and crusted tears from his eyes, they were nowhere close to Mournstead. Everything around them was bleak and barren, completely devoid of life, color, and sound, save for the steady clopping of hooves.

“Try not to think about it,” Ingvar said from Alster’s side.

Alster shook his head. “What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know yet,” Ingvar said, letting out a sigh. “Hademar is on his way to Karrheim. He won’t let any of his soldiers run off to Mournstead to save a girl. Not now. Not when he’s so close to bringing back his wife.”

“We just let her go?” Alster asked, his voice soft.

Ingvar tightened his grip on the reins of his horse. “Yes, for now.”

More tears welled up in Alster’s eyes. “They’re going to kill her . . .”

“Probably,” Ingvar agreed. “I won’t tell you what you want to hear, Alster. Trying to sneak into Char’s house, the very center of Mournstead, was an incredibly foolish idea. Controlling a shade does not make you invisible, and it does not make you impossible to detect by other means either. You shouldn’t have done it, but I think you know that now.”

“Yes,” Alster replied with a feeble nod.

“If Elsey lives or dies, that will be on your shoulders for the rest of your life. You need to learn to cope with that decision. Mistakes happen, and you can’t change the past.” Ingvar straightened his back and stretched his neck from side to side, rubbing some of the soreness from his muscles.

“Maybe Hademar could bring her back . . .” Alster said. His voice wavered in his throat, threatening to send him into another round of incoherent sobbing.

“Don’t count on it,” the old soldier answered, shaking his head. “Hademar has lost his mind. You’ve seen that as clearly as anyone else. You can’t rely on a broken mind for anything.”

Alster didn’t know what to say. Images of Elsey being dragged away by the soldiers, her body limply resisting as she barely had the strength to fight them off, would not leave his mind.

“We need to camp,” Ingvar announced. “I’m tired and hungry.”

The two carried on a little farther until they reached a bit of sparse cover, though it was painfully obvious that they wouldn’t really need it. The wasteland south of Mournstead was expansive. No one lived on the barren plain, and no one from the city would be following them into it. For now, they were safe.

“We’ll wait here for a day and leave at dawn,” Ingvar said. “We don’t have much in the way of supplies, especially water. I don’t know if the horses will make it. We might have to leave one of them behind before long. Try to get some rest, and we’ll be up again before dawn.”

Alster slid off his horse’s back and landed heavily on the dirt. Before he’d fused with Alistair’s armor, the landing would have sent a debilitating jolt of pain through his leg and into his side, where it would have throbbed and nagged at him all day. With Elsey captured, even his miraculous lack of pain could not lift his spirits.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Ingvar reminded the boy. “You get lost out here and you’ll be dead before you know it.”

For a moment, it felt like the old man was reading Alster’s mind. He had considered sneaking off and running all the way back to Mournstead, but Ingvar was right. He would get lost. After a few days, he would die of dehydration.


Chapter 6



The Blightstone Gate

King Hademar felt a little taller as he sat on his leather saddle and surveyed the Rift. “Beautiful, really,” he mused to himself. A few of the soldiers nearby watched with uneasy expressions as the mad king urged his horse a little closer, seemingly unafraid.

“The Blightstone Gate is only a few miles to the south, sir,” Lieutenant Marius said. “Shall we begin in that direction?”

Captain Holte, one of the only men Lord Palos had ever trusted, lingered a few paces back on his own horse. Without a proper lord of Karrheim to follow, he had journeyed mostly alongside Marius since the two had more in common with each other than the regular soldiers.

“The Rift cannot be forded here, Lieutenant?” Hademar asked, turning in his saddle.

“Forded?” Marius repeated. “Sir, the Rift is deep and unsafe . . . We cannot cross without a bridge. Shall we make for the Blightstone Gate?”

“Bah, fine,” the king gruffly replied. “Take me to the gate. I haven’t seen it in years. But we cannot afford to lose another day!”

The lieutenant nodded and turned his horse to relay the message to Holte and the other officers. A few of Hademar’s original men left to do the same. While the armies had traveled together as well as could have been expected of them, they still had not truly integrated much at all, so many of the older men didn’t listen to a word Marius ever said, instead relying on their own veterans for orders when the king wasn’t directly addressing them. Under more normalized circumstances, Ingvar would be the one to give the direct commands to Hademar’s troops, but he was off in the north, presumably visiting Mournstead on a mission from Alistair the Fourth himself. Or his shade, at least.

It didn’t take long to reach the Blightstone Gate from the army’s position along the eastern shore of the Rift. The closer they came to the only viable bridge between east and west, between Karrheim and Mournstead, the thicker the shadows grew. By the time they were in view of the battlements guarding the bridge, the darkness clinging to the air was thick enough to remind the men of night—black, inky, impenetrable night.

For Hademar’s soldiers, the sight was altogether unnerving. They’d seen the Rift before, of course, but it had been more than a decade since they’d crossed the bridge. For some of them, the thought of returning to western Vecnos was enough to set their hearts to racing. Old friends awaited them on the other side, families wondered if they’d ever get to see their fathers, brothers, and sons again, and the king’s own brother was waiting as well, though that particular homecoming was not likely to be a joyful one.

Shouts broke through the darkness before the group reached the gate itself.

“They’re coming!” a voice yelled, partially muffled by the heavy haze in the air.

“To your ramparts, men! Another round!” a second voice added.

At the front of the column, Hademar raised a hand to halt his troops. Behind him, Marius rushed to the front. “Don’t attack!” the lieutenant shouted, passing by the mad king. “We’ve returned! Hold your fire!”

A few confused and disorganized shouts answered Marius’s call, and then the lieutenant slipped deeper into the blackened mist, gone from the rest of the army’s sight.

Several moments later, he appeared again from the fog. “They will allow us passage,” the man said, though his expression betrayed his concern.

“Are you sure?” Hademar asked.

The lieutenant sighed and repeated himself, waving for the army to follow him into the mist. Slowly, everyone began to move toward the gate, their eyes peeled for any signs of shades or enemy soldiers lying in ambush.

As they moved across the tattered bridge, the soldiers had to stay to their left, keeping in single file to avoid a gaping hole in the deck where the stones and mortar had fallen into the Rift. From his balcony General Bellon Cagg, commander of the Blightstone Gate, and a handful of his healthiest soldiers watched the procession in silence. The tension between the groups was nearly as palpable as the black dust clinging to the air.

When the army was across, General Cagg descended from his balcony to meet Hademar and his officers. The wound on his neck had still not healed, and it oozed a bit of blood whenever he turned his head, as though it was still as fresh as the day he received it. Marius wondered if the magic of the Rift and the particles hanging in the air had something to do with the lack of healing. Perhaps the black dust was poisonous. “Well met,” the general began, reaching a hand out to greet both Hademar and Marius.

Hademar was barely paying attention, so Marius had to reply on his behalf. “Thank you for accepting us across once more, general,” he dutifully replied. “Allow me to introduce to you once more Gottfried’s brother, King Hademar.”

The general regarded Hademar with a quizzical expression, rubbing a bit of stubble on his grime-smeared chin. It had been more than a decade since the men last saw each other. “The king’s brother is still alive . . .” he muttered. “Does he speak?”

Hademar whirled on the general, bewilderment plastered across his face. “Which way to my castle?” he demanded to know.

Marius placed a calming hand on his shoulder. “We’ll be there soon enough.” The lieutenant turned back to Cagg. “Any news from Karrheim?”

The general let out a frustrated sigh. “No reinforcements. And thanks to you lot abandoning us last time you were through, we’ve lost more than twenty to the shades in a week. There won’t be anyone left to man the gate if we don’t get some fresh arms to help hold the lines.”

“I’m terribly sorry to hear that,” Marius said with a shake of his head. “Truly, it saddens me to think that you’re here on the front lines, fighting back the shades and protecting the only remaining bridge across the Rift, and our king has not sent reinforcements. You have my word: I’ll speak to Gottfried as soon as I return to Karrheim.”

“The best I’m likely to get, though I appreciate the effort,” Cagg said with a bit of resignation. He looked up and down the column of gathered soldiers. “Where’s that bitch of a lord you traveled with before? I wouldn’t mind giving him a rather specific message to take back to the king.” His hands were balled into fists at his sides. One of them still had a bit of blood crusted about the knuckles.

“Ha,” Marius said, stifling his laugh in a vain attempt to show at least a shred of respect for the dead. “He’s still back in the east. Don’t expect him to show up here at the gate anytime soon.”

“He stayed in the east?” Cagg asked.

“Well . . .”

Realization dawned on the general’s face, and it quickly melted into a smile. “Can’t say I’m going to shed a tear for him, tell you that much. Rotten bastard only ever cared for himself and his precious reputation.”

“Best to leave the dead in their graves,” Marius said, sharing the sentiment.

“Graves, graves,” Hademar muttered from a few paces off to the side. He was looking intently at the horizon, staring toward the north, and quietly talking to himself.

Cagg shook his head at the king’s back. “He’s a little . . . different than before.”

To that, Marius could only smile.

“Well,” Cagg went on, “if you need anything, good luck finding it somewhere else. There isn’t enough at Blightstone Gate to help you with provisions. I’d ask if you wouldn’t mind sparing a man or perhaps a dozen, but I fear that I already know your answer.”

“Go ahead and ask for volunteers. Maybe some of them will join you. Lord Palos’s men are all here as well, and perhaps a handful of them wouldn’t mind a chance to avoid the politics of Karrheim and get a little shade on their blades,” Marius answered. He stepped backward to allow Cagg to address the troops, returning to Hademar before the mad king’s thoughts ran away altogether.
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When the two armies formed up once more to begin the long trek back to Karrheim, about a dozen or so of the soldiers were no longer with them, electing to remain at the Blightstone Gate and help their countrymen. Captain Holte remained behind as well. He quickly found himself as the leader of the new contingent, though he technically was one of the three highest-ranking military officers at the gate.

The soldiers who stayed behind watched with mixed emotions as the rest of their brethren continued on toward Karrheim and proper civilization.

“Well, directly to your castle?” Marius asked Hademar at the front of the small column. He turned in his saddle and looked at the men staying behind until he spotted Holte’s face among the crowd. He waved, but the captain did not wave back.

King Hademar rooted around in one of his saddlebags for a waterskin, took it out and had a drink, then stoppered it and returned it to the bag before responding. “Petra waits patiently for me, lad. There’s no delaying it now.”

“So you do not want to stop anywhere along the route? We’ll march the men directly to the capital?” Marius asked. The trip would be long and painful, but it was doable, even for a group as haggard as the one at their backs.

Hademar kicked his horse into motion and waved for everyone else to follow him. He wasn’t facing the correct direction to return to Karrheim in the least amount of time possible, but Marius watched him go anyway. They would correct their course later. He let his horse drift back away from the king as the column proceeded past him. Cagg wasn’t too far off, so he offered the general a wave before falling into line behind some of the other officers from Hademar’s charge.
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One of Hademar’s beleaguered sergeants rode up alongside Marius. The old man looked tired and weary of the saddle, ready for a long bath and a warm bed. He wore a faded coat of blue and white checkers quite similar to the one Marius wore, though it was at least two styles out of date.

“How do you see it all playing out?” he asked, getting right to the point. His scraggly, unkempt beard covered most of his chest, and it brushed noisily against his mud-stained clothing as he spoke.

“Not well,” Marius answered honestly.

The sergeant nodded. “Gottfried will not let him step foot into Karrheim.”

“Even if he does, whatever magic he discovered in that tomb will do more than bring back his dead wife,” Marius added. “And I’m not sure I’ve had the pleasure of meeting you formally. What is your name, soldier?” The crisp young lieutenant attempted to shake the man’s hand between their horses, but the gap was just a few inches too far, and he gave up.

“My name is Anchises. I was dead outside that tomb. Had been for more than ten minutes, according to others. Hademar brought me back.” He reached a hand through his horse’s mane and gave the animal a strong pat. “Brought my horse back as well. All that’s going to happen in Karrheim as well. Every corpse in the city will come shambling back to life. If they’re whole and cognizant, able to reintegrate back into their old lives like I did, it won’t be that bad. But I was only dead for a short while. The king’s wife has been dead nearly two decades.” Anchises’s harsh voice was low and rumbling, like a portent of the distant war the entire caravan was happily marching toward.

Marius could feel that very war brewing. If Gottfried didn’t start it the moment his brother returned to the capital, raising the dead certainly would. “I fear you may be right, Anchises. Bringing back hordes of the long-dead will plunge Karrheim, maybe all of Vecnos, into anarchy. The noble lords will go to war with each other over who gets to control Hademar and his ability, King Gottfried will send out his men to secure the throne and kill his brother, and there’s still the matter of the Shadow King roaming free from his tomb. I see no solution that does not end with a field of corpses. Do you know the worst part of it all? When I imagine that field of corpses in my mind, I know they’re all wearing the same white and blue. It will be brother against brother. Countrymen fighting each other in the streets. Vecnos will tear itself apart.”

“You’re right,” Anchises told him. “So do we try to stop him? Stop the king?”

“Maybe.”

Anchises’s eyes drifted down to the hooves of the horse in front of him. A long silence passed between the men before the sergeant finally broke it. “I’ve given that man—crazy as he is—most of my life. I was born in a poor village far from the capital. A small place way out west. When I was young, a handful of soldiers came to the village, looking for recruits. I hated farming, so I signed up and left. It turned out that I had quite a natural touch with a shortsword in each hand, and after three years, I was assigned to protect the king. I’m telling you right now that I won’t kill him. I’ll stop you if you try. And there might not be many of us left, but we all feel the same. We’ve been at Hademar’s side for a lifetime. We were all prepared to die in his stead back then, and we’ll do it now. None of us have forgotten our vows.”

Marius blew away the notion with a heavy sigh. “I don’t have the stomach for regicide, mad king or otherwise. You don’t have to worry about me. But I am also an officer in Karrheim’s army. I have a duty to prevent the war we both know is coming.”

Anchises nodded, his shoulders visibly relaxing. “We must stop him without killing him. Save the king, prevent a civil war.”

“He won’t be easily placated. You know that better than I do,” the lieutenant said. “How would you stop him?”

Anchises thought for a long moment, quietly letting his mind drift among the clopping of hooves all around, before he came up with an answer. “We have to get to Karrheim first. We sneak into the city, unlock the royal burial chamber, exhume his wife, smuggle her corpse out of the city, and hope to the gods above that Hademar can bring her back without raising an entire city’s graveyard with her.”

“And if his magic can’t revive his wife?” Marius asked. “You know he won’t stop. He’ll continue searching until it is done. Would you follow him for another twelve years on a quest?”

The time-worn sergeant hung his head. “King Hademar is still alive, and he never abdicated the throne. You’re a sworn member of the Karrheim army, the same as I am. Same as everyone here. My duty—our duty—has something to say about Gottfried sitting on the throne.”

Marius tightened his grip on his reins. “Yes, well . . . that’s another matter entirely.”
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Despite the quiet, the darkness, and the relatively pleasant temperature, sleep remained elusive for Alster as he tossed and turned throughout the night. His mind practically drowned in thoughts of betrayal—his betrayal—and the deepening sickness he felt at leaving Elsey behind. “She would not have left me,” he repeated to himself at least a thousand times throughout the night. “She would not have left me . . .” In all his life, Alster had never been much more than a crippled boy born to rich parents. He had never been brave, never been important. But he had always been a friend.

Until now.

He clenched his fists and ground his teeth, startling awake but unable to move. “I betrayed her . . . Left her to die . . .” he whispered past the lump in his throat.

Alster lay on top of his blanket for the better part of an hour. He stared at the sky and replayed everything over and over in his mind. He saw Elsey’s helpless body being dragged away by Char and her men. For the second time in his life, he prayed. He asked whatever god or gods existed to take him back in time just a few days. He would convince Elsey to leave Mournstead, to abandon their quest and return home—to stay safe.

Morning came, and still Alster lay on his blanket in the dirt.

Ingvar roused from his own sleep a few moments after the sun touched his face. Alster’s dour mood and palpable self-hatred were immediately apparent. The two ate breakfast, took care of their horses, and broke camp in silence.

“It’ll take a few days to reach the Blightstone Gate,” Ingvar remarked when they had already been traveling for several hours. “Hademar will be close to Karrheim by then. We won’t catch up with them until after whatever confrontation there’s going to be between Hademar and his brother has already passed.”

Alster thought for a moment, wondering where in Vecnos he was supposed to go. “Is that a bad thing? I’m the second son of a lord. My brother, Jarix, will take my father’s place on the council. I’m useless. No one. What would I even do in Karrheim?”

Ingvar started to respond but stopped, then sighed, his hands on his hips. “Well. I don’t know. That’s up to you, I suppose.”

“I can’t return to the estate,” he said, thinking of Jarix waiting to plunge a spear through his chest. Jarix was every bit the image of his father: quick to anger, always believing the worst, and always looking for violence. Alster knew he could defeat his older brother if it came to a battle, but for how long? He still had no idea how many blows Alistair’s armor could absorb before the magic would require time to recharge. Or perhaps, at some point, it would break altogether and leave him dead with a sword in his guts.

“No,” Ingvar agreed, “I suppose you cannot. A hundred men saw you kill a noble lord. Returning to the lord’s own estate would be foolish.”

“I should go back and find her,” Alster said under his breath. He wasn’t sure at first if the soldier could hear him, but the man answered, telling Alster he had heard every word.

“No,” Ingvar stated flatly. There was no emotion or even disappointment in his voice. “If you go back, you’ll be captured as well. Or you’ll die. And that’s the last I want to hear of it.”

Alster knew he was right. He tried to let the thought of Mournstead drift from his memory entirely, but he could not—not even close. It sat there in his mind, occupying his thoughts and begging to be noticed, to be contemplated as the most important thing in his brain, refusing to go away for even a second. “Maybe we should go east and try to find Alistair the Fourth,” he said after a tense moment had passed.

“How?” Ingvar replied with a serious tone. “We have no maps, no knowledge of the area, and no idea where the old ghost is going. We’d wander around the Red Mountains for days, and then we’d probably die of dehydration.”

Again, Alster felt like he was out of options. “There’s nothing we can do . . .”

“Right now, all we can do is go west. If we can catch up to Hademar and his army, we have a chance to help him, maybe to prevent a war. You might be that chance. If we linger around Mournstead, we won’t be ready when things do begin to happen.”

“How am I going to prevent a war?” Alster asked.

“Show the king—both kings—that being a shadowlith isn’t something they need to fear. Show them that you aren’t some monster to be hunted and killed. If the Shadow King comes back and starts rebuilding his army once more, maybe the two sides would be able to exist in peace. Separate, but without killing each other.”

“I’m not a shadowlith,” Alster reminded him. “And I lost the dagger.”

“You can still make more, can’t you?” Ingvar looked at him sidelong like he wasn’t sure if he believed what he heard.

Looking down at his hands, wondering exactly where the red gauntlets were hiding under his flesh, Alster started to entertain the barest hints of a plan coming together in his mind. “I can.”

“Make me into a shadowlith,” Ingvar finally said. “Turn me into one, and I’ll show Gottfried that there’s nothing to fear.”

“But that won’t do anything to stop the Shadow King,” Alster added.

“It is a start.”

“Then lead us to the Rift,” Alster said. For the first time that morning, he almost felt like he knew what he was doing, though his thoughts were still clouded with more doubt than certainty.

“The Blightstone Gate is far to the south,” Ingvar said. “It will take several days to reach it. We need to move quickly if we want to find Karrheim before Hademar does.”

Alster shook his head, the ghost of a smile playing out on his lips. “No need for the gate. Just take me to the Rift. I’ll get us across.”


Chapter 7



Calluses

Char watched with a joyless grimace as her soldiers carried Elsey into her palace. The girl was unconscious, probably exhausted from her jaunt through the shadows, and that simple fact brought Char much satisfaction—still, satisfaction was far from joy. A shadowlith caught in her realm was a portent of many things she’d rather not face. There were those in eastern Vecnos who claimed to manipulate the shadows like the terrors who had stalked her land in the days of old, and Char had even seen a handful of them with her own eyes, albeit the majority of them had been dead. The girl’s presence in Mournstead was an ill omen that filled her with fear. Momentous events were on the horizon. The last time such events took place, Mournstead had nearly been destroyed.

Char’s faithful soldiers, far from graceful or even kind, dragged Elsey down below the palace’s first floor to a location where she could be kept in total darkness. In reality, Char knew her home wasn’t much of a palace in the true sense of the word. She didn’t have any formal dungeons or prisons in which to interrogate prisoners, and she didn’t command a huge barracks full of soldiers ready to carry out every one of her directives. Her control of Mournstead, and the control of every Char who had come before her, was held together by a loose web of tenuous loyalties, a strong dose of well-earned fear, and a shared hatred for Karrheim and the west. She smiled as she remembered the previous Char, a strong man who had died at her feet to bring about the new government. The regime change had brought about turmoil that had almost grown too violent to be controlled.

Rumors of Elsey’s capture would quickly spread through Mournstead like wildfire, bringing more and more turmoil to the streets of a city that existed one step from anarchy. Once word of a shadowlith made it through the already suspicious populous, there would be no stopping the demands for the girl’s head. In the pit of her stomach, Char wanted to give the people what they wanted.

But Char hadn’t become the ruler of eastern Vecnos by simply listening to the people without adding her own voice. If the people demanded the girl’s head on a pike, it didn’t necessarily mean they would get it.

“She’s secure, Char. No light at all,” one of her lieutenants informed her. He didn’t offer her a salute or any other semblance of formality—another reminder of the split kingdom and the delicate peace that hung in the balance. The pomp and circumstance of Karrheim remained on the western side of the Rift.

If it ever came to open war with Karrheim, Char knew she’d lose. Mournstead would fall once again as it had during the First Conquest of the Shades. During a second war, Karrheim would not be as merciful as it had been four hundred years ago, she feared. Char knew they’d all be eradicated. Killing Elsey would send a clear message to Karrheim that Mournstead was uninterested in a war. On the other hand, killing the only captured enemy before the war even began was a risk. The girl might be their only source of information.

“Fine,” Char said, waving away her lieutenant with a gloved hand.

The man didn’t leave. “Want us to bring out a gallows? We’ll have everything set up by dawn.”

“No, not yet,” Char answered. “I’ll need to interrogate the girl. If there are more shadowliths out there, we need to know. Then we’ll kill her in the center of Mournstead, perhaps on the roof of this very palace, for all the people to witness.”

“Ah, I’ll let the men know,” the soldier said.

“Good. And you’re positive she cannot escape? Not the faintest hint of a shadow for her to manipulate?”

The man shook his head. “No, ma’am. We have three doors, each with a heavy curtain hanging over the bottom. She’ll be blind in there. Not to mention the chains.”

“Very well.” Char realized she’d been pacing back and forth in front of her desk, something she hated doing. Pacing meant indecisiveness, and Char never allowed her subordinates to see anything but absolute power and authority when in her presence. She halted her feet at once and cleared her throat. “I’ll let her sleep tonight. Tomorrow, have someone you trust meet me here, and make sure they bring something to help extract some secrets.”

“Consider it done,” the man said. He turned on his heel to leave.

Once more alone in front of her desk, Char resumed her pacing, a gloved hand thoughtfully rubbing her chin.
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Elsey’s eyes fluttered open. She had no idea how much time had passed since she last laid eyes on Alster. She also didn’t know where she was, though to that end, she could at least proffer a guess. Char had captured her, and she knew she was locked inside Char’s palace. Her whole body hurt. Her arms were chained above her head, and the blood had fled from her fingers long ago. Now, when she tried to flex or move them, they did not respond. If she twisted hard enough, she could feel a little bit of tingling at least, and she figured any sensation was better than absolute stillness.

Alone in the sheer darkness, cold and damp and covered in bruises, Elsey cried.

There would be no one coming to save her. Alster had left—she had seen it with her own eyes—and she had been too weak to resist. Torture would follow, she knew. She remembered the myriad cruelties doled out by Palos in the halls of her former home. Char would be no kinder. Char’s men would very likely be worse.

Elsey’s tears escalated tenfold at the thought of the days to come. The physical pain she knew she would endure—the atrocities wrought upon her by the strong hands of her captors—was still only secondary to the stronger torment clawing through her heaving, shivering chest.

She would be alone for the rest of her short life. Without a single friend in the whole world.

Alster had left her. He had fought, yes, but then he had run. He had left her in the streets of Mournstead . . . to die. To be tortured to death.

Through her tears, the only shred of comfort Elsey could find came in the form of anger. She remembered Rai plummeting off the cliff where Alistair the Fourth had made his command post so many centuries ago. Anger had filled her then, so much raw anger, but what bubbled inside her in the darkness was something altogether different—a rage so incomprehensible and violent that it felt completely alien. And that growing, burning sensation slowly began to steal ground from the pain that had taken up residence within Elsey’s heart. There she chose to keep it.

Sometime several hours later, still lost in the inky darkness of her new home, Elsey fell asleep once more, her cheeks soaked with tears both fresh and old, but the smallest hint of frenzied animosity resting within her body teased her with a hint of hope.

If she was going to survive, it would be through her hatred.


Chapter 8



Open Graves

Madame Song, two of her serving girls dutifully waiting behind and laden with supplies, stood at the mouthlike entrance to her monastery. A pair of her monastic sisters stood with her as well, one to either side, and none of them wore their traditional red robes. Instead, statuesque among the blustery, flurry-filled wind near the peak of their mountain, the three monks were naked except for the phoenix crowns atop their heads. Their alabaster skin crawled with shifting, relentless darkness.

Overhead, the sun’s slanted rays pierced through the blowing cold and wispy cirrus clouds toward the roiling storms below. Madame Song looked down from Xulang-Shen to the tops of the lightning-bloated thunderheads that covered the entire territory. She had once thought the constant storms to have been serene, something pleasantly unchanging upon which to cast one’s glance, but now she wasn’t entirely sure. Nothing grew beneath a certain elevation down the mountain, as it had been for nearly four centuries in the kingdom of Xathrin. The once thriving civilization of the Xathrinese had all but perished. A few pockets of monks had fled to their mountaintop monasteries, and others were certain to have found a way to survive the raging storms on the ground, but the population of Xathrin wasn’t even a tenth of what it had been before the Shadow King.

As the placid monk watched the storms with indifference, she saw him. He strode forward with purpose and determination, flickering into and out of existence between the gray patches of shadow where the faint clouds left their mark upon the mountainside. He was the Shadow King, her child.

“Xiraj, welcome home,” Madame Ravenwing announced when the incorporeal image of the man was standing only a few strides before the trio of monks.

The dark, faded image bowed slightly, then dropped to one knee. He had to shift to his side by a foot to remain in the shadows as one of the clouds overhead was pushed on an unseen current. “You’ve completed your task, then,” he said solemnly, still not rising from his genuflection.

Madame Song stepped forward. “The project had been mine. I find it fitting that the words should come from my mouth,” she stated. One of the serving girls behind the assemblage was shaking so badly that one of the items in her pack made a faint rustling noise, barely audible above the constant wind. Song turned at once. “If you cannot be quiet, you will leave.” Without a heartbeat of hesitation, the girl spun and scurried—silently—back into the monastery. In other circumstances, or perhaps before Song had grown soft in her old age some two hundred years prior, the serving girl would have been expelled from the monastery, cast out into the storms to never be seen or heard again.

“The sun,” Xiraj continued, his ethereal voice booming across the heavens between mountain peaks. “It does not move at all?”

Song tilted her head downward several degrees in deference. Her phoenix crown shifted as she moved, though it remained seated atop her pitch-black hair like it was an extension of the woman’s own body. “Yes, Xiraj, just as you had imagined.”

The Shadow King turned back to regard the constant tumult below. “Not exactly as I had imagined, it seems.”

“Not every eventuality can be predicted or controlled,” Song replied.

Madame Ravenwing, her dark swirls of shadow alive in the sunlight, interrupted with an upraised hand. “The heat is what drove us away from our home. After several months, the constant sunlight had killed all the vegetation, and the storms began not long thereafter. With no roots to hold the soil in place, dust storms came first. Then violent rains and floods followed. We thought the weather would have subsided, but it has not. Xathrin is all but lost.”

The Shadow King was silent for a long moment. His patience—a virtue he learned from the monks of Xulang-Shen themselves—was almost as monumental as theirs. Finally, his thunderous voice matching the roil below, he spoke. “I was to build a kingdom here. Xathrin has been reduced to a wasteland.”

“Yes, it has,” said Song.

“And the temple? The power we had harnessed there?”

Madame Ravenwing again took the lead. “The power is there, but in ruins. We have not seen the temple for three hundred years. Fortunately, strength such as that cannot be destroyed by a storm. Go to the sacred font, if you must, and take what is rightfully yours.”

Xiraj judged the wavering shadow a moment before standing to his full, monstrous height. “Thank you, mothers. I know my brother will be nipping at my heels once again, and so I must go. But there is one other in Vecnos who might threaten our plans.”

“Oh?” Song said, an eyebrow raised on her porcelain skin. One of the tendrils of darkness extending from her lower back squirmed with the movement of her facial muscles, wrapping itself tightly about her right eye.

“Alster Lightbridge, a spawn of my brother’s, was in the tomb. He had the Umbral Blade.” Thunder from below mixed with the deep, resonant timbre of the shade’s voice, nearly obscuring his words.

“Who possesses the blade now?” Song asked. There was an edge of contempt behind her words that surprised even Madame Ravenwing. Emotion—a weakness—was something the monks had trained out of their thoughts long ago.

The Shadow King averted his gaze. “My brother has it. I had to leave the tomb at once upon awakening, and I did not have a chance to reclaim the Umbral Blade.”

Madame Song’s countenance returned to its usually stoic state. “The mere fact that the Umbral Blade has resurfaced once more is good news. Now that you’ve seen it, you can track it down.”

“And once I have it in my hands, I’ll make an army of shadowliths.” Behind the Shadow King’s shade, lumbering against the harsh weather and the biting cold, came the man’s physical body. A tinge of a smile played on the shade’s black lips.

“It appears that you’ve finally achieved one of your goals, Xiraj,” Song said upon seeing the battered human body.

The Shadow King snapped back into his physical form with a soft pop. Once more human, his voice lost the ethereal qualities that had made it such a force during the First Conquest of the Shades. He shivered and wrapped his arms around his shoulders to keep the frost from biting his flesh. “You’ve had your experiments,” he said, nodding toward the anchored sun above. “I’ve had mine. Four hundred years is a long time to wait and think.”

“Controlling both at once must be taxing, is it not?” Ravenwing asked with an air of scientific curiosity.

Xiraj nodded in reply. His physical body was only a third the height of his powerful shade, but it still rippled with muscle and commanded an aura of authority that could not be denied. He had trained himself for decades before the First Conquest of the Shades, and none of that tone had left his corpse even after four hundred years of rotting in the grave.

“Impressive,” Song added flatly, “though ultimately unimportant for now. Our first priority is clear: remove any obstacles in our way, then anchor the sun in the west—in Vecnos.”

The Shadow King couldn’t help but smirk. “You’d risk another disaster? Rule over a broken wasteland of storms and death?” He gestured toward the chaos half a mile down the mountain, then quickly returned his arm to his body to conserve what little heat remained trapped by his flesh.

“As you said, my son, we have all had four long centuries to devote to our pursuits. You have mastered yours, and we have mastered ours. Vecnos will not end as Xathrin did. With the proper tools and timing, we can bring about perfection. Now, come inside.” Song turned back toward Xulang-Shen, offered the Shadow King a single glance over her shoulder, and reentered the monastery.
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Alster and Ingvar reached the Rift with an air of quiet desperation hanging about them.

