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  Warehouse District

  
  




William Stormbridge pressed his back into the wall, the chill of the stones seeping through his tunic. His chest rose and fell as he sucked in air, fighting off a shiver. The moon illuminated the surrounding street, but the awning above shrouded him in invisibility. His eyes pierced the gloom, watching three dark figures dart down the alley across the street.

“Where are they going?” Hugh Mallison whispered between foggy breaths. “That alley’s a dead end.” His short, brown hair stuck up, soaked in sweat, and his shoulder pressed against William’s, rising and falling as he panted.

“Let’s see,” William said. He pushed off the wall with Hugh a step behind. He hurried in a crouch, crossing the street to pause at the alley’s entrance on the opposite side.

Farther down the alley, the dark figures continued running while a two-story stone wall loomed before them. Don’t tell me they’re going to— Several paces from the barrier, the first shadowy figure leaped to the side, bracing their foot against the stone just above a doorframe. They kicked off and up, sending their body across to where their other foot met the opposite wall. Three similar kicks later the shape disappeared over the building’s roof. The other two figures followed moments after.

Hugh groaned. “How are we supposed to follow them when they move like that? How do they even do that?”

William’s shoulders fell. He waved his hand and returned to the main street. “Come on. We’ll go around. Maybe we can catch them on the other side.”

William jogged along the wide lane, Hugh at his heels. His feet padded softly as he moved through the empty street. He weaved down streets and alleys, directing their path to where he thought the others might be headed. He pushed his legs hard, bringing his heart rate to an uncomfortable level. Hugh’s panting reminded him that his friend struggled at an aggressive pace. William slowed.

“Do you think they’re heading to the docks?” Hugh asked between gasps.

“That would be my guess. We’re almost there.” Around another corner, the warehouse district emerged. The young men stopped in the shadows and scanned the streets. 

Four enormous warehouses jutted from the banks of the Benevorre River. The water beyond them shimmered, reflecting the light of the moon. The smell of mildew filled the air while a green sheen covered the smooth stones of the street. During the day, the area hummed with workers carrying goods and vendors hawking wares, but as soon as the sun set, the dark windows and deserted streets gave the area an abandoned look. The buildings’ facades sagged, the wooden walls were streaked with black, and signs of rot festered everywhere. 

“I don’t see them,” Hugh whispered, leaning forward. “Maybe we should head back?”

William pursed his lips. He squinted, trying to view through the shadows. One of the shadows moved, curling the edge of his mouth into a grin. “There they are.” Three hooded figures in black cloaks edged along the second warehouse. They turned down an alley between the buildings then disappeared around the back.

“What do you think they’re after?” William asked.

“I’m guessing a robbery—maybe an assassination,” Hugh replied.

“Let’s see what they’re up to,” William said with a grin.

“They’ll kill us if they find us . . . or worse.”

“Well . . . we’ll need to make sure they don’t find us, then.” William looked across the street. “I’m going for it.”

Without waiting for a response, William hunched his body and ran on tip-toes. When he arrived at the warehouse, he pressed into an alcove. Hugh arrived moments later.

“How do you want to spy on them?” Hugh asked.

William nodded his head to the corner where a drainpipe ran down the length of the building. “Using that.”

Hugh groaned. “You always look for the most creative, dangerous way to do something, don’t you?”

William sprung from the alcove. Exposed in the moonlight, he moved as quickly as he could, pulling on the pipe. The cold metal shocked his hands, but it didn’t budge when he pushed his foot against the wall. “See you in a bit,” he said with another grin.

Moving hand-over-hand, he made his way up the side of the building. He chanced a glance below as he approached the roof. His stomach lurched, and his vision grew dizzy for a moment. A fall from here could kill me.

Shaking off the hesitation, he threw a leg over the edge, and with one last pull, his body rolled onto the tiled roof. He allowed his arms and legs to relax as he panted to recover his breath. Perhaps this wasn’t the best idea.

After a moment of staring at the stars, a leg flung over the side of the roof next to him. William extended a hand to assist. Hugh struggled to pull his body over the lip, sweat dripping from his forehead. He gasped for breath as he rolled to safety. “You have the worst ideas,” he whispered. 

William returned a silent chuckle as he stood on the slanted surface. “Yeah, you may be right.” Looking around, a nearby dormer window caught his attention. “Let’s check inside.”

Hugh worked his way to his feet. When he finally stood, a tile scraped under his foot, shifting its position. William’s head jerked to the sound, and his stomach jumped. His friend’s arms flailed as his body fell backward. Reacting instinctually, William grabbed his hand. The flailing stopped. Hugh regained his balance and wiped his forehead. “Thanks. That was close.”

William’s heart pounded. I shouldn’t have led him up here. “Are you all right?”

Hugh took a deep breath then nodded. “Yeah.” His eyes shot toward the window. “Let’s check it out.”

Stepping cautiously on the tiles, William led the way to the foggy glass and peeked inside.

“Can you see anything?” Hugh asked.

William cupped his hands and pressed his face against the pane.

“Don’t let them see you.”

“No one’s there.” The window jiggled in its frame, causing William to jump back. He tried it again, pressing upward. The pane slid with barely a sound, and his heart pounded. “Should we go in?”

Hugh’s wide eyes told all.

“We’ll stay out of sight.” William brought one leg over and stepped through the opening.

The smell of sawdust and cobwebs greeted him. From another window, a ray of moonlight lit a thick cloud of dust that seemed to hover in the air. They entered a long, narrow room stacked high with dingy boxes. A distant light shone through the open doorway. Hugh stepped in after him.

William held his finger to his lips then pointed toward the open door. He lightly traipsed across the room to avoid the creaking of boards, and peered around the corner.

A long, wooden catwalk ran the length of the warehouse, connecting several doorways. A rickety-looking set of stairs led down to a second level where an office rested against the far end. The rest of the building was an open warehouse space with crates and shelving stacked high. Oversized, closed doors blocked off the river docks, but a damp, moldy odor still filled the air. Faint voices reached his ears, coming from the area of the second-floor office.

Hugh leaned around him. “You see anything?” he whispered.

William shook his head. “There’s someone in the office, though.”

“You think it’s Artimus?”

William paused. “Let’s see.” He crept forward along the catwalk. 

“William!” the harsh whisper was louder than he would have liked, but the breathing behind him told him that Hugh followed. 

The walkway blocked them from being seen from below, and the lack of light rendered them invisible. William peered over the edge as they walked, looking for signs of the three hooded figures. A stack of small sandbags piled up at the end of the path, just over the office. William moved behind them and peered over the edge. The voices below became more pronounced. Holes in the walls and ceiling of the room let out light and allowed him to look in.

Five men gathered in the office. A lantern rested next to a crossbow on a table in the center of the room. One man paced with a sword on his hip. Two sat at the table, and two more stood.

Hugh arrived next to William. “We should get out of here,” he mouthed, barely above a whisper.

William shook his head. “I want to watch how they do it.”

“Do we get our pay for the last six weeks or not?” a man grumbled below. William’s arms tensed, locked on the walkway’s railing. He and Hugh looked over the edge.

The pacing man sighed. “Yes, of course, but I want to go over tonight’s plan.”

“How about we get paid, Volric, then we talk details,” one of the sitting men said.

A man standing by the wall with a thick beard spoke up. “You’ll get your money, Randal. He’s good for it.”

“That’s easy for you to say, Taric. You’re his brother. Of course, you’ll get paid.”

Volric stared hard at the sitting man. His eyes narrowed, the room grew tense, and Randal’s head retreated into his neck. Volric spoke with a sharp edge. “While I do love my brother more than you . . . he’s right. You’ll all get paid.” He walked to a wall William couldn’t see. The men below watched as the metallic clicking sounds of a safe opening drifted through the hole in the roof. After a heavy clunk, Volric returned to the table with several cloth sacks. He tossed them one by one on the table toward all four men. The pouches clinked as they hit the wooden surface. “One sol, four argen each,” Volric said. The men scooped up their shares, and the tension faded. “You can expect double that once we take care of High Lord Sinclair.”

“One sol, four argen,” Hugh whispered in William’s ear. 

His friend’s eyes grew wide. William had to swallow the extra saliva flooding into his mouth. That’s more than I get in a season!

