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      “We’ve found it, my lord,” an old soldier said. He had been nearly fifty when he had 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 was 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. They both wore the dirt of a decade’s worth of exploring, interrogating, and killing on their blue and white tabards.

      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 which corresponded to the crude maps they had been drawing identified each tunnel. Ingvar had to stop once to consult the directions one of his underlings had written, but they reached their destination within an hour.

      The two men emerged from a narrow passage onto a recently built wooden platform which overlooked a large subterranean lake. The sides of the lake were lined with salt, and the whole cavern smelled strongly like 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 could see a stone tower rising up from the underground lake only twenty or thirty 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,” he explained.

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

      “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 had 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 had taken hold in Hademar’s mind, nothing would ever 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 looked tired, each with a wild, unkempt beard, and eyes that showed how delirious they were from their lack of sleep.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” the king quickly replied. “Lower it down at once!”

      Rubbing the weariness from his face, Ingvar got to his feet to help the soldiers. 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,” he said. “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 down into Hademar’s outstretched hand. Hardly believing what he was doing, Ingvar swung his legs over the side of the platform and dropped down, 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. A small entrance, perhaps large enough for a child to stand, presented itself.

      “There’s nowhere to tie the boat,” Ingvar said.

      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 was supposed to contain a single book, an ancient tome bound in human skin.

      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, open 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 youthful 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 greatly 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. A puff of dust escaped the chest which made him cough. When the hazy cloud 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 what he had discovered.

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

      “To the Red Mountains!” the mad king hissed maniacally. “We leave at once!”
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      From a cushioned window in the plush library of his family’s palatial estate, Alster watched his older brother practicing maneuvers with a sword. “I wish I could train with them,” he said longingly. The Lightbridge estate was huge, and a group of twenty or so aspirant soldiers practiced alongside Jarix.

      “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 once. 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, so he decided honesty might work better. “I just want to go outside,” he 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. You may either rise above your injuries and succeed, or you may 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 chest.

      Alster slowly 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 books to read,” Alster finally said. He had enjoyed some of the books he had read before, especially the few volumes in the library which 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, was 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’ 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, quickly 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 unornamented.

      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.

      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 attention 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.
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      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 had 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 which 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 back down 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 and pulling apart the scabbed skin over his ribs.

      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.”
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      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 which connected 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 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 daily praised 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 ever since 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 which 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 slightly higher.

      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 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,” he explained.

      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.

      “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,” he said.

      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 a near 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 replied. He tried not to think about his ruined leg, but jealously 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 sabre 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 at all.

      “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,” he explained.

      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 down 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,” she said. “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 as far wide 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 quickly.”

      “I hope you’re right” Alster said. He 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,” he said.

      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 which 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 whose dimensions Alster could only guess. 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 which 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 said. 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,” he said in wonder.

      “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
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