“Well, here it is,” Ingvar said gruffly from the back of his mount. “How do we cross?”

Alster knew the older man didn’t doubt him, not after what everyone had witnessed near Alistair the Fourth’s tomb, but he still felt less confident. The last time—in fact, the only such instance—he had crossed the Rift without the benefit of a bridge, he had moved with urgency and with Elsey at his side. Now, staring at the writhing tendrils alive in the afternoon sun, he wasn’t so sure of his skills. And with Elsey at his side, he had never felt judged or like anything was expected of him. Ingvar’s heavy stare was quite different. The man expected Alster to be someone. He expected Alster to have answers.

“Elsey’s gone,” Alster said more to himself than to Ingvar. “Once we cross, she’ll be in the east, and I’ll be in the west. I just . . . I just don’t know how we’re ever going to get her back.”

The soldier hopped down from his horse to stretch his back and get some blood moving through his legs. “Just try not to think about her. The sooner we cross and reach Karrheim, the sooner it’ll all be over. Then, when things have settled, we’ll go back for her.”

“And if she’s dead?” Alster asked, his eyes wide. He thought of Char running a blade through Elsey’s chest, and the image made him clench his teeth, though it would not flee his mind. He saw her bloodied corpse lying on the ground in the center of Mournstead. Every time he closed his eyes and willed it to go away, he would only see her in a slightly different pose. Each new iteration brought with it a fresh wave of guilt and questioning. When she died, he knew it would be his own fault.

Ingvar offered his hand for Alster to dismount. “They won’t kill her,” he said flatly.

Alster brushed off some of the dirt and dust from his clothes as he stood next to his horse. “How do you know?”

Letting out a sigh, the soldier turned toward the Rift. “She’s a political prisoner, more or less. They’ll keep her alive to bargain with Karrheim. Besides, she’s a resourceful girl. She’ll handle herself.” Despite his strong words, Ingvar’s eyes spoke volumes of his own doubt.

“She’s a shadowlith,” Alster reminded him. Their horses stamped impatiently at the ground, the sight of fresh grass and other vegetation across the Rift making them eager.

“You’re right,” was all Ingvar quietly offered by means of a reply.

“Even in Mournstead, people kill shadowliths. And King Gottfried won’t negotiate for the return of a shadowlith. If she’s ever going to leave Mournstead alive, we have to rescue her.” Alster walked up to the edge of the Rift and peered down into the mass of tentacles. He thought of Elsey commanding her shade and wondered if she was strong enough to break free on her own. He hoped she was. But how many times had she used her shade? She was still a novice.

The closer he got to the Rift, the more Alster could feel the tentacles’ presence. The energy of the Rift—the life of it—welcomed him like some kind of master. The shadows reminded him of the various dogs and hunting hounds that had lived at the estate and how they would howl with excitement whenever a large party of visitors came calling. Adding to Alster’s trepidation, the swarming tentacles felt like his property, like they were his to own. Did Elsey feel that way toward her own shadow? He shook his head, for he had no idea.

With a sigh, Alster lifted his right hand and focused on the deepest channels of the Rift. When he felt connected to each and every tentacle, he called forth the shadowy appendages.

Like a pack of obedient dogs, the Rift obeyed.

“I guess that shouldn’t surprise me,” Ingvar muttered, though he still took a cautious step backward.

“Don’t worry. They won’t hurt you. They’ll bring the horses as well.” Alster closed his eyes and watched himself from the consciousness of the Rift—from its perspective. Through a veil of splotched darkness, he stared in awe as the tendrils clutched his legs, igniting the red flare of Alistair the Fourth’s armor buried deep within his flesh. Then they moved him slowly to the west. Away from Mournstead. Away from Elsey.

The tentacles extended to Ingvar as well, and another two groups of darkness reached out toward the horses. A few moments later, everyone was on the western side of the Rift, and the shadowy arms had receded back into their home.

Even though he was only twenty feet further from Mournstead, Alster felt like the distance had grown tenfold.

“Come on,” Ingvar said, clapping Alster on the back and turning him from the rising sun. “No time to dwell on the past. What’s done is done. She’s out of your hands. Sometimes . . . sometimes you can’t save them all. Hard lesson for a boy your age, but best you learn it.”

Alster hadn’t fully realized that his glowing armor had yet to recede. He was clinging to his despair, he knew, and that darkness within him wouldn’t let go of the armor. It feared harm, either physical or psychological, and refused to depart. As long as he let his mind and heart be crushed by the weight of his betrayal, the armor would not recede.

He wondered if he would live the rest of his life surrounded by a magical suit of armor.

Ingvar watched for a few moments before tensing and reaching for his sword. “What’s happening?”

“No, there’s . . . nothing coming,” Alster said quietly. He tried to clear his mind, to get Alistair’s raiment to subside, but he could not. The images of Elsey being tortured to death in Mournstead were too strong to be ignored.

“Effects of the Rift?” Ingvar asked. “It should be gone by now, right?”

Alster shook his head. He tried to flex his hands and calm his mind. Still, the armor remained. “I don’t know . . . I think it will fade. Right now, it’s reacting to Elsey. To pain, I think. It’ll fade. Let’s just get moving.”

With a gruff nod of affirmation, Ingvar let the issue drop. He helped Alster atop his horse and climbed onto the back of his own. “Just another thing to explain to the king, I suppose. Going to be a long meeting.”


Chapter 9



Arrival

“Alright, let us begin,” Char said to a handful of her subordinates. They were hardened men and women she was confident would die for Mournstead without complaint. Despite her power and the trust she placed in those around her, she was visibly afraid, and despite her best efforts, it showed on her face.

The group moved into the bowels of Char’s palace, underneath her unassuming throne and beyond several doors draped in heavy cloth. Two of her retinue carried torches. Another held a lantern. It was far too much light for the small, cramped passages, and it reflected against the stone walls brightly enough to be uncomfortable.

When Char entered the makeshift dungeon of darkness, she was preceded by a flood of light. They took every precaution to thoroughly wash the small chamber, allowing no shadow to exist even in the smallest of nooks on the uneven stone walls.

Her prisoner flinched and closed her eyes.

Before the interrogation began, Char directed two of her most talented soldiers toward either side of the girl. The men lowered their iron spears to Elsey’s ribs, ready to impale her from both directions if the need arose.

Finally, Elsey opened her eyes enough to see. She didn’t speak. Her ribs protruded garishly above her hips. She had always been a thin girl, and four days without food had taken their toll. Char wasn’t sure how much longer the prisoner would survive. She shook her head. As long as she made it a few more hours, it wouldn’t matter.

“Give her some water,” Char said.

One of her underlings lifted a small pitcher to Elsey’s lips. She drank, but most of the pallid liquid dribbled down the sides of her mouth to the floor.

“That’s enough,” Char commanded, and the pitcher was removed. She walked a slow circle in front of her prisoner, inspecting the wounds that had appeared under the harsh manacles wrapped around her wrists. After being chained to the ceiling for so long, Char would be surprised if the girl could move her fingers at all.

“If she moves her shade at all, kill her at once,” Char stated.

Elsey groaned. It was a pathetic sound.

At Char’s signal, a lithe woman in a leather apron stepped forward, a small dagger in her calloused hand. The rest of the party, with the exception of the two guards still holding spears to Elsey’s sides, stepped back to the edges of the room.

“And what’s your name?” Char’s well-paid torturess asked.

Elsey cracked open one of her eyes, but she did not respond.

“Alright,” the torturess said. She moved her small dagger to the skin over Elsey’s pelvis. She made a thin, quick slice directly over the bone.

Elsey gasped, and her voice rapidly descended into sputtering and coughing.

The torturess waited patiently for the girl to calm down. All the while, blood seeped down the prisoner’s leg—not much, but enough.

Finally, silence was once again restored in the small chamber. “So you aren’t mute,” the torturess said. “I’ll have your name.”

“Elsey . . .” she whispered past clenched teeth.

“And a family name?”

Slowly, Elsey shook her head. The taut chains holding her to the ceiling creaked with the movement. “Not noble . . . no family name.”

With a smile, the torturess nodded, her hands clasped behind her back. After another slow moment punctuated only by Elsey’s quiet sobs, the woman turned back to Char. “She’s telling the truth.”

Elsey offered a weak nod. “I’m no one.”

“That may be true,” the torturess replied, casually removing the blood from her dagger with a square blue cloth. “But you are a shadowlith. That makes you someone.”

Again, Elsey only nodded. Her eyes were closed to the light flooding the small chamber.

“Who made you into such a monster?” the woman with the dagger asked. She moved her weapon to the opposite side of Elsey’s hips.

“My friend,” Elsey answered weakly.

From the back of the room, Char spoke up. “The boy claimed to be a Lightbridge.”

“Alster Lightbridge. Noble. He . . . was telling the truth.” Elsey tried to shift her hips away from the edge of the dagger, but she had no strength left in her to struggle.

The torturess’s eyebrows rose, an expression of genuine curiosity on her face. “And why would a Lightbridge be making an army of shadowliths?”

Elsey groaned, and the knife bit a thin line across her emaciated flesh, mirroring the first. The skin above her pelvis was so thin that the knife instantly scraped against bone. “There’s no army,” she said. “It was an accident.”

“Oh?” the torturess added.

“Just an accident. I’m the only one he made,” Elsey explained.

Everyone in the room was quiet for a moment. Char paced back and forth, her footfalls and the sputtering torches adding a quiet backdrop of pleasant sounds to the depraved scene.

Finally, Char moved directly in front of Elsey, pushing the torturess aside. “How does he do it?” she demanded, a harsh edge to her voice.

“You know of Scalder’s Inlet?”

Char nodded before resuming her anxious pacing.

Elsey stifled a ragged laugh. “Alster’s fond of swimming in Scalder’s Inlet. He can make shadowliths with his hands.”

“That, I’d say, is a lie,” the torturess interjected coldly. She moved to Elsey’s back, out of the girl’s view, and placed the tip of her dagger against the flesh above Elsey’s lowest protruding vertebra.

Char laughed. “A lie indeed.” She slammed her fist into Elsey’s gut, making the girl rock backward into the torturess’s dagger. Then she turned and ushered two of her guards from the room, returning the atmosphere to one of utter darkness and leaving Elsey alone with the torturess. “I do not tolerate liars,” she said over her shoulder. “Keep her alive, but punish her insolence.”
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On the outskirts of Mournstead, two daintily dressed female monks stepped out of a dense patch of shadow. They both wore black robes made from a sheer material that resembled lace, though it was far from delicate or fragile. It moved with their bodies like worn-in leather. Despite traveling for more than two hundred miles, neither of them carried any supplies. They each wore a sword on their left hip and a phoenix crown.

“Madame Ravenwing,” Song said quietly, her eyes fixed on the bleak landscape. “It appears as though our beloved city has met with great difficulty. I think it is time we remedy the situation. Do you agree?” Her words were gentle and calm. She already knew what Madame Ravenwing’s answer would be.

“Yes, Madame Song, you are correct. Our son expects a palace, a mighty citadel like the days of yore. It is our duty to provide him with one. And it shall be a great pleasure to construct such a dwelling.”

Song took a step forward and shook her head. Her phoenix crown clinked gently. She longed for tea and a cushioned pillow. A serving girl was following behind the two—though she was still several days away—carrying an ornate alabaster tea service and several important alchemical implements. “We’ll need a new anchor point as well and room for research to resurrect our art and a place to prepare the way for our reign of darkness.”

Madame Ravenwing nodded, her albino fingers steepled before her black robe. “There is enough space in Mournstead. We must only bring the appropriate force to bear. None can resist.”

“Yes, sister, we must.” Song continued to stride toward the edge of the city. As she walked, she extended her hands out at her sides, and the black tendrils of swirling darkness alive beneath her skin crawled down to her knuckles. The inky blackness enveloped her hands, and then it began to coalesce into the spaces between her motionless fingers. When she had a little ball formed, she turned her hand upward, and the floating sphere began to drink in the darkness all around, absorbing the wispy shadows created by the high clouds overhead and the dancing particles of physical shadow hanging in the air. It swallowed them both like a dying man in the desert given water.

Her magic continued to grow and swirl. Madame Ravenwing arrived at her side, hands outstretched, and added more darkness to the accumulating mass. Before long, the globule had attained the size of a small animal, perhaps a mountain lion or a wolf, though it was perfectly spherical.

“The city is large, sister,” Song said above the gathering gloom.

“Shadows are infinite,” Ravenwing replied.

“It will take time. We must not lose focus.”

“My commitment will never waver.”

Madame Song arched an eyebrow. There was a presence in the city she had not expected. Something familiar was there, though it was far from her reach. “Yes, my sister,” she said after thinking for several moments. “Your dedication and resolve must be like the shadows. They must be infinite.”


Chapter 10



Swords

From the highest point in all of Karrheim, towering above the tiered city like a god overlooking his creation, King Gottfried let out a long sigh.

“More wine, my lord?” asked a meek servant dressed in a royal tabard of blue and white checkers.

Gottfried waved away the wine. Dutifully, the servant bowed his head and stepped backward to look as much like a tapestry hanging on the wall as possible. In the king’s left hand was a brass spyglass. Gottfried’s grip was so tight around the cylinder that the largest of the lenses was already beginning to slip from its seal.

“The guard is prepared?” he asked, his voice flat and authoritative.

“Yes, of course, my liege,” came the reply.

“Good.” Gottfried tossed the spyglass—a complex instrument of immeasurable value—off the balcony to the forest below. It would take quite some time to reach the highest of the trees. Gottfried watched the object descend until he could not see it any longer, then finally turned and pushed past the servant by the door.

Inside Whitecliff, the air felt cold. It was late autumn, so the wind coming up from the forest certainly was cold, but the way the tension mottled the air brought an extra shiver to Gottfried’s spine. In the main hall, the king met his herald.

“Everyone’s assembled,” the herald stated without any enthusiasm. The man’s trepidation was clear across his face, just as it had been clear on the expressions of everyone else in the castle over the last few days. Gottfried could only imagine the fear running its course through the peasants on the lower tiers who didn’t have as much access to information. The rumors would be wild.

On a nearby table, the king’s official raiment had been laid out, and two lesser servant girls stood at attention to either side, ready to help the king quickly don his attire. Instead, Gottfried only shook his head and moved toward the stairs that would take him to the fourth level of Whitecliff. The high court waited, and he didn’t intend to make them wait long.

When he entered the chamber, Gottfried’s only symbol of office was the sword of solid silver hanging at his side. His crown, a masterwork of interlocking antlers wrought from gold and dotted by gemstones, had been in the royal armory on one of the lower tiers for the past two days. There, in a hot forge where the best smiths in Vecnos plied their trade, the crown was being fitted atop a war helm.

All the lords of Vecnos stood at once. Somehow, the windowless room of the high court felt even colder than the balcony. King Gottfried considered his closest advisors for a long, silent moment. Finally moving from the doorway, he approached the seat that belonged to the Lord of Lightbridge and pulled it back. The piece was heavy, ornately carved, and Gottfried struggled under its weight. He pulled the heavy furniture from the room and slid it into the hallway. None of the lords dared to speak.

“Let’s begin,” Gottfried said without any hint of decorum when he took his seat at the head of the table. The chair was itchy and uncomfortable beneath his weight, like it somehow knew Hademar was close and it longed for a different king.

The oldest member of the high court was the first to speak. He was a withered lord from one of the northern ports, wealthy beyond measure and nearing the end of his time. “It seems we run thin of diplomatic options, gentleman,” he began. His voice was low and slow, showing his years as plainly as the lines of his face. “There isn’t time to raise a militia. The guard will have to suffice for several weeks at the least.”

A younger lord, an inheritor of his father’s position and titles who knew little of politics, spoke up from the opposite side of the table. “He only commands a small force! The guard is plenty.”

Gottfried raised a hand to quiet the assembly before the others began to add their loud opinions to the mix. “I’ve agreed to my brother’s parley.”

Gasps, quickly followed by the sounds of nervous hands moving aimlessly through silk and other fine clothing, met the declaration. In an instant, the king had thoroughly transformed the entire mood of the chamber.

“You’re serious,” the old lord from the north said to himself. It wasn’t a question, and the king made no effort to answer it.

“Hademar is my blood. If he wants the throne . . .” Gottfried trailed off, for he genuinely did not know what to say.

“We’ll defend you, my king. Our king,” another lord piped up. Gottfried didn’t bother to raise his eyes and see who had spoken.

With a ring of metal, the king drew his ornamental sword and laid it across the table in front of him. Typically, in other circumstances more easily understood, the gesture was used by kings of Karrheim to make an official call for war. A silver sword openly upon the council table was one of the gravest things a king could do. The lords all rose at once, the younger men helping the old to reach their feet.

The vote to confirm the war would be taken—as all votes of the high court always were—with backs turned. But Gottfried stopped them before it could begin. “I’m not asking for a declaration,” he stated. Everyone stopped, some of the lords caught awkwardly between standing and sitting. “I’m asking for a different vote. Go ahead and stand, but I’d look upon your faces, not your backs.”

The old lord shook his head, swallowing hard. Despite his anxiety, he obeyed. Before long, all the lords of the high court were standing behind their chairs, all eyes fixed on the king.

“I don’t lay down the sword lightly,” Gottfried said. He pushed his own chair out from the oak table to stand with his lords. “I’m not asking for a declaration of war. My brother doesn’t come on behalf of a nation, and he flies no banner other than the one hanging from our own standards all throughout the city. But make no mistake: we may yet be called to the battlefield. If the rumors are true, and I suspect they are, Hademar has killed one of our own, Lord Palos Lightbridge. He’s taken a number of my men as his prisoners, and he has powerful allies. At least a pair of shadowliths. Probably more. Perhaps an army from the east. And we still have not received any official word from the Char of Mournstead. Their silence leads me to believe they are now allied with Hademar and wish a war.”

None of the lords spoke.

“What I’m asking each of you is for a vote of loyalty. I do not know what trials lie ahead, but there will be trials. I’m asking each of you to give your life to Karrheim and to Vecnos and to stand with me as your king no matter what comes.” Gottfried looked at each of his lords in turn. The men around the table had all sworn oaths nearly identical to the one he had just asked of them, and each one of them appeared glad to reaffirm.

One by one, all the lords of Karrheim drew their own weapons from their sides and laid them on the table—the symbolic gesture used to show a lord’s support of war.

“Fine. I’m glad to know you’re all with me.” King Gottfried was the first to take back his sword and return it to its sheath. The lords followed in turn. “We must secure the tiers and close Whitecliff. Move as many of the common folk up to the second and third tiers as possible. Bring in as much food as we can. The castle is well stocked, of course, and your families are all invited to join you here until everything is settled.”

“You’re taking guards with you to the parley, my king?” the old lord from the north asked.

Gottfried cleared his throat. “Of course. Ten of my best.”

The old lord struggled with the hilt of his family’s ancestral saber. The blade hadn’t seen proper upkeep in probably a hundred years, and a spot of rust kept getting caught on the man’s scabbard. Finally, the lord gave up and left the weapon with a few inches of old steel still showing. He hardened his gaze and looked to the king. “If I may be so bold, my king, is there a reason not to kill Hademar in the parley? Or perhaps send an assassin in your place while you remain safe here in the castle? We could dress up someone to look like you, to wear the crown and everything else, and then to kill your brother.”

Gottfried thought over the proposal for a long moment. The other lords watched, the tension in the room just as high as it had been before the king arrived.

After several uncomfortable minutes, Gottfried sighed. “Hademar must realize he is sorely outnumbered. A fight for Whitecliff would be disastrous for him, even if we don’t have any militia. I’ll go myself and hear his terms. The meeting is set for tomorrow morning. In the meantime, I know you all have connections with the kind of people who can do the kind of work we might need. Do it quietly—very quietly—and summon your best assassins. I’d like to have three or four to choose from. Have them ready by nightfall tomorrow. Tell them to bring their own tools as well.”

The lords nodded and began whispering among themselves. Gottfried left the room at once and headed in the direction of his personal chambers. When he reached the door, a group of four heavily armored guards greeted him. One of the guards produced a key to open the bedchamber, and another guard stepped inside to inspect the room before letting Gottfried enter. Once the room was confirmed to be safe, a pair of guards entered alongside the king and stood inside, one by the door and the other by the only window.

“May I get you anything, my lord?” the soldier by the door asked. He was an old veteran, a man who had grown up alongside both Gottfried and Hademar, and everyone in the kingdom trusted him. With so much respect and authority, he was never far from the king’s side.

Gottfried nodded. “Send for some wine, Pirrus. I don’t particularly care which kind, but something good.”

“Yes, my lord,” the man replied. He opened the door, issued a few short commands to a steward standing not far off, and returned to his post.

Gottfried removed some of his clothing and getting ready to lie down. A headache had settled in behind his temples, and he hoped a bit of wine and sleep would help stave it off. “Pirrus,” he began, his eyes closed, “I am going to meet with my brother tomorrow morning a few hours after dawn. I will be taking ten men as my personal guard. I wish you to be among them. Select the guards yourself with you as their leader. What do you say?”

Pirrus offered a deep bow. “I would be honored to protect you anywhere, my king.”

“Good. I am . . . nervous for the reunion, to say the least.”

A few moments later, a servant carrying two bottles of white wine and several silver goblets knocked on the door to Gottfried’s bedchamber. The king accepted the wine, drank a few glasses in rapid succession, and lay down beneath his sheets to sleep.
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Hademar sat on a short stool in a field a few miles from Karrheim. He could see the city rising into the clouds, its high tiers like a sculpted mountain. Beside him, Marius paced nervously back and forth. A few other soldiers from both Hademar’s retinue and Lord Palos’s force were gathered as well, and the air between them all was uneasy.

“You intend to wait here for your brother? Until tomorrow?” Marius asked.

Hademar nodded and scratched his chin.

“You should get some sleep,” the lieutenant added when Hademar failed to reply. “Tomorrow will be an important day. You’ll . . . want a clear head, my lord.” A few of the other soldiers nearby cringed, though Hademar himself didn’t seem to think anything of Marius’s words.

Finally, the mad king jumped from his stool. “I cannot wait any longer!” he exclaimed, pointing a dirty finger toward Whitecliff. “My wife is there, and she longs for my return! Come, men, we should be off to my city at once! Gather the others!”

Hademar started marching with his head held high in the direction of the capital. He didn’t bother to wait for anyone else to accompany him, nor did he even collect any of his own belongings for the trip. A sword hung at his hip, he carried a small waterskin tied to his belt, and the rest of his belongings remained behind.

Marius and a handful of other soldiers kept pace with the king. “Sir,” the lieutenant began, “we must wait for tomorrow. If you try to enter the city now, I . . . I believe you will spark a war!”

From the king’s other side, Anchises spoke up as well. “You don’t want to go back yet. Not until you have an agreement in place.”

Hademar whirled to his right and ripped his sword from its scabbard, leveling it at Marius’s chest. His eyes were full of fury. “I will not be stopped by the likes of my brother’s dog!” he spat. He lunged forward a few inches, though it was readily apparent that he only meant to scare the lieutenant and not run him through.

Marius jumped backward, narrowly avoiding the sword tip aimed for his chest. “You’ve lost your mind, Hademar!” he shouted. He held his hands in the air before him, hoping to diffuse the king’s anger with his posture, though his words only incited more ire.

King Hademar lifted his sword high and swung it like a woodsman splitting a log. His attack was clumsy and ill-timed, and Marius sidestepped it with ease. “If you will not obey orders from your king, I’ll have you gutted where you stand!”

Heavy arms wrapped around Hademar’s waist, and Anchises easily knocked the sword from the king’s hand. They only wrestled for a few seconds before Hademar was lying on the ground. More soldiers came running over to see what was going on, and before long, the entire camp was embroiled in the affair. Most of the men were arrayed behind Marius and Anchises, though more than a few stood alongside the king, presumably ready to guard him as he marched into Karrheim that very moment.

The king brushed some of the dirt and grass from his clothing. He had traveled so long that it was hard to tell which stains were new and which had been on his tabard for more than a decade. His wild hair—what was left of it after so many years—stuck out at odd angles. “Alright, alright. One more day. Just one. You can spare me that, can’t you?”

Marius put a gentle hand on the king’s shoulder. “We’re not sparing you anything, my lord. Just giving you prudent advice. Your brother will meet you here tomorrow, and the two of you will discuss everything. I know how much you want to see your wife once more, but surely you can wait one last day. Now, can I get you anything for the night? I believe we have some tea left among the provisions.” Marius waved to one of the enlisted soldiers standing not far off. “Go start a cookfire. Boil some water.” The young soldier ran off at once.

King Hademar stared at the lieutenant for quite some time before pulling away from the man’s touch. “Bah,” he spat, shaking his head. “Tomorrow.” He stalked off in the direction of his tent.

The king took a cup of tea and a few military rations about half an hour later. He ate by himself, all the while holding a small golden locket in his hand. The simple piece of jewelry had been Petra’s, and he’d paid handsomely for a goldsmith in Karrheim to engrave the date of their wedding on the inside. He remembered giving it to her on their first anniversary. She had loved it, of course, and had worn it until the day she was buried. In fact, the locket was the only piece of jewelry Hademar had kept before seeing her body placed in the royal vault. She still wore her favorite pair of earrings and a silver ring set with a ruby on each hand.

Silently, Hademar hoped his wife wouldn’t mind waking up without her necklace. He would give it back to her the moment they were reunited, but sometimes Petra could have a temper. Little things like a misplaced necklace had sometimes set her off. Hademar smiled, remembering how he was the only one who had ever been able to calm her. All it took was a smile, a few words, and she would return to her usual demeanor of loving and kindness.

Near the corner of his tent, a candle flickered out. Hademar had no idea how long the candle had been burning. It had been a squat candle made from tallow, likely one of the many he had purchased in Nevansk several months ago. Hademar lifted the flap of his tent and saw that it was completely dark outside. His camp was asleep. A pair of guards stood watch to either side of his tent, and he could make out the silhouettes of a few sentries patrolling the borders, but other than that, everything was quiet and still.

“You need something?” one of the guards asked.

Hademar thought for a moment before coming up with a plan and nodding. “Another blanket, if we have any. I’m cold.”

The soldier nodded and left in the direction of the supply wagons. When they left Karrheim so many years ago, they took more than a dozen fully laden wagons with them. Only three of them remained, and their provisions were certainly meager.

The soldier returned with a deer skin not long after he had left, and Hademar thanked him for it. He retreated within his tent once more, secured the pair of buttons on the interior of the flap, and found a small knife that he had used with his dinner. He tossed the deer skin to his mattress and knelt in the dark corner of his tent next to a small wooden stand holding the remnants of a used candle. He moved slowly, taking care with his motions not to draw any attention to himself, and cut a narrow horizontal slit across the fine, mud-stained fabric. Soon enough, Hademar had a large enough cut in the tent to slide out.

The king shimmied out of his command tent without being seen. His guards at the front of the tent were tired and used to standing watch before a man who slept and never escaped. They wouldn’t be looking for him to make a move. The sentries at the outside of the camp would be the same way. Years of inaction on the road had not exactly made them complacent, but they had become complacent in their routines. The men would walk their patrols, scan the dark horizon for movement, and never see their own king sneaking away in the night.

Hademar waited for the right moment and did just that. He darted through the gaps in the patrols that he knew would be there, and he was halfway to Karrheim before he ever bothered to look back. No one was following. He couldn’t see any torchlight coming from the camp or any pursuers. Finally, the king felt at ease. He felt closer to his goal than ever before, and the tantalizing prospect of raising the dead was almost too much for him to handle. He let out a little yell of excitement, then quickly clamped a hand over his mouth. Again, luck proved to be on his side, and he continued to remain undetected.

The base of Karrheim was—even in the dead of night—utter chaos. The common folk of the town were throwing everything they had into either carts or sacks over their shoulders and were dragging it toward the first tier. Soldiers carrying torches tried to direct the foot traffic, but it was no use. There were too many people. Karrheim had grown significantly in the past fifteen or twenty years, and the flood of people trying desperately to get into the first tier was nothing short of insanity.

“What are they running from?” Hademar murmured to himself. He thought about it a moment longer, then laughed. “Me?” He doubled over in laughter, bracing himself against the side of a small one-room house. When he recovered, he shrugged out of his faded tabard and tossed the garment into the street to be trampled by the horde. Without the blue and white checkers, no one would have any idea who he was. He wondered if he would even recognize his own reflection or if his brother would know his face, but he dismissed the notions with another laugh and joined the crowd being herded toward the first tier.

Just as planned, no one paid the king any undue attention. It took several hours, but he made it to Karrheim’s first tier nonetheless. He was grubby, disheveled, and hadn’t had a proper bath in months. The guards simply passed him by without giving him a second look. The precious few who did let their eyes linger were much more interested in the sword hanging on Hademar’s side than anything else. Still, none of it mattered. He was lost to the press of people, and then, before long, he was resting comfortably against a barrel in front of a tradesman’s shop.

The staircase to Karrheim’s second tier was still open, and another throng of civilians slowly made its way up the 340 stone steps. Hademar paused for a few minutes to make is appearance more fitting, then simply joined the crowd as he had before. Again, his plan was slow but effective. No one was checking the people, and more than that, no one expected the old king to be among the commoners.

The second rise was mostly open, as it generally served as a military parade ground, and most of the area had been set up as a makeshift barracks of sorts. White linen tents created a sea of fabric, and terrified families huddled beneath the poor shelters like they were cowering from some monster waiting just outside the city gates. Hademar laughed as he walked among them. He hadn’t counted his troops in a long time, but he suspected he commanded less than a hundred. If Karrheim wanted a battle, he wouldn’t be able to give them much. And if they feared a siege, then they had very sorely overestimated his strength. His own haggard men would surely run out of food and supplies before Karrheim ever had to locate their emergency stores.

He kept laughing as he walked for more than an hour through the sea of tents. The third plateau was the last one where people lived en masse, and the staircase leading to it was just as packed with panicked residents as the last had been. Again, Hademar increased the appearance of his wealth and joined the crowd. He stood straighter, wore a frown, and kept his hand on the pommel of his sword as though he trusted no one. If any of the guards thought him out of place, they would probably assume he was a nobleman coming back from a rough night of drinking at one of the brothels on the previous tier.

“Only one more to go,” Hademar breathed. His old legs were groaning, and he didn’t think he could manage another staircase without sleeping first. Still, he carried on. He had memorized the words to the Shadow King’s spell, and the anticipation of casting the spell once again filled his veins with more adrenaline than he had any right to experience at his age.

Looming just as tall as the highest spires of Whitecliff, a singular problem stood in the old king’s way. The fourth tier was home to most of Karrheim’s administrative centers. The real government of the city took place there, and as such, the tier was locked. No mass of civilians would be climbing the steps. Hademar’s swift and painless access to the city was at its end. He needed to find another way.

Hademar sat against a low stone building near the locked stairs to the fourth tier. His legs were thankful for the respite, and closing his eyes let him clear his mind and think. So many times, lately, his mind was too clouded to be of use to him. He knew it happened, and he could usually feel an episode coming on, but he was powerless to prevent it. When the moment passed and his clarity returned, he always felt like he was left putting the pieces back together. Luckily, the closer he was to Petra, the more and more clarity he seemed to experience. She was drawing him in, pulling him after so many years apart. He could feel her in his bones.