Randal exhaled, grabbed his pouch, and stuffed it in his vest. “You’re sure this new guy can take Sinclair’s place?”

“The Stag?” Volric asked. “Yes, he will be perfect.”

William turned to Hugh and mouthed, “The Stag?” Hugh only shrugged.

“Why doesn’t he just kill the high lord himself?” Randal asked. “Why does he need us, and how do we know he won’t turn us in after it’s done?”

Volric chuckled. “This whole plot is his idea. It’s not just the title he wants—his sack of coins will be three times yours.”

Taric spoke up. “We’ll continue our collections from the smiths’ guild and the merchants’ alliance. With the Stag’s network of information, we’ll be able to lean on the jewelers’ shops for payments, but he also knows the locations of their importers’ storehouses.”

Volric’s face turned into a grin. “With this man’s help, we can steal their valuables before they even know what they have, then we pay him a cut. That’s the goal. Killing the high lord is simply our test to prove we’re with him.” The grin faded, and a hardness grew in the leader’s eyes. “We have a problem, though.” The men tensed.

“What problem?” Randal asked.

Volric’s feet tapped against the wooden floor as he strolled around the table. “The smiths’ guild was short last collection.”

“Yeah, we heard,” the other man sitting at the table said, the light from the lantern reflecting off his bald head. “They had problems with their members’ dues, I believe.”

“Hmm,” Volric raised his chin. “Yes, I heard that too, Darian. But I spoke with the Master Smith, and he had another story to tell—” He leaned in, next to the man’s head “—when I showed him the tip of my knife.”

Darian fidgeted in his seat. Dots of perspiration formed on his forehead. Suddenly, the two standing men lunged forward and held him against his chair.

“What are you doing? What is this?” he shouted.

Volric pulled a dagger and lifted it against the man’s chin. “The word is that you, Darian, gave him a discount to say the dues were short, and you kept the funds.”

“What?” He breathed heavily, his eyes flitting between the surrounding men. “That’s a lie!”

Volric lowered the dagger. He pulled a glass jar containing a small black object from his cloak’s pocket. “Are you familiar with the paratill scorpion, Darian?” The bald man stopped struggling and froze, eyes locked on the glass jar. “It’s only found on the Isle of Paratill. A sting causes excruciating pain followed by paralysis while your insides liquefy.” He unscrewed the lid and held the open jar in front of Darian’s face. “I will not tolerate people stealing from me—from us.”

One man holding Darian pulled back the neck of his tunic. Volric tipped the jar, dropping the contents down the bald man’s back. An agonizing scream filled the building. The man shook violently while the others held him down. After a few seconds, the blood-curdling cry faded into a strangled moan until his body went rigid and silence filled the room. His stiff body fell sideways, crashing to the floor. 

A small, black scorpion skittered out of the man’s tunic onto the wooden planks. Volric bent down, scooped it into the jar, and sealed the lid. The men in the room exhaled a collective breath while Volric set the jar on the table. He took the leather pouch back from the bald man’s pocket and removed the coins, distributing them to the others. 

William and Hugh glanced at each other with tight jaws and wide eyes. Hugh mouthed, “Let’s go,” but William shook his head and looked back over the railing.

“Nolan, give us tonight’s plan,” Volric said, looking at one of Darian’s holders.

Nolan cleared his throat and drew an invisible box on the table. “Here’s his compound.” He pointed to the side of the box closest to him. “We enter here, through the storage room. It’s never guarded and has a direct entry to the house. Sinclair only keeps one guard at night. The crossbow will take him out, then we deal with the High Lord.”

“We kill him,” Volric confirmed. “Tonight. The Stag confirmed he’s home.” 

Gradually, his smile faded as the rushed sound of steps grew. The door to the office flew open, and the men inside jumped. 

“Horace! What is it?”

A shorter man with a sword in his hand entered and slammed the door behind him. “Someone’s here!” he forcibly whispered, “and they’re coming!”

Here we go, William grinned.

“Who is it?” Nolan whispered while Randal picked up the crossbow.

“I don’t know,” Horace said. “Guys in hoods. They have swords.”

“Shadow knights,” Volric said, his voice tense. “They must have found out. Kill them the moment the door opens.”

The men drew their blades and stepped away from the door. Randal aimed the crossbow, his arm tense and finger on the trigger.

“They’re gonna shoot them,” Hugh whispered urgently.

William’s heart pounded. Do we intervene? They can take care of themselves, right? Thick anticipation filled the room below. His hands sweated while they waited.

After a seemingly interminable wait, the doorknob turned, and William’s eyes grew. The crossbow lifted below, the bolt ready to fly. The door moved, and William sprang into action. He tossed a sandbag through the roof’s opening and followed just behind, leaping over the railing. While he fell, the door to the room burst open.

He took in the scene, trying to process it all as he fell. The sandbag hit the crossbow’s edge at the same moment the trigger pulled. The bolt flew to the side, missing the door’s opening and the three hooded figures flying into the room. The new arrivals moved with lightning speed, appearing as a blur. Volric’s feet flew from under him, kicked away by one of the new figures. At the same moment, another knocked the standing men’s bodies into the back wall. A split second after the bolt missed its target, the last hooded figure kicked the crossbow out of Randal’s hands and buried a sword in the man’s chest. 

William stumbled as he landed on the floor. The three men in black cloaks, having subdued the room in the blink of an eye, turned their swords in unison and extended them to his neck. “It’s me!” William shouted, raising his hands. 

Around the room, Volric and his men groaned as they struggled to regain their feet. 

The cloaked figures’ swords fell. The first one who had entered lowered his hood. Artimus. The aging Shadow Master’s body still moved like a young man. His blue eyes contained a smoldering fire as they held his gaze. “William Stormbridge! What are you doing?”

“I . . . I . . . They were about to shoot you. I had to stop them.”

One thief fell to the floor with a crash. “Taric!” Volric yelled. Artimus kept a close eye as the man crawled across the floor to his brother. Blood poured down Taric’s body where a crossbow bolt pierced his neck.

“They were going to kill you,” William said absently, staring at the dying man on the floor.

“It’s not that easy to kill a shadow knight,” Artimus breathed.

The room grew silent. The other figures in cloaks lowered their hoods. Quinton and Angelita.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Artimus added. He looked up through the hole in the ceiling. William followed the gaze to see Hugh looking down, his head retreating into his shoulders. The Shadow Master shook his head.

“He’s dead,” Volric mourned, his voice hollow and devoid of life. He turned to the room, and his voice grew hard. “Who hit the crossbow?”

The thief made eye contact, and William’s jaw tightened. He averted his gaze and noticed the other thief in the chair who drew shuddering breaths as he clutched his stomach, bleeding out.

Artimus pushed him toward the door. “Go home with Hugh. We’ll take care of things here.”

William hung his head, walking past the thieves’ grieving leader while the man stared daggers at him.

“You’ll pay for this,” Volric hissed. He took a step closer until Quinton held him back. “You’ll pay, William Stormbridge!”

William inhaled sharply as he left through the door. Hugh met him down the stairs, and the two silently walked toward the exit. 








  
  
  Training

  
  




William’s feet pounded stone as he jogged through the street. He watched Hugh’s and Kiara’s backs, trying to think of anything but the trouble he got into the night prior. His gait was slow, his body weighed down by disappointment in himself.

Kiara glanced over her shoulder before calling back. “You trying to let us win today?” Her ponytail of black hair bounced against her neck’s dark skin.

William enjoyed pushing himself and always sought to be the first trainee to return from their training runs. Usually, he left the other two behind while barely breaking a sweat. “No, I just have a lot on my mind.”

She slowed to jog beside him. “What were you thinking?”

“When? Last night?”

“Yeah.”

William shrugged as they turned the corner, entering Turba Square. Hugh led the way, dodging vendors, carts, and the statue of King Darrick filling the large open area.

“I heard two people died,” she said.

“He was just trying to save the others,” Hugh called over his shoulder.

Kiara’s eyes widened. “You killed them?”

“One of them,” William admitted. “Well . . . kind of. I didn’t actually kill him myself.”

“I hear the others await judgment in the Felting jail.”

“How do you know all this?” William asked.

“Angelita told me.”

William scoffed. “They never tell me anything.”

“Did you ever stop and think why, Mr. Sneaking-Into-Places-He-Shouldn’t?”