Hademar smiled at the thought of reuniting with his wife, of seeing her face again. He was so close he could practically smell her hair on his fingertips. One more tier, one more staircase, and he would be at Whitecliff’s vaults. The royal crypt was in a semi-public section of the vaults, as many citizens paid visits to the ornate tombs and statues of Karrheim’s ancient heroes. Finding Petra’s grave would be easy. She was the most recent member of the royal family to perish, and her statue was surely beloved among the citizens, just as she was in life.

When the memories had run their course, Hademar lifted himself slowly to his feet and ambled to the nearest residential door with some light coming from it. He drew his sword and knocked strongly. The door opened a few moments later, and Hademar didn’t hesitate to gut the man where he stood. Before the poor noble could fall to the ground, Hademar grabbed him by the front of his shirt.

“Damn,” he muttered, letting the body drop in a heap and turning away. “No seal.”

He walked to the next house and knocked again. It took longer for someone to answer, but eventually, a young woman in nightclothes opened the door just a crack. Hademar forced it open the rest of the way and impaled the woman with one clean stroke. She didn’t die right away like the last man had, so the king had to shake her off his blade and strike again. She managed a quick scream before dying on the blood-spattered floorboards.

Hademar offered a short apology as he stepped over her corpse. Someone else was in the house and had heard the scream. A shirtless man came stumbling around a corner, and Hademar was quick to bash him with the hilt of his sword. The man tumbled to the floor, and Hademar slit his throat.

The king waited for a few moments as he listened to the sounds of the night. Up on the third tier, the wind howled most of the time, making it difficult to tell if anyone was coming to investigate the disturbance. When Hademar felt confident that no one outside was coming to arrest him or check on their neighbors, he found the man’s dresser full of fine clothing and began rifling through. In the top drawer, beneath a folded red tunic that was probably worth a small fortune, he finally found the object of his search: a medallion that would allow him access to the fourth tier. It was bronze, the lowest-level administrative medallion, but it would suffice to get him far enough.

“Excuse all the blood,” Hademar said to the bodies. He draped the bronze medallion around his neck and made his way for the door. Spotting a stoppered wine bottle on a counter nearby, he lifted it to his lips, uncorked it, and saluted the corpses. “Cheers.” When he enjoyed as much of the wine as he felt polite to indulge in, he set it back where he had found it and exited the house.

The night wind blew fiercely across the plateau, and it brought with it a chill that made the king shiver. “It’ll all be over soon,” he said to himself.

New determination filling his steps, King Hademar walked up to the gate blocking the fourth tier with all the confidence of a nobleman who knew exactly where he was allowed to be. If he remembered anything of his former life as the king, it was how to navigate his own city. He knew what kind of attention the guards at each tier paid, and he also knew how to carry himself to seamlessly blend in and look like he belonged. If he presented himself with too much confidence, it would warrant closer inspection. Too little and he would be denied outright. The guard standing at the gate inspected his stolen bronze insignia for a moment, then graciously opened the gate and allowed Hademar to pass through.

Though he hated the prospect of climbing even more stairs in the middle of the night, Hademar bore his task with a smile on his bearded face. “She will not wait!” he cheerily announced. In the dead of night, no one was around to hear him.

It was nearly dawn by the time Hademar reached the imperial vaults on the fourth tier. No one had come to open them yet for the day’s visitors, so the king found a quiet place between two buildings to huddle up and wait. The wind was blowing perpendicular to the alleyway, so it was actually somewhat warm as he drifted off to a light sleep.

A few hours after dawn, Hademar awoke with a hand on his shoulder. A young man was shaking him awake, and he was dressed like an administrative attendant.

“ . . . isn’t some damn alley for you to sleep off a hangover,” the young man was saying.

Hademar pushed the man away and got to his feet. “I’m not drunk, you lout!”

The man put his hands in the air and backed off, muttering about the decline of civilization and his discontent with the poor masses flooding his precious city.

The king took a few moments to collect himself and wake up, then walked out into the bright morning light. He was right across from the tombs. Tears welled in his eyes, and he brushed them away with a dirty shirt sleeve. He watched as a family of three walked into the crypt with small offerings in their hands. Many civilians visited the tombs every day, and Hademar wondered how many of them bothered to pay their respects to Petra.

Taking up one of the freely available candles from a small wooden table and lighting it on a torch, he followed the family into the crypt. They descended two short flights of stairs, which had been carved into the rock ages ago, before reaching the level with the newest royal sarcophagi. The family Hademar was following went right past, but he didn’t pay them any attention. They had their business, and he had his.

The front of Petra’s tomb was a large statue, perhaps eight or nine feet from top to bottom, depicting Petra’s mother standing, holding a burial shroud in her arms, and weeping. The marble was exquisite. No expense had been spared on the craftsmanship. For Hademar, it was the first time he had ever seen it complete. He had left Karrheim when the statue was still in its infancy, and seeing it in all its splendor now brought a fresh wave of tears to his eyes.

Behind the statue was the real tomb. It was a long, slender box of white stone carved with reliefs depicting soldiers meant to guard the queen on her journey to the afterlife. On the lid was only her name, carved above her head in large letters. No date marked her grave, no epitaph, and no painting of her face like those that adorned many of the older tombs in the crypt. Her final resting place was simple and lacked much of the ostentatious ornamentation of the other tombs. Petra had always been unassuming in life, ready to help someone no matter their station, and her grave reflected that humility.

Hademar took his wife’s golden locket and wrapped the chain around his palm. There wasn’t a whole lot of room in the stone chamber for him to maneuver, but he managed to get his body behind the statue and in a good enough position to push the lid from the sarcophagus. It took every ounce of strength he had left in his body. The lid clanged to the floor, and Hademar saw the colorful shrouds draped over his wife’s skeleton. She had not decomposed entirely, of course, but there also wasn’t much left of her flesh.

Hademar didn’t want to see the corpse any longer than he had to. He reached into the coffin, lifted his dead wife to a sitting position, and spoke the words.


Chapter 11



A Gathering

On the dusty outskirts of Mournstead, shadows gathered. A crowd had formed a few hundred yards away, and the dirty faces of the city watched in awe and terror as the shadows grew larger and larger. It had been years since so many had gathered in one place. Such an event in Mournstead was always an ill omen.

Rumors spread like wildfire through the crowd, and those of lesser constitution fled back to their homes and hovels, telling the others grim tales of what they had seen. Within an hour, everyone in Mournstead knew of the gathering storm. Some dismissed it as just another wave of dust passing through, crossing from east to west like a giant’s sandy hand that would knock over the weaker buildings and leave dozens of families homeless. Dust storms were nothing new to Mournstead, but the gathering darkness blotting out the horizon did not bring with it the same wind and smells that the older folk knew to recognize. Soon, stories of a great dust storm died out, and fear took their place.

Char left her palace with a retinue of armed guards. She walked the streets—now empty and flanked by shuttered windows and barred doors—to the edge of her city, where the crowd had formed.

“Move!” the woman bellowed. The crowd opened before her, and she pushed her way to the very front. Though she was far from a popular ruler, no one dared to take advantage of her close proximity to claim the city’s throne for their own. The fear of whatever was coming was stronger and heavier than the fear of Char.

At a rapid pace, the darkness on the horizon had grown to immeasurable size. It blotted out most of the sun. The deep, impenetrable cloud roiled and moved on itself like the tentacles in the Rift, and a shiver of fear ran down the woman’s spine, though she fought not to show it.

Char took a small wooden crate full of scrawny, malformed fruit from a nearby citizen, dumped it out, and used it like a stool to address the crowd. “Everyone, go back to your homes. Block your windows, get to your cellars, and stay safe. I don’t know what this is, but I will figure it out. When it is safe to emerge once again, you will be told. Anyone who wants to help investigate, meet here in short order. Bring your weapons and armor. We will get to the bottom of it. Go!”

Though some of those in the crowd lingered for a few moments longer as they stared at the growing shadow, most of them dispersed. They went back to their homes with a grumble of dissent, but they went nonetheless. Char couldn’t force them to stay indoors for their own safety, but she also didn’t care. If whatever was coming for them was deadly, it would be on the people’s own shoulders to survive it. She was not their mother, and they were not her children.

Char spat and kicked the empty crate toward the growing mass of shadows. Looking to her guards, she at least knew what she needed to do first. “Back to the palace.”

“We have work to do. And a shadowlith to interrogate. She knows what is coming. She brought it here. Her magic is responsible.”

Char’s soldiers fell into line astride her as they practically ran back to the palace at the center of Mournstead. Nearly twenty feet underground, they burst into Elsey’s prison chamber with torches in their hands.

“No shadows,” Char barked. The men spread out with their backs to the stone, holding their torches high to make any possible shadow in the room as small as it could be.

Elsey was barely strong enough to notice her visitors. She hadn’t eaten in days, and her limbs were so ragged they could barely support her body. Without the chains keeping her arms above her head, she would have slumped to the floor long ago. As she was, the girl could only meekly lift her head and open her eyes. Her clothes had been stripped from her body and lay in a heap in the corner. The bones of her hips and ribs protruded sharply without any cloth to cover them.

Char wondered how much longer the girl would survive. Starvation took more than a month, she knew, but the girl’s will to live had seemingly fled. The bruises Char’s men had given her didn’t help.

“Unchain her from the wall,” Char commanded.

Two of the soldiers grabbed Elsey by her sides and hoisted her up. They unlocked the heavy chain from its ring, and Elsey slumped into their grasp. Her arms were ghostly pale. Her hair scattered all over the men’s shoulders, adding streaks of bright red to their otherwise black and gray armor.

“Bring her outside,” Char ordered. “Keep your torches near her. No shadows.”

Elsey had lost so much weight that carrying her out of the palace and into the street took barely any effort at all. The guards balanced her between their shoulders, torches burning brightly in their other hands, and hauled her away from the palace.

Char led them back to where the crowd had gathered before, and only a handful of Mournstead’s residents remained. They gawked at the naked prisoner still dragging chains from her limp wrists, but they did not dare question what was taking place. It took several moments, but Char managed to get Elsey to drink a few mouthfuls of water and wake up a bit. She offered the girl several pieces of old bread on the palm of her hand, but Elsey refused them. With a shrug, Char threw the bread pieces at the girl’s feet and kicked dirt over them.

“Tell me what’s happening out there.” She grabbed Elsey’s chin and forced her head in the direction of the growing shadows. Elsey did not open her eyes, so Char used her fingers to pry them open.

Finally, Elsey shrugged.

“You’re a shadowlith,” Char spat. “Tell me what shadow magic you brought to my city. What have you done?” She was yelling at the emaciated girl, and others from the city had formed a small semicircle around them. They were clearly eager to see what was going on, to see what monster Char had dragged from her dungeon, but they were also terrified. Their fear of the shadow storm outside their city was matched—perhaps even exceeded—by their fear of hearing the word “shadowlith” spoken by their leader. Such accusations never came lightly, and the implications were grave.

Again, Elsey only shrugged.

Char shifted her gaze to her nearest soldiers. “You remember the boy and that old man she was with?” A few of them nodded. “Scour the city. Find them. Find any information you can about them. I want to know who they are, where they came from, where they’re staying—anything!”

Four of her men left at once to search through the city.

Char turned back to her captive. “You know what’s happening out there. I know you know it. Tell me, and it’ll all be over. I’ll let you die. Kill you quickly.” She kicked one of the dragging ends of Elsey’s chain. “You won’t survive much longer as it is, but tell me what I need to know, and I’ll make sure it ends now. Today. No more dungeon. No more guards. No more pain. All you have to do is answer my questions.”

Elsey struggled to her feet. She fell once, her legs tangled in the chain hanging from her wrists, but with Char’s help, she finally managed to stand. “Take me closer. I . . . can’t really see what’s happening.”
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Deep down, Elsey knew what was happening before long. She could feel it. Not in her bones or in her stomach as the age-old idioms said, but in her shade. The darkness that lived in her body like an uninvited guest knew what the storm foretold. It welcomed it. Her shade yearned for the storm.

“Carry me into the darkness,” Elsey whispered. “I’ll tell you what it is. I just need to be closer. My eyes . . . they hurt to open.” It had been so long since she had been outdoors that even the weak sunlight that found Mournstead was too bright for her to handle. Even worse, her eyes refused to tear. She wondered if she had been underground so long that they no longer worked properly. Or perhaps she was so dehydrated that her body simply had no water left to spare.

Beneath all the pain and hunger and despair, Elsey began to perceive a slight shred of hope. Whatever—or whoever—was summoning so much darkness was like her. They could command the magic of the shadows, and that meant they were an ally—or at least more of a friend than Char and her brutish underlings. Elsey lifted one eyelid and was pleased to see that her request was being acknowledged. They were carrying her closer to the storm.

The wind picked up as they moved. It blew against their backs, pushing them to the storm. The soldier on Elsey’s left started to offer protest, saying it might not be a good idea to take a shadowlith so close to whatever it was they approached, but Char shot down his words with a harsh glare.

“You’ll know when she enters her shade,” she snapped. “They go limp. If she does, I’ll cut off her head.” The woman spat at Elsey’s feet.

They weren’t halfway from Mournstead to the shadow storm before Elsey truly felt the shade part of her jump to life. She struggled to hide the writhing joy she felt inside, but a smile still came to her lips. After a few more steps, Char and the soldier threw her to the ground.

“Tell me what it is,” the terrifying leader of Mournstead shouted above the wind.

Elsey lifted a finger to tell them to wait. She was on all fours, panting from exhaustion despite barely having moved a muscle, and she needed to buy herself more time.

“Kill her now. Be done with it!” a soldier yelled.

Char said something in response, but it was lost to the wind.

Deep in Elsey’s shade, she felt a presence that she had never felt before. Someone was there with her. She tried to reach out with her mind, to connect to the other shadowy entity lurking nearby, but a boot collided with the back of her head and flattened her to the ground, destroying her concentration.

“Talk!” Char shouted.

Elsey felt the press of cold steel against the side of her neck. Someone was holding a serrated edge against her skin just beneath her jaw. She struggled to pick the right words to answer Char. A single misstep and they would cut her head from her neck right there in the dirt and swirling wind.

“There’s someone here,” she said. Her face was still being crushed into the ground.

Char knelt beside her and told her to speak up.

“Someone is here,” Elsey shouted as best she could with a boot on the side of her face. “Two people. No, three . . . I think. Three shadowliths. In the center of the storm. I can feel them. They’re here.”

Char barked another command, and the boot on Elsey’s face was gone. She watched from her stomach as a soldier who had helped carry her began running toward the center of the storm. He had his leather armor pulled up over his mouth, a hand feebly attempting to block the wind and dust from stinging his eyes. It was no use. There was no hiding from the maelstrom.

Elsey felt the three shades’ presence as clearly as she felt the pain in her body and the hunger in her chest. All three shades were immensely powerful. They commanded more shadow magic than she could fathom. She felt them beckoning to her in the center of the tumultuous storm like a beacon of safety reaching out to comfort her, a lost soul.

Her eyes closed, Elsey tried to keep her own shade attached to her body but elongated, stretched out deep enough into the storm to touch the other shades, to tell them where she was and that she desperately needed their help.

Part of her incorporeal being brushed against one of the shades. But the perspective was wrong—her shade wasn’t reaching across hundreds of yards into the eye of the storm. It was right next to the other shades. Then she realized what it all meant. There were only two newcomers. She was the third powerful shade lurking in the center of the storm.

The moment she recognized her own shade, her consciousness snapped into it, and her physical body collapsed like a tight string suddenly cut.

Elsey filled the very edges of her shade with her consciousness. Her mind felt expansive, like her mental presence was somehow enormous. More than anything, she felt wildly strong. Drunk with power. The wind gathering dark particles from the air meant nothing to her shade, and she charged out of the storm with the speed of lightning filling her limbs. At once, Elsey’s titanic shade stood only fifty feet from Char, a handful of terrified soldiers, and her own naked body. Char was kneeling over her, a jagged dagger in her hands, and blood was pouring from Elsey’s neck. The dirt was stained red with it. The woman sawed back and forth like a mad carpenter furiously trying to remove a limb from a trunk.

Elsey screamed through her shade, and her thundering voice was enough to knock Char and her soldiers back several feet. They covered their ears, issuing screams of their own, and two of the soldiers sank to their knees, unable to bear the pain. Elsey took two huge steps forward and towered over her physical body. She screamed again, and Char dropped her bloody knife, turned, and ran.

Huge, shadowy arms crashed down on Char’s fleeing form. The woman looked so small from Elsey’s perspective that she wasn’t sure if she would hit her or not. Elsey’s arms passed right through the ground. As a shade, she couldn’t interact with physical objects. She only “stood” on the ground in any real sense because she hadn’t moved up or down. If she wanted, she could fly. So long as shadows existed—and with the growing storm of darkness, they were everywhere—she could move as she pleased.

A voice, gentle and feminine, chimed in Elsey’s thoughts. At first, she wondered if it was actually her own voice, but the accent was wrong. It was foreign, probably from the east. Use the dust, it said. Call to it. The dust will obey you.

Elsey didn’t know at first what the voice meant. She continued her loud, harmless rampage for a few more seconds until she understood. The dust in the air that clung to everything east of the Rift was the Rift. Those shadows could interact with objects. She had been ferried from the west on the tentacles that lived in the Rift. She had felt their touch. The dust was a tangible shadow, just in a smaller form.

Whoever is here is like me. They’re a shadowlith. They can help. Elsey’s mind reeled with a thousand different explanations. Was it a trap? Were more shadowliths really out there, ready to help her? Worst of all . . . could it be the Shadow King himself playing her for a fool?

There was no time to second-guess herself. Her body was dying, leaking spurts of blood with every passing second, and Char was getting away.

Elsey calmed her voice and relaxed her mind as best she could, given her frantic state. It took a few seconds, and then she felt connected to the dust lingering in the air. It was everywhere, just hanging in the air and waiting to be utilized like an extra limb she had only just discovered. Elsey envisioned a wall of impenetrable shadow blocking Char from escape. Right where she saw it in her mind, the dust congealed into a thick wall. It obeyed her thoughts without hesitation.

Char ran full speed into the barrier, crashing into it with the top of her head and falling backward. She was stunned, but it wouldn’t last long. Before Elsey could begin to think of another shape for the shadows to take, Char was already scrambling back to her feet.

Then a new thought dawned in Elsey’s mind. She didn’t know if it came from her own mind or from the other shadowlith whispering into her skull, but it didn’t matter. She liked it. A sinister grin spread across her towering shade’s face. Everyone in Mournstead had breathed the dust for years. For their entire lives.

Elsey called to the dust swirling through Char’s lungs and blood and organs. It coated everything within the woman’s entire body. Every inch of her viscera was layered with a fine film of black dust. Elsey envisioned a mass of darkness leaving Char’s body all at once to congeal itself into a new form just a few feet away. From her shade, she watched her thoughts manifest into reality.

Char froze mid-step, balanced for a heartbeat, and then toppled to the ground. The scream that came from her mouth was so loud it cut through the whirling storm and filled the darkening plain with its agony. All at once, the woman erupted in blood. Tangible shadows no larger than pinpricks fled from her body by the millions, carving minuscule holes as they moved. Her eyes were the first to collapse from the massive structural damage. They couldn’t retain their shape with so many pinpricks leaking gooey sclera into the dirt. Next went Char’s face. It oozed and sagged, dripping a thick mixture of blood and shadow until it was unrecognizable as human. The rest of the woman rapidly collapsed until little more than a skeleton wearing tattered rags of bloody cloth and armor remained.

The rest of Char’s guards were running for the relative safety of Mournstead, and Elsey let them flee. She needed to get her body and ensure that she lived. Her first thought was to use her shade to carry herself deep into the storm to wherever the other shadowlith was, but she quickly realized that it wouldn’t work. But she could make something that could lift her body.

Commanding the shadows from Char’s corpse into the shape of something useful—a quadrupedal amalgamation resembling a large dog with huge arms—she bade the creature to lift her physical body from the ground. It readily obeyed, and then she moved alongside the shadow creature until they were both deep in the blackening maelstrom.

No need to carry on longer than you can, young one, the soft, feminine voice whispered to Elsey’s shade.

“What do you mean? Where are you?” she called back. Her voice was thunderously loud, but she had no idea where the other shadowlith was or if she could be heard through the raging storm.

Go back to your body. You’re badly injured. Let us salvage your skin and bones. Preserve your mind. Save the shade.

Elsey finally reached a point within the storm where it was calm enough to see. What she saw didn’t make any sense. Her six-limbed shadow creation had come to a stop before a pair of eastern-looking women with alabaster skin and long black hair. One of them stood like a statue, her arms outspread, and seemed to be channeling the storm. The other knelt over Elsey’s body like a nurse attending to a patient.

It is alright, the gentle voice continued. You are one of us. Our sister. You are more powerful than any mortal can comprehend. You’ve suffered greatly for weeks, but that is over now. Together, we will execute all who have ever done you harm. Images flashed through Elsey’s consciousness. She saw thousands of people, all the residents of Mournstead in a single-file line before a chopping block and a headsman’s axe.

The vision gave her a moment of peace, but she was still in grave danger. Her physical body would not last long without the help of the strange new shadowliths. With a simple nod, she released her hold on her shade and snapped back into her body.
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I am going to survive, Elsey thought in the darkness. Everything was black. It was so dark she had a hard time discerning how much consciousness she truly possessed.

The cell . . . Her mind reeled at the possibility that she was still trapped beneath Char’s small palace in the center of Mournstead.

She tried to choke out a word, a call for help, but her lungs and breath failed her. No words would come. Was it all a dream? A hallucination? For a few solitary moments, Elsey considered the strong possibility that she had gone insane. How long had she been chained to a cold rock wall? She couldn’t accurately count the days. They ran together in an endless stream of brutal violence and pitch-black darkness. Hopelessness.

Time passed, but how much was impossible to know how much. The darkness never abated. Still, Elsey could not find the energy to speak.

She licked her lips and brought a hand tentatively to her mouth. If only she could feel the edges and truly know that her tongue and teeth were still there . . .

My hand! In an instant, Elsey knew she wasn’t still chained. Her hand was not limply dangling above her head. Both of her arms were at her sides. As though in response to her mental recognition, her wrists and fingers immediately began to throb with brutal pain. She screamed, but all that came out was a quiet, pitiful whimper.

She gingerly returned her arm to its previous position along the length of her body and tried not to think about the damage that had been done to her joints. Without the touch of a skilled surgeon, the bones would never heal. They had been out of place for . . . for so long. Too long. And her shoulders as well. All the muscle and bone from her neck to her fingertips was ruined.

More minutes of silent agony crept by. Elsey worked her tongue from side to side in a vain attempt to build up enough saliva to swallow. Finally, she groaned.

Someone placed a hand on her swollen shoulder. Elsey tried to jerk away, to deflect a powerful blow she knew would soon follow human contact, but nothing struck her. The hand was gentle and smooth, not rough and forceful.

Whoever was next to her held a wooden cup to her lips. It was full of cool water, and Elsey drank from it until her body forced her to stop with a fit of coughing.

A trap? Poison? she quickly thought. She wanted desperately to heave and vomit, but her body refused to cooperate with her demands. She was too thirsty to waste the liquid, even if it meant ingesting poison.

But no, they wouldn’t poison her. There was no point. If Char wanted her dead, one of her henchmen would simply ram a knife through her throat and be done with it.

Could my memories be true? she silently pleaded. Is Char dead?

Her eyes were open, but still, she was bathed in utter darkness. Nothing moved, the blackness never changed, and she only had a rough notion of direction, though her senses could not be trusted. “What happ—”

“Shhh,” a voice over her right shoulder whispered. “Try not to panic, but you are blind. You lost too much blood, and your eyes were already weak. The sand brought up by the storm destroyed what was left. They are gone now. Try not to touch where they once were.”

Elsey’s mind plunged into terror. Her right hand instinctively shot to her face, sending wave after wave of pain rattling the length of her arm, and there, her fingertips brushed against a damp cloth. She pushed a little harder. She felt nothing underneath. There was no resistance beneath her eyelid as there should have been. Only emptiness.

“Where am I?” she finally muttered. Her voice wavered on the edge of crying.

“Somewhere safe,” the voice responded. “My name is Madame Song. My sister and I are from Xathrin. Have you heard of it?”

Elsey nodded weakly. She still struggled to comprehend even the barest meaning of the woman’s words. Blindness was completely new to her. No one at the estate had been blind. Her father had told her once of a horse that had been born with a defect in one eye. It could still see, but it would never be able to hunt or travel long distances without risking injury to the rider. Palos had ordered the horse butchered and cooked before it was two years old.

Finally, the woman spoke again. “If you have the strength, try to enter your shade. You will find that your physical limitations do not affect your shade, and your sight will be returned.”

Elsey’s heart leaped at the prospect. She dove her mind deep into her shade. Her body fell limp, and she stood over it in the flickering darkness, her vision restored. She was still outside Mournstead—she could see the blurry outlines of the buildings some way off in the distance—though where she was remained a mystery.

“What is this place?” Elsey asked through her shade. Her voice boomed with thunderous strength.

“Do not think so much when you speak. The more of your consciousness you place into your voice, the more powerfully it will project,” Madame Song explained. She was a slight woman of meek build, though she carried about her an air of authority that was instantly recognizable. It was similar to the presence that Char had commanded, but where Char instilled fear in those who met with her, Song was different. She radiated confidence. She knew exactly who she was, her position, and how she would remain secure in that position. To Elsey, the woman struck her as true royalty. Elsey felt like she should bow.

Madame Song must have sensed her momentary apprehension. “There are those who cower before me and heed my every word without thought or hesitation, but you are not among that number. You are a shadowlith.” She tilted her head higher to look into Elsey’s eyes above her, the elegant phoenix crown jingling ever so slightly.

Making a concentrated effort to lower her shade’s voice, Elsey started to speak but quickly stopped. Her words had been louder, not softer. Frustrated, she tried to force herself to relax and stop thinking about how she spoke. It didn’t work. “What is this place? Did you make it?” she boomed.

Madame Song nodded. She gathered a few inches of her red robe in her hand and walked as if to give a tour of the grounds. “Come with me for a moment. Let me show you the beginnings of your kingdom.”

The room Elsey’s body occupied was small. It had no roof and only two walls, but more construction was rapidly taking place all around them. A building of shadows crafted by an army of shades.

Song led Elsey’s shade to a partially built staircase ascending to a veranda, where the two of them could survey the entire scene. “My sisters have all arrived. It will take time to build our palace, but their labor is not without reward.” She lifted her hand and began describing the layout of the grounds. “The Fortress of Shadows will have one thousand rooms when it is completed. All of them will be made from the dust of the Rift. A skilled shadowlith can do so much more than occupy a shade. As I showed you in the storm, a shadowlith can command the shadows to form and congeal, to become solid beneath your touch. And to do your bidding.”

Elsey slumped in awe, and her shade dropped several feet through the shadowy staircase behind her. All around the grounds, women dressed similarly to Song were hard at work. They commanded the shadows into useful shapes and homunculi, then set their creations to various tasks. As the construction progressed, the hanging cloud of black dust thinned. It was being amalgamated into the foundation, the buttresses, and the walls of the palace, but from the looks of it, they would never deplete their stock. The Rift had existed for four centuries, and it had spewed so much dust into the east of Vecnos that a thousand such palaces could be formed. Perhaps millions.

She could just barely see the outlines of Mournstead in the distance. The buildings appeared so small and inconsequential. Only a week before, the city had been her prison. The walls and people had been terrifying and threatening. Now . . . they were nothing. Once the palace was constructed, the conquest of Mournstead would be little more than a formality.

Elsey remembered Char’s death with more clarity than before. A smile grew on the face of her shade at the memory. She envisioned herself marching at the head of an army—a shade army—and ripping the embedded dust from every person in the city. It would be so easy. And so justified. No one would be strong enough to stand in her way. Practically drunk with power, she knew she could never be stopped.

And she thought of Alster.

His betrayal.

He hadn’t even fought for her. In all the stories of knights and commanders committing brave acts of heroism during the First Conquest of the Shades, none of the legends ever spoke of retreat. The heroes always charged headlong into danger to rescue the woman or their comrades from certain death. They didn’t turn at the first sign of conflict and flee.

But who were those heroes to her? She might have grown up west of the Rift, but that girl, the simple, uneducated daughter of a horse trainer, had died beneath Char’s palace in the center of Mournstead. That girl no longer existed.

The heroes of the western legends were not her heroes. Alistair the Fourth meant nothing to her. He slaughtered shades and shadowliths alike. He would see her dead and burned as a spectacle, a warning to the dim-witted peasants not to step out of line. So would his children and grandchildren. So would Alster.

In the pit of her stomach, Elsey knew what would eventually come to pass. She would face Alster once more, and in that moment, one of them would surely die. She steeled her resolve and promised herself that the coming death would not be hers.


Chapter 12



The Rise

Absolute chaos engulfed Karrheim’s lowest tier. Several municipal graveyards were scattered between all the businesses and other trappings of the city. The once peaceful and quiet places had been transformed into horrific scenes of skeletal limbs and clacking bones. King Hademar’s spell had worked, but raising the dead did not mean reconstituting their physical forms as they were when they died.

The creatures that fought their way from the clutches of their graves were all bones and sinew, tattered shadows of their former selves draped in old rags. Only the wealthier citizens of Karrheim had been able to afford burials in sealed coffins of stone. Old coffins of rotten wood easily gave way to the clawing horde, releasing thousands of the dead at once.

As the skeletal multitude broke free from the clutches of the earth, people died. The undead were possessed of spirit, raw and hungry in their singular goal of vengeance upon the living.

In the royal catacombs, Hademar covered his ears to the sudden cacophony of noise. The only open sarcophagus was Petra’s, but all the other corpses had come back to life. They banged against their coffins, clawing and hammering their skeletal limbs into the heavy lids that held them down.

His eyes filled with terror, Hademar gazed at his gently moving wife. She had been dead too long, and nothing remained of the once beautiful skin of her face. Only a small collection of her teeth still remained in her skull. The reanimated woman moved her jaw as though tasting the air, then turned to face her husband.

“Oh, Petra . . .” Hademar sobbed. “What have I done?”

The skeletal queen pushed with her rotten legs and lifted her torso beyond the edge of the sarcophagus.

Hademar quickly reached out and took hold of her, pressing his heaving chest against her bare ribs. “Petra, my love . . .” he whispered, hoping desperately that she could hear his words. “I’ve missed you so much.”

The golden necklace she had been buried with rubbed against his body. After a moment, he realized that the boney woman was embracing him. She wasn’t attacking him or simply trying to escape like some kind of cornered animal. Something within her reanimated form had retained at least a shred of consciousness.

“I missed you for years, my beautiful queen. I never stopped. I gave up everything to find an answer, to find a way to bring you back to me, and I finally have it.” Tears cascaded down Hademar’s face. The undead woman’s rot-stained skull pressed against his cheek, and some of his tears darkened the bare bone.

Hademar pulled back several inches to meet the corpse’s hollow eye sockets with his gaze. “Do you remember me?” he asked, his voice choked and raspy.

Ever so slowly, the woman reached out a skeletal hand and placed it on the edge of the sarcophagus. Her small pinky finger, still wearing a golden ring set with a glittering emerald, touched the back of Hademar’s hand.

He wrapped her hand in his, tears still streaming down his face. “You do . . .” he cried. “I knew you would never forget. You waited for me.”

Petra’s skeletal arm wrapped around Hademar’s body, and they embraced again. The king and queen held their embrace for a long time, all the while listening to the pounding drum-like beats of reanimated hands on coffin lids that filled the royal crypt.

Finally, when his curiosity finally overcame his joy, Hademar spoke. “Can you talk to me? I would give a thousand thrones to hear your voice once more, my queen.”

He waited, but no audible response came. The skeleton only clutched him tighter, and he knew that without muscle and lungs to push air around her vocal cords, Petra would never speak again.

“It doesn’t matter,” Hademar quickly added, gently rocking back and forth in a warm embrace. “I have you back, and that is the only thing I care about.”

With a docile gesture, Petra lifted one boney arm to the stairs of the crypt and pointed.

“You want to go outside?” Hademar asked.

No sooner had the words left his mouth than the king realized what it was that Petra wanted. “Not outside,” he said with a soft laugh. “You want to go home.”

He helped Petra rise from her tomb, pulling off what remained of her ragged burial attire and casting it aside so she would not tangle her feet and trip. When she was fully extricated, the two of them stopped for a moment in front of the glorious marble statue of Petra’s mother, and the queen reached out her hand to touch the marble cheek. After a moment, Hademar felt that she had lingered long enough to say her goodbyes, and he led her by the hand to the surface of the crypt.

The early-morning daylight was harsh, and Hademar had to squint to see clearly. His eyes adjusted, and he finally took in the raw chaos that was enveloping the upper tiers as well as the lower. Everywhere he looked, people ran in disarray. Soldiers rushed toward the city’s lower tiers while panicked civilians ran the other direction. Quickly, Hademar lifted a hand to block Petra from exiting the tomb. “Stay back. I can’t let anyone see you. Not yet,” he said quietly.

Petra nodded her understanding and ducked behind the entrance, keeping her skeletal body hidden in the shadows.

Hademar still had a sword buckled to his side, its blade stained red with day-old blood. He waited for a female civilian to run past the crypt opening close enough that he could reach her. With so many terrified citizens running in every possible direction, it did not take long. He grabbed a woman in fine clothing and wrenched her into the crypt with all his strength.

She screamed, and Hademar clamped his hand over her mouth. He brought his sword to her throat, then quickly stopped. “No, I can’t bring you back. Not like them . . .” he muttered more to himself than to either Petra or the frightened civilian. “I won’t commit murder.”

Beneath his strong arms, the woman squirmed. Her eyes fell on Petra’s skeletal form, and she shrieked behind her gag.

“Shh,” Hademar told her. “I’m the king. I only need your help. You remember Petra, my wife, yes?” He gestured to the skeleton standing nearby.

The woman only struggled and tried to scream.

“She needs clothes. She can’t go out like that, don’t you think? Not with the sun so strong today. She’ll catch a burn.”

Hademar sheathed his sword and stood, helping the terrified woman regain her feet. She immediately darted for the door, screaming all the while, but the king caught her and held her fast.

“I’m the king,” he told her again. “Just lend me your outergarments, and I’ll ensure that you’re repaid tenfold from the royal treasury. Surely you must recognize me, yes?”

Finally, the woman seemed to calm slightly as a bit of recognition glinted in her eyes. “King . . . Hademar? Is it really you?” she gasped.

He nodded. “The very same. I’ve returned for my wife, and now that I have her, we intend to go home. Please, if you would be so kind, I’ll more than compensate you for the clothing.”

The woman swallowed hard. Her gaze was locked on Petra. “What . . . she’s . . . How is it possible?”

Hademar began to respond, but the woman went limp in his arms. He set her down gently on the stone floor of the crypt and shrugged. “Not everyone is used to meeting royalty face-to-face.”

He knelt beside her and—as respectfully as he could—began unbuttoning the woman’s blouse. When he had the shirt free of her unconscious body, he turned to avert his gaze and held it out for his wife to take. “You can remove her pants and belt. It wouldn’t be right for me to do it. And we’ll take her to the castle. She must be repaid for her sacrifices.”

Hademar stood with his back to both his wife and the civilian woman while Petra stripped her to her undergarments. Finally, Petra placed a bony hand on his shoulder and turned him around. The queen wore the woman’s clothing loosely about her bones, but her head was still bare.

Hademar took off his own shirt, wrapped it into something resembling a dirty cowl, and tied it about his wife’s head. If anyone gave them more than a quick glance, they would surely see Petra for the reanimated corpse that she was, but Hademar counted on the confusion and chaos descending upon the city to keep them hidden. And he hoped that having a partially clad woman running behind them would help draw some of the suspicion away from the queen.

He stooped once more to the unconscious woman and gently tapped the side of her cheek. When that didn’t work, he slapped her a few times as graciously as he could, and her eyes finally flickered open.

“You need to come with us,” Hademar said. “Follow me home, and we’ll see about getting you a new outfit and some gold from the treasury. Come along now.”

The king lifted her from the stone floor and held her hand tight in his own. Finally resigned to her fate, the woman didn’t protest.

The three of them ran from the crypt with all possible haste. It wasn’t difficult to get lost in the press of citizens fleeing for higher ground, and before long, they reached the staircase to the fifth tier. None of the guards normally stationed there to check access permits and identification were at their posts, and the horde of people pressed onward.

The fifth rise, home to sprawling neighborhoods and palatial estates full of Karrheim’s nobles, was just as chaotic as the fourth. Some of the nobles living on the fifth tier were trying to escape still higher, and they were bringing all manner of belongings with them. Hademar shouldered past a finely dressed noble fleeing his walled estate with a heavy oil painting in his arms, and the work of art crashed to the ground. The frame splintered, and the noble cursed wildly at Hademar’s back, but he didn’t care. He kept his two female charges close to his sides and let the momentum of the coursing horde carry them all toward the next staircase.

Almost at once, the crush of people came to a rattling halt. The guards protecting the final staircase to Whitecliff were arrayed in a fan before the stark white gate, their winged armor gleaming in the bright sunlight. Several corpses nearby spoke volumes about the lengths to which the guards would go to keep Whitecliff safe.

Hademar pushed his trio toward the front of the mob.

“Stay back!” one of the brilliantly attired guards yelled. He held a long poleaxe with a bloody blade, its point leveled at the king’s unclothed chest.

Hademar didn’t heed the warning. He stepped forward, a smile on his face, and the rest of the riotous throng of people pulled away from him.

“Stay back, I said! I won’t warn you again!” the guard screamed.

Hademar lifted his hand and placed his fingers on the tip of the poleaxe. He gently pushed it aside. “It is good to see you again, my friend. It has been too long. Tell me, is your brother nearby? I have missed you and Malcolm for a decade or more.”

The poleaxe fell from the guard’s shaking hands. His eyes went wide beneath his helm as he recognized Hademar for who he truly was. He dropped to his knees and bowed his head. “My lord, I . . . I had no idea. Please forgive my ignorance. I did not mean to threaten you.”

Hademar laughed. Word of his identity spread through the gathered crowd like wildfire, and small pockets of people joined the guard in falling to their knees, but others remained standing. “Think nothing more of it, Bertram, for you did not know. But yes, I am returned.” He placed a hand on Petra’s back and ushered her forward. “You will be glad to know that my wife is here as well, and we would very much enjoy returning to Whitecliff Citadel. I’m tired, and I could use some rest.”

The guard looked up in disbelief, and his shock quickly turned to abject horror. “My . . . my lord . . . what . . .”

Hademar stepped past the guard’s weapon and gave the man’s helm a soft pat. “Don’t worry, my friend. Petra is merely as tired as I am. I know it is only morning, but we have both had a long day. Come. Unlock the gate so we may return home.”

One of the other guards held the key to Whitecliff Citadel in his hands, and he slowly approached the gate, his eyes never leaving the skeletal queen. Finally, after fumbling awkwardly with the lock, he managed to open the gate and let it swing open, revealing the stark white staircase in all its magnificent splendor.

“Thank you,” Hademar said, extending his hand.

The guard shook his hand meekly. “My lord, it is . . . good to have you back. Do you require a shirt? Please, you may take mine.”

“Nonsense,” Hademar said, waving to the awed crowd behind him. “I have plenty of clothes in my closet, if only I could reach my chambers sooner.”

Hademar led Petra and the still-barely-clothed civilian woman up the white stairs toward his castle with a broad smile on his face. He hadn’t known such happiness since long before Petra’s untimely death, and he suspected that his current elation would never be matched in his own lifetime.

The trio was a little over halfway to the castle entrance when Hademar stopped in his tracks. The huge doors of the keep opened, and his brother stepped out into the bright sunlight. Gottfried was resplendent in full armor, his silver sword of office hanging at his side. On his head, he wore the golden antler crown of Karrheim.

“Brother! So good of you to return,” Gottfried called, his tone full of mockery and disgust. “I see you’ve brought a couple pets as well. Mistresses from your travels, no doubt?”

Petra removed her makeshift cowl with a bony hand and let the tattered shirt fall from the stairs. It drifted lazily toward the forest below, though it would likely be an hour or more before the wind finally let it settle among the pine needles covering the ground.

All at once, Gottfried’s glib demeanor shifted into one of terror. “Get that vile monster out of here! Are you mad?” He pointed an accusatory finger at Petra, and his hand shook in his steel gauntlet.

A dark cloud gathered across Hademar’s face. “You dare speak ill of your queen, Gottfried? I will not stand for it!”

Hademar took the steps two at a time until he was standing an arm’s length from his brother. When it came to physical combat, the two brothers were not even close to equals, and they both knew it. Hademar had always been stronger and quicker, his body thick with muscle. Gottfried was ever the diplomatic sibling, keener on games of chess in the castle courtyard than sparring with the guards.

“Turn around, brother. Go home. Or go back to wherever it is you came from. Whitecliff has nothing for you now. Karrheim is mine,” Gottfried stated.

Hademar let out a sigh. “I am home.”

With as much speed as he could muster, Hademar charged up the last few steps separating him from his brother and wrapped Gottfried in a bear hug that pinned his arms to his steel breastplate.

“You’re insane!” Gottfried yelled. He struggled to free his arms and get to the hilt of his sword, but he was no match for Hademar’s strength. “You’ll kill us both!”

The two of them teetered on the steps. The wind gusted from the west, and Hademar tightened his grip around his brother’s chest. His mouth was pressed next to Gottfried’s, and he felt the stubble on the false king’s chin scrape against his lips. “Karrheim is mine, brother. Whitecliff is my home, not yours. Petra and I will rule the city together as it was always meant to be!”

Gottfried started to respond, but Hademar turned his hips sharply to the side. He had spent the better part of his youth training with the elite castle guards, wrestling and fencing with them, learning how to move his body and position an enemy. With one deft shove, Gottfried’s armored boot slid over the edge of the stairs. The weight of so much steel encasing his body made balancing on one foot impossible, and Gottfried began to fall.

Hademar sank to his knees to brace himself against his brother’s grasping hands. He hooked the toes of his right foot over the edge of the stair behind him for leverage and then shot his hand for the crown. His fingers wrapped around the golden antlers just as Gottfried’s momentum carried him fully over the edge.

A wailing scream echoed as Gottfried fell. Still braced precariously sideways on the stairs, Hademar gingerly placed the golden crown on his head as he watched his brother’s demise from above. Finally, when he could see his brother no more, he stood and brushed some of the fresh blood from his chest. Gottfried’s armor had cut his bare flesh, but the wounds were only superficial.

He felt a skeletal hand on his shoulder, and Petra helped him regain his footing. Together, the two of them ascended to the doors of the castle, their terrified and only partially clothed captive of sorts in tow.


Chapter 13



Wounds That Do Not Heal

Alster wasn’t sure where he was. The distance between the Rift and Karrheim was vast, and there weren’t many cities or other landmarks, not that he would recognize them in the first place. As it had for days, his horse’s gait rocked him slowly side to side.

The red armor of Alistair the Fourth clinked with every movement. The suit had not yet begun to fade. As the days passed, Alster had grown accustomed to the armor’s presence. It felt like an extension of his skin. The joints were well greased, and he didn’t think the magical armor added any physical mass to his body, so the horse beneath him was not overburdened by its presence. But every time he caught a glimpse of his gauntlets or the tassets covering his thighs, he was reminded of why it was there.

He thought of Elsey, and his heart was filled with regret.

“Hungry?” Ingvar called over his shoulder, disrupting Alster’s constant lamentation. He was twenty or thirty paces ahead.

Alster shifted his mind away from his friend and paid attention to his body for a moment. “Yes,” he called back. “Let’s take a break.”

Ingvar led his horse to a boulder on the side of the small game trail they were following. Or at least that was what they had both guessed they were walking along. It was either a game trail or a very poorly maintained road, though neither reality meant anything to the pair. They were headed west, and that was all that mattered. Soon enough, they would find one of the cities between the Rift and Karrheim, and then they would be able to get clear directions and find a proper road to the capital.

When his horse was secured to the boulder, Ingvar took the last of their supplies and spread everything on the dusty ground. “Not much left. We need to refill our water. If we don’t find some tomorrow, the horses will probably die.”

Alster nodded. “How much food is left?”

The old soldier handed him a thin piece of hardtack. “Don’t eat it too quickly. That’s your last portion.” He took his own chunk of the ration and ate it slowly, his eyes following the horizon.

The two finished their hardtack, relieved themselves, and then decided to walk their horses for a few hours instead of ride. Ingvar led them to the northwest, hoping that a copse of trees he’d spotted in the distance would mean the presence of significant water. Looking up at the blue, cloudless sky, he was thankful that it wasn’t too hot. Higher temperatures meant more water loss, and he had seen a man die of dehydration before. It wasn’t a particularly pleasant way to go.

After several hours of silent trudging, the trees began to take shape. “Those are big enough to mark water for us,” Ingvar said.

Alster nodded. “Good.”

“Cheer up a little, boy. If there’s a stream or a river, we can follow it to people. There will be a city. We can’t be too far now.” Ingvar had been taught how to count distances traveled over land during his career in the military, but he wasn’t sure exactly how accurate his calculations were. If his arithmetic was correct, they were between a third and half of the way to Karrheim at the center of western Vecnos. That meant cities should start becoming more regular.

Alster finally spoke up. “How are we going to enter a city?”

Ingvar looked him up and down. He was damn impressive in his armor, even for someone so young. The old soldier shook his head and ran a hand through his dirty beard. “I don’t rightly know, but we’ll think of something.”

Finally, when the sun was only a sliver of light peeking above the horizon, they reached the trees. The grass beneath their feet was green and alive. The landscape rolled downward to the west, and there was a small stream at the bottom of the two hillsides.

“See?” Ingvar said, a smile breaking out on his face. “If you find trees, you can find water. And if you can find water, you’ll find people. That’s how the whole world works.”

They led their horses down to the stream, and the animals didn’t need any encouragement to drink. Ingvar dipped his own hands into the stream and drank just as greedily as the horses. Beside him, Alster clanked to the ground and did the same. He looked insane as he splashed water over his magical helmet, but he still hadn’t figured out how to make the suit go away.

“We’ll camp here for the night. Then we’ll follow the stream west, and we should reach a city within a day. Maybe two if we’re unlucky.” Ingvar wiped his hand on his dirty clothes.

“Ha, if you’re worried about luck, I’d stay as far away from me as possible,” Alster said, his voice showing something akin to happiness for the first time in days.

Ingvar gave him a heavy pat on his armored shoulder and sighed.
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Inside her palace of shadow, Elsey watched herself sleep. She found that as the days passed, she spent less and less time within the blind confines of her physical body. Whenever her mind grew too weary to control her immense shade, she tried to spend as little time as possible inside her flesh. Just enough to rest and recover, and then she was back inside her shade.

The strange women from Xathrin had kept the bandages around her wounds fresh, and they said her physical body would recover well despite her permanent blindness, but it didn’t matter. As long as there were shadows, Elsey didn’t need her skin and bones. And there would always be shadows.

She left her sleeping quarters and drifted through the black walls to reach the upper parapet. The shadowy homunculi constructing the palace labored day and night without rest, and the palace’s inner workings were all but complete. The walls of the center passages were so thick with shadows that they appeared black as stone. She wondered if the small particles used to form the structure were dense enough to support weight, and she realized they must be, as her own physical body did not fall through to the ground.

What they were building outside Mournstead was a solid, tangible structure. Her shade could pass through its walls and doors at will, but perhaps that was a benefit of her own incorporeal nature as opposed to the qualities of the building itself.

Standing on the upper parapet, she drank in the surrounding environment. The air around her palace had been drained of so much Rift particulate that there was practically none left. It afforded her a nearly perfect view of Mournstead less than a mile away. She didn’t know what the people there were doing.

Elsey moved her shade in the direction of the city, and a spark of curiosity filled her shade. Were the citizens of Mournstead actively preparing a defense? Were they constructing barricades and ramparts to defend themselves from the shadows? To defend themselves from her?

She hastened her advance, and it didn’t take more than a few seconds to clear the remaining distance from her palace to the city. There were no barricades. No ramparts. And even more striking was the lack of people.

Houses were shuttered against the unknown, and doors were barred. Everywhere she looked, all she found were empty streets and desolate cityscape.

Elsey remembered that in her shade, she didn’t have to resign herself to looking at streets and locked doors. She bent down and moved her shadowy head through the roof of the nearest hovel.

A man and a woman shrieked in terror. They had been sitting at a small wooden table in what appeared to be their kitchen, and the room was so small that Elsey’s terrifying visage nearly filled it to capacity.

The man appeared to be about the same age Lord Palos had been when Alster killed him. Elsey dove her mind into his blood and found all the shadows circulating within like inky black tendrils trapped just below the surface of his flesh. As she had done to Char, she took command of the rift particles and ripped them free of the man’s bloodstream. He collapsed to the ground, and the screams of the woman cowering nearby intensified.

“Be quiet!” Elsey boomed into the small house. Another voice, that of a child, added its own chorus of screams from another room. The cacophony was dizzying.

Without a moment of hesitation, Elsey harvested the shadows from the woman and then turned her face into the second room to find the sole remaining voice. A boy, perhaps a year or two younger than her, was hiding under a musty, moth-eaten blanket. He reminded her of Alster. He had the same build and wore his hair in a similar fashion.

Suddenly filled with rage at Alster’s memory, Elsey screamed at the boy and ripped the shadows from his body, adding his darkness to her own indomitable form.

She towered back to her full height and stomped through Mournstead’s empty streets. Consumed with a fury she had never felt before, Elsey focused on one thing. She needed to find Char’s palace. It didn’t take her long.

Elsey commanded the shadows she had consumed to take shape. Though she wasn’t nearly as skilled as the Xathrin women when it came to crafting golems from the shadows, she still knew enough about the process to form useful, functioning homunculi.

She placed on the ground a small five-legged creature roughly the shape of a limbed disc. With a thought, Elsey commanded the creature to search Char’s fortress. She wanted to find anyone left inside and bring them to account. There would be a reckoning, and debts would be paid with blood.

As she suspected, a handful of Char’s guards were still living inside the complex. One of them was likely claiming to be the new Char, though she had no way of knowing who it would be—not that it mattered to her. Unfortunately, the shadow beast Elsey had created wasn’t large enough or strong enough to fetch all of the men at once. It could only drag them out one at a time, though in the end, it didn’t matter. Startled, the others came running after their kidnapped comrade. They swung their weapons at the shadowy creature, but none of their attacks had any effect. Their weapons had never been bathed in the fiery liquid of Scalder’s Inlet. They had no Umbral Blade. No matter how hard they swung, they could not so much as tickle Elsey’s shade, nor could they affect her physical form an unknown distance away.

The man Elsey dragged out first was begging on his knees, his wild eyes a stark contrast to his incensed comrades trying to fight all around him.

“I need more,” Elsey’s towering shade bellowed to the city. She ripped the shadows from the man’s body, and he fell limply to the dirt, blood quickly pooling beneath his armor.

Elsey pulled the shadows from two more of the soldiers before they had a chance to scream. She added them to her beast, and it grew in size tremendously. Using only her mind, she morphed the creature into something close in both shape and size to a wagon, but instead of wheels and axles, it sported six ghastly arms reminiscent of the amorphous creature Elsey had used to ferry her own wounded body during the shadow storm.

Channeling all her rage, Elsey commanded her hideous, twisted shadow spider to rampage through Mournstead. Everywhere it turned, more souls waited to be claimed—and more shadows were added to the beast’s rapidly accumulating mass.

In the space of only a few heartbeats, the reckoning of Mournstead had begun.

Terror spread like wildfire through the dreary city. Men and women ran, children screamed, and blood pooled in the streets. Dozens fell, and then hundreds. Thousands. More, but never enough.

Elsey drove every ounce of her rage and sorrow into her shade until it towered so high above the city that she could no longer see the individuals fleeing before her. They were insignificant specks moving one way or another. Meaningless lives either pushed to the limits of the city or extinguished where they stood, their blood staining the sand red.

“Come back,” a soft voice whispered in the wind.

Elsey’s shade spun, her colossal arms ripping through clouds as she moved. But no one was there.

“Come back to us, sister,” the voice intoned.

Howling through the clouds and the swirling dust, Elsey swept her shade’s arms through the nearest buildings and stomped over the streets of Mournstead. She was absolutely drunk with power—blinded by rage, consumed with indomitable fury, and growing stronger with every passing moment. But still . . . something called to her. It whispered into her ear from some space completely unknown.

“You can rest, Elsey. Just come back.”

She felt a hand touch her cheek. It was not her shade’s incorporeal cheek but her real, physical skin. The touch was gentle and loving.

And then she was back in her body. Her helpless, crippled body. And she was completely blind. The instant transition from her sighted shade’s perspective towering above the clouds to her physical body lying on a cot and unable to see left her mind reeling. She thought she would vomit, but the nausea faded as quickly as it had come on, and she was once again entirely herself.

“What do you want?” she spat. She didn’t know where the women stood or how many were in the room with her.

“Shh,” Madame Song said with a quiet voice. “You’re perspiring from the effort. You need to relax. You need to sleep.”

Elsey gritted her teeth. “I need to kill them. All of them. There are still more left.”

Instead of rebuking her, as Elsey had expected, the strange woman from the east gave a soft laugh. “In due time, my dear. All in due time. Right now, you shouldn’t possess your shade for quite so long. It tires your body, and your body needs rest. If you are going to grow strong with your shade, you need your body to be strong as well. It is the way of things.”

Elsey remembered all the people of Mournstead running from her. She remembered all the people she butchered. A smile crept across her face. “My shade is already strong.”

Madame Song placed a gentle hand on her chest. “I know, sister. You . . . You are incredible. Madame Ravenwing and I watched what you did in Mournstead. I have never seen anything like it. Well, not since the Shadow King. He was powerful as well. But you . . . You are something else, something beyond.”

Elsey reached a hand to the bandage around her eyes and cautiously felt at the edges. There was a bit of dried blood, but not much. “What happened to the Shadow King? And Alistair the Fourth? They were both in the tomb, and then they ran off.”

A long sigh filled the darkness. “I do not know, sister,” the woman said with a hint of fear in her voice. “Perhaps they are lost. Maybe they finally killed each other. But I do not anticipate that being the case. I expect one of them to emerge victorious. The when of the matter is the real mystery.”

Elsey mulled over Song’s words in her mind. She did not know whom she wanted to survive. Alistair would surely try to kill her—and all shadowliths everywhere—but the Shadow King was no saint. He was a horrible tyrant. Or . . . that was what she had been told. By Alster and his family. The direct descendants of both legendary warriors as well as Alistair’s namesake.

“Was the Shadow King a bad person?” she asked. Her mind was suddenly awash with questions. How much of the history of Vecnos was a lie carefully crafted by the victors of wars? She would never know. But perhaps Song at least knew more than her and could set the important parts straight.

Madame Song’s voice caught in her throat for the briefest second, and then she recovered. “It is not for me to say if a person is good or bad. I do not make the rules by which such things are measured, but . . . I can tell you this: when the Shadow King discovered the magic of the shades, he did what he believed was correct.”

“And you help him? Or you helped him back then? Your people?”

Her phoenix crown jingled. “Not my people, not exactly. But it was me. I was there. I helped the Shadow King achieve his goals. That much is true. But he never succeeded.”

Elsey swallowed hard. She had been told the entity known as the Shadow King was a vile tyrant, a cold-blooded murderer and the very essence of evil who deserved nothing less than annihilation. And the people nursing her back to health were on his side. They served him, or some sort of relationship existed, at least, and Elsey lived among them. What did that make her? Evil?

She thought of what she had just wrought in Mournstead. Not two minutes ago, she had begun a genocide. An extermination. They tortured me! she screamed to herself. Her thoughts reeled with memories of the pitch-black torment. Weeks of it. Unspeakable crimes and atrocities committed in the basement of Char’s palace, all because they knew she was a shadowlith. They deserve eradication. If a wild dog bites you and takes your hand, you kill it. No one sheds a tear. Mournstead is the same. Mournstead is a rabid animal frothing with violence, and I am holding a hatchet to its neck.

“Calm down, sister,” Madame Song whispered. “I can see your fury. Your anger. Do not let it consume you. If you cannot control your anger, it will eat away everything that you once knew until the anger is all that is left. You will be a shell. Anger without humanity is death.”

“I once knew . . . Alster,” she said quietly. It was perhaps the first time she had spoken his name aloud in . . . Well, she had no idea how long it had been. Time was a fleeting concept. But speaking his name rekindled more anger within her, and she didn’t know how to control it.

“He hurt you, didn’t he?” Song asked.

Elsey nodded. “He left me to be tortured in Mournstead. He saw me get captured by Char, and he just left. He was my friend. My only friend. In all of Vecnos, he was the only person I trusted. And he left me to die. He left me to be tortured.”

She felt as though she should have cried, but tears would not come to her ruined eyes. Instead, a throbbing pain settled on either side of her nose where her tear glands should have been. It ached and ached, but the physical pain could not hold a candle to what she felt in her heart. The bond she had known with Alster had been unique, incredible, and now it was ruined.

“What became of him?” the woman asked.

“I don’t know. I hope he’s . . . No, I hope he’s still alive. I hope he made it back to Karrheim.”

“Oh? And when you reach Karrheim with your immortal shade leading an army of shadowliths and soldiers, what will you say to Alster?”

Elsey thought long and hard. She felt Song get up from the side of the cot, but she did not hear the woman leave. As Elsey tried to imagine what it would be like to confront Alster, the pain lancing across her face only intensified. Finally, she knew what would happen in that fateful moment. She saw an army of shades, shadowliths, and loyal soldiers washing over the tiers of Karrheim and throwing the nobles to their deaths in the forest below. All the wealthy aristocrats who had shown her and her father nothing but contempt would die. They would finally know the feeling of fear. They would experience true hopelessness for the first time in their cushioned and perfumed lives. And when the dust settled, the Lightbridge family would be among the slain, just like all the others.

“I’m going to kill him,” Elsey stated. As the words left her mouth, she felt nothing but cold.


Chapter 14



A New War

Alster adjusted the heavy cloak concealing his magical armor. It had been many days, and still, the enchanted armor of Alistair the Fourth had not subsided back into his flesh. The worst part of it all was that he knew exactly why. The pain it was reacting to had only grown stronger. Every mile he put between his horse and Mournstead only exacerbated the crushing despair he felt in his chest. He glanced beneath the cloak to the glowing red permeating the armor and knew that the psychological pain would never subside. Not until he was reunited with Elsey and knew she was safe. And when would that happen?

He gazed ahead at the towering formation of Karrheim. Tears streaked his eyes, and he rubbed them away with fingers encased by magical gauntlets. The armor had once made him feel strong, perhaps immortal, but now it only reminded him of what he had lost.

Ingvar gave a gruff nod. “Well. We’re here,” he said as though the monstrous city penetrating the very clouds in the sky was somehow easy to miss. “I can probably get us through a few tiers. If we find some nobles, we’ll at least know what has become of Hademar. Heh. Maybe Gottfried’s already gotten to him.”

Alster kicked his horse forward. “Come on. I don’t want to waste time. We’ve wasted enough already. We need to tell someone what happened with the Shadow King and Alistair the Fourth, and we need to raise an army to invade Mournstead and rescue Elsey.”

Ingvar muttered something under his breath, but he followed Alster all the same. They approached the buildings surrounding the first tier, and it was immediately obvious that something was horribly wrong. Some of the houses and businesses had clearly been burned, and men dressed in military tabards were patrolling everywhere.

“What happened here?” Ingvar yelled at the nearest soldier. The man was young, probably a newer recruit, and his blue and white tabard sported a different pattern than Ingvar’s older, faded one.

The soldier scowled and called, “Who are you?”

Ingvar shook some of the soot and dried mud from his clothes, but there wasn’t much of a point. Whatever remained of his uniform was unrecognizable. “A friend of the king,” he finally said. “Mind telling me what happened here? Looks like all of Karrheim is on alert.”

The man laughed. “Which king? Gottfried’s dead.” He spat and ground the dirt with the heel of his boot.

“Well, that answers one of my questions,” Ingvar said. “So Hademar returned. And I take—”

“You really haven’t heard, old man?” the soldier shouted over him. “Where in Vecnos have you been? Corpses are coming from the ground. The dead have come back to life. Some of them are nothing more than bones, but others you can’t tell from the living. And the older ones are violent. Seems like the whole damn world has lost its mind. If you have anywhere else to go, go there before Karrheim. Bad business afoot, I say. Probably get you killed.”

“We’re too late,” Alster said, more to himself than either Ingvar or the guard.

The old soldier only shook his head. “The bastard actually did it,” he muttered.

“You knew?”

Ingvar was quick to change the subject. “Where are the rest of Hademar’s men staying? Any word of the army he took when he left? News of their return?”

The man scratched at the shadowy stubble growing on his chin. “Last I heard, they were camped somewhere on the first tier, but everything is a mess. We have the undead contained for now. Most of them are back in their graves or burned. Still, there’s some debate as to what will be done with the . . . uh . . . more recently departed. The ones who still look like people. Some of them are smart, you know? Like they can still think. Not just animals.” His face scrunched in disgust.

Ingvar didn’t know what else to say, so he simply motioned for Alster to follow him as he led the way to the nearest stable that looked like it was still operational despite the upheaval and chaos consuming the city.

A few hours later, Ingvar and Alster were on Karrheim’s first tier, looking for anyone from Hademar’s cohort. The tier was large, and it took several more hours of searching, but they eventually found a small camp near the northern edge. It flew a banner so old and tattered that it had to be from Hademar’s original expedition.

Archibal, one of Hademar’s veterans and one of Ingvar’s friends, saw the pair and waved them to the encampment. “Ingvar!” he called. “A sight for weary eyes. And the boy . . .” His voice drifted off and his countenance hardened when he saw Alster.

“Where is everyone else?” Ingvar asked. He surveyed the small camp, and there weren’t nearly enough tents and banners to represent everyone he had left behind.

Shaking his head, Archibal let out a long sigh. “We all crossed the Rift together. It was a mess. General Cagg called for volunteers, and some of the men stayed behind. Hademar didn’t care, of course. But we rode hard for Karrheim as soon as we were in the west. We’ve been here a couple days, nothing more, but they’ve been eventful. The king left in the middle of the night, and then chaos broke out. The cemeteries were overturned. Dead bodies broke out of their coffins, and some of them started attacking. And the people fought back. It was all-out war. I’m betting more than a few people chose to settle private scores in the midst of it all. But what does it matter? Hademar killed his brother, and that’s where we are.”

“What of Marius? Or Captain Holte?” Ingvar asked. “Did any of Palos’s men return to their estate?”