Hugh looked back. “Has Artimus said anything yet?”

“No, we haven’t talked,” William answered, a grim disquiet washing over him.

“Well . . . only two more days,” Hugh said. “Then we’ll be one of them and will learn to do what they do.”

“If you make it,” Kiara said.

“Right,” William added. “If we make it.”

William sped up the last half of the run. His pulse beat faster as he put distance between himself and the other two.

When he arrived at the Shadow Knights Academy, he ran through the entry hall and burst into the courtyard. Sweat dripped down his forehead and darkened his tunic where it stuck to his chest. He looked at the table against the wall where two hourglasses rested, sand still draining from the larger one. Lines along the glass indicated minutes. He often made it back with two or three lines to spare—his best was four. He frowned. The sand approached the last line.

Shani—their trainer for the day—nodded with a sword on her hip. Hugh and Kiara stumbled in a half-minute later, not long before the hourglass’s last grains fell.

At the heart of the Shadow Knights’ training center lay the courtyard where they trained. Surrounded by walls, a short staircase led to a walkway looking across the city. Stairs on the opposite side led to sleeping quarters. Two doorways cut into the far wall with storage and a smithing room beyond. The hallway he’d passed through led to the common room.

At the far end of the courtyard, two logs dangled from chains punished by a myriad of heavy blows. Near the logs, two ropes hung from the second floor’s highest point down to the dirt. Most of the courtyard space was open for daily sparring. 

In one corner, an alcove tucked away the only door the trainees had never been through. Carved into the door, a large emblem of the Shadow Knights stared back at William whenever he passed. The symbol of “S” and “K” with a sword running through them—combined with the lock on the door and the fact that he was forbidden to enter—left his mind racing about what secrets the room beyond held.

“Five ascents on the ropes,” Shani ordered. “No feet.”

William pushed any thoughts of the secret room out of his mind as he jogged to the dangling ropes. He jumped and grabbed the first one while Kiara began on the other. His arms hardened, pulling himself up hand over hand as his body swayed in the air. When he touched the brace at the top, he slid down and hopped off, giving Hugh the chance to go.

He shook his arms as he waited. When Kiara finished her descent, William jumped onto her rope, quickly completing his second climb. The rests grew longer between attempts, yet all three of them soon finished.

The moment Hugh finished his last ascent, their trainer was there. “Standing jumps! Four lengths!”

William’s shoulders fell. He enjoyed most of the physical training they went through—carrying heavy objects, swimming, running, and fighting with a variety of weapons—but he hated the standing jumps. 

He stood in line with Hugh and Kiara by the wall, and they began. The leaps were simple at first, but his heart rate soon rose, leaving him gasping for a breath between each jump. Touching the opposite wall forced him to turn around. After four lengths of the courtyard, his legs ached and his heart pounded. He looked behind him, glad it was over and happy he’d won.

Shani gave them a brief moment to rest their legs until she walked between the three, handing each a sword. The smooth leather grip fit snugly in William’s hand. The trainees spread out in the courtyard even before Shani confirmed what they were to do. “The positura. Begin.”

William held his sword with both hands. He crouched, lifting the blade above his head and pointing it forward in a perfect dragon stance. Hugh, Kiara, and Shani all fell in line and flowed into horn stance, followed by shovel, owl, and snake. His muscles remained taut as they cycled through, repeating each stance over and over in various combinations. He kept his face calm, moving with precision. To an observer, it looked like a slow-motion dance, but for the participants, their arms and legs screamed for it to end.

After a half-hour of precise forms, they executed the final combination, and the trainees exhaled, their bodies slumping while sweat dripped from their limbs. William’s arms ached, but not as much as when he first learned the exercise years before.

“Quarterstaffs!” Shani shouted, giving them only a moment to rest. “Kiara, you’re with me.”

William led the other two to the side of the courtyard and ducked into a small room. The walls of the room contained dozens of swords. The lengths and shapes varied, each one notched and dinged from years of use. A vertical rack held spears, battle-axes, pikes, clubs, and long staffs. A shelf bore daggers, maces, and piles of arrows. Another wall displayed various wooden shields and bows. Every item was familiar to him. He placed his sword onto an empty spot on the wall, then selected a quarterstaff and trudged back.

“Spread out. I want you to free-spar,” Shani ordered, moving to the far end of the courtyard before turning. She crouched, one knee bent in a lunge. Her tight jaw and fierce look reminded William how thankful he was to spar with Hugh. Kiara’s staff bounced off her legs as she walked toward the instructor.

A glint from the silver bracelet wrapped around Shani’s wrist caught William’s eye. The knights only wore them when they sparred with the trainees, but they wouldn’t answer questions about their purpose. They left the trainees to speculate.

Hugh tapped him on the side with his staff. “Hey!” William said, pressing his tunic down where he’d been hit. “Let me get ready.”

“I’ve been practicing . . . with John,” Hugh said as he dug his foot into the dirt and readied his stance. “Maybe I can make you break a sweat today.”

William ran a hand over his forehead and through his shaggy brown hair, damp with perspiration. “Looks like you already win.” Settling into a crouch, he extended his staff and tapped Hugh’s, signaling he was ready.

Behind him, the furious clacking of wooden staffs provided a mental image of Kiara and Shani trading blows. Feigning interest in the other fight, Hugh lunged with the tip of his weapon. William knocked it to the side and stepped in the opposite direction.

“Sneak attack, huh?”

Hugh shrugged. “Worth a try.” He swung toward William’s head. The block led to a spirited back-and-forth exchange with multiple hits. William’s feet retreated as Hugh advanced. When he sensed the wall looming behind him, William ducked under a swing of the staff, the wooden weapon striking the stone wall with a solid thump. He spun away, making an arc in the dirt with his shoe. 

“Argh!” Hugh groaned, shaking his head. “So close!”

William laughed. “Sorry. You’ll get me. Come on . . . keep trying.”

Hugh advanced again. His hard strikes and fast arms would give most fighters trouble, but William had an unnatural gift that frustrated the other two trainees. Hugh’s staff dropped to sweep his feet. William planted his weapon to block, rounded his body, and kicked Hugh’s side. While his opponent stumbled, he attacked. Hugh blocked the staff with his own raised. William pressed forward, the wooden weapons locked together. Hugh gritted his teeth and pushed back.

Coming closer, William moved a foot behind Hugh’s leg. The other trainee’s eyes widened, but it was too late. William pushed. Hugh tried to adjust his balance but tripped on William’s foot. His arms flailed, and William took the opening. He struck his staff against Hugh’s chest, sending him falling to the dirt.

William’s head turned to the applause. Kiara lay similarly sprawled on the dirt while Shani clapped. “Nice, William. Switch with Kiara.”

Kiara’s face held a look of relief. 

As William approached Shani, the trainer removed the silver band from her wrist and tossed it to the side. It landed with a light thump in the dirt, and William’s eyebrow raised.

“Why’d you take it off?” he asked. “What do the bracelets do?” She didn’t answer.

William glanced toward Hugh and Kiara. They looked back from the other side of the courtyard wide-eyed.

“Spar, you two,” Shani ordered the others, forcing them to address each other. 

William had barely used any effort in the skirmish against Hugh, but his heart raced. He held up his staff and settled into a crouch. What is she up to? Her inscrutable eyes locked on his. 

The sound of Kiara and Hugh fighting tried to draw his attention away. Ignore them. Stay focused. The smell of his own sweat reached his nose. His arms were taut, ready to react. He moved first.

William swung as hard as he could. His feet shuffled and danced while his arms moved as fast as possible. He attacked her body, head, legs, and arms, but she effortlessly blocked them. 

“You’ve got to move faster, William,” she said.

He clenched his jaw. How can I possibly move faster?

Shani turned on the offensive, striking hard. William blocked with his staff, but the force pushed him back. His feet slid in the dirt. She alternated hits on either side. William held his breath, frantically blocking while he backpedaled. 

He managed an upward strike, knocking her staff and both hands above her head. Her stomach lay exposed, and the end of his weapon was ready. Here’s my shot! William pivoted his staff, the side flying toward her gut. He flexed his arms, trying to hit hard enough to knock her down.