Archibal pointed toward Whitecliff. “The officers all headed for Whitecliff. If Marius and Holte are alive, you’ll find them in the castle. And some of Palos’s men did leave. There are grumblings. People talk about a militia on the way, but no one knows much about it. Could be anything, but they say the older Lightbridge boy is involved.”

“Jarix?” Alster suddenly yelled. He hadn’t thought of his brother since before he crossed the Rift for the first time. In fact, he wasn’t sure he had even thought of home. Now he wondered what had become of the estate and all its staff. Would Jarix be able to manage things like Lord Palos had? He sighed.

“I don’t know his name. That’s just the rumor. But I suspect Hademar will want to see you and know you’re both alive. Hey . . . wasn’t there a third? The girl?”

Ingvar shot him a look that told the old soldier to change topics. “We’ll make for Whitecliff at once. You’re staying here with the others, Archie?”

“Someone has to keep watch for the risen dead. We’re sworn to protect the king and the king’s people. That’s what we’re doing. And best of luck to you in Whitecliff. Stay safe. I mean that,” Archibal said, clasping hands with Ingvar.

Ingvar turned to Alster and motioned him along toward the next tier. “Come on, let’s go. No sense waiting around. If we don’t collapse from exhaustion, we might be able to reach Whitecliff by morning.”

[image: scene break daggers]

King Hademar stood at the railing of one of Whitecliff’s many balconies. He took a deep breath as he surveyed the city, though the early-morning clouds obscured much of the grand view. Behind him, one of his brother’s servants waited patiently at the doorway. Hademar tightened his grip on the carved stone railing. If the servant wanted to—perhaps if the man was still loyal to the deceased Gottfried—he could very easily push Hademar to his death. A shudder ran the length of the king’s spine, and he told himself it was just from the cool breeze.

Breaking Hademar’s concentration, his wife’s voice called to him from the door. “Honey? Come inside.”

He turned, and his face lit up at the sight of Petra. She was fully clothed from head to toe like some kind of priestess from the history books, and the only visible bone was her face. Still, no matter how skeletal she was, she was still the most radiant woman Hademar had ever seen. He didn’t understand the magic that made her bones move or how she produced speech with no lungs, but none of that mattered. She was here, and she was his. That was enough.

Hademar wrapped an arm around his wife’s waist. It was still difficult for him to get used to the idea of her skeletal form, but the clothing she wore helped take his mind off the morbid realities of the spell he had cast. “What is it?” he asked.

She nuzzled her head against his shoulder just like she used to do all those years ago. “I think . . . I think I can control the others,” she said after a moment.

“You can? How so?”

An attendant nearby offered both of them a pitcher of a dark mulled wine and a pair of goblets. Hademar reached to take a glass, but he changed his mind and sent the servant away with a wave.

“I’m connected to them, I think,” Petra said. Her teeth clicked together as she spoke. “They’re like me. But they still remember who I am. And I am their queen. I think they understand that somehow.”

Hademar’s mind spun with the possibilities. But how many of the undead were left alive? Probably not many. His soldiers had been cutting them down in scores. It wouldn’t be long before all of the risen were exterminated. All but one, of course. “Bring them to Whitecliff. If we can control them, we can spare their lives. Or . . . you know what I mean.”

Though the queen had no eyes to close, that was the impression Hademar got as he watched her tilt her head back and presumably commune with the other undead. After only a few seconds, she snapped back to the present.

“It is done. They will come,” Petra told him.

His throat somewhat dry from the high-altitude air, Hademar waved the servant back to his side and fixed himself a goblet of wine. “Tell the guards to stand down against the corpses. They’re coming to Whitecliff. Petra can control them!” he said with a childlike smile.

The servant only looked confused. “Sir?”

“The undead! Tell the guards outside the keep to let them approach. We do not need to fight them any longer!” He gulped down the entire goblet of mulled wine and poured himself another from the silver pitcher.

“Um . . . Sir? My liege . . . how do you know such a thing?” the servant asked meekly.

Hademar set the pitcher back on the tray and slapped the man on the shoulder. “She told me! Didn’t you hear, boy? You were right there. Petra can speak to the dead. She told them to come here.”

The man nodded and swallowed nervously, his eyes desperately avoiding Petra’s terrifying countenance. “My lord, she does not speak. She cannot. You’ve . . . I don’t know how to say it delicately, but you have been speaking to yourself, my lord. She has not answered you.”

“What?” Hademar’s wild eyes shifted rapidly between the servant and his wife. “Petra, tell him, my dear. You’ve regained the use of your voice. It took some time, no doubt, but you have it back,” he practically pleaded.

The skeleton wrapped in ornate robes standing before him did not speak. She only inclined her head ever so slightly.

With a bow, the servant exited the room, scurrying along the marble floor as quickly as he could without spilling the wine. Hademar sighed. In the far reaches of his mind, he knew what had happened to his brain. Losing Petra had caused irreparable damage, and spending so many years with only his most loyal men for company had not done him any favors.

The king sighed. “Am I . . . Could it be?”

Much to Hademar’s delight, a different servant hastily opened the door to the chamber and made a quick announcement. “My lord, you have a visitor. A boy, the son of Lord Palos Lightbridge, or so he claims to be, as well as—”

“Yes, yes! Bring them in! I have missed that odd little creature,” Hademar bellowed in response, happy to be rid of his self-reflection for a few moments.

Dripping in sweat and barely strong enough to keep their feet, Alster and Ingvar stumbled into the room.

The king beamed from ear to ear, eagerly embracing them both as he more or less helped support their exhausted frames. Another servant—or perhaps it was the same boy as on the balcony; Hademar sometimes found it hard to tell them apart—offered all of them more dark wine. “Here, you must be thirsty. And wine is good for the spirit!” the king boomed. He filled a goblet and handed it to Ingvar.

The old soldier gulped down half the goblet before his eyes settled on Petra’s skeletal visage, and the cup fell from his lips. It clattered to the stone floor, its crimson contents splattering in an arc. “You . . . You really did it,” he gasped. Suddenly remembering both his station and his loyalty, he quickly dropped to one knee and bowed his head.

Standing awkwardly at Ingvar’s side, Alster didn’t know what to do. The queen before him was not his queen. He owed her no allegiance or loyalty. He shuffled his feet, his stomach churning from so much exertion, and wondered if any of the servants would offer him something to eat.

Petra reached out a hand and touched Ingvar’s shoulder. The man stood and bowed, his eyes wide.

“She . . . Well, I’m not quite sure. If you can hear her, that’s that. And if not, perhaps I’m older than I look,” Hademar said quietly.

“It is a pleasure to see you once more, my queen,” Ingvar said politely. He turned to address the king. “The undead. There’s open warfare in the streets. And we went to Mournstead, but we—”

“Don’t worry about the corpses. My lovely bride has them under control,” Hademar said. He snapped his fingers, and a servant appeared from somewhere behind them with a tray of fruit. “But please, what has become of that dreary city to the east? Still covered in sand and dust, I presume?”

Alster snatched a strangely shaped fruit that he did not recognize from the servant’s tray. It had a purple skin that erupted with bright red juice when he bit into it.

Ingvar shook his head. “Mournstead is bleak as ever. Perhaps more so. The girl . . .” He lowered his voice. “We lost her. She’s dead.”

Only Petra seemed affected by the news. She shrank backward, a boney hand on her chest.

“And what of the . . . the thing? You know. The sacred relic you were hunting. What has become of it? Have you brought it with you?” Hademar asked. His eyes searched the old soldier, but they quickly wandered to a nearby tapestry.

Ingvar sighed. “No, my lord. I am afraid we failed in every possible way. You have my sincere apology. We are still no closer to knowing what a shade prison is or where we can find one. We failed.”

“It is no worry,” Hademar said over his shoulder. He walked to the red tapestry depicting scenes of ancient battles and ran his fingertips over the intricate stitching.

Alster finished his fruit, leaving only the hard pit in his hand, covered in sweet juice. He didn’t know what to do with it, so he motioned toward a servant who eagerly plucked it from his grasp. “If Elsey is still alive, we have to go get her,” he stated. The only one in the room focused on him was Petra. The dead queen seemed to be examining him, though following her eyeless gaze was impossible.

“The undead, sir, the war in your streets!” Ingvar carried on.

Alster raised his voice. “Elsey could still be alive! And if . . . if she isn’t, we have to do something! Burn Mournstead to the ground!”

Hademar was about to speak again, a question regarding the tapestry on the tip of his tongue, when another servant approached from the keep’s main audience hall. “Sir,” the servant shouted, quickly commanding everyone’s attention. “The fighting has stopped, at least on the highest tiers. Reports are coming in from below, but they will take some time.”

Her robes fluttering, Petra moved through an archway and onto another balcony. Her boney fingers grasped the stone railing as she walked. Alster and Ingvar joined her, the cold wind biting their skin. Perhaps twenty feet below, the grand staircase leading from Karrheim’s final tier to the doors of Whitecliff teemed with terrified soldiers and civilians. On the ground just beyond the gate, an array of corpses stood at attention like an army waiting for inspection by their general.

For a long time, no one said a word.

Alster could hardly believe what his eyes were telling him. “Just a year ago . . . I was . . . Well, I was someone else. Now . . .”

“What are we going to do?” Ingvar said quietly. The wind blew his beard sideways across his chest. “What are we going to do?”

Between them, Petra swayed side to side. She had no skin or muscle to smile, but even so, her excitement was undeniable.

“She’s happy,” Hademar announced, still standing inside the keep.

Alster turned. The king stood before the tapestry across the hall. “How do you know?” Alster asked, though deep within his own mind, he knew that he also felt Petra’s emotion. He couldn’t describe it, but he just knew.

Hademar gave him a smile, finally taking his eyes from the decorative cloth. “My whole life, all I have ever wanted has been to make her happy. All of this, these walls, the servants, the city—none of it means a thing. Why am I the king? Because my father was the king before me and I am his first son? None of that is important. None of it bears any weight.” He sighed, but his eyes gleamed with genuine joy. “She’s happy now. If the people want me to be their king, so be it. I don’t mind. If they don’t, what would it matter? She’s happy.”


Chapter 15



I’m Just So Cold . . .

Elsey shivered. She pulled her blanket closer to her chin, but it barely helped. Her body was wasting away. She could feel it in her bones. They were weak from inaction, her muscles starting to atrophy. Her body’s disintegration did not frighten her nearly as much as the crumbling of her mind. How long could she last? She shook the grim thought from her head and focused.

“Madame Song?” she asked the blind, unwavering darkness.

Several minutes elapsed.

“Yes?”

“I need something to eat,” Elsey said. How long had it been since her last meal? Days at least. Probably more.

More silence pressed in on the darkness. Her ears throbbed. The left one had taken to ringing if she went too long without hearing any noise. The pitch of it was almost always the same, but sometimes it changed, startling her, but when she spoke more than a few sentences, it would typically go away.

Finally, someone brought a tray of food to Elsey’s cot. She ate slowly, trying to savor the plain food as much as she could, but it didn’t bring her much happiness. When the tray was empty, she pushed it off her cot and it clanged to the floor.

She needed to stand. It had been too long since she had used her physical body, and the effect of so much lethargy would soon be catastrophic. She had seen it in old horses before. When they stopped going out on hunts, they soon stopped being ridden altogether. When that happened, the end was always close. Gritting her teeth, she swung her legs off the cot and struggled to her feet. Her back throbbed with pain. Her knees wobbled, but she held her own.

“Are you alright?” one of the Xathrin women asked.

Elsey could hardly tell them apart when she could see them as her shade, and she had no chance of discerning which was which while blind. “Just . . . help me walk until I get the hang of it.”

A gentle hand touched Elsey’s elbow, supporting her weight as she hobbled about the room. “Come. I will teach you to move.”

Slowly, Elsey allowed herself to be led through the hallways of her shadowy fortress. They reached one of the uppermost parapets, and the Xathrin woman brought her to a halt.

“What do I need to do?” Elsey asked, already out of breath from even the mild exertion. A rush of wind tossed her long hair in front of her face.

“The shades know that you are their master, sister. They understand. You cannot command them as you do when you are in your shade, but they will still be obedient to your will. Try.”

At first, Elsey wasn’t quite sure what the strange woman meant. She probed with her mind, but there was nothing lurking beneath the surface but her own shade. She sensed the colossal shade, ever ready to leap into existence, as clearly as she felt her own arms and legs. It was an extension of her body, not separated from it.

“I don’t know what to do,” Elsey finally said. Defeat mixed with the cold in her weakened body.

The woman’s crown jingled. “There are shades all around you. They will obey your will.”

“Lift me up!” Elsey commanded, directing her voice in a circle.

Nothing happened.

“No,” the woman chided. “Your will. Use your will. Yours is the strongest I have ever felt. If you learn to harness it, the shades will understand. They will read the desires of your mind and seek to fulfill them.”

Elsey rubbed her shoulders, trying in vain to push some heat into her skin. She sank her consciousness down to the barest levels of her psyche, desperate to find something that she could identify as will. At her core, what she wanted was ability. The strength to move, to determine her fate, to be Elsey and not merely a vessel for her shade.

Something happened.

More wind swirled her hair, and then she felt the shades gathering toward her body. They weren’t being subsumed into her mass as the souls of Mournstead had been. Instead, they were grabbing hold of her limbs. Before she could fully comprehend what was happening, her feet left the shadowy stone, and she was floating.

Elsey thought of the keep’s front, and the shades turned, moving her toward it.

“No, no, that isn’t what I want!” she growled. Instantly, the shades dropped her to the ground, and she landed with a painful thud.

Move with me, shades. Become one with my bones. Let me move through you!

The sensation that followed was unlike anything Elsey had ever felt before, but surprises of such magnitude were gradually becoming commonplace. She flexed her legs, and the shades moved with her. They flooded through her muscles, morphing their shape until they had completely melded with her body.

All at once, Elsey felt powerful. She could run, jump, roll across the shadows. She was stronger than she had ever been.

Then, in a sudden deluge, memories of Alster flooded back. In her mind’s eye, she imagined him wearing all of Alistair the Fourth’s armor. Clad in magical red, he was invincible. Immortal.

She yearned for such power.

Elsey swiped her hand through the space in front of her, and it connected with a bit of the wall. Smiling, she hit it harder. The shadowy bricks shook beneath the might of her augmented body. Though she didn’t know which part of her castle she was attacking, Elsey swung at the wall relentlessly. Bit by bit, it fractured under the assault.

Eventually, the whole section came tumbling down.

Elsey let out a primal scream. She imagined Alster once more, though his red armor was crumpled and dented. Blood seeped from his mouth to stain the dusty ground just as it had done from her own so many times in Mournstead.

“I can beat him,” she panted, though if she was honest with herself, she knew it wasn’t quite true. Not yet. She had no idea how her shade-augmented body would react to the armor. But that was only her physical form, upgraded though it was. She still held a titanic shade within her, and beyond that, Alster would not have his armor forever. There would be times when his guard would come down, and she would strike then. She would remove his pitiful soul from existence with one clean strike.

“You can command the shades with your will, sister,” one of the Xathrin women said quietly. “They obey your spirit, even if they do not respond to your voice.”

“I need more,” Elsey said, surprised to find herself out of breath yet again. The exuberance racing through her mind did not match the weakness of her body.

The woman placed a gentle hand on Elsey’s back. “In time, sister. You will need to learn how to control the shades. Projecting your will onto three or four as they brace your body is one thing, but imbuing that will onto a thousand is another.”

The second monk joined them. “You will learn to control tens of thousands. I can feel it,” she said.

Elsey’s smile grew wider. “What else can I make?” she asked. Only committing a small fraction of her mind to the task, she thought of various animals that would make useful servants as shadow golems. The disc monster—she still had no name for it—that she had utilized before materialized in front of her. Though she could not see it, she felt the presence of the shadows. They were connected to her mind. Again, her thoughts wandered to Alster and his connection to the Rift. Was she becoming like him? A Lightbridge? No . . . I will never be one of them . . .

“Creation comes—”

“Why?” Elsey suddenly demanded, her demeanor instantly hostile. “Why am I the one? I’m no one. A poor servant girl. A slave working at an estate for scraps of food. Why can I do all these things? I know I am a shadowlith. I understand that much, I think, but why . . . why is my shade so tall?”

One of the monks laughed. “Anger fuels the magic. Anger, skill, and passion. You must learn how to manipulate shadows, certainly, but your emotion drives you. Just as your will molds and shapes the shades to do your bidding, so your passion and fury grow your strength.”

“That is why we meditate,” the second monk added. “If there is only passion in your soul, it will consume you. Passion without temperance is death.”

Elsey unclenched her fists. She let herself relax—or tried to—taking deep breaths as she attempted to calm the storm in her mind. Somehow, controlling a monstrous shade was far easier than putting her mind at ease.

“I don’t know how to meditate,” she said in the monks’ direction.

Hands on her back guided Elsey down a staircase to the interior of the fortress. “All in due time, sister. For now, sleep will take the place of meditation. Tomorrow, we will practice more. If we are to succeed, you must first learn to touch the living.”

Elsey stopped on the final stair. She hadn’t given much thought to interacting with fleshy bodies, but that wasn’t what set her mind spinning. “Are you . . . Are you saying that I’m dead?” It would make sense after all that she had been through. Perhaps Char had killed her. Or maybe she had died in the storm, succumbing to her horrific wounds as most people would.

But no, she was alive. She felt her breath, felt the throbbing behind her ruined eyes, and knew that she was still among the living.

“The shadows are more dead than anything else,” the woman explained. “But west of the Rift, there are no shadows swirling through the air. You will not be able to pull the shadows from a body as you do here. You must take them with you when you cross the Rift.”

Elsey nodded. They were back in her chamber, and someone had brought more water to her cot, though she clumsily knocked it over with her foot as she sat. “I need an army of real soldiers, not just shades. Or I need an army of shadowliths. People like me who can use their shades.”

One of the monks righted the water pitcher and helped her lie down. “Think of what you did just moments ago. Your will commanded shades to possess your body and make it move.”

It didn’t take long for Elsey to draw the conclusion the monks were leading her to. “I can make them possess other bodies, can’t I?”

Neither of the women responded.

“There are thousands of bodies in Mournstead. Swords, armor, equipment. They are a warlike people. Or at least they were. If I command a single shade into each body, I’ll have my army.” Elsey let her head fall back on her cot, a plan taking shape within her mind. She scratched at the bandages over her eyes, feeling the scabs and sores, and wondered how destroyed the corpses in Mournstead would be. How much longer could she let them rot beneath the hot sun until there was nothing left?

“We will start gathering the dead, sister. You will have an army. Bodies, shades . . . everything.”
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It took four days for Madame Song and Madame Ravenwing to gather the dead from Mournstead. They left the smallest and weakest of the corpses to rot in the dry heat, but still, there were thousands and thousands of bodies. They were heaped into piles all around the shadowy castle with no regard for sorting or organization. The stench was impressive, but the constant wind that plagued eastern Vecnos did much to carry it away.

Gazing through her shade at the macabre moat from her dark walls, Elsey struggled to control more than a handful of shades at a time. If they were all working toward the same simple task, something like building a fortification or moving in a single direction, she could impart her will to hundreds of them at a time. But getting the shades to inhabit separate bodies, each with an independent task, was far more challenging.

She watched in disappointment as four shades possessing corpses—she needed a better term for the shambling creatures, but like the floating disc, none had yet come to mind—scattered in various directions like sheep at the sight of a wolf. One of them, a tall corpse clad in expensive though dusty armor, managed to go in the correct direction. The creature stumbled and tripped over its own feet, but Elsey was making progress. With several more weeks of practice, she could have her soldiers executing formations. Still, she was a long way from being able to prosecute a war, and that was what she intended to do. The armies of Karrheim would be on her blackened doorstep before long. It was only a matter of time. If she didn’t strike first, she would be annihilated.

Disgust swirled in the pit of her gut. She gritted her teeth and focused harder. Everyone hated shadowliths. They hated her. Left her to be tortured by a cruel tyrant and Mournstead’s monstrous guards. Elsey would make them pay. Every single one of them.

“I need to get stronger,” she growled.

Neither of the strange monks answered her.

Elsey whirled and snapped her consciousness back into her body. She didn’t know where the women had gone. All she saw was darkness.

Then . . . like a creeping insect working under her collar, an idea came to her mind. Elsey’s frustration melted into a sinister smile, and she quickly began bringing shades to her side. The incorporeal shades left their temporary bodies to crumble in the dirt and readily obeyed.

“I need to see,” Elsey declared. “I need to be able to see all the time, not just as my shade.”

The shades stood unwavering.

Elsey commanded two of the shades to meld together, and then she formed them into something more useful than all of her previous creations: a simple crow. It was no larger than an ordinary bird, but it would work.

Thrusting out her arm, she commanded the shadowy creature to take flight. It shrieked and flew through the air, wheeling high above her head.

“Now . . . let me see. Show me everything!” Elsey screamed into the wind-beaten air.

All at once, her vision came swirling back, but it wasn’t exactly her vision. She saw what the crow saw, and that was enough. She smiled and cackled, drinking in the grand sight of her ominous palace with new eyes even as dizziness threatened to overcome her stomach. Though she had seen her surroundings with her own shade, something beyond just the perspective was different. She saw herself in the crow’s eyes, her long red hair tangled and fluttering against her waist. It had grown considerably since she left Alster’s estate, but she liked the look. It was different, just as she was different.

Elsey commanded the remaining shades standing at attention before her to combine, and she crafted them into more useful shapes. First, she made a dress of black shadow to replace her dusty, worn garments. The ethereal clothing obscured her form, but it did nothing to protect her from the elements. Thankfully, some of the sun’s warmth still reached her skin, and she felt that nothing else would be needed. She had endured colder temperatures beneath Char’s palace than any she would face in her castle.

She spent the next several hours weaving the shadows into black wings to match her crow. It took numerous attempts with different designs before they worked, but they did work. Elsey launched herself from the uppermost balustrade and soared among her growing army of shadows. Though she was not yet strong enough to control them all at once, she had built hundreds of the dark servitors. Perhaps thousands. Soon there would be tens of thousands. The shadows permeating eastern Vecnos were nearly limitless. It would take decades or more of constant work to ever exhaust them—if such a task was even possible.

As she flew, Elsey thought of the Shadow King and his conquest of Vecnos all those years ago. Had he discovered the same power she now wielded? None of the stories told at the Lightbridge estate ever spoke of wings or golems of pure shadow. Perhaps that power could only be harnessed after the creation of the Rift. If that was the case, it made sense enough to her. More anger bubbled within her chest as she was reminded of just how many lies she had been told. Western Vecnos was full of lies. Deception permeated everything and everyone on Karrheim’s side of the Rift.

But Elsey no longer had to wonder at such ancient truths. A smile on her face, she mentally commanded her crow to soar ahead of her in search of the Shadow King. He was somewhere in Xathrin, presumably battling the shade of Alistair the Fourth, and she knew she could locate him. When she got close enough, she would be able to feel his presence just as Alster had felt the location of the Shadow King’s tomb.

Before long, Elsey’s palace of shadow faded into the horizon behind her. Using her crow to see, she scouted the land, taking in grand vistas and breathtaking views that she knew few humans had ever witnessed. The Red Mountains, like the bulk of eastern Vecnos, were home to scant fauna. The clay soil that gave the mountains their namesake only supported small, prickly vegetation, and there was never enough water to nourish animals larger than insects or scuttling reptiles. Still, the towering mountains and abyssal chasms pockmarking the landscape were glorious to behold.

Hours passed.

The Red Mountains eventually turned to white snow-capped peaks marking the border between Vecnos and Xathrin. No land route connecting the two regions existed among the inhospitable mountains, so Elsey didn’t know where to go. She had never seen a map of Xathrin—if any even existed. With no road to follow, she simply let her crow act as a guide, using its sharp vision and her own keen sense for shadows to try and detect any trace of the Shadow King that she could.

And then she found it.

The Shadow King’s presence crept slowly into her mind like a nagging shred of anxiety. It bloomed as she flew until it was so strong that it threatened to dominate her thoughts entirely. Elsey landed on a rocky prominence of a short mountain peak surrounded by towering giants of snowy limestone. The cold wind and snow were harsh against her skin, and her shadowy raiment did nothing to ward it off. Essentially naked to the elements, she knew she had to return to warmer territory soon. She caught her breath, oriented herself to the pull of the Shadow King’s indomitable presence, and took off again, keeping her path low to avoid the bulk of the swirling snow above.

Beyond the edge of the mountains, perhaps several miles into Xathrin’s sovereign territory, she found what she was looking for: a village nestled in a quaint valley between two mountains. And it was absolutely annihilated. The ruined foundations of hundreds of buildings stood like headstones along the banks of a slow-moving river.

Everything was drenched in shadow. Darkness oozed and slimed over the stones like a living moss. In the center of the village, the colossal shades of Alistair the Fourth and the Shadow King raged. They traded blows that rumbled with the force of earthquakes, and every step they took further reduced the village to crumbled ruins.

It was impossible for Elsey to determine who had the upper hand. The two giants showed no signs of harm or injury, but what would it even look like? A shadow with a gaping laceration would not bleed. A wound would very likely reform and seal itself in an instant, or so Elsey believed.

She landed among a pile of ruins that used to be a mill of some sort and watched. So far, neither of the giant shades had made any outward sign of recognizing her arrival. Since she was in human form and not her shade, she assumed they could not feel her presence as she felt theirs.

She cursed her lack of preparation. The strange monks at her fortress would have the answers she needed. But would they tell her? Of course they would, she reasoned. They were on her side, and she was a friend of the Shadow King.

A thunderous blow shook dust from the ruined wall next to Elsey’s head. She brushed some broken mortar from her hair and shuffled backward a step. Desperate for an idea, she searched the rubble for anything that might be of use, but there was nothing. In fact, it looked like no one had even lived in the destroyed house where she was hiding.

And of course no one lived there.

Xathrin was a wasteland. The roiling clouds far overhead offered little in the way of light, keeping all of Xathrin bathed in perpetual dusk. She didn’t understand much when it came to botany or agriculture, but she knew that plants needed light. Without plants, there could be no livestock. Without livestock, no humans. Xathrin had been that way since the First Conquest of the Shades. It had been a desolate waste for four centuries.

Again, Elsey cursed her foolishness. She could have simply thought of such things and been better prepared, but she was so eager that she had made mistakes.

The gentle flowing of the river at the edge of the village caught her attention. Stealing the Umbral Blade and using it to kill Alistair the Fourth would be impossible—but she could always make another one. In all the old legends of Xathrin and the war that made the Lightbridge family famous, the Shadow King ventured into Xathrin to find his power. That meant there had to be another source of magic somewhere that could create Umbral Blades. There had to be a second Scalder’s Inlet.

Elsey unfurled her wings and scampered toward the river. Using the crow to keep watch on the two dueling colossi, she waited for the perfect moment to leap into the air. Before long, she was soaring above the river like a seabird hunting for food. She had to get far enough away from the Shadow King to clear her mind of his immense presence, and then she could focus on attuning her senses to a new target.

More hours passed, though Elsey had no way to track the time. The jagged and broken terrain on the sides of the river gave way to steep, sheer cliffs, and she once again began climbing through the sky. Her body shivered as the temperature dropped. Snow licked at her long red hair.

Eventually, she felt the presence of something that wasn’t the Shadow King behind her. She had to stop for a long while, huddling her knees against her chest to keep the cold at bay, until her mind focused enough to lead her in the right direction. The pool wasn’t far away. Perhaps a few miles. Where the Shadow King’s presence in her mind had felt like a creeping sense of dread, the pool was the opposite. It felt like returning home after a long journey. It felt like hugging her father and feeling his strong arms on her back.

Departing the river, she followed her crow over barren, cracked ground flecked with frost. As she neared the pool and the sensation within her mind grew stronger, the frost dissipated back into the ground, but the wind grew tremendously. The chaotic environment battered her already weary body until at last she came upon a circular pool surrounded by black volcanic glass that bubbled and steamed just as Scalder’s Inlet had done. The foreboding obsidian walls of the pool reminded her of Alistair the Fourth’s tomb, and a shudder ran down her spine despite the unbearable heat coming from the boiling water.

Elsey approached until she was uncomfortably warm. Her chest heaved from exhaustion and the elements. Though her shadowy wings did not drain any of her personal energy, it still took considerable effort for her to keep herself balanced between them, and it had also been at least a day since her last meal.

Unlike Scalder’s Inlet, the pool before her was not a vertical plunge. It was a circular spring with small rivulets running downhill toward some unknown destination, burning its way along obsidian tracks. Approaching cautiously, Elsey calmed her mind and tried to let her tender flesh slowly acclimate to the heat. It was a welcome respite compared to the frosty weather she had flown through, but it very quickly became more than she could handle, and she had to retreat a few steps.

All the while, she used her black crow’s eyes to watch, and she found that having the creature perched on her shoulder was the most comfortable perspective. Standing before the steaming liquid, she remembered watching Alster fall into Scalder’s Inlet. She remembered her screams and her despair—and she remembered waiting for him to return. She would never leave him, no matter how dire his circumstances. Not unless she knew beyond a doubt that he was truly dead.

But he had left her.

He left her in the dark, musty pit of torture beneath Char’s palace. Alster had not waited.

For what felt like the hundredth time in half as many days, Elsey let her body become fueled only by rage. The anger she felt at Alster boiled stronger than the liquid in the pool, and she stomped toward it with renewed vigor. With one final breath, she stepped over the obsidian edge and submerged her body.


Chapter 16



Welcome

In the aftermath of Hademar’s grisly sorcery, Karrheim was transformed into an eerie ghost town, abandoned within a single day. The alleys and streets, once teeming with vibrant life, now resembled a grim tableau of death. Fresh corpses mingled with the decaying remnants of those long since passed, painting a haunting scene that sent shivers down the spines of any who dared to venture through. Perched upon one of the multitude of balconies that adorned Whitecliff, Alster surveyed the somber spectacle unfolding below. A massive train of desperate refugees emerged on the forest level, their journey southward mirroring the exodus of sorrow and despair. A pall of heavy clouds loomed above, obscuring the heavens and casting an oppressive weight upon Alster’s soul. As he craned his neck, his eyes followed the ascent of Whitecliff’s majestic spires, reaching for the very zenith of the world, only to vanish into the impenetrable haze.

A nearby balcony harbored Petra, her gaze fixed upon the unfolding tragedy. Alster’s contemplative gaze lingered upon her figure as he studied every line of her weathered countenance. Though buffeted by the forceful gusts that swept through the heights, her skeletal hands clung steadfastly to the stone railing, unyielding as the fortress that held them. Absent were the subtle movements and nuances that bespoke the vitality of life, leaving her as an immutable statue amidst the tumultuous currents. An involuntary shudder coursed down Alster’s spine, a chill born not solely from the crisp air but from the deep-seated unease that settled upon him like a vengeful shadow.

Alster averted his gaze. He didn’t mind that she was there—somehow, he had quickly grown used to her presence, though his own dealings with Shades and the Rift had left very little that could surprise or unnerve him—but there were other things on his mind. He looked south at the lush forest, blanketed by thin, wispy clouds dancing on the wind. He looked toward home. The Lightbridge estate. Velnwood. The hundreds of miles he had put between himself and the estate had all but been erased. Though Palos was dead and gone half a world away, he knew there were more enemies beyond the trees. His father had been a powerful person, wealthy and influential. Perhaps Palos’s allies would come seeking vengeance.