He watched the end of the staff, waiting on it to collide with her. Ready for impact, his jaw clenched, but her body suddenly disappeared. His staff continued forward, hitting only air. He stumbled forward and blinked, looking around. Where did she go? A boot against his back confirmed his fears. She was behind him. He stayed upright for two steps before losing his balance. He dropped his staff to brace his hands. His body scraped against the ground, giving him a mouthful of dirt.

“I almost had you!” he shouted, turning over to find Shani approaching with an outstretched hand and a smirk.

“Did you though?”

He accepted her hand and allowed her to help him to his feet. “How are we supposed to have fair training if you do stuff like that?”

She scowled. “Who said training was supposed to be fair?”

“You’re supposed to teach us, right?”

“What do you think I might be teaching you?”

“Never trust a shadow knight?”

Her lips pursed. “Try again. Maybe I’m training you to fight against an opponent who outmatches you?” She pulled him close and whispered. “You’re good, William, but don’t forget, there are always others better.”

William wiped the dirt from his face and bent to spit out the muddy residue. 

Footsteps shuffled across the dirt at a slow jog. William turned, and Quinton reached to take his staff. “Artimus wants to see you.”

William nodded as a lump formed in his throat. “Where is he?”

“The common room.”

He swallowed, but the lump didn’t go away. He handed his staff to the shadow knight and walked toward the hall. Hugh stopped sparring to watch. William cringed as Kiara clubbed Hugh across the upper body just before William passed into the hall.

After a handful of paces, he turned a corner. The dim passage stretched past several rooms, ending at the complex’s front door. William stopped at the second door down the hall and poked his head into the common room, dreading whatever awaited. 

The room where the knights took their meals and relaxed contained two long tables. A countertop and shelves along the walls held food supplies and pots. Half-burned logs and a stack of ashes filled the cold stone fireplace on the opposite end of the room.

On the counter, a knife rested next to a batch of carrots, halfway chopped and momentarily ignored. Artimus stood beside it, talking with two men. The older of the two had gray hair and the beginnings of wrinkles on his face, neatly trimmed by a beard that held more white than gray. His brown cloak had a stiff, high collar. A white tunic poked from beneath it, and a gold chain dangled from his pocket. When he noticed William in the doorway, his eye sparkled, and he nodded. 

The second man was roughly ten years younger. His clothing was similar, but his face was clean-shaven, and his hair was short and a darker shade of brown.

“William, come in,” Artimus said, beckoning with his hand.

William took cautious steps forward, but remained an arm’s length from the door, as if he expected to run.

“Have you met the High Lord of Justice, Irvin Sinclair?” Artimus asked.

William’s eyes grew. The guy they were going to kill! He shook his head as the gray-haired man nodded to him.

“And this is his assistant, Lucas.”

Sinclair laughed. “He’s much more than an assistant. I snatched him from the army three years ago. He was too bright to be wasted slinging swords. Now, our justice system would fall apart if it weren’t for him.”

A broad grin covered the younger man’s face as he extended his arm to William. His handshake was firm, rattling William’s teeth as his arm shook. “We heard you played a part in thwarting a plot to take the high lord’s life,” Lucas said. “Thank you for that.”

William’s eyes jumped to Artimus, who scowled. “I—uh . . . I’m not sure I did much to help.”

Artimus cleared his throat. “Irvin and Lucas need to know any information you have. They are both in the circle of confidence for the Shadow Knights, so you can speak plainly. Did you hear anything from the thieves?”

“They were planning to kill the high lord—last night, from the sound of it.”

“I don’t understand why, though,” Lucas said. “We’ve never run across those thieves, that I know of.” He looked at Sinclair.

“Volric Ruston?” Sinclair said. “Yeah, I’d never heard of him until this.”

“Thieves often have a vendetta against the justice system,” Lucas said. “I’m sure they—”

“That’s not it,” Artimus interrupted. “They want someone new in power. Someone called the Stag. He’s supposed to be working with them.”

William turned to Artimus with his head cocked.

The Shadow Master bore an amused grin. “You weren’t the only one listening in hiding last night, William.”

Lucas’ eyes narrowed. “That makes no sense. King Wesley appoints the high lords. Could he be in on it?”

William’s eyes grew when all heads looked at him. “I don’t know.”

Artimus shook his head. “I can’t imagine Wesley would be corrupted like that.”

Sinclair turned to William. “What do you know of this . . . Stag.”

“He’s supposed to have connections—a network of information supposed to help the thieves steal more. They were going to pay him a cut. That’s all I heard.” 

“I suspect someone with a lot of trade connections, possibly a guild leader or someone in finance,” Artimus added.

William’s brows pinched together. “Aren’t they all dead or captured?”

“The thieves?” Lucas answered, then nodded. “The three that lived are in the Felting jail, but I don’t know who this new person could be.”

“Well, we should be off,” the high lord said after a pause, nodding to Artimus and William. “Thank you both for your service to me and the kingdom.”

“We’re happy to serve. Be careful, High Lord Sinclair,” Artimus said as they left. William moved to follow the men out the door. “Hold up there, William,” Artimus called behind his back. 

William stopped, feet stuck to the ground and heart sinking as the older men left down the hallway.

“Take a seat,” Artimus said as he moved to the counter and picked up the knife.

William sat on the closest bench to the door. He dropped his gaze as the sound of chopping carrots filled the room.

“What do you think I’m going to tell you, William?”

William pursed his lips. “Um . . . That I need to listen better?”

“What else?”

“Maybe that I’m a bad influence on Hugh?”

“You have talent, William—strength and skill past any knight I’ve seen.” William’s heart swelled. “Hugh is going to follow your example. I heard he almost fell off the warehouse roof?”

“He was fine. It was only a moment, and—”

Artimus stopped chopping and held up his hand. “What if he wasn’t fine? What if he had fallen?” William swallowed but didn’t reply. “What if you had fallen?”

“Once you teach us how to do . . . whatever it is you can do we’ll be safer. Right?”

“Responsibility means making good choices in your current situation. You can’t justify a poor decision by insisting it would have been wise under a different circumstance.” Artimus set the knife down, wiped his hands on his pants, and sat next to William. “The Criterion comes tomorrow. I’m excited for you to learn what it means to be a shadow knight, but you have to prove yourself first.” Artimus pressed his eyelids together. “Could you stop shaking, please?”

William looked down at his knee bouncing against the floor and shaking the bench. He stopped. “Sorry.”

“Yesterday, you showed an inability to listen and follow instructions. That’s not a good sign.”

“Do you think I won’t pass? You just said I had more talent than anyone you’ve seen.”

“The Criterion is not only about your physical skills.”

William’s eyebrows narrowed. “What do you mean? What will we have to do?” Artimus didn’t answer. “How can we prepare if we don’t know what the test will be?”

The furrowed rows of Artimus’ forehead didn’t ease William’s concerns. “You can’t prepare,” the Shadow Master said, taking in a deep breath. “I hope you pass.”

William stared back while tension filled the air. “When I do . . . I can go on missions, too, right?”

“If you pass, we can continue your training and consider missions.”

“I heard about the unrest in Karad—the workers at the mill? It sounds like that might need a lot of knights.”

“We will probably need to travel to Karad, but there’s also been a threat to the Baron in Tarving. It’s not substantiated yet, but we may need to intervene. In either case, don’t set your hopes on going anywhere soon. Focus on the Criterion for now. We’ll deal with the rest later.” William nodded and turned toward the door. “William.” The serious address turned him back around. “You caught me by surprise last night. I should not have used your name in front of the thieves, and I’m sorry.”

The apology came as a shock, but he appreciated the candor. “Thank you. I understand, and I’m sure it will be fine.”

“I heard what that thief said to you when you left, and I assure you, you have nothing to fear from him.” Artimus nodded toward the door. “Now, go on. Rejoin the others. I look forward to tomorrow.”

The chopping of carrots resumed as William left, back toward the courtyard. It felt good to hear Artimus say it would be all right, but Volric’s words still played through his head. How does he think he would make me pay?








  
  
  Fetzer’s Tavern

  
  




William opened the door to Fetzer’s Tavern. Warm light spilled out, chasing away the darkness in the street. A thick cloud of noise and warmth hit him as he stepped across the threshold. Dark wooden walls and a low ceiling gave the place a cramped feeling. William bent slightly as he walked, although his head didn’t quite touch the ceiling. 

Located near King’s Academy, students filled most of the tavern, taking a break from the classes and studying that dominated their days. A three-person band playing a drum, windpipe, and a lute sat on a stage, filling the air with a lively tune. A few inebriated students danced, laughing as they sloshed pints of ale.

Hugh pointed to an open table on the opposite side of the room and led the way. William and Kiara slid into the bench seats while Hugh flagged down a blonde-haired woman in an apron before he took the spot next to Kiara. The booth had high-walled backs, giving a measure of privacy in the otherwise packed room.

“A round of ales?” the woman asked, tapping her knuckles on the table. 

“Please,” Hugh said, answering for the group as he fished coins out of his pocket and plunked them on the table.

“It’s payday today, right?” the woman asked.

“Every Finday,” Hugh replied with a grin.

“You all are at the training center, aren’t you?”

William cringed at the question until he remembered the academy’s cover. Everyone in the neighborhood thought the center was some sort of castle guard training location. The knights kept the door closed from prying eyes, and any combat practice heard over the walls would be expected. They nodded as a group.

“Small or large ales?” she asked.

“Large.”

William raised a finger. “Small for me, please.” Disapproving looks came from Hugh and Kiara. “I’m feeling tired. I don’t want to be out late,” William lied, fingering the small collection of coins in his pocket and wishing they were larger. “Plus, I want to be ready for tomorrow.” 

“What’s tomorrow?” the lady asked with a friendly smile.

William’s body tensed, his eyes jumping to Hugh’s. “Um . . . Nothing.”

Her smile faltered at the awkward silent moment. “No problem. I’ll be right back.”

“You never stay out late with us,” Kiara said when the woman left. “Are you gonna go on another one of your walks? Maybe stumble across another assassination plot?” 

Hugh laughed. “I bet you’d walk all night if you could.”

“I enjoy the fresh air,” William said, “and the chance to think.”

“What all do you think about?” Hugh asked. “I’d go crazy, alone with my thoughts that long.”

“Stuff,” William shrugged. “I don’t know. I enjoy the peace and quiet.”

Kiara picked up one of Hugh’s coins, balanced it under her finger, then flicked it into a spin. “I wish they would pay us more.”

“We get four copper tid per week,” Hugh said. “We stay and eat for free at the academy. They provide our clothes. What else do you need?”

She shrugged and looked down at the table. “I don’t know. It would be nice to have more though.”

“I doubt they’ll raise our pay,” William said. “Tarphan, Rynor, and Feldor fund the knights, but almost all the money goes into mission expenses and the protection of all of Terrenor.”

“Except for Norshewa,” Hugh said. “I wonder why they don’t participate? The Shadow Knights never go there, do they?”

Kiara shook her head. “They like to do their own thing, I guess.”

The tavern’s door opened, drawing Hugh’s eye. “Hey, William. Check it out.”

William followed the subtle head nod across the room. Two young women around their age entered. Both had long brown hair and easy smiles. They removed their heavy cloaks, exposing low-cut shirts that left little to the imagination.

“Should we introduce ourselves?” Hugh asked, the corner of his mouth rising. Kiara rolled her eyes while his twinkled.

“Who are they?” William asked.

“Pfff! I don’t know, but I’d like to find out.”

The girls settled at a booth, two tables down from theirs.

“They’re probably here to study,” William said. “We should leave them be.”

Kiara laughed. “Dressed like that?”

“They’re not here to study,” Hugh said. “They’re here to meet guys. Come on . . . We could be those guys!”

“You go ahead if you like,” William said. “I’ll pass.”

Kiara cocked her head, raising her eyebrows. “And what do you plan to do, Hugh? You can’t marry them.”

“I didn’t say I wanted to marry them. I just think we could . . . hang out. They’re probably more interesting than you two bores.”

The barmaid arrived and set three drinks on the table. William took the shortest by the handle. The three shadow knight trainees clinked their mugs together and took healthy swallows. Hugh and Kiara continued gulping long after William lowered his drink.

William bit the side of his cheek as he scanned the tavern. “Does it ever bother you we won’t be able to marry?” he asked.

The other two set their mugs down. “Not as long as we can talk with those girls, it doesn’t!” Hugh replied with a laugh. 

William’s head angled forward. “I’m serious, Hugh.”

“It bothers me a bit,” Kiara said. “I’ll be honest.”

Hugh’s laughter faded. “I think about it,” he said, lines of concern growing on his forehead. “It gives me pause, but . . . we have a greater purpose. It makes sense. We can’t divide our loyalty. There are only a handful of people in all Terrenor who can do what we’ll do. It’s worth the sacrifice.”

William sighed. “Yeah, I know. I wonder if they’ll ever relax the rule, though. Forever seems like a long time.”

“Angelita said it’s for the safety of the other person,” Kiara said.

William’s brows knit together. “What do you mean?”

“What if someone knew you were married? What if they kidnapped your wife and held her hostage until you did something for them? Would you really want to bring that danger on someone?”

William squirmed in his seat. “Yeah, that’s a good point.”

“Like you could get a girl to fall for you anyway,” Hugh said with a smirk.

William narrowed his eyes and acted as if he were going to fling his ale across the table. Hugh flinched, but after a pause, they both laughed.

“You two would both make good husbands,” Kiara said, drawing confused stares. “Now, don’t look at me like that. I’m not getting mushy on you. You would . . . but . . .” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “But you will also make great shadow knights. You’re gonna make a difference—protecting people and solving Terrenor’s problems.”

“Thanks, Kiara. That means a lot,” William said.

“Argh!” Hugh said, shaking his hands. “I just want to know their secrets!”

“Shh,” Kiara uttered, her head pivoting around. “Not so loud.”

“Only one more day,” William said with a wistful longing. “Do you think we’ll find out tomorrow?”

“Find out what?” Kiara asked. “How they do what they do?”

“Yes! Did you see Shani today when we sparred? She took off her bracelet again.”

“Yeah, I saw that.”

“I was about to knock her down, and she did that speed thing. Faster than a snap, she was behind me.”

“Or last night, at the warehouse,” Hugh added. “Between the time you jumped off that walkway and hit the ground, they entered the room and took out everyone. I’d love to move that fast.”

“Maybe you will tomorrow,” Kiara said.

“I think the bracelet might be the key,” William suggested.

Hugh nodded. “Maybe it fuels them. When they take it off, they’re ready.”

“It could be a potion,” William said. “Something they drink ahead of time that gives them super-speed?”

“It’s not just speed, though,” Kiara said. “A few days ago, Angelita was taking a cart of supplies into the smithing room, but the anvil was in the way. I saw her pick it up and move it out of the way as if it were nothing.”

“I tried to move that once,” William said. “It wouldn’t budge.”

“I don’t think she drank anything.”

Hugh nodded. “Plus, we’d know if they had vials of potion lying around.”

“I bet whatever it is also makes them think faster, too,” William said.

Kiara narrowed his brows. “What do you mean?”

“Think about it. When you run or do something quickly, your mind processes whatever you’re trying to do. How would that work if you moved ten times as fast? Your brain would need to work that much quicker—otherwise, you’d fall on your face.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“I think their skin is also tough, like armor,” Hugh said. “I’ve never seen any of them injured.”

William frowned and looked down at the table. “Surely someone’s been injured, but . . . I can’t think of any. Maybe their speed and strength keep them from getting hurt?”

“Or maybe they have armored skin?” Hugh said.

“Whatever it is, the secret lies in that room,” Kiara said.

Hugh raised an eyebrow. “The one in the courtyard?”

William nodded. “I bet that’s where they make the potion and practice whatever they do.”

“I bet it’s a room that endows people with abilities when they enter,” Kiara added.

“You know,” Hugh added with a frown. “I’ve never seen anyone go in there.”

William’s shoulders slumped. “Me neither. Still, I bet it holds the source of their power.”

“Maybe they’ll show us tomorrow,” Kiara said.

The three sat in silence for a moment. William took another sip of his drink, lost deep in thought.

“Have either of you heard anything about what to expect tomorrow?” Hugh asked, lifting his mug to his lips, “. . . for the Criterion?”