“No,” Alster muttered into the wind. “People only feared him or used him to further their own careers. They’ll forget before long.”

“You speak of Jarix?”

Startled, Alster whirled to face the speaker, though it was only Ingvar, bundled tightly in a white and blue cloak with gold thread embroidered around the edges. “What did you say?”

“Jarix. Your brother,” Ingvar repeated.

Whatever color the cold hadn’t already stolen from Alster’s cheeks quickly faded. “I . . . I hadn’t even thought of him . . .”

Ingvar sighed and shook his head. He had trimmed his beard at some point, and the dirt that typically speckled his skin was gone. “We don’t know much, but there are reports that Jarix is raising a militia. Or that he already has raised a militia. I don’t know what to believe anymore. Most of Whitecliff’s staff has stayed, and perhaps half of the army has as well, but nothing we hear is reliable. Half of the reports are contradicted before we even have time to analyze them. Either way, everyone who fled the initial wave of corpses seems to have headed south.”

“Jarix will be eager to raise an army. It’s all he’s ever wanted.”

“How well did you know your brother?” Ingvar asked. “No one here seems to know much about him. Perhaps you can shed some light.”

Normally, Alster would have laughed at such a question, but his stomach was in knots, and his mind whirled with a million possibilities. “I don’t know. He’s . . . Well, he’s very much like my father. He was being groomed to take over Palos’s seat, and he spent most of his days training. I never saw him much. I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful.”

“No, that tells us more than enough. If he’s anything like his father, he’ll do exactly what we expect him to do.” Ingvar turned to go back inside. “You should sit in on the next meeting. The king isn’t exactly running things, so the rest of the military officers have more or less taken over. We could use your insights.”

A flicker of a notion sprouted within Alster’s mind, igniting a fragile ember of hope amidst the encroaching darkness. “What if we were to return for Elsey?” he dared inquire, desperation lacing his words.

With a solemn shake of his head, Ingvar extinguished that tiny flame of hope, dashing Alster’s aspirations in an instant. “Not yet, I’m afraid,” he lamented, his voice heavy with regret. “Karrheim grapples with far weightier concerns. Once this turmoil surrounding your brother has reached its conclusion—and the dead are laid to rest in their rightful graves—we may broach the topic. But alas . . .” His voice trailed off, swallowed by the cavernous depths of uncertainty. Silently retreating into the sanctuary of Whitecliff, Ingvar left Alster to grapple with the stark implications that loomed in the absence of explicit answers.
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“We have time, gentlemen,” one of the few remaining advisors told the small gathering. Alster had heard the man’s name before, but it had quickly been forgotten. He was short and overweight, much like the majority of politicians Alster had met, and he spoke of war and casualties with the voice of someone who had never lifted a blade.

“How much time? A week? A month? And time is not what we need.” Ingvar slammed his fist on the thick wooden table. “We need men. Soldiers. Swords and steel. Horses! The stables are empty! Karrheim cannot wage a war without these things.”

The first advisor sank back into his chair and looked away.

At the head of the table, King Hademar barely appeared interested. Petra was there as well, though she preferred to stand at her husband’s side than to sit.

Another man Alster vaguely recognized from Hademar’s band spoke up. “We’ll know more tomorrow when our runners return. If the Lightbridge boy or anyone else is going to make a play for Karrheim, we’ll know definitively by tomorrow. In the meantime, we need to take stock of what we have and plan for the future. Karrheim is weak. We should be taking steps to remedy that, and we cannot begin until we know who is left in the city.”

Ingvar fixed the man with a stare. “Can you handle it, Sergeant?” he asked with a voice that made the question sound more like a command.

The sergeant nodded. “There are still some soldiers here in Whitecliff who will help me. We’ll take stock and report back tomorrow. Just . . .” The man’s gaze fell on Petra. “Are we certain the undead will not attack?”

Petra did not audibly respond. She nodded, and then the king spoke for her. “Yes, of course! My lovely bride has them assembled on the lower tier. Go about your business around them.”

“They can fight for us,” Alster added, catching everyone’s attention.

“What do you mean?”

“The corpses. The undead, or whatever we’re all calling them. They can fight for Karrheim. Right when they came back, they fought, right? But she controls them now,” Alster explained. He wanted whatever war or battle was going to happen to be over as quickly as possible, and if Karrheim had an army of the dead willing to fight, why shouldn’t they use it?

“They only fought because the living were terrified and attacked them first,” Hademar added, his eyes betraying a rare moment of lucidity. “They aren’t soldiers. Or most of them aren’t, anyway.”

“But they can fight,” the sergeant said.

Hademar’s grin emerged. “Indeed, they can.”

A lull settled over the conversation. “Once we have defended the city, could we launch an expedition to Mournstead?” Alster proposed.

“One step at a time, my son,” Ingvar intervened, placing a weighty hand upon Alster’s shoulder. “One step at a time. Tomorrow, why don’t you assist in assessing the city’s defenses? You possess a keen eye, and I would not want the sergeant here to overlook anything.”

Alster recognized the diversion, yet he acquiesced. Deep within, he understood their rationale. Plans for the aftermath of battle held lesser significance than securing victory itself. Still, he vowed to do whatever lay within his power to locate Elsey at the earliest opportunity.


Chapter 17



A New Master

Elsey gasped at the edge of the pool. The brutal heat steaming from the surface no longer bothered her. The elements were inconsequential compared to the power she felt. Arching her back, she screamed into the roiling sky, and her shadowy wings spread at once. She quickly pulled pieces of shadow from her back, molded them into another golem, a raven, and commanded it to fly above her and give her sight.

She stood, still enveloped in nothing but the shadows themselves, and flexed. She was strong—she had known that ever since she killed Rai at Scalder’s Inlet—but now she was powerful. The shadows had melded with every fiber of her being. Where Alster had his ancestor’s armor living just beneath the surface of his skin, she had shadows living within her skin, entwined with her body.

Somewhere far away, Elsey felt the deep sensation of the Umbral Blade. Its presence was like a parasitic worm living in her chest. It did not call to her or lead her on as the shadowy pool of heated liquid had done. It simply existed, completely lacking any kind of will of its own, a dark beacon among a landscape of lifeless shadows.

Elsey knew what she needed to do. The Umbral Blade had been in the wrong hands for too long—perhaps since it was forged. She thought back to Alistair’s tomb and the Shadow King. Finally, she understood the purpose of a shadowlith. She knew what she needed to do, and the First Conquest of the Shades felt like a petty squabble between rich siblings.

Taking to the sky once more, Elsey flew for the blade. It did not take her long to find it.

She alighted on a small patch of wind-scarred rocks on a small hill that she imagined was once an idyllic landscape. The ruins of an ancient windmill were scattered nearby, though not much was left beyond the foundation and several large grindstones. Not far from her perch, the Shadow King and Alistair the Fourth were still locked in titanic combat.

Elsey scoffed. They could not kill each other. Their battle was pointless. They would never determine a victor. Fighting in Xathrin was no different than being locked in a tomb. Elsey closed her blind eyes, relaxed against a weathered grindstone, and felt for the Umbral Blade. Its magic was easy to identify, even so close to the ragging shades. She commanded her shadowy bird to circle above the item and then made a second golem to surveil the two fighting shades.

Neither Alistair the Fourth nor the Shadow King gave any indication that they knew Elsey was there. They did not see her shadowy pets or feel her presence. “Pathetic,” she quietly mused.

Elsey leaped into the sky once more. She circled near one of her birds, and still, the giants did not recognize her presence. With a devious smile, she brought her wings close to her body and tore through the wispy clouds like a hawk diving into a river for prey. Alistair the Fourth whirled at the last possible moment—but he was too late.

With a cascade of erupting shadows, Elsey thundered through the colossal shade’s body. He staggered and collapsed, his thunderous voice echoing across the valley, until Elsey felt her own unclothed feet hit the dirt and rock. She stood in the middle of Alistair’s shade. Completely surrounded by his incorporeal body, she had him pinned to the ground. She turned her bird’s head for a split second to make sure the Shadow King was not about to attack her from behind. Then she reached through Alistair’s body to find the edge of his shadow just as Alster had done to her outside the legendary general’s tomb. It took her several tries, but she eventually found it and latched on.

All at once, Alistair the Fourth stopped writhing. “What are you doing?” the shade begged, its monstrous voice suddenly quiet and afraid.

Elsey wrenched upward with all her might. The monstrous shade dissipated into the wind. In its place, a meager collection of bleached and crumbling bones littered the ground.

“You killed him,” the Shadow King said with surprise, still twenty or more paces from Elsey.

She turned to face him. The giant shade stood upright, its features not bearing any discernible emotion. “I finished what you started.” She flexed her arms, and the raw power surging through her muscles filled her with delight.

“And . . .” the Shadow King began, but he stopped for a moment as if lost in thought. “I remember you. You were with the Lightbridge boy in the tomb. You helped free me.”

Elsey shook her head. “Not on purpose. But it doesn’t matter now. You’re going to die just like your brother. You had so much power and squandered it on a meaningless rivalry when you could have conquered all of Vecnos.”

“We can conquer Vecnos together, if that is what you wish,” the shade said after another moment. “I . . . I don’t know how, but you are different from me. Different than I was. You are something else. But together, we can conquer Vecnos.” He reached out a hand as though a simple handshake would seal their pact, and the considerable size difference between them made the gesture comical.

Elsey began to channel all the considerable shadows swirling around them. With the sun anchored in the sky, shadows were limitless. She pulled them from every direction until her shade—towering above her body—matched the Shadow King’s own height. Finally, she saw some hint of emotion in the shade’s fiery eyes: fear.

Plunging her hands through the shade’s chest, she wrapped her massive fingers around the edge of the shadow and ripped. Screaming, the Shadow King’s ethereal form split in two. Elsey poured her strength into her arms until the rent space she had created reached the ground. Screaming in victory, she threw the two halves of the Shadow King aside, where they broke apart and were quickly scattered by the wind.

Instead of a pile of old bones, the Shadow King’s ruined corpse lay at Elsey’s feet. Releasing most of the shadows she had gathered, she let her shade shrink back to the confines of her physical body. She kicked at one of the torn pieces of the Shadow King’s physical body. It rolled to the side before tumbling down a small hill toward a ravine and a creek bed that had been dry for centuries.

When Elsey was satisfied that both Alistair the Fourth and the Shadow King were truly dead, she commanded one of her flying constructions to bring her the Umbral Blade. The creature deposited the small weapon in her outstretched hand, and she once again let her thoughts drift to the tomb and Hademar’s resurrection spell that had been the genesis of everything. There had been a horse as well, Alistair’s horse, though she could not remember its name. Closing her eyes and reaching out into the shadows, Elsey could not feel it. She thought for a moment of creating a flock of birds to search out the being, but for what gain? Would she butcher it as well?

Elsey quickly discarded the notion of finding Alistair’s horse and took to the sky once more. Dagger in hand, she flew back toward the Red Mountains and the desolate border between Vecnos and Xathrin, a plan rapidly taking shape within her mind.
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Madame Song and Madame Ravenwing were on the battlements of Elsey’s castle when they first spotted one of Elsey’s creations as a dark splotch on the horizon.

Elsey landed with a flourish of shadows and wings. She presented the Umbral Blade on the palm of her hand like a prize. She wasted no time. “I have Alster’s dagger. I can make more shadowliths. Come, we need weapons and armor. We’re going to Mournstead.”

The two women smiled and bowed but asked no questions.

Elsey spent the next several hours readying her massive army. The shadowy constructs still did not move with cohesion as she wanted them to, but that would change soon enough. Once she had a few hundred prisoners from Mournstead that she could convert into shadowliths, she could delegate the control of her army to them. Any of the Mournstead survivors who refused to be part of her army would be killed, possessed, and added to the ranks of her foot soldiers. By nightfall, Elsey sat on a magnificent dais of shadows surrounded by as many of her soldiers as she felt confident controlling. Song and Ravenwing flanked her at either side, and they began the short march to Mournstead.

Most of the city was already abandoned. Elsey knew as much and had expected it. Whoever had been capable of leaving had almost certainly fled north to the coast. But still, Mournstead was a large city, and thousands had chosen to stay behind. At first, some of Mournstead’s braver souls attempted to fight. Some of them even managed to win minor skirmishes here and there, cutting down handfuls of possessed corpses in the streets between dusty hovels and abandoned storefronts.

Soon, the tide of battle turned sharply in Elsey’s favor. The remaining citizens of Mournstead realized that their deaths were inevitable. Some of them fled north, but they were easily captured and dragged back to the city center. Elsey stood atop Char’s abandoned palace, surrounded by a whirl of shadows. She directed the survivors into makeshift camps while her army worked tirelessly to drag the bodies of the slain all the way back to her castle outside the city.

Much to her delight, a small group had formed and was willing to fight by her side. They would not need any coercion, lethal or otherwise. At first, Elsey was skeptical of their allegiance, but the more she considered the possibilities, the more it made sense to her. What did the people of Mournstead have left? Their city was little more than a square mile or two of dusty roads, sand-brick dwellings, and farms that struggled to keep anyone fed. What could they possibly be fighting to protect?

Elsey strode to the edge of Char’s roof to address the growing crowd of her supporters. “Karrheim has kept you in poverty for centuries,” she began with a tone she hoped was sincere. She wanted to sound empathetic and honest, not like some boasting politician feeding them lies. Not like Palos had sounded whenever he gathered his estate’s staff for a grand speech. “I was a servant to one of Karrheim’s lords. He’s dead somewhere in the Red Mountains now, where no one will remember him. The rest of Karrheim’s lords are going to die as well.”

One of the men nearest to her makeshift pavilion grunted and crossed his arms, but he did not turn away.

“I offer you a chance to help me kill them. The land west of the Rift is fertile and open. Green trees and grass grow everywhere, and the farmers grow so much excess that the rich are fat and lazy. When I take Karrheim, you will be free to claim whatever land you please. I do not want any of it myself. Everything will be yours.”

A tall man with a bald head and a closely trimmed beard found the courage to speak up. “What is it you want? Why are you doing this?” he called. Some of the others around him stepped aside as though they feared the man’s question would bring Elsey’s wrath down on them all.

Elsey paused. She knew why she was preparing to lay siege to Karrheim, but she had never articulated it to anyone aloud.

Madame Song answered for her. “A new Lord of Lightbridge is responsible for the destruction of your city and the return of shadow magic to Vecnos. If you do not strike while the iron is hot, Karrheim’s armies will storm across the Rift and kill you all just as they did four hundred years ago. It will be the same now as it was then.”

“But I can defeat Karrheim and set you all free,” Elsey added above the din created by Song’s words. A gust of wind caught her amber hair and tossed it around her shoulders. “When the Lightbridge family is gone, you will be free to settle wherever you please. The people of eastern Vecnos can return to the west and be second-class citizens no longer.”

“And what, live under you as the new queen? The new Char?”

Elsey shook her head. “I do not want to be your queen. Once it is done . . .” She stopped and thought for a moment about what she would do after seeking her revenge. What was her plan?

Again, Song raised her voice to answer for her. “Everyone will be free to rule themselves. Masters of your own houses. Kings of your own territory, if that is what you want. For now, the choices are clear: fight at our side against the west or die so that your corpse may fight at our side against the west.”

The rest of Mournstead did not take much convincing. By nightfall, Elsey had an army. She guessed the total number of soldiers—both the willing survivors and the unwilling dead—to be around ten thousand. Her own shades numbered at least double or triple that. The strongest, healthiest, and most excited for the cause she turned into shadowliths, gently prying their shadows from their bodies with the Umbral Blade. They would serve as her officers, each shadowlith commanding forty or fifty soldiers, a mix of shades and possessed corpses.

Elsey spent two more days looting Mournstead down to the very last scrap of bread and piece of iron. As she flew above her army, Umbral Blade in hand, it didn’t look like much. The ragtag band of soldiers would be nothing compared to a highly trained army commanded by one of Karrheim’s seasoned generals, but Elsey did not concern herself with open warfare and tactics. Her campaign would be one of fear and subterfuge, subtlety and infiltration.

And her army would grow. With Mournstead essentially left in ruins, Elsey led her troops west to the Rift. She stood amidst her freshly converted officers and took in the sight of Westhaven on the opposite bank of the Rift. “They have a garrison of soldiers. Weapons, armor, food—whatever we need.”

“How do we cross?” one of the officers asked. He was a short man with a rotund gut, probably more used to drinking and getting into bar fights than he was anything else, but he shared Elsey’s passion for vengeance upon the west. For weapons, he carried a large butcher’s knife on his belt and a thick table leg over one shoulder. For armor, he had nothing. The rest of her troops were similarly outfitted.

Elsey felt the presence of the Rift as clearly as she felt the warm sunlight on her arms. “The tendrils of the Rift will take us across. They obey my commands. For now, we wait. Our shades will be stronger at night. At dusk, we send in the shades and shadow golems. Their soldiers will run. With the garrison panicked, we can attack with the entire army.”

At Elsey’s left, Madame Song took a deep breath. “They are trained soldiers. Lazy and bored, but still trained. They will not willingly fight against Karrheim. They must all be killed.”

Elsey nodded. “No prisoners,” she told the band of officers. “If they try to surrender, kill them. We will make use of their corpses after the city is ours.”

Some of the men shared uneasy looks, but none of them protested the order.
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Screams filled the night. Elsey circled above the Rift and Westhaven’s eastern wall, the eyes of one of her shadow birds granting her sight. Everything went exactly as she had envisioned it. The garrison defending Westhaven was made up almost entirely of soldiers near the ends of their careers or younger fighters still finishing their training. None of them were prepared for the onslaught Elsey brought to their streets. Only a few had ever even seen a shadowlith or a true shade. Much to Elsey’s delight, their inexperience was only outdone by their fear. She gave the signal and commanded the Rift to begin ferrying her troops, and then the true battle began.

She watched as her army poured across the walls. The foolish commanders of Karrheim and the west had put so much faith in those walls, but against her, they meant nothing. The tentacles of the Rift easily shuttled her soldiers—both living and dead alike—by the dozens into Westhaven’s streets. Screams multiplied, and with every kill, Elsey’s army would grow. She wasn’t just conquering settlements and cities on her way to the capital. She was swelling her ranks and multiplying her power with every step.

A sinister laugh escaped her lips, and she took to the sky, circling high above to drink in the carnage on a grand scale. Westhaven was merely a test, a small stepping stone on the path to complete victory, and she knew it would fall within the hour. Soon there would be nothing left but corpses, empty buildings, and the palpable tinge of terror hanging in the air.

Somewhere north of her position, an explosion caught her attention. She felt the presence of the Rift within the explosion and immediately took hold of it with her mind, ordering the tendrils not to harm her soldiers. It was a simple command, but still, Elsey reveled in her new power. With only a thought, she could control every shadow. They were as connected to her as her hands and feet, and in some aspects, the shadows were more a part of her than even her physical limbs. The shadows gave her strength while her mortal flesh and bones only held her back. Suddenly, as quickly as the new presence had appeared in her mind, it vanished.

Elsey flew north along the wall until she found the source of the confusing presence. Two women wearing blue and white tabards lobbed small glass orbs from a guardhouse overlooking the Rift. Their bombs struck their targets—Elsey’s soldiers being ferried into Westhaven—but they were ultimately harmless. The tendrils of the Rift would not harm her or her underlings. She was the Rift’s queen, after all. Still, the weapons intrigued her. In the right hands, they could certainly be useful.

Dagger in hand, Elsey descended to the guardhouse. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

The nearest woman dropped her orb in fright, and it shattered on the flagstones. Grasping tendrils erupted at their feet, gripping the woman’s compatriot and quickly tearing her to shreds before dissolving.

“Stop!” Elsey screamed at the lone survivor.

The woman uttered an incoherent scream as she cowered, her face hidden in her hands.

“Tell me what you’re doing. What are these orbs?” Elsey pointed the Umbral Blade at a small wooden crate holding a handful of spherical glass bottles. A torch on the wall illuminated the shifting purple liquid trapped within each.

“Please . . . don’t hurt me . . .”

Elsey kicked the severed leg of the second soldier out of her way to get close to the survivor. She used the point of her dagger to lift the woman’s gaze. Her own blind eyes were still hidden, but the bird perched on her shoulder gave her all the sight she needed. “Tell me what that was and how you did it.”

Finally, the terrified woman regained some semblance of composure. “The R-Rift,” she stammered. “Master Reiken found a way to bottle it. But it doesn’t do anything! Why doesn’t it work?”

Hysterical, the woman gasped for air like she was drowning, and Elsey kicked her away. The soldier—if that was what she truly was—would no doubt run screaming into the streets, just to be cut down like the rest of Westhaven’s meager garrison.

Elsey counted seven glass orbs still intact. She quickly assembled another shadow amalgamation to fly the orbs back to Song and Ravenwing still on the eastern side of the Rift. Then she thought of what the strange monk had told her: no survivors. The soldiers west of the Rift would never fight for her or believe in her cause. Each and every one of them was the enemy.

By dawn the next day, Westhaven had been razed. A handful of survivors had undoubtedly fled, but not many. Prodded on by Song and Ravenwing, Elsey’s army was ruthless. Anyone who surrendered was killed, and their bodies were piled haphazardly at the edge of the Rift. Elsey commanded her shadowy raven to fly circles above the ruined town, and its keen eyes told her mindless constructs exactly where the last few westerners would be found. When the corpses were assembled, she reached out with her mind to the Rift itself. Just as before, when she used the Rift to ferry her army from one side to the other, she found immeasurable power waiting to be tapped—yearning for her command. The Rift was eager. It was hungry. She sensed within it a fierce will that resented being caged by stone walls for far too long. Elsey only imagined a host of new shade-animated soldiers, and the Rift readily obeyed.

It took her two days to fully muster all the various beings under her command. When the task was finished, Elsey gazed at her army with pride. She had never been a leader. Strong-willed and perhaps obstinately stubborn at times, but never a leader. No one at the Lightbridge estate looked up to her or asked her opinion. She thought of Alster following her lead, but she knew that was different. She was his only friend, so what choice did he ever have?

All the hatred and violence she had loosely bottled came bubbling to the surface. She spread her shadowy wings and screamed into the sky. “You left me for dead!”

Not far from her blistering outburst, a living Mournstead soldier withered beneath Elsey’s power. He was a wearied warrior, a seasoned spirit molded by days scorching beneath the sun and nights braving tavern brawls for paltry coinage. Now, distanced from his ancestral hearth like never before, his eyes brimmed with dread. The scene that unfolded before him transcended all familiarity. The folklore of shadowliths and spectral apparitions, once whispered by Char and her company, now materialized before his very eyes. The man recoiled, shaking his head in disbelief, only to collide with a cadaver, reanimated by Elsey’s unholy force, its neck twisted at an unnatural angle. Panic coursed through his veins, threatening to unleash a primal scream. Yet he understood that any semblance of timidity would inevitably invite death’s cruel embrace. Summoning the dwindling reservoirs of his fortitude, he anchored himself in what was left of his resolve.

Elsey took to the sky, and the man breathed something akin to a sigh of relief, though it halted and hitched in his throat. Malevolent laughter escaped her lips as she soared high above, surveying the grand tapestry of carnage below. Westhaven served as a mere testing ground, a minuscule stepping stone on the path to absolute victory. She knew its fall was complete, and Karrheim would be next. Naught but lifeless corpses, desolate structures, and an unrelenting aura of terror lingered in the air.

After some time, a lone survivor caught Elsey’s blind eyes. Peering through one of her myriad constructs, she watched from above as the man appeared to be fastening cheap leather armor around his torso. Elsey’s piercing stare locked onto the trembling soldier, a flicker of recognition gleaming in her sightless eyes. She sensed a semblance of defiance within him, a spark of resistance she had not encountered in others. Curiosity mingled with her rage, and a wicked smile played upon her lips. Approaching him through the rubble, she extended a hand, her voice filled with both malice and twisted fascination. “You, a survivor of my wrath,” she taunted, relishing the vulnerability that clung to him like a shroud. “What makes you stand apart from the rest?”

The soldier’s body trembled, but his gaze remained steady. With a voice laced with determination, he replied, “I am a son of Karrheim, forged in the fires of adversity and tempered by battles won and lost. Though you may seek to extinguish our light, know that we will never surrender our spirits to the darkness you embody.”

Elsey’s amusement faded, replaced by a flicker of grudging respect. In its own way, the soldier’s bravado was somewhat charming. He reminded her of the warrior poets in the tales her father had told all those years ago. She withdrew her outstretched hand, allowing a moment of respite for the soldier. “So be it,” she hissed, her voice tinged with admiration and menace. “But remember this: your defiance will not save you. It will only prolong your suffering.”

With a gesture of dismissal, Elsey turned away from the soldier, her attention drawn back to the ruins of Westhaven and the limitless potential that lay within her grasp. She soared into the sky, her shadowy wings carrying her above the devastated city. Below, her army continued its ruthless campaign, leaving no corner untouched by destruction and death. The survivors, if any others remained, would be hunted down relentlessly. They would be shown no quarter.

Eventually, Elsey’s aimless flight took her to the small city’s eastern flank and what was once an impressive avenue lined by ancient oak trees, manicured shrubs, and towering marble statues. She landed in front of one of the statues, its great marble arm outstretched but missing a hand. Near the figure’s feet, Elsey found the hilt of a rusted metal sword with several marble fingers not far off. She brushed some of the dirt and moss from the hilt. It was larger than practical—obviously designed for the statue and not human proportions—and the ornamental weapon’s blade must have been ten or twelve feet long. She tossed the hilt aside and used her wings to ascend to the statue’s face. The figure, whoever the old king was, had a long curly beard and wore a jagged crown.

Turning her view down the row of statuary, more anger bubbled and seethed in Elsey’s mind. They were all kings. Wrought from marble and placed on display for all the peasants to see. A constant reminder that the people in charge were merely born that way—nothing was earned. In the old days, the era of ancient empires and glorious warlords, kings had to conquer their territories. Once more, Elsey’s mind turned to Alster. Like the men carved from marble, he was born into wealth and power while she and everyone else at the estate could never change their station. Even if Alster was the hated outcast of his family, it didn’t change how the world saw him. He was still nobility whether his father treated him like it or not.

Elsey was nothing. She didn’t even have a last name. Her father ran a rich man’s stable, and she would have grown up to do the exact same thing . . . but not now. Not anymore. Power had changed her, elevated her above her station. A smile spread across her face. She would never sleep in a stable again, never take care of someone else’s horses under the threat of starvation.

Summoning all her considerable strength, Elsey channeled her rage into the nearby shadows and slammed the closest statue. The legendary king trembled, teetering on his marble plinth. Elsey shoved again, and the statue tumbled. It crashed to the ground and broke apart with a sound like thunder. In the blink of an eye, what had stood for centuries as a symbol of Karrheim and the west was nothing more than a pile of rocks.

Panting, Elsey took to the sky again. There was so much more work to be done. More cities to raze, more statues to topple, more nobles to depose, and more lowly stable girls to set free.
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As the days stretched on, Elsey’s dominion expanded. Inconsequential towns and villages fell beneath her shadowy forces, their populations either destroyed or conscripted into her growing army of shades. With each conquest, her power swelled, fueled by the very darkness she commanded. It was a path paved with agony and despair, a relentless march toward the heart of the realm.

Yet as the land trembled under her iron grip, a sliver of doubt whispered in Elsey’s mind. Despite her voracious hunger for power, a part of her wondered if there was more to her existence than this reign of terror. A flicker of the girl she once was, lost amidst the shadows, stirred within her. For a brief moment, she questioned the cost of her ambitions and the toll it exacted upon her soul.

But such introspection was fleeting, brushed aside by the intoxicating allure of dominance. With renewed determination, Elsey spread her wings wide and let out a chilling cry that echoed through the darkened skies. All of Vecnos quivered in anticipation, unaware of the force that sought to consume it. The hour of reckoning drew near, and Elsey would stop at nothing to seize her ultimate prize—the capital itself, a citadel of power waiting to be claimed by the shadow’s embrace. With Karrheim’s fall, so too would she exact revenge on Alster.

“He left me for dead . . .” she whispered to one of her shadowy companions for what felt like the thousandth time. Half a mile below, marching across a ruined field with a burning farmhouse fading into the horizon, Song and Ravenwing led her army west, directly to Karrheim’s towering spires.


Chapter 18



Nightfall

When runners returned to Karrheim the next day, they brought word of much more than a growing militia at the Lightbridge estate. Tales of a shadow army from Mournstead had spread like wildfire. It was led by two strange generals—no doubt shadowliths, according to the reports—and they were headed directly for the city. Alster thought of Char, and the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. His incursion into Mournstead had sparked a true war. Not just a rebellious and ambitious brother seeking glory with a local militia, but outright war. It was the kind of thing he had heard stories of from his tutor at the estate but never thought possible. Not in his lifetime. Alster shook his head. The thought of so many people dying because he and Elsey and Ingvar had ventured into enemy territory made him sick to his stomach. He was not used to being the catalyst of anything, much less such widespread chaos and turmoil.

Alster’s mind churned with thoughts of the impending conflict. Time was of the essence, and every wasted moment increased the risk to Karrheim and its people. Determination burned within him, fueling his resolve to defeat Char’s army and find Elsey. The sooner the battle was won, the sooner he could set out back to the east to rescue her.

The sun hot overhead, Alster stood amidst the city’s defenses, his keen eyes scanning the battlements, the gates, and every strategic vantage point. Accompanied by the diligent sergeant, they meticulously evaluated the state of Karrheim’s fortifications. It was a daunting task, as years of neglect and complacency had taken their toll on the city’s preparedness. When was the last time Karrheim had been attacked? Decades earlier? Centuries? Karrheim certainly had its enemies in the east, as well as north of Nevansk, whose nations routinely rattled their sabers, but previous conflicts had been limited to border skirmishes, not invasions.

Alster’s heart sank as he observed crumbling stone walls, rusted weapons, and—more daunting than anything—a scarcity of able-bodied soldiers. It was clear that Karrheim had grown complacent during the years of peace, relying on its reputation and the fading memories of past conflicts. Now, faced with an imminent threat, Karrheim was ill-prepared and undermanned.

Yet amid the bleakness, Alster’s mind was ablaze with ideas and solutions. He saw the potential to leverage Karrheim’s unique advantage—the undead. If they could harness the power of the corpse army under Petra’s control, they might have a chance to tip the scales in the city’s favor.

Returning to the council chambers, Alster shared his findings and proposed a bold plan. “We must mobilize every available resource,” he urged, his voice steady and filled with conviction. “Our greatest strength lies within the undead. If we can channel their power effectively, they could serve as a formidable force in the upcoming battle.”

King Hademar regarded him with a mixture of skepticism and curiosity. “You truly believe the undead can be that effective?”

“Yes, I do,” Alster replied. “Under Petra’s command, they have shown remarkable discipline. They do not move unless she orders them to move. They will obey without fault. With the right planning, we can deploy them strategically, overwhelming Mournstead’s army and creating confusion on the battlefield. Their presence alone will strike fear into the hearts of our enemies.”

The council fell into a fervent discussion, weighing the risks and potential rewards of employing the undead in battle. Some voiced concerns about the morality and the unpredictable nature of such beings. Was it wrong to send the dead into battle only to die again? Others acknowledged the necessity of utilizing every available resource to defend the city.