Kiara shook her head. “I keep pestering Angelita, but she won’t say a word. My guess is they’ll pair us off against one of the knights. Probably swords, maybe staffs or something else. They’ll have us try to disarm them or something. Maybe an archery test, too?”

“I bet they make us run,” Hugh said. “Time us on a loop through the city and get back before the hourglass is out.” 

“Yeah, maybe carry boulders around,” Kiara said, nodding. She stopped as she looked at William. “What is it?” William blinked and tore his eyes from his mug. 

“You know something,” Hugh said. “What’d you learn?”

William took a deep breath. “Artimus said it’s not only about physical skills.”

The other two wrinkled their brows. “So . . . Terrenorian history? booby traps? culture? land navigation?” Kiara guessed.

“Ugh, I hope it’s not navigation,” Hugh said. “I’m awful at that.”

William shrugged. “He didn’t say, but it sounded like it would be something else.”

“Something else?” Hugh repeated.

William nodded. “He said it’s not something we can prepare for.” All three took long drinks. 

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Kiara said.

“I do,” Hugh said. “It means I can’t do anything today, so I don’t need to worry tonight.”

Kiara laughed. “Yeah, I guess that’s one way to look at it. Do you think we’ll all pass?”

Hugh and William glanced at each other. “I have no idea,” Hugh said.

“Did either of you ever hear what happened to the previous knights?” William asked. “I wonder why there are openings?”

Kiara nodded. “Angelita said one of them died on a mission.”

William’s eyes widened. “I never heard about that.”

“Yeah, I don’t think they’re supposed to talk about it, but she let it slip. I don’t know anything about what happened though. Then, another one, someone named Jarvis, was getting old and decided to retire and take up gardening.”

“Why are there three of us then?” Hugh asked. “They try to keep around ten knights, right?”

“Maybe one of us isn’t supposed to make it,” Kiara suggested. 

William’s forehead pinched. “Ten is probably a rough number. I always thought getting selected to be here was ‘making it.’ Still . . . it stinks we could still get cut after all this training.”

A scraping chair drew their attention across the room where a table of older men played cards. A chorus of laughter erupted while one man stood with a scowl and stomped toward the door.

“How long do you think it will be before we go on missions?” Hugh asked.

“It depends what the secret is,” William said. “If it’s a potion, it may be quick, but if it’s a skill we have to learn, that could be awhile.”

“Angelita said they expect to get called to Karad any day. Something big is going on there.”

William nodded. “Yeah. Artimus confirmed there’s also something in Tarving that may need us soon.”

“I hope we get to join,” Hugh said.

“I just hope we pass the Criterion,” Kiara said.

William took another drink, leaving nothing but foam at the bottom of his small mug. 

As if drawn to an empty vessel, the tavern lady appeared. “Another round?”

“Yes, please,” Kiara said.

William pressed against his leg, feeling the coins in his pocket. He shook his head. “Not for me, thanks.”

“You’re already done?” Hugh said after the woman left. “It’s so early!”

William shrugged. “Yeah, I’m gonna head out. I don’t want to waste all my money at once, you know? We just got it today.”

Hugh’s jaw dropped as he turned his hands up. “What else do you have to spend it on?”

“I bet he has an enormous stack saved up,” Kiara said, a playful grin growing on her face. “Stashed under your mattress, right? Maybe I should check. I could find plenty of ways to spend it.”

“Oh yeah?” Hugh said. “Like what?”

Kiara’s smile faltered. Her eyes blinked quickly, and an awkward silence fell over the table.

“Sorry,” Hugh started. “I didn’t mean—”

“It’s all right. I—” Kiara stopped and lowered her chin. Moisture pooled at the edge of her eyes. “My parents are in trouble.”

William breathed in quickly. “I’m so sorry!”

“I didn’t realize,” Hugh added. “What’s wrong?”

She paused for a long moment. “You know my parents live in Tarving. My father’s a silversmith, and he got caught up with some . . . less-than-savory men. They were supposed to make him a lot of money, but it blew up in his face. Now, he owes more than he can possibly come up with. I just heard a few weeks ago.”

“That’s awful,” William said. “Can we do anything to help?”

She shook her head and wipes her eyes.

“Maybe we could speak with Artimus. Possibly, he could—”

A laugh broke free, and Kiara sniffed. “No. The Shadow Knights aren’t going to use their money to bail out someone engaged in less-than-legal actions. I offered to come home, but Father insisted they have some ideas of how to work it out. They told me to stay.” A weak smile returned to her face. “It will be fine . . . really.”

“Well,” William began, “if I did have a stack of coins, it would be yours to help them—but I don’t.”

“Thanks,” Kiara said. “That means a lot.”

“Well . . . go ahead and save your coins then, William,” Hugh said, spinning his own mug on the table. “You don’t have to drink, but you can at least hang out.”

“Yeah,” Kiara said, snapping out of her gloom and playfully hitting the table. “Stay a while.”

William’s stomach turned. “Thanks, but . . . I want to be ready for tomorrow. I think I’m going to head out now. Gonna take a long walk to clear my head.”

Kiara sighed. “Suit yourself. We’ll keep having fun.”

“Yeah,” Hugh said. “I’m talking to those girls as soon as you leave.” 

Kiara rolled her eyes. “We’ll see you in the morning, William.”

William placed three pintid on the table and stood. “Don’t stay out too late. You’ll want to be ready for whatever we face tomorrow.” 

He turned to leave, but the girls at the nearby booth caught his attention. One facing him made eye contact and waved her fingers, and her friend burst into a giggling fit. She slid on the bench—making room—and patted the seat next to her while batting her eyes. A flush crept over his face. He nodded politely but continued toward the door. They are pretty . . . but I have other priorities tonight. William pushed open the tavern door, and the cold air struck him. He took a deep breath, the chill filling his lungs. The lively, raucous sounds faded behind him as the door closed and he stepped into the city.








  
  
  The Red Quarter

  
  




The streets grew darker when William entered the Red Quarter. The city didn’t maintain lanterns in the city’s forgotten area, so he relied on the glow spilling out of seedy taverns and dingy buildings to light the way. He stepped around a discarded pile of trash. The area had a rotting smell, as if the entire neighborhood decayed while the city surrounding it grew stronger. Despite the quarter’s squalid state, men and women still crowded the street, coming and going. 

A man jostled against him, knocking his shoulder back. “I’m so sorry,” William said, turning to see the person he’d hit. The hard expression on the man’s clean-shaven face morphed into surprise. “Lucas!”

The High Lord of Justice’s assistant raised his eyebrows. “William, uh . . . Hello. What are you doing here?”

William’s breath quickened, but he forced himself to calm down. “Just out for a walk. I enjoy seeing the city at night.”

“In this neighborhood?”

William glanced around and shrugged. “I, uh . . . kind of walk all over. What about you?”

Lucas pointed behind him. “I needed to meet with someone who lives here.” The man stepped forward and leaned in. “Say . . . are you all right? You seemed a little shaken up earlier today.”

William squirmed. “Yeah, I’m fine. I was in a little trouble this morning.”

“Mmm, for following the knights?”

“Yeah. Also . . . Volric—the thief they caught. He blames me for his brother’s death. He said he was going to make me pay for it, and he knows my name.”

“Hmm. I can see how that would be troubling.” Lucas pursed his lips and paused. “You know, I used to be an actor when I was young. I still dabble in it sometimes—just for fun. When I first started, I would get on stage and lose myself in worry. Was the audience going to pay attention? Would they like my character? Would the other actors remember their lines? My performance suffered because things I couldn’t control distracted me. Over time, I learned to be present. If I feared something I couldn’t control, I pushed it aside. I focused on doing my best and allowing events to play out however they would. As a result, my performance improved. My advice to you? Volric is gone. He can’t get to you, and there’s nothing you can do to affect it. So, don’t allow worry to have any hold in your mind.”

William nodded. “That’s good advice. Thanks.”

“Easier said than done, I know.”

William laughed. “I was just thinking that. Still, thank you.” He angled his body to leave and glanced down the street. “I better let you go.”

“Well, be careful on your . . . walk.”

“I will, thanks.” William turned to leave, feeling Lucas’ curious look over his shoulder.




After walking down the Red Quarter’s main street for several minutes, he found the chipped orange window frame he sought and turned down an alley. The walls grew tight, and the steady plink of something dripping filled the air. He counted the doors until he arrived at the fourth on the left and stopped. He checked over his shoulder then mounted the two crumbling steps. 