After much deliberation, a consensus was reached. The plan would move forward. Alster, with Ingvar’s help and supervision, took it upon himself to work with Petra to position the undead soldiers. The council’s plan called for the undead to be hidden in reserve among Karrheim’s various tiers, using the stairs between levels as natural choke points. Hopefully, if all went according to plan, their lack of numbers would mean little, as they held almost every other advantage.

One day turned into two, and another report from the field reached Whitecliff.

“They’re shades and shadowliths,” the runner said, his exhausted voice ringing against the keep’s stone walls. The journey from the forest floor to Whitecliff itself was enough to drain the energy of even the most athletic scout, and the sweat-soaked man before them had run much farther than that.

“You’re sure of it?” Ingvar demanded. The king, to no one’s surprise, could not be found, and Ingvar had temporarily taken charge of Karrheim’s defenses.

The scout nodded, still gasping for breath. “I saw them. Thousands. Tens of thousands, maybe. I don’t know.”

“And the two leading them? What were you able to learn?”

“There’s a third, a girl. Another shadowlith. She has . . .” The man gasped and took a long drink from an ornate goblet one of Whitecliff’s servants had given him. At last, he summoned the strength to proceed, his words punctuated by fragments of breath. “She’s an easterner like the others, but younger. And she has wings. I-I don’t know how to describe it, but I saw her fly.”

Alster’s insides churned, an unsettling knot forming in his gut. Could it be her? The mere idea sent ripples of dread and hope coursing through his veins. Elsey was a shadowlith, making the notion all too plausible. But how?

“Was she my age? Long hair?” he asked, his voice quavering.

The scout looked him up and down before nodding. “Yes, I believe so.”

“I have to go to her!” Alster shouted, running for the ornately carved door that would lead him to the long staircase and the rest of Karrheim.

Ingvar chased after him. “What can you do? She’s leading an army!”

Planting his feet in the middle of the grand staircase, suspended a thousand feet or more above the ground with the cold wind raking against his body, Alster spun. “Come with me,” he said with more conviction than he expected. “We can stop her. There doesn’t have to be a war. No one else has to die. I thought . . . I thought she was already dead and Char was bringing an army, but it’s her. She escaped. I have to go to her.”

“You don’t know it’s Elsey,” the haggard soldier replied.

“And you don’t—”

Ingvar stopped him with a raised hand. “I didn’t say it wasn’t, Alster. And I didn’t say I wasn’t going with you. We’ll go together. Alright?”

Alster let a subtle wave of relief steal some of the tension from his shoulders. “Thank you,” he said after a moment. “But we need to move quickly. I have to meet her before she reaches Karrheim.”

“Agreed. There isn’t a moment to waste.” Ingvar urged him onward, and the two made their way through Karrheim’s grand tiers as quickly as their legs could carry them, reaching the second tier several hours after nightfall.

“We have to stop,” Ingvar pleaded. Both of them were soaked in sweat both from the day’s hot sun and the arduous trek.

Alster braced himself against an administrative building that looked to be abandoned. The wooden door was open, and no voices or other sounds came from inside. In fact, the entire second tier was deserted. The few buildings, mostly inns, taverns, barracks, and other military offices, surrounding the central parade ground were all empty. Everyone on the upper tiers who had survived the initial return of the dead had fled higher, and those on the lower tiers had gone the opposite direction.

By dawn the next day, exhausted and weary, Alster and Ingvar set foot on the soft forest floor that surrounded the magnificent capital city. According to the reports, the army from the east was only a day’s walk away.

With determination etched upon their weary faces, Alster and Ingvar pressed forward, their steps guided by a blend of caution and urgency. For Alster, every moment he spent not knowing was agony. For Ingvar, every step closer to the advancing army was one step closer to death. The forest canopy, thick and foreboding, enveloped them in its shadowy embrace as they ventured deeper into the unknown. The silence of the woods was broken only by the occasional rustle of foliage and the haunting echoes of their own footsteps.

As they trudged onward, the magnitude of the approaching army loomed ever larger in Alster’s mind. Each passing moment drew him closer to an unfathomable clash of forces, a confrontation that would determine the fate of Karrheim and all of western Vecnos. Their pace, though slow and deliberate, mirrored their relentless determination, for there was no room for hesitation in the face of such dire circumstances. Whatever happened, Alster knew it would all be on his shoulders. He alone would bear the weight.

In the dimming light of day, they finally caught sight of a distant flicker on the horizon—a telltale sign of the approaching army. Its mere presence sent a chill down their spines, an icy reminder of the perilous path they had chosen. They stopped, and before long, the sounds of approaching soldiers mingled with the steady breeze.

“I have to go alone,” Alster said, his eyes glued on a gathering stain of shadows that had grown in the sky.

For a long time, Ingvar didn’t respond. When he did, his voice came out soft and hitched in his throat. “I know what you must do, but I have a responsibility as well. I left her there just as much as you did. I owe her an equal apology.”

“If it is her.”

Ingvar nodded and placed a heavy, calloused hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Either way, we’ll go together. But I think you’re right. Something in my gut tells me it’s her. Call it fate or premonition or just luck—it doesn’t matter. Something tells me she’s still alive. You’re special, the two of you, and destined for things beyond my simple soldier’s mind. When we find her, you talk to her first, and when you’ve said your piece, I’ll add my own.”
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It was well past midnight when a sentry from the approaching army spotted Alster skulking through the trees. The man . . . no . . . Alster looked closer, and the humanoid outline took form. It was a corpse. Shadows flickered at the edges of its torn and ragged flesh like the dark silhouette of a trapped soul struggling to escape.

Deep in his gut, Alster knew what he saw. The creature was a shade. It shambled toward him, and the armor buried deep within his skin sprang to life, illuminating the small copse of trees with a preternatural red glow. The strange amalgamation of shade and body parts hesitated for a moment, and then it was joined by a handful of its comrades, all drawn to the red shimmer like moths to a lantern on a hot summer night.

Alster let out a heavy sigh. What have you become, Elsey? He shook away the thought and steeled his nerves as best he could. “Take me to her,” he said to the group of animated dead. He held out his palms to show he was unarmed, though he figured it wasn’t a very convincing display given the magical plate armor radiating from his skin. Still, the shade creatures at least gave the appearance of understanding, and they formed a loose circle around him to guide him deeper into the forest.

As they strode forth, the host of reawakened carcasses swelled in profound density. Myriads emerged, tens of thousands. Amidst every thirty or forty warriors, a mortal figure clad in ramshackle armor acted like some kind of captain. No, Alster thought with a grim smile. They aren’t captains. They’re herdsmen. Shepherds. Only Elsey can control the shades, not them.

The sound of flapping wings reached Alster’s ears before he ever saw her. He craned his neck, and the pale glow of torches illuminating the forest canopy was quickly darkened by a descending figure, and then she was there. Elsey landed with a gentle flutter, her bare feet rustling the fallen leaves ten feet from where Alster stood.

She wore a strange helmet, likely something salvaged from other pieces of broken armor, though it had no opening or visor for her to see. Beneath the rough, jagged metal, her auburn hair flowed nearly to her waist. Even from so many paces away and in the dead of night, Alster saw clearly how much she had changed. Elsey was no longer the girl he had grown up alongside at his father’s estate. She was no longer someone he knew or recognized.

She was no longer his friend.

A line of tears escaped Alster’s eyes, and the magical armor of his ancestor visibly reacted to the pain, flaring so brightly that the nearest reanimated soldiers shuffled backward in fear. “Elsey—” His voice hitched in his throat. He struggled to compose himself, but the words he wanted to say simply would not come to his mind.

Elsey screamed. Shadows enveloped them both like a towering wave crashing against the shore. She slammed her fists into his chest, knocking him to the ground, but her relentless assault met only the hardened steel of Alistair the Fourth’s magical breastplate. She could shove and push Alster around, but she could not hurt him. No matter how much force she used—no matter how many shades she summoned beneath her fists—it was no use. The armor was impenetrable.

Elsey’s vicious assault lasted only a minute or two, maybe less. She fell back to the ground, covered in dirt and leaves and exhausted.

“Please, I . . . I’m so sorry,” Alster finally managed to say between breaths. He pushed himself up on his elbows, then cautiously got to his feet. When Elsey made no further move to attack him, he took a step backward to compose himself and get control of his breathing. His face was covered in a mess of tears and forest grime, bathed in the pulsing red glow of his magical armor.

“Why did you come to me?” the woman who used to be Alster’s closest friend spat.

Alster felt the tingling of shadow magic running the length of his arms and down his spine. There were shades everywhere, all connected to Elsey, controlled by her mind, and their collective attention was turned on him. He swallowed hard. “I wanted to see you again. I knew you were alive. I wanted . . . I needed to apologize.” Even as he spoke the words, Alster knew they sounded hollow. His apology was so genuine it burned in the pit of his stomach and barely managed to scrape past the lump in his throat, but he knew it came off as expected, predictable. What am I supposed to say?

Arms outstretched, Elsey tilted her head back and laughed. Above her, a swarm of winged shades circled like carrion birds after a battle. “You left me for dead, Alster. You left me with Char and her men to be tortured. You didn’t care then, and you don’t care now.”

Alster fell to his knees. The weight of her words was simply too much for him to bear. Clutching his hands tight to his ears, he finally let out all of his pent-up tears and cried. Reacting to the pain, his armor only flared brighter. Only a few feet away, Elsey’s army of shades was drawn to the armor like some kind of beacon. Their dead, pitch-black eyes bored into him from every direction.

Deep down, Alster knew the reanimated creatures could not hurt him. Just as Elsey’s wild assault had left him unscathed, her army would be equally ineffective. Still, he was scared. There were thousands of the creatures, and they could crush him, burying him forever in a living prison of his own armor until he dehydrated to death.

Again, he slowly regained his feet and took another few steps backward until his back hit a tree. His mind whirled in pain until all he could think to do was run. He needed to get away. He needed to get as far away from her as possible. Alster turned, and then he spotted Ingvar crouching in the underbrush a few paces away, his eyes wide with fear.

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” the old soldier whispered.

Alster turned back to Elsey one more time, though he didn’t know what he wanted to see. Her hand outstretched in a gesture of friendship? His closest friend ready to forgive his betrayal? It would never happen, and Alster knew it. The old Elsey was gone.

What he saw was more of her soldiers. She was surrounded by a writhing wall of the shadowy creatures. Before Alster could take another step, the army lurched forward. It surged, the gangly shadow-imbued limbs moving faster than Alster thought possible. In an instant, the torrent of bodies was on top of him, clawing and slamming into his armor over and over. Alster couldn’t fight them all. He let the wave crash over his body and hoped against the odds that he would be able to somehow free himself.

A dead, frayed finger jammed into his mouth, and he bit down hard until he heard the crack of bone reverberate inside his skull. Spitting out the pulpy remnants, he gritted his teeth and used all the power of his armored legs to dig himself off the forest floor. Before long, his glowing hands found a tree, and he used it like an anchor to steady himself against the torrent of bodies. Somewhere amidst all the scrabbling, scrapping, and thrashing, he thought he heard someone’s voice—a human voice—and it gave him a brief glimmer of hope.

But no, the voice was not Elsey calling out to him one last time. There would be no reconciliation or forgiveness. Alster shook his head. Blood ran down his forehead and obscured the vision in his left eye.

He heard the voice again, muffled and then suddenly truncated as though the speaker was killed before they finished.

Ingvar is dead, Alster thought silently.

The empty void in his chest did not bother to respond. Whatever sadness he had felt was exhausted, much like his arms and legs, and there was simply no more emotion left to display. With a mighty heave augmented by Alistair the Fourth’s armor, Alster wrenched himself loose of the swarming mass and pulled his body half a foot up the tree. His head swiveled in every direction, but all he saw was more of the same. There was no end to Elsey’s horde.

After only a moment of rest, Alster launched himself forward among the surging soldiers. He counted on the creatures not being sentient enough individually to react, and the gambit immediately paid off. They flowed around him, catching him up in their movement and propelling him away from their center until he was back at the edge of the forest with enough open ground to run.

Not knowing what else he could possibly do, he ran. The magical armor in his legs propelled him faster than he had ever moved in his life. Alster was so used to hobbling on his crippled legs that speed managed to bring forth a burst of adrenaline that almost made him forget what had just happened. But no matter how hard he ran, the reality of it all finally sank in, and he collapsed on the dusty road somewhere outside Velnwood, his red armor still blazing as bright as ever.


Chapter 19



Old Sights

Alster awoke with a throbbing pain in his back. The muscles, protected as they were by Alistair’s legendary steel, were still not used to so much exertion. He grimaced and tried to stretch, but the movement sent another shock wave of pain from the tops of his legs to the base of his skull. Finally, he pulled himself to a sitting position. The sun was high overhead. It was probably an hour past noon, maybe more, and a thin layer of wispy clouds was drifting off in the distance to the north. Under other circumstances, it would have been an idyllic day.

Still tired and sore, Alster brushed some of the dirt and dried blood from his armor and stood. To the south, a few plumes of smoke rose up against the bright blue sky. Velnwood wasn’t far off, but the small town held nothing for him. He thought for a moment of returning to Karrheim to try and warn the king of what approached. Then, like a tingling feeling on the back of his neck, a different idea took hold.

“The soul prison,” he said aloud, astonished at his own lack of insight. His first inclination had been to search for it in Mournstead, but now that he was alone and only a short distance from his family’s estate, he realized what a fool he had been. The soul prison—whatever it truly was—wouldn’t be in Mournstead. It would be in the ancestral home of Alistair the Fourth.

Another burst of energy surged through his body, and Alster took off at a full sprint once again. He reached Velnwood quickly but didn’t give it a second thought. In fact, most of the town looked deserted. It was never a busy place to begin with, and Alster figured that everyone knew what was about to happen. An army of reanimated soldiers from Mournstead was difficult to hide, after all. What few people remained were likely barring their doors and cowering in their root cellars.

On the south side of the village, Alster came to a stop at the origin of the smoke he had seen earlier. It was coming from chimneys or bakeries—the people of Velnwood were burning their dead. The modest cemetery on the outskirts had been almost entirely exhumed, and a trio of exhausted gravediggers leaned on shovels before a great pyre. One of them turned to stare at the newcomer, though it was apparent that none of the three had any strength left to approach.

Alster only considered them for a moment before resuming his run. He knew what they were doing, and he didn’t blame them at all. Either way, his only concern was reaching the Lightbridge estate and finding a soul prison before Elsey and her army laid waste to Karrheim.

Where the road north of Velnwood had been entirely deserted, the one south of the village was not. Alster quickly came upon a long procession of wagons and knew where most of Velnwood’s population was headed. They were scared, and most of them probably thought the safest place to hide would be the Lightbridge estate.

Alster didn’t bother the refugees. He slowed to a more sustainable pace along the side of the road and tried to keep his distance, though his magical armor brought more than just a few stares and panicked shouts.

Finally, an hour or so into the early evening, he reached his home. He thought the sight of the magnificent palace would tingle some feeling of solace or peace, but it brought neither. Instead, the sprawling mansion felt hollow. It wasn’t his home. Though he knew the passages and rooms as well as anyone, he lacked the emotional connection that made people refer to their houses as more than just buildings where they took their meals and slept.

Alster stopped just short of the gate as the wagon procession filtered through and turned for the stables. Something was going on in the courtyard, and he couldn’t quite tell what it was. He crept along a small side trail that was once a quaint walking path leading to the kitchen entrance but was now completely overgrown with weeds and shrubs until he found a pile of discarded wooden crates tall enough for him to climb. Taking a closer look at the estate, he saw just how run-down it had become. In his father’s absence, he guessed that many of the staff weren’t quite as attentive as they once were. And when news of Lord Palos’s death reached them, Alster knew most of the staff must have simply left.

From his vantage point atop the rubbish heap that had grown outside the kitchens, Alster saw what appeared to be militia exercises, much like he had watched from the library window hundreds of times before. Just as before, his brother was among those training, but he wasn’t at the head of a line performing maneuvers—he was facing the militia and commanding them.

And Jarix walked with a limp. He had a cane propped against a row of target dummies, though when he didn’t use it, he had a noticeable limp on his left side. Alster nearly laughed at the cruel irony of it all. Their father was dead by Alster’s hand, and now Jarix—prized heir of the Lightbridge family fortune—was crippled.

Alster shook his head and slid down the pile of empty crates. As much as the sight of his brother’s cane brought him some twisted sense of satisfaction, he dared not delay any longer than he already had. He barged through the empty kitchens, momentarily considered pilfering some food before realizing that almost everything was rotten, and then kicked through a locked door and into the estate’s main hall.

The entrance to the archive was not hard to find. Alster would never forget his terrifying jaunt through the rows of relics with Elsey, nor would he ever forget the monstrous shade they encountered in the basement. It was all etched in his mind as though it had happened just yesterday.

Alster shook the memory away and pushed through the door, heading for the hidden staircase near the painting of Alistair the Fourth. The painting was gone, likely sold or stolen, but the staircase was still there, seamlessly hidden by a false wall of hollow stones. Thinking ahead, Alster returned to the main hall to snatch a burning torch from a sconce before descending the spiral stairs.

The treasure room looked exactly as it had before. Alster imagined that no one had been in the archives since he and Elsey, and something about the untarnished sanctity of the place made him smile. It was like a secret room only known to him from some lost tale of adventure in the library up above. With Palos dead, his fanciful imagining probably wasn’t far from the truth. Jarix would never show an interest in the archive to begin with, much less the family vault below, and that left Alster’s former tutor as the only other person who likely knew that the room existed.

He wondered for a moment what had become of the old man. The tutor, like so many others on the staff, certainly would have left once Lord Palos was dead. “It’s just me now,” Alster whispered to the darkness. No matter how immortal he felt on the outside, he was still lonely.
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Elsey poured every ounce of her energy into commanding the horde beneath her. She pushed their ragged bodies to the breaking point, leaving scores of the torn and broken undead in her wake. Only the strongest of her minions would survive the final push to Karrheim, and even fewer would survive the coming battle. None of it mattered. Every last one of her soldiers could die within the hour—as long as it meant Karrheim fell. Western Vecnos would burn beneath her wings, and Karrheim was the kindling she intended to use to light the blaze.

She swooped down low toward the rear of her army, where Song and Ravenwing struggled to keep pace. “If you’re too slow, use the shadows to give you strength,” she barked.

A handful of shades leaped from the nearest trees to wrap themselves around the monks’ bodies, and both women surged forward with a sudden burst of speed. All through her army, Elsey did the same for her few human soldiers. She knew their number to be less than a thousand, so filling each of them with a powerful shade to grant them strength was nothing compared to the effort it took to keep forty thousand reanimated golems moving toward the capital.

By sunrise, the full grandeur of Karrheim’s tiers was on magnificent display. Elsey’s army encountered little resistance. A few stragglers too slow or encumbered to have fled were cut down at the foot of the first tier, and their bodies quickly joined the ranks.

Getting her soldiers to the first tier presented something of a problem. There were a few lifts, but not nearly enough, and all their operational mechanisms were housed higher on the cliffsides than her army could reach. The only way up meant ascending the stairs, and what remained of Karrheim’s loyal guardians were ready. The first staircase was where they would make their last stand.

Elsey landed next to the two monk women and scowled. “I’ll lose half my army taking the first tier,” she said angrily.

In response, Madame Song smiled and gently inclined her head. “They are already dead. Let them die again.” She and Madame Ravenwing held hands, and a palpable swirl of shadow started to grow between their arms.

“And the tier after that? If there are more defenders, I’ll never reach Whitecliff.”

Several moments passed as the darkness grew. Elsey was used to waiting when it came to the two strange Xathrin women, though the strain on her consciousness from keeping so many bodies moving made her impatient.

Finally, Madame Ravenwing nodded toward the city and spoke. “Keep the fools in their city, and with your strength, we will topple the city.”

“What do—”

“You still possess the Umbral Blade?” Song interjected. Her eyes were closed, but still, she stared at the dagger on Elsey’s hip.

Elsey drew the blade and turned it over in her hand. “Yes, of course.” A tug on the edges of her mind told her that the first wave of her army was being butchered on the stairs. Soldiers on either side of the staircase rained arrows into her horde, and the carved stairs themselves had been slicked with oil. The city’s defenses were working exactly as planned. Karrheim was more an impenetrable fortress than it was a proper city, and Whitecliff—perched precariously at the peak—felt like it was still a hundred miles away.

The growing orb of darkness surged in size, and Elsey’s attention was ripped back to the scene playing out in front of her.

“You must hold their soldiers. If the army fails, we are defenseless until the ritual is completed. Hold them at all costs, and Karrheim will fall.” Song’s eyes flashed open. A primal rage danced behind them, and it sent a shudder through Elsey’s spine. “Hold them, sister. You will know when the ritual is complete. Return then with the blade, and all of Vecnos is yours!”

Elsey gave a solemn nod and launched into the air. She flew toward Karrheim, her shadowy vision hyper-focused on the archers behind their pavises as they rained destruction into her army. She still felt the presence of the two women even as she put hundreds of yards between behind her. Even stronger, she felt the ritual. Whatever it was, the power involved was undeniable. It reminded her of the call she had felt on the outskirts of Mournstead, the inexorable tug of shadows beckoning to her soul, calling her home. But the ritual was not meant for her. She would be the catalyst, the lynchpin, but she was not the ultimate goal.

The ritual called to someone else. Something in Karrheim yearned to answer that call. She remembered being in the presence of the Shadow King and how the power of his shade could be felt for miles, and she knew that whatever shadow magic was lying in wait in the city was far, far more powerful.

She tightened her grip on the Umbral Blade and sought out a place where she could land. There wasn’t enough room near her army, so she circled some of the buildings on the first rise until a pair of arrows ripped through her ethereal wings. They didn’t hurt, only caught her by surprise, and Elsey dove for the archers, tucking her wings close to her body. The archers fired another volley, and one of the arrows nicked her side, though the cut was superficial at worst.

Elsey slammed into the first archer and easily knocked him to the ground. The second tossed aside his bow and drew a short sword from his belt. Letting loose a terrified scream, he charged forward, and Elsey barely rolled out of the way before being skewered in the dirt. Moving wildly and overbalanced, the man stumbled when he missed his target, and Elsey kicked him sharply in the knee. He howled again and lost his footing, then plummeted over the edge to certain death.

The first archer was back on his feet, but he was already out of the fight. Slowly, he struggled to hobble away, both hands clutching his broken ribs. Elsey scrambled to her feet and rushed him. She wasn’t a trained soldier or any kind of fighter, but even a determined girl with a knife could easily kill a grown man. Elsey plunged the blade into the man’s stomach and pushed him backward. He gasped for air, his eyes wide. Elsey shoved him again, then grabbed the hilt of her weapon with both hands and wrenched it free in a spray of warm blood. The man stumbled again, and one more hard shove sent him over the edge to join his comrade on the forest floor below.

Finally able to catch her breath, Elsey took stock of her surroundings. She was close to the edge of the first tier, maybe thirty or forty yards from the stairs, and all the other soldiers had their backs to her. Using an abandoned building as cover, she crept toward the nearest man, the Umbral Blade tight in her grip. For a moment, she contemplated severing the man from his shadow and controlling the shade, but there was too much sunlight. His shade would be weak and useless. She was lucky that the stairs leading to the first tier were cut deep enough into the rock to give her own minions ample power. Otherwise, her army would have been worthless until nightfall.

When she was close enough, she lunged from the shadows of the building and sank the Umbral Blade deep into the nearest man’s back. His blue and white cloth armor did nothing to slow the weapon, but the dagger was small, and the soldier was easily twice her size.

The man turned on his heel and swatted a huge, meaty hand at Elsey, catching her by the shoulder and quickly slamming her down to one knee. She shrieked and nearly lost her grip on the weapon, but somehow she managed to slash blindly in front of her and caught the man in the thigh. He stumbled and lost his grip, and Elsey rolled to her back and retreated to the shadows of the abandoned building behind her.

Once she felt the full presence of the darkness surrounding her, Elsey called to it deep in her mind, and her wings rocketed outward. A trio of shades materialized at her feet, and she launched them forward. The man screamed, all his anger and adrenaline melting into fear. His nearest companions turned at the noise, temporarily stemming the onslaught of arrows cutting down Elsey’s army. Four of the soldiers cast aside their bows to meet the charging shades with swords and knives. Elsey expected her shades to blast straight through the men, but instead, their shadowy bodies shattered.

Knowing she was easily outmatched, Elsey spun and launched herself into the sky, putting as much distance between herself and the enchanted weapons as she could. More arrows streaked through the air, some sailing far wide and others coming dangerously close. Elsey knew she needed a better plan. She soared toward the second tier—it was almost completely undefended—and angled her flight for a low roof with three open sides protecting a long stack of processed lumber. She landed, caught her breath, tucked the Umbral Blade back into her belt, and then sent her consciousness deep into her body to summon forth her shade.

The nearest buildings shook when the titanic shade burst from her shadow. From her vantage point several hundred feet above the forest, she could see the growing orb of darkness between Song and Ravenwing. The monks themselves were completely invisible, but whatever they were conjuring now towered over the trees. Before long, it would reach higher than the first tier. Elsey wondered if it would envelop all of Karrheim in its darkness, but she still felt its power as easily as she felt the sun on her skin, and that wasn’t its purpose. No, it still called to something in the city—or perhaps it beckoned to the city itself. Elsey could not tell. Whatever received the call was nearby, somehow under her feet and all around her at the same time.

A horn from higher in the city rang out, and Elsey turned her attention skyward. Though the fluttering blue and white banners of the castle were lost to the clouds, she could see some of the higher battlements protecting Whitecliff. Great ballistae and catapults had been wheeled to the edge of the third tier, and crews worked rapidly to load and fire them. At first, Elsey feared that she—her shade—was the target, but the first volley sailed high above her head.

She winced when the boulders crashed down, though it was far from a direct hit. Only a small fraction of the missiles landed among her troops, and still, the damage was devastating. Her army would not survive many more volleys. They were trapped, pinned by the city’s impenetrable architecture, with nowhere to run. If Elsey ordered a retreat, the soldiers would pursue, cutting down her minions by the score until they reached Song and Ravenwing.

If the army fails, we are defenseless until the ritual is completed. Hold them at all costs . . .

Elsey gathered as much shadow as she could—not nearly enough, given the lack of clouds overhead—and charged for the artillery line. She crossed the entire length of the second tier in a dozen or so giant strides, her colossal form constantly flickering and wildly fluctuating in strength as she moved from tenuous shadow to tenuous shadow. She slammed her massive, incorporeal fists into the line of artillery and used the most powerful weapon she had: her voice. She bellowed a thunderous roar that sent the artillery crews running. The power of her voice was enough to rattle loose a frayed rope on one of the catapults, and it launched before it could be loaded. The force of the arm hitting the top crossbar without ammunition was enough to shatter both pieces of wood into splinters.

Some of the artillery crews began to reform. They struggled to hastily load a ballista while a separate team using ropes and pulleys angled it into position to fire on Elsey’s shade. Before she could summon enough energy to scream again, the weapon sprang to life, and a four-foot missile sailed clean through her shade’s chest. Like some of the weapons on the tiers below, the ballista bolt had also been enchanted with the water from Scalder’s Inlet, and it left a house-sized hole in its target.

Elsey shrieked. She couldn’t gather enough shadow to reform her shade, and her consciousness instantly snapped back to her slumped, exhausted body. Luckily, she had not controlled her shade long enough to leave her entirely defenseless. Gasping for air, she struggled to her feet and had to use the side of the lumber pile to support her weight.

More war horns sounded from the higher tiers. Off in the distance, beyond the first staircase, the black orb of darkness was now too large to be ignored. Everyone in Karrheim would have seen it. The city’s defenders would at least know enough to fear it, and they used everything in their power to find its source and destroy it. Again, the strange monks’ words echoed through Elsey’s mind. She felt the orb’s immense power growing and feeding, harvesting every last drop of shadow in the entire city, but still, it was not ready. The ritual required more time—and Elsey didn’t know how much longer she or her army could hold out.
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King Hademar watched with quiet displeasure. He stood on a balcony toward the bottom of Whitecliff with a brass spyglass and surveyed the onslaught. Even with the spyglass’s magnification, he could barely see the edges of the action. A runner clad in white and blue caught his attention, and he aimed his spyglass at the final tier’s gate. Next to him, a soldier whose name Hademar had forgotten was ready with a feather pen and parchment.

“Three yellow, side to side,” the king said softly. He twisted a ring on the spyglass to adjust its focus. “One red. The red flag is steady.”

The man finished scribbling on his parchment and then quickly turned it over to a key written on the back. He scanned it with his fingertips until he found the corresponding message. “Yellow side to side means the men are holding. It’s a stalemate. Three waves means almost everyone has been deployed. We’re running out of reserves. One red . . . a critical loss somewhere. Steady means it was something unexpected.”

“Could have been just two waves of the yellow one,” the king remarked. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be.” He gave a curt laugh that was starkly out of place amidst the somber atmosphere gripping Whitecliff. To his right, Petra placed one of her cloth-wrapped hands on top of his.

“Raise the blue checkers. It is time we end this petty skirmish.” Hademar swiveled the spyglass back to the forest canopy and focused on the growing splotch of ink among the treetops. “I don’t think you can tell them with flags, but we need to figure out what that dark spot is . . .”

The soldier quickly computed a series of signals using his chart and relayed them to the team several balconies above. Flags were raised and waved, and then a long, droning note was played on a huge horn down by the fifth tier’s stairs.

All across the second and third tiers, masses of Karrheim’s own undead—willfully accepting instruction from their skeletal queen—emerged from their hiding places among the abandoned buildings left behind by fleeing citizens. With the angle too severe, Hademar could not see them engage. He trusted his beloved wife and the words she spoke to him, whether anyone else could hear her or not. He had always trusted her, and the simple matter that she had been dead for a number of years wouldn’t change that.

Confident that his reserve troops would push back the invasion, Hademar turned from the balcony and handed the spyglass to the signaler. A host of armed guards quickly took up positions alongside him. They were Whitecliff’s best, and though they hadn’t seen battle since their training days likely two or three decades ago, every one of them was a muscled specimen of martial prowess.

“You’ve seen the darkness growing on the horizon?” Hademar gruffly asked the pack of guards.

One of them nodded.

“Go find out what it is. Take one of the lifts on the fourth tier, if any still work. And be quick about it. I don’t know how much time we have left.” Hademar didn’t wait for any of the soldiers to respond. He waved them off and sighed, then headed for the kitchen a level below. Battles had a way of making the king hungry.


Chapter 20



One Last Memory

Deep in the vault of relics below his family’s estate, Alster called upon the strength of his armor to crush the lock keeping him from the majority of the treasure. He still didn’t know what he was looking for, so he relied again on the magic of Alistair the Fourth to show him the answer. One object at a time, he lifted them close to his chest and waited. When the armor did not react, he tossed the piece aside. So far, Alster had made his way through about half of the vault. A few of the objects had elicited minor reactions from Alistair’s armor, though none of them gave him any kind of indication that he had found a soul prison. One of the magic pieces, a bent metal coin bearing his family’s seal, was now tucked away in Alster’s belt. He didn’t know if it would be useful, but he liked the design and simply wanted to keep it.

The next item Alster tried was a golden ring set with a dusty pearl. He brushed off a layer of dirt and grime, then held the ring close to his chest. It was huge, nearly large enough for two of his fingers at once, and Alster wondered if someone had worn the ring over gloves. It didn’t react, and Alster tossed it aside, no longer interested at all. Next, he found a broken hilt from a single-handed weapon, either a dagger or a sword, and sighed as it, too, brought nothing from his armor.