The window next to the door was dark, along with the rest of the alley. He touched the cold doorknob. It swiveled, and the door cracked. He frowned. Something is wrong. A slow groan of hinges greeted him as he pushed it open. He craned his neck but couldn’t discern any sign of life. “Hello?” he said just above a whisper. No one answered.

The floorboards creaked as he padded down a short hall. He ran his hand along the wall, feeling the seams of the cracked plaster. When he stepped into the main room, the light grew. A small fireplace held a crackling fire, warming the chamber with a pot hanging above the flames. “Where are you?” He passed the fire to a table with two chairs set against a wall. The dishes were set out, as if for a meal. A creak sounded behind him, and the hairs on his neck stood on end.

A shout roared through the room as a body collided into his back. He jumped and tried to spin, but the unseen person wouldn’t let him go. Strong arms wrapped around him, pinning his to his side. “I’ve got you, William Stormbridge,” a seductive voice whispered in his ear. 

William grinned as the pressure around him loosened. He turned and faced his attacker, wrapping his arms gently around her waist. “And I’ve got you, Julia Stormbridge.”

She laughed. “We’ve been married for over a year, and the name still makes me smile.” Her long, brown hair seemed to glow, backlit by the simmering fire. A head shorter than him, she looked up into his eyes. Hers were green, like a field of grass waving in the breeze on a warm suether day. They sparkled while her grin melted his heart. He leaned in and met her lips. His eyes closed, and the world of shadow knights faded as he lost himself in the depths of her kiss.

“Did you know the door was unlocked?” he asked after they finally pulled away.

“Yes, I knew you were coming.” 

William raised his eyebrows and tilted his head forward.

Julia rested a hand on her hip. “I’m not some helpless woman sitting in her house waiting on thieves to show up. I can handle myself.”

“I know you can, but . . . I’d still feel better if you kept it locked. This isn’t the safest area.”

Her eyebrows narrowed, but the hint of a grin still remained. “Fine . . . I’ll keep it locked . . . for you.”

“Thank you.”

Julia used a burning splint from the fireplace to light a few candles which she placed around the room. The meager kitchen held a few dishes and a smattering of food. Through a doorway, a bed with tidy sheets and pillows fully enveloped the other room. 

“You want any food?” she asked, walking to the table and grabbing a bowl. I set out dishes just in case.”

He shook his head. “No, we had plenty at the academy, and I know we don’t have much. But I’d love to watch you eat.”

Julia removed the lid from the pot over the fire and ladled out a meager portion.

“Potato soup?” William asked, and she nodded. “Same as the other day?” The nodding continued as she sat at the table, William taking the chair opposite her.

“The market had some garronts, feathered and ready to cook. They were getting old, so they were selling them cheap. I was going to get one for dinner, but . . .” She shook her head. “I was just short.” She filled a spoon.

“Is last week’s money out?” William fished into his pocket and pulled out the coins he received earlier that day.

She squirmed in her seat. Her eyes flitted around the room. “Um . . . Yes, it’s gone.”

William raised an eyebrow. “Julia?”

She sighed, her face reddening. “You know the old woman two doors down?” 

William nodded. 

“She fell ill and couldn’t get out for a few days. I bought some food and medicine to take to her.”

William pressed his index finger against his temple.

“I know! I’m sorry, but . . . she needed help.”

William chuckled, and the corner of his mouth turned up. “No, it’s fine. I’m glad you did it. That’s one of the many things I love about you, Julia. You always notice when others are in need.” He pushed the handful of coins across the table. “Here’s three tid, seven pintid. This should tide you over for the next week.”

“But this is all you have!” she protested. “What if you need something later in the week?”

“I’ll be fine.”

Her smile returned. “Maybe the garronts will still be there tomorrow,” she said. “So, how did things go today?”

“Um . . . I kind of got in trouble.”

“What happened!”

His eyes fell to the table. “I followed the knights on a mission last night, and they caught me.” He snuck a glance and found her eyebrow raised. “I know, it was foolish. Artimus talked with me, but he wasn’t that upset. I expected some sort of punishment, but . . . I think he understood.”

Her look of reproach morphed into a wistful smile. “He sounds like a great leader. I wish I could meet him.”

William’s mouth turned down. “I wish you could, too.”

“Do you think, maybe when you become a knight, they’ll relax the rules and allow . . . us?”

“I wish, but I don’t think so.”

“What would happen if they found out?”

William pursed his lips. “I don’t know. I haven’t heard of anyone breaking that rule. We’ll just have to keep secretly meeting after dusk.”

She set down her spoon and extended her hand across the table to caress his arm. “You know you can’t come here every couple of nights. Someone’s going to get suspicious eventually.”

“I know. I just love seeing you, and I worry about you.”

She laughed and picked her spoon back up. “I love you, too. But you don’t need to worry about me.”

“Did your application get approved today?”

Her arm flinched as she scooped a mouthful. She looked away after she swallowed. “I should find out soon.”

William inclined his head forward. “Julia.”

She took a deep breath then sighed. “They said no.”

William winced. “Why?”

“They said I don’t have experience.”

“That’s ridiculous!” William said. “Sure, you’re only eighteen, but you worked with your father for years before he died! You’re as strong as any of those other men, and you can do anything they can!”

Julia shrugged, but moisture pooled in the corner of her eye.

William reached out and rested his hand on her upper arm. “Hey. It’s all right. I’m going to go talk with the mason’s guild. I’ll explain . . .”

“No, please don’t,” she said, wiping at her face. “We knew this would happen. They don’t want me as a stonemason. It always seemed ridiculous . . . the dream that they’d accept a woman into their group. I’ll find something else.”

“Maybe I should—” William stopped, stomach churning as he considered what he was about to offer. “Maybe I should quit?” She dropped her spoon, and her eyes grew. “Think about it. We wouldn’t have to hide our marriage. I could get a job as . . . something. We wouldn’t have to worry about money, and we could—”

“Stop,” Julia said, her stern voice filling the room. “What did they say? Only one person out of thousands can do what you’re going to do? They selected you to be part of an elite group, and I promise you there is no one in the city of Felting—or even the Kingdom of Feldor—who is kinder and more honest than you. You were made for this. You will not give up on the Shadow Knights on my account.”

The tightness in his chest eased after hearing her renewed support. He nodded.

“Visit me when you can. I know it won’t be every day, and I’ll be fine. I will find work soon. In the meantime, I can eat leftover potato soup every night if I have to.”

William watched her finish the bowl. The sparkle in her eyes and joy in her face soothed his worries. When finished, he scooped up her bowl and spoon and took them to the rinsing bucket where he washed them off.

Behind him, Julia’s voice filled the room as she sang to herself. It was a traditional tune he knew well, “The Long Lady of Wiether.” He stood, captivated, as he dried the bowl. She was quiet, but the lilting melody pierced the room, filling his soul with warmth. His worry over the impending test, Julia’s snub by the guild, and money woes faded as he lost himself in her voice. She sang as she grabbed a book and settled into the high-backed chair by the fire. The words turned into a hum when she began to read.

William finished cleaning the bowl and returned it to its place on the shelf. He grabbed a book for himself and settled onto the ground at her feet, leaning against her legs. He opened the volume and stared at the words. For minutes, she flipped through the pages of her book, but his racing mind prevented him from focusing.

“What is it?” Julia asked.

He glanced up. A deep breath failed to settle his nerves. “I feel like I’m at an important spot in life. I’ve worked for years to become a shadow knight, and tomorrow will determine my fate.”

“Are you worried?” she asked, closing her book. He nodded. “How did it feel when they first found you?”

William flared his eyebrows. “Wow! That seems so long ago. It was amazing. I’d never felt so important. I had returned from tending the sheep and saw this look on my mother’s face. She was nervous but excited. We didn’t get many foreign visitors in our village, so Artimus showing up was a surprise. I felt special that he was there to talk with me.”

Julia smiled as he spoke. “And he wanted you to be a shadow knight.”

“Yeah, I still don’t know how he knew I had . . . whatever this ability is that they talk of, but, for the first time, I was proud to be me. I didn’t want to leave my mother, especially with my father having recently died, but she insisted.”

“So you came to Felting.”