Alster adjusted his legs on the unforgiving stone floor and wondered just how much value was stored away in the vault. The ring, assuming it was real gold, must have been worth a small fortune. The broken hilt, set with a glittering red gemstone in the pommel, was no different. Alster thought back to how many meager meals he scarfed down in his cold room while living above a hoard of precious metals and gems. If he had just stolen one relic and sold it, even for just a tenth of what it was actually worth, he could have lived a regular life somewhere in the countryside without ever needing to worry.

He shook his head. The idea was foolish, of course. Without the magic strength of Alistair the Fourth’s gauntlets, he would have never gotten into the vault in the first place. And where could he have sold a golden ring? The respected jewelers and silversmiths of Karrheim probably would’ve recognized the pieces as stolen and had him jailed or, worse, delivered back to the estate to face his father’s wrath.

Alster pushed the thoughts out of his head and took up his task once more. The next object was a dented, half-broken lantern missing its glass. Another memory slipped unbidden into Alster’s mind, and he thought of the last time he had seen the lantern with Elsey. So much had changed since then.

He held the broken item to his chest, and his armor flared to life. All at once, he felt it drawing at his body like a strong current dragging away flecks of sediment in a river. It pulled at him, quickly threatening to consume him, and Alster threw the object aside before it was too late. But he had found it. Deep in the pit of his stomach, he knew that the broken metal cage—what looked like a cheap, twisted lantern—was so much more. It was a soul prison. Alster didn’t know exactly how it worked, but the device was not complicated. The closer he held it to his shadow, the stronger it pulled and ripped, trying to trap his shade within its confines. Alster wondered if the broken bars meant the soul prison would no longer work, but he didn’t have time to track down a blacksmith and have it repaired.

Finally feeling a shred of relief for the first time in days, Alster used a piece of old rope to tie the soul prison to his belt and then headed for the archive above. If he survived whatever it was Elsey had planned with her shade army, he wanted to return to the estate and properly study all of the artifacts stored there. Imagining his life as a scholar brought him a moment of solace, and the red glimmer of the magic armor finally receded until it was just barely visible beneath the topmost layer of his skin. Unless he looked closely and felt it, the magic armor appeared as a deep sunburn rather than a centuries-old set of legendary steel plates and chain mesh.

He laughed—something else he had not done for months—and pushed through the archive door.

“ . . . tomorrow in the yar—” Jarix stopped mid-sentence. The cane fell from his right hand and clattered on the floor. He was walking with several others Alster didn’t recognize, and the whole group shared looks of astonishment mixed with fear. “Alster . . . you’re . . . you’re back.”

“Jarix.” He didn’t know what else to say. Alster had never been close with his older brother. In truth, they had barely known each other.

A long, awkward silence passed between them. Finally, Jarix cleared his throat. “We all thought you were dead,” he said, his tone far more welcoming than Alster had ever heard from him in the past.

“Well . . . I’m not dead.” Alster’s mind spun through a dozen different things to say. He didn’t hate Jarix, not after so long, but he didn’t harbor any warm feelings toward him either. Finally, his brain decided to tell the truth. “I killed Palos,” he said evenly.

Jarix’s eyes went wide. “You killed Father?” he practically gasped. Then he and the rest of his entourage burst out laughing.

Alster’s hands balled into fists at his sides, and then the armor lurking just beneath his skin flared to life.

As quickly as it began, the laughing came to a sharp stop. “What sorcery is that?” Jarix yelled, stumbling backward. Without his cane, he struggled to keep his balance, and one of the others caught him by the arm. The final two men both drew swords and assumed fighting stances.

With a sigh, Alster held up his hands. He didn’t want a fight. A brawl with his brother—one he had absolutely no chance of losing—was low on his list of priorities. “Calm down. It isn’t sorcery. Well, it kind of is, actually. Look, I don’t really know what it is, alright? I found Alistair the Fourth’s tomb, his shade was still there and gave me the armor, and then I jumped into a pool of boiling magical water that fused the armor to my body. I know that sounds insane, but it’s the truth. And it doesn’t really matter, but I did kill Palos. He followed me to the tomb, and that’s where I left his body.”

Jarix only stood there, supported by one of his men and his mouth agape, too dumbfounded to speak.

“Elsey is alive, too, not that you would care,” Alster continued, feeling like he was on a roll and gaining confidence. “You’ve no doubt heard of the army from Mournstead. Elsey leads it. They’re probably attacking Karrheim as I speak.” He rattled the soul prison on his belt. “I may be the only person who can stop her.”

Finally, Jarix seemed to shake loose of his stupor. “Elsey . . . she was the stable girl, right? And you think she leads the army from Mournstead? You were never the smartest kid, Alster, but now you’ve really lost it. And give me that armor! You don’t need it, cripple.” He lunged—or at least he tried—and clumsily groped at Alster’s hands.

It was Alster’s turn to laugh. He casually sidestepped his flailing older brother and watched as Jarix hit the ground. “I can’t even take it off. Not that I would ever give it to you. And I’m not making it up. I have to leave before Elsey does something terrible.”

Jarix reached out and grabbed Alster’s leg in an obvious attempt to trip him, but the magical armor was far too stalwart.

Alster’s leg didn’t budge. “Let go of me,” he said sternly. One of the men with a drawn sword took a hesitant step forward.

“It’s four against one, Alster. Give us the armor, and we’ll let you leave. If you don’t . . .” Jarix’s voice trailed off, and the two would-be swordsmen quickly attacked.

Alster didn’t bother to block. He made no effort whatsoever to dodge, parry, or otherwise react to the sudden attack. Instead, he simply let the swords crash harmlessly against his magical armor. “You can’t hurt me,” he said, his voice tired and flat. “Just let me go, and you won’t have to see me again.”

Still prone on the ground, Jarix wouldn’t relent. “Kill him! Don’t let him steal that armor!”

With a heavy sigh, Alster stomped down on Jarix’s right hand, crushing the bones to pulp. He didn’t want to kill his brother, not if he didn’t have to; he just wanted the entire confrontation to be over. Jarix howled and screamed, but the attack had its intended effect: the other three stopped. They stood frozen in the corridor, their eyes torn between the seemingly impenetrable foe directly in front of them and their leader pinned to the ground at Alster’s feet.

“If you want to help me, you can come along. I’m going to stop Elsey.” He rattled the soul prison once more. “She’s a shadowlith now, but I found a way to stop her . . . I think. We don’t have much time.” He lifted his foot, and Jarix quickly scrambled away, clutching his shattered hand tight to his chest and sobbing.

One of the men put his sword back in its scabbard and gulped nervously.

“Fine,” Alster said with a sigh of dismissal. “Stay here. Take care of his hand. I’m taking a horse and heading for Karrheim. If I’m successful, I’ll stop Elsey and then probably return here. There are still hundreds of books in the library I’d like to read. If I can’t stop her, you’ll never see me again. And if that happens . . . good luck to you. She hates this place just as much as I do.”

Without another word, Alster turned for the kitchens. His boots echoed on the dirty, muddy floor, and Jarix’s whimpers filled the gaps between his footfalls. Outside, Alster headed to the stables. There were a few horses, though it was apparent that the stables had experienced the same amount of neglect as the rest of the estate. The building was falling apart, and the horses were far from the prized specimens of a noble lord who loved to ride. Alster shook his head at the lack of upkeep. Part of it made him sad. He didn’t particularly care that his childhood home was falling apart so much as he hated to see it all wasted. The estate could have been a truly magnificent place, and instead, it had lapsed into squalor.

Alster picked the healthiest-looking specimen the stables had to offer and tossed a blanket over the old mare’s back. He didn’t have time to find a saddle, nor did he know how to properly attach one to a horse, so the blanket would suffice. Taking the same approach with a bridle, Alster looped a dirty length of rope around the creature’s neck, then climbed atop her back and gave her a gentle kick.

The mare didn’t respond.

Alster kicked her a little harder, and the horse finally started forward. He didn’t have to tell her where to go until they were off the estate’s grounds and headed north toward Velnwood. Then he struggled to keep the horse focused on moving forward, though he did let her graze for a few minutes on the side of the road. After dozens of futile attempts and much frustration, Alster managed to get the old dappled horse up to a brisk trot.

Luckily, the mare appeared used to riders, and her gait was smooth and steady. Alster used the time to try and concoct some form of strategy. Direct confrontation with Elsey would be almost impossible. She had too many minions, and like before, they could bury him with their mass. By the time Alster freed himself, Elsey would be long gone. And there was still a chance that Alster would suffocate. As far as he knew, the armor couldn’t do anything to keep his mouth clear if hundreds of reanimated bodies were suddenly piled on top of him.

He needed something else. He needed a way to get Elsey alone, to speak to her face-to-face. The soul prison—according to his very limited evidence—worked simply by being in close proximity to a shadow. Elsey was a shadowlith, so in theory, it would just need to be within a few feet of her, and it would suck in her shade. Alster shuddered when he thought of what would happen to Elsey’s body. Could she survive without a shade? Shadowliths were unconscious when they controlled their shades. Would she be rendered the same when her shade was imprisoned? If so, she would surely die. Dehydration would kill her physical body if something else didn’t first.

Alster tightened his grip on the makeshift reins. It had to be done. Elsey’s mind had broken in the dark prison cell beneath Char’s palace, and she was mad with power. She would destroy all of Vecnos merely because she could. The possibility of reasoning with her was gone. Even if Alster could convince her to stop her genocidal crusade, how long would it last? He’d never be able to trust her again. No one in Vecnos would be safe until she was stopped, and Alster knew he was the only one with the power to do it.

It was early evening when he caught the trail of Elsey’s army. It was hard to miss. The road had been churned to mud, and the grasses that usually grew to either side of the dirt path had been trampled down to nothing. Surveying the scene, a deep, uneasy feeling rumbled in the pit of Alster’s stomach. Things were not right. The world was perched on the precipice of darkness. Evil lurked in the air as well, and it was strong. He could practically taste the anger and malevolence staining every breath.

A giant orb of darkness blotted out the sky. It was taller than the tallest trees, probably as high as Karrheim’s first tier, and it was growing. Wherever a stray wisp of cloud created even a small hint of shadow, the orb consumed it. Even beneath the trees, where the forest floor was typically dappled in a colorful assortment of shady hues, there was only light. The orb—whatever it was—had consumed every hint of shadow for miles around. Alster held a hand out sideways to cast a long shadow on the dirt road, and he shivered as it snapped forward to be consumed by the ever-growing orb.

“What have you done, Elsey?” he quietly pleaded.

After another fifty yards, the orb was so large that he could no longer see Karrheim behind it. All he saw was darkness. He shuddered to think about what the people left in the city were experiencing. They would be terrified, of course, and rightfully so. Then Alster thought of the reanimated corpses waging battle against the last few soldiers Karrheim had to offer, and he kicked the old mare a little harder.
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Elsey felt Alster’s approach as clearly as she felt the wind in her long red hair. He was a blazing beacon of magic on the chaotic battlefield. She shouldered past another shambling corpse—she had no idea which side it belonged to—and sprinted for a growing wall of darkening shadows. The monks’ orb was gargantuan, and it draped the entire first two tiers in its blackness. All the exhaustion Elsey had felt after snapping back into her body was instantly relieved. Her limbs surged with power, and her artificial eyesight blazed with vigorous detail.

She remembered King Hademar resurrecting the Shadow King back in Alistair the Fourth’s tomb and laughed. His magic must have brought back all the dead from Karrheim’s cemeteries and mausoleums. In the grand scheme of the battle, Karrheim’s dead soldiers were just fodder. Most of them were so old they fell apart in a strong breeze, and they lacked the cohesion afforded to her own corpse soldiers due to the human officers among their ranks.

Focusing on Alster’s presence on the forest floor below, Elsey spread her black wings and took to the sky. She soared over the battle, pleased with the stalemate. Her soldiers were not making any noticeable progress, but neither was the enemy. The stairs between the ground floor and the first tier were clogged with bodies. Bloodied corpses from both sides had piled up at least three or four deep on every stair. Down below to either side of the grand staircase, thousands of broken men and women were heaped in great piles. When the dust of battle finally settled, it would take months for whoever held Karrheim to reinter the dead.

Elsey circled, her black wings pounding the air just a few yards above the treetops. The monk women stood motionless on the forest floor, their arms interlocked and their eyes closed. Their heads were tilted toward the sky, and Song’s intricate phoenix crown has slipped from her head, letting her long, vibrant black hair dance in the wind.

Despite the nearly incomprehensible enormity of the black orb the two women had summoned, the ritual was still not complete. It needed more. Elsey landed a few paces behind the monks and drew the Umbral Blade. Alster was close, and the nearer she was to the orb, the stronger she became. Its limitless power filled every fiber of her being with strength.

She watched through the trees as Alster dismounted a worn-out mare and gave the horse a gentle pat on the side of her head. The creature had to be at least fifteen or sixteen years old. The journey Alster had put her through was nearly too much for the old mare, and she sank to the ground, laying her head on a tangle of tree roots.

Elsey commanded one of her shadowy ravens to fly near Alster for a better view. The creature swooped in low and squawked—then vanished in the blink of an eye. Elsey hadn’t anticipated the sudden change of visual perspective, and the transition to her second raven was jarring. More concerning was the disappearance of the first golem altogether. Had he struck at the raven with some hidden weapon? She didn’t remember seeing him armed, but it could have happened.

Concentrating hard and calling on the power of the black orb behind her, Elsey created another bird and sent it ahead to scout. It circled above Alster’s head without issue. She urged it closer, only a few feet, and nothing happened. Alster must have heard the creature’s wings, and he turned his head. Elsey sent the raven closer, and then it snapped out of existence. That time, she saw what happened: the shadow was consumed by something on Alster’s belt.

The soul prison! He must have finally found it. Now that she knew what she was looking for, she could feel the device’s power. It was alive with magic, and it filled her with a sense of unease and fear that was the exact opposite of the emotion imparted by the black orb. The monks’ ritual represented strength and freedom. Alster’s soul prison was just that—a prison. A death sentence.

He had come to kill her. Leaving her to be tortured by Char in Mournstead hadn’t been enough. Now he wanted to see her dead, and even worse, he was intent on being her killer.

Elsey spat a metallic glob of spit from her mouth. Her grip on the Umbral Blade was so tight that her knuckles popped and sent a brief pang of pain radiating up her arm. Her singular friend in all the world had arrived to kill her.

She stepped forward, finally revealing herself from the cover of the shadowy trees. “You’re just like your father,” she called.

Alster stopped in his tracks. His red armor flared to life, though it struggled to contend with the unnatural darkness of the orb.

“Leaving me for dead so you could run off with the king and play nobleman . . .” She tossed the Umbral Blade from hand to hand. “Lord Palos would be proud. You certainly are his son, Alster. All along, I thought only Jarix had inherited his cruelty. It looks like I was wrong.”

“Elsey, please, it isn’t like that,” he begged. His voice was ragged, and his cheeks were streaked with tears.

She pointed to the soul prison at his side. “You made your choice. That thing kills shades and shadowliths. That’s what I am. You brought it here for me, so let’s get it over with.”

In the pit of her stomach, Elsey wasn’t as confident as she sounded. In fact, she feared Alster. His armor made him nearly invincible, and she was blind. Shades gave her sight, and though it was typically better than any human vision, it would only exist if she kept her distance from the soul prison. The moment she got too close, the shades that served as her eyes would be consumed, and she would be left in complete darkness.

“I know you, Elsey. You aren’t the Shadow King. You’re the hero in all the stories, not the villain. You always have been. You helped me so many times when everyone else ignored me. You’re a kind, compassionate person. I’m . . . I’m sorry I couldn’t save you from Char. It’s my fault. All of it. I’m sorry.” Alster didn’t attempt to get closer to her and didn’t draw any weapons. He simply stood with his hands open and begged.

Elsey knew he was lying. He didn’t care about her or anyone else. He was there to kill her, and as long as he drew breath, she would be in danger. Every shadowlith in all of Vecnos would be in danger, just as they were four hundred years ago during the First Conquest of the Shades. But now, Elsey had the strength to ensure that there would never be a Second Conquest of the Shades. Where the Shadow King had failed, she would be victorious.

Before she committed to any kind of attack, Elsey needed to test the soul prison. Pulling a huge burst of strength from the orb at her back, she summoned two dozen whirling humanoid dervishes from the shadows and sent them flying at Alster from every direction. The ones on Alster’s right, nearest the soul prison, evaporated first, but not by much. The device appeared to work in roughly a three-foot radius around his body, and it didn’t have to consume shades one at a time. If she got close, she would die. That was the simple truth of it.

Elsey reached out with her mind to the last remnants of her army. She still commanded several thousand corpses as well as a hundred or more living soldiers. Leaving only the very first ranks to continue their bloody stalemate on the stairs, she called to the rest with a simple mental command: Come to me. Buying time, she spread her wings and leaped into the air, leaving Alster on the ground.

She flew south, away from the monks and their ritual, and Alster took the bait. He chased her, his red greaves flashing with every heavy stride. Slowly, Elsey turned in a wide circle until she was leading Alster directly into the ranks of her charging army.

They crashed together with a resounding roar. Hundreds of shade-driven undead scraped and pounded against Alster’s armor, but none of it did any good. As soon as the creatures got close enough to attack, the shades powering their limbs were sucked into the soul prison, and their lifeless corpses only continued with whatever momentum they had built.

Elsey spotted several of her living soldiers from Mournstead in the mass and dove down to meet them. “He can’t be hurt,” she quickly barked.

The nearest soldier looked confused. “What do you mean?”

Elsey shook her head. “His armor is magic. It cannot be penetrated. Your swords are useless against him.”

One of the soldiers looked like he was going to protest, but he thought better of it and only nodded. “How do we kill him?”

“I don’t know.” Elsey wracked her mind for answers, but none came. “He has a soul prison that eats my shades. He’ll kill us all if we don’t stop him.”

A soldier with a scruffy gray beard and a gnarled scar where his left eye used to be gave a huff. “If his armor truly can’t be broken, he can still be buried, right?” He looked to the nearby canopies with a smile. “Knock some trees on him. That’ll slow him down.”

The vague notion of a plan suddenly formed in Elsey’s mind. “Keep him busy. I don’t care how many he kills. Just buy us some time.”

Terrified of questioning the shadowlith, the men nodded and leaped into action, leaving Elsey alone among the cacophony of battle. She quickly siphoned a stream of pure shadow from the massive orb overhead and formed it into the same kind of golem she had used to build her shadow palace outside Mournstead. She flew high and ordered the beast to start digging. Made of congealed shadows, it had the mass required to interact with the physical world, and it was far enough from Alster’s soul prison that it didn’t risk instant evaporation.

Elsey quickly pulled more energy from the orb and crafted a dozen more golems. She commanded them to dig in a line, and they instantly obeyed. Before long, she had a trench twenty feet deep and half as wide. Some of the golems had struck bedrock, and though they likely could break through it, she didn’t have that much time to waste. Elsey redirected a handful of the golems to the nearest trees, and they quickly set their shadowy appendages to cutting roots and ripping through shallow soil. One of the trees began to fall. It was easily fifty feet tall, probably more. It tilted directly over the makeshift pit, and Elsey rushed to create more shadow creatures that she wrapped around the uppermost branches like suspension ropes at the top of a drawbridge.

Before long, Elsey’s trap was set. She had a small pit—Alster’s grave—with half a dozen massive trees poised directly over it. All she needed was bait, and that step was easier than the first. Alster would come for her. As long as he couldn’t see the trap, he would fall right into it. Elsey quickly pulled another stream of power from the orb and used it to create a floor of shadow particles overlaying the pit. The illusion was far from perfect, but in the chaos of battle, she trusted that it would work.

Reaching deep into the minds of her dwindling army, Elsey shifted the tide. She pulled her soldiers back, angling the wave of undead closer to her trap, and Alster came with them. Without a weapon, he used the magical strength of his armor to bash his way through the torrent of bodies, though most of them barely got close enough to batter against his breastplate before their shadows were consumed and all the fight left their limbs.

Finally, the mass of undead soldiers parted, and Alster stood among a ring of corpses thirty paces ahead of Elsey’s trap.

“You can end this, Alster,” she called across the battlefield. “Kill me. Trap me in your soul prison for eternity, and put an end to shades and shadowliths once and for all. Finish what Alistair the Fourth started so long ago.”

Alster took a hesitant step forward. Though none of the reanimated corpses attacked him, he kept his guard up. After a few tense moments, he called back to her. “I don’t want to hurt you, Elsey, but you need to stop. People are dying. Come with me back to the estate, and let’s talk. We can live there again, just the two of us.”

Elsey shook her head. Her shadowy vision never left the bent and tattered metal lantern tied to Alster’s belt. “You know I can’t go with you. There is no place for me in the west. If you want to end this war, you’ll have to kill me. That is the only way.”

One of Elsey’s flying ravens detected movement in her peripheral vision, and she whirled, the Umbral Blade ready in her hand. A trio of soldiers clad in blue and white were creeping through the forest toward her back. They wore winged helms and shining steel armor that clearly had not seen any action in the battle. Elsey pulled a huge strand of shadow magic from the orb overhead and launched it at the nearest soldier. It struck him squarely in his chest, rocketing him backward, where he slammed into a tree and collapsed.

“No!” Alster screamed. “You don’t have to kill anyone! Stop, Elsey! Let them live!”

With a sinister smile, Elsey lashed out with magic against the entire squad of soldiers. She pinned each one to a tree, then tightened her magical tendrils until the soldiers’ steel armor cracked and they fell limp in her grasp.

Alster ran. He pumped his legs hard, rushing for the mutilated Karrheim soldiers with all the strength of his glowing armor—right into Elsey’s trap.

As his foot landed on the first inch of shadowy floor, the soul prison undid the illusion, and Alster tumbled twenty feet down to the hard limestone below.

Elsey released the shadow energy holding up the nearby trees, and they crashed down on top of Alster. The force of it was strong enough to send a shock wave through the forest floor. For the moment, Alster would be trapped, but she knew it wouldn’t last forever. She needed to fill in his grave, to bury him and seal him away more soundly than Alistair the Fourth had been trapped in his own tomb.

She pulled all of her consciousness from her army. Only a few reanimated corpses remained, and she didn’t care that they would be quickly butchered on the city streets above her. None of them mattered. She needed every ounce of her immense power.

Thirty new shadow golems instantly materialized at the edge of the pit. Elsey ordered them to dig, and they excavated massive amounts of dirt and rock without hesitation. She could just barely hear Alster’s muffled cries from the pit when the first load of dirt was pushed in. Most of it was caught by the trees, but enough fell through their gaps to begin filling in the tomb.

Nearing complete exhaustion, Elsey only watched. She devoted every fiber of her strength to the task, mentally organizing a hundred or more shadowy golems into a new army of workers. They dug and pushed, and the dirt fell into the grave. Before long, Alster’s screams were completely smothered. Elsey ordered her golems to fell more trees as well, simply adding as much weight to the grave as she possibly could.

In the back of her mind, a small itching sensation told her that the powerful Xathrin ritual was nearing completion. Elsey took one final look at Alster’s makeshift prison, then headed for the monks.

Madame Song and Madame Ravenwing had fallen to the ground. Sweat covered their heads, and their skin appeared to have aged hundreds of years in the span of a single afternoon. Where they had once been lively, vibrant women in exotic attire, they were now only a few steps away from skeletal. The orb had drained them completely.

Elsey didn’t have to ask them what her role in the ritual would be. The Umbral Blade knew how to finish the war. Its power stretched forth through the darkness toward the orb, and Elsey once more took flight. She circled the massive object, slowly ascending until she was so high in the air that her skin bristled against the cold. She was roughly level with Karrheim’s third tier. From her vantage point, she couldn’t see any of the thousands of corpses littering the forest floor. All that marked Alster’s grave was a roughly circular clearing devoid of trees.

Summoning her last reserves of energy, Elsey pulled her wings close to her body and dove, the Umbral Blade forcibly dragging her body through the air to the orb. The dagger’s sharp point pierced the orb, and all of Vecnos fell silent.
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Elsey’s eyes fluttered open, though she was still blind. She tried to summon a shade to grant her sight, but there was no shadow near enough to obey her command. “Hello?” she called.

A woman’s voice broke through the darkness. “Success,” the voice said. It belonged to one of the monks, though it was impossible for Elsey to tell which.

“What happened?” Elsey asked. She readjusted her arms and pulled herself up to a sitting position. Her whole body begged for sleep, and her muscles protested with every strain.

Closer than before, one of the women answered. “The ritual is complete. Here, take what you can from my shade and use it to witness the destruction of Karrheim.”

Elsey felt a withered hand press against her ruined eyes, and then a faint outline of vision returned to her mind. It was strained and bleary, splotched by empty gaps and floating specks. Elsey drank in more of the woman’s power, and the image sharpened enough for her to see. The towering tiers of Karrheim rose up from the forest floor directly in front of her. They rumbled, trembling against the clear blue sky as though a powerful earthquake had struck, but Elsey knew that wasn’t it.

“Something is there,” Elsey whispered. Her voice cracked and hitched in her dry throat.

“The real Shadow King has awakened,” one of the monks replied. “He has been trapped beneath Karrheim for thousands of years.” She lifted an ancient hand and pointed in the general direction of the city. “Karrheim is his hand, each tier a finger.”

As if on cue, the great fingers of rock that were the foundations of the capital city closed into a fist, and Karrheim was utterly destroyed.


Epilogue

King Hademar let out a heavy sigh. Too much weighed on his mind, and all he wanted was a few hours of peace and quiet with his wife. He closed the book on his lap and set it aside, then settled deeper into the plush couch. The view to his left was spectacular. A thick window speckled with frost showed him a clear sky as far as his old eyes could see.

A guard pushed open the study door and ushered Petra inside. Her regal attire was just as flattering on her lithe figure as ever. “Something is happening out there, my love,” she quietly said.

His guards had told him the skeletal woman couldn’t speak, and he supposed that without lungs or muscle, they must be right—but it didn’t matter. He heard her all the same. Her voice was just as he remembered. Calm and full of life, her words brought a flood of pleasant memories to Hademar’s mind, and he always relished them. He thought of their engagement so many years ago and the long walks they would take together down in the forest. Back then, he had known the hunters’ paths through the woods far better than the halls of Whitecliff. He hated the castle’s cold stone walls sometimes, and right now was one of those times.

He waved to Petra and slid over on the cushion to allow her room to sit. “The war doesn’t concern me,” he said after a long pause. “I have fought hundreds of battles across dozens of wars, and this one is just another inconsequential squabble compared to the real prizes that compel kings and queens to send men and women to their deaths.” He laced his fingers in hers and rested his head against her shoulder.

“I do not believe you are going to win this battle, my love,” she said.

“No king wins them all.”

She squeezed his hand. “Thank you for bringing me back,” she whispered.

A tear slid down the king’s face, and the ornate marble beneath his feet trembled. “Whatever they brought from the east, we cannot stop it. Not this time.”

“Not this time,” Petra echoed.

King Hademar scratched at his beard, then picked up the book he was reading and opened it at a black silk ribbon. It was a historical novel, a work of fiction that he had read many times since his youth, and he was just coming upon his favorite part. “Would you like me to read to you, darling? You always used to enjoy my reading.”

Petra nuzzled into his neck and gently kissed him. “I’ll always let you read to me. Thankfully, I remember how that particular book ends . . .” Whitecliff rumbled again, and the wooden window frame behind them splintered. “I don’t think we’re going to have enough time to finish it.”
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Elsey watched in disbelief as the giant creature’s hand came to a rest. The monks called it the true Shadow King, and she had no reason to doubt them. Song and Ravenwing both appeared on death’s door. Most of their once luxuriant hair had fallen out, and what remained was a mixture of white, gray, and dull black. Their clothes were ragged, too, and Elsey wondered if the fine-spun robes had somehow aged along with the women. One of them—Elsey could no longer tell the two apart—shambled toward her.

“It is time to return east,” the haggard woman said.

Elsey finally pulled her dim gaze from Karrheim’s destruction. “Why? What is in the east that is not here?”

The old woman gave her a weak smile. “Not to Mournstead, but farther. To Xathrin. There is a spring high in the mountains that holds great power. Our temple used to be built around it, but the stones have since been knocked to the ground and the ruins scattered.”

Elsey fixed her with a stare. “I have been to the spring. It holds nothing for me. And there is another one south of here. I have been to that spring as well, and I do not wish to go back.”

“There is yet one ritual to complete,” the monk continued, unfazed. “We must anchor the sun. We will lock Vecnos in perpetual twilight just as we have done in Xathrin. With eternal shadows, we will have eternal power.”

Elsey shook her head. “You already have power. There’s nothing more to take.” For a moment, she strongly considered going along with the monks and their planned ritual. What was holding her back? She had been to Xathrin and seen the wasteland there. Did such a fate for Vecnos bother her?

After a long moment of silence, Elsey came to the conclusion that it did not.

The ruin of Vecnos meant nothing to her. The people and their lives meant equally little. But Elsey was tired. Her body begged for sleep, for days or weeks of it, and she had no intention of beginning a months-long trek all the way to Xathrin. Even the shorter route to Scalder’s Inlet made her groan in anticipation of the strain.

“No,” she said flatly. “I’m not going with you.”

The old woman jerked her hand back, showing genuine surprise for the first time since Elsey had met her. “It is your dest—”

The woman’s words were cut short by Elsey’s dagger. The Umbral Blade’s magic was gone, completely consumed, but it was still a dagger with a sharp point and a sharp edge. She twisted the weapon and pushed it deeper, then ripped it free from the monk’s gut. The old woman died, and Elsey’s vision faded to black. She reached out with her consciousness, trying to find shadows to pull, gather, and bend to her will . . . but there was nothing. It was night. Without a light source, there could be no shadow. Without shadow, she was powerless.

Elsey tucked the Umbral Blade into her clothes and began walking. She tried to feel the forest floor with her feet before taking steps, but it was no use. She tripped over and over, then finally resorted to crawling to keep from breaking a wrist or twisting an ankle. Hours passed before she found what she was looking for. The ground beneath her sloped unnaturally skyward, and she pulled herself hand over hand until she reached the peak of Alster’s burial mound.

Giving in to her mental and physical exhaustion, Elsey curled up on the dirt and fallen trees and fell asleep.
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Deep underground, Alster knew he was doomed. Dirt pressed in through the slots on his helmet so tightly that he could barely breathe. He would suffocate before long. Calling on the immeasurable strength of Alistair the Fourth’s armor, he managed to barely wiggle his arms and legs and push some of the loose dirt. He moved again, and after a few minutes, he had a small sphere of empty space around him just large enough that he could touch his face and clear away some of the dirt. His armor refused to recede, and his gauntlets were too thick to reach through his visor and clear the dirt from his eyes.

Alster tried to carve away more of the dirt, but he quickly realized that digging himself free would be a futile task. The more dirt he moved away from his body, the more he compacted the next layer of dirt he had to move. It was a losing battle. Even after only a few moments of exertion, he felt the telltale burning in his lungs that foretold his death. There wasn’t enough air for him to survive, and every breath he took brought him closer to the end.

Time passed. Alster had no way of knowing how much, though it felt like an hour. In reality, he knew it was probably much less. Every second underground dragged on at a snail’s pace. His breathing slowed, getting shallower and shallower, and his head drooped.

“You win, Elsey,” he said to his dark grave. “I’m sorry.”

His red armor flickered once. Then, as he took his final breath, it receded into his skin forever.
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