He nodded. “I’ve spent the last four years training—preparing myself for tomorrow. But I don’t even know what the Criterion will be. What if I don’t pass?”

She rested her hand on his arm. “You tell me. What if you don’t pass?”

William’s gaze shifted to the wall. His mind churned. “I don’t know.”

She squeezed his arm with a comforting smile. “You’ll pass.”

“You don’t know that.”

“How many have failed in the past?”

“I don’t know. They don’t talk about it. I’m sure there have been plenty, but . . . I’ve never actually heard of any.”

“Well, you said the Shadow Knights want warriors who are good people, beholden to values. I can think of no one better.”

“Thanks. Maybe you can come tomorrow and be a judge.” They both laughed.

She rubbed his arm. “I love you, and I’m proud of you.”

“You say that now, but we don’t know what will happen.”

The corners of her mouth lifted. “I’m not proud because you’re going to pass. I’m proud of you for who you are . . . no matter what happens.”

His heart swelled. Her unconditional acceptance covered him like a warm blanket and soothed his fear. He took her hand and squeezed it. “Thank you.”

The fire popped, and they returned to their books. Her humming resumed, and they read together in the peace, warmed by the fire and comforted by their love.








  
  
  The Criterion

  
  




The porridge was warm and thick. William could barely get it down. He sat at the table in the common room, stomach tied in knots. He forced himself to eat, even though food was the last thing on his mind.

“Can you stop shaking?” Kiara asked.

William stopped his leg from bouncing. “Sorry. I didn’t even notice.”

Hugh and Kiara sat at his table, forcing down their own bowls. While most mornings were filled with laughter and humor, that morning was grim.

“You three need to lighten up,” Ervin said from the other table. “It’s just like any other day.”

“Yeah,” Angelita said, pausing with a spoon halfway to her mouth. “It’s not like your entire future hangs on today.”

A fresh churning rolled through William’s stomach while the shadow knights laughed.

“Sorry,” Ervin said, wiping off a grin. “We know it’s a big day. We’ve all been there before.”

Angelita nodded. “You’ll do fine—all three of you. Just do your best and be yourselves.”

“It’s easy for you to say,” Hugh said. “You’ve already gone through it.”

William swallowed his last spoonful and glanced at the clock on the wall. Time to begin. 

The two knights stood and washed their dishes, stacking their bowls on the shelf. William jumped up and took the empty dishes from Hugh and Kiara, stacking them on his own and taking them to the counter to clean.

After Ervin and Angelita left, William, Kiara, and Hugh remained. “Who do you think they’ll call first?” William asked as he set the clean dishes on the shelf. No one answered.

Steps in the hall outside beckoned their attention. Quinton gazed in. “Hugh, you’re up.” 

After flashing a feeble grin, Hugh stood and walked to the door. 

Quinton nodded toward William and Kiara. “You two, stay in here.”

“Good luck,” William said as his friend disappeared around the corner. Quinton closed the door to the common room behind them.

William waited with Kiara. He checked the clock constantly but had no idea how long it would take. The distant clashing of metal made its way into the room. 

“Sword fighting?” William said with a raised eyebrow.

Kiara nodded. “Probably.”

His nerves eased. That’s good. One of my strengths.

A quietness followed the last clang. They heard occasional cheers, but it was mostly silent. 

Kiara tiptoed to the door. She turned the handle and peeked through the opening.

“Do you want to get in trouble?” William asked.

She jerked back at his voice, knocking her head against the edge of the door. “Ouch!” She rubbed her head. “You’re one to say that. I just wanted to check if we can see anything. He said to stay in here, and I’m not leaving.”

William laughed through his nose. “Yeah, I guess not.” He joined her at the door and peered into the hall. The stone walls ended at a corner, but nothing was visible. Shoulders slumped, William returned to his seat at the table. Kiara closed the door again.

“Do you think we’ll get paid more when we’re full knights?” she asked as she sat.

An image of handing Julia a large stack of coins flashed through his mind, bringing a smile. “I hope so, but I don’t know.”

A long, quiet period of nothing followed. Occasionally, footsteps ran past the door, but no one entered. After an hour, the doorknob turned, and they jerked their heads. Quinton was back.

“Kiara, your turn.”

Left alone, William paced the chamber. He heard the same sounds as before but couldn’t discern anything new. While his heart pounded earlier, the endless waiting left him bored and impatient. An hour after Kiara had left, Quinton returned for the last time. He didn’t need to speak. Taking a deep breath, William stood then walked past Quinton, down the hall toward the courtyard.

The sun hung high in the sky as he emerged into the dirt enclosure. Despite the bright light, a gust of wind made him shiver. Artimus waited ahead, speaking with Shani while a sword peeked out over his shoulder. His eyes moved to William. The Shadow Master’s piercing gaze weakened William’s legs. The other knights hovered in the courtyard, but their bodies faced Artimus, indicating this was his show. Hugh and Kiara were nowhere to be seen.

“William, are you ready?” Artimus asked, taking a step in.

William swallowed before nodding. “Yes, sir.” He cleared his throat.

“There are three parts of the Criterion—skill, stealth, and speed. To become a shadow knight, you must prove yourself proficient in all three.”

Shani stepped toward William and extended a sword. He grasped the hilt and held it close. The dented weapon’s familiar grip and weight felt awkward in light of the upcoming test. 

Artimus pulled his own sword from over his shoulder. The metal rang out as it freed from its sheath. Farrathan, the sword of the Shadow Knights, William thought. His teeth clenched. A ruby shone in the hilt, and scrollwork ran along the length of the blade. William tightened his grip and crouched.

“First, you must show your skill with the blade. Your goal is to defeat me.”

William inhaled a gasp of air. If I can’t defeat him, I can’t pass? His heart pounded. 

Artimus raised his sword above his head and pointed the tip toward William as he sunk into a crouch—dragon stance. The older man’s mouth fixed in a hard line. William scanned his exposed wrists where his cloak pulled back. He looked for any sign of a metal bracelet around his wrist but paled when he found nothing but bare skin.

I can’t overpower him. I can’t outlast him. My only hope is a quick attack. The observing shadow knights stepped back, giving the two fighters room. William adapted snake stance, useful against dragon. His pulse beat in his ears. He tightened his grip and attacked. 

The fight became a haze. William lunged and struck, using the instincts he’d developed over years of training, but Artimus was ready every time. Attacks were deflected. The old man ducked and spun out of the way. No matter how fast William moved, the Shadow Master was always a step ahead, his movement effortless. Metal rang as the blades engaged. William kept his feet moving, desperate to find a window of advantage as the minutes passed. Sweat tasted salty as it rolled past his lips. 

After a hard swing of his sword hit nothing but air, William found himself overextended. The blade’s momentum took his tired arms in the wrong direction, leaving his back and side unprotected. His stomach dropped. He brought his weapon back as quickly as possible and turned to protect himself. Artimus hadn’t taken advantage of his slip-up.

Did he not notice the window? Artimus’ mouth tweaked up at the side, and a glint shone in his eyes. He’s taking it easy on me!

The older man’s sudden attack reminded William they still battled. He stepped forward and deflected the blade with his own counterattack, knocking the ruby sword out of position. With renewed hope, he elbowed Artimus in the side. The man cringed, leaning into the blow. Before his opponent could recover, William crashed his sword against the other weapon. When the steel clanged, Farrathan loosened and fell from Artimus’ hand onto the ground.

A grin came to William’s face as he held his own blade to his instructor’s throat. Artimus returned the smile. “Well done, William.”

The seven surrounding knights clapped. William stepped back, taking in lungfuls of air. He scanned the circle, finding proud looks on each face. Shani approached and retrieved the sword while William ran his hand across his forehead. Sweat dampened his hair and coated his palm. That’s one test down.

“Your next evaluation is stealth,” Artimus said before nodding at the rest of the knights. The other men and women turned and jogged through the hallway.

“Where are they going?” William asked.

“They will scatter between here and the statue in Turba Square. Some will act as regular people of the city. Others will actively look for you. Your job is to arrive at the statue without any of them noticing you.”

“In the middle of the day?”

“Yes.”

William pursed his lips. His eyes jumped as his brain planned.

“And no, you can’t flank from the other side of the square or climb over the roofs of the buildings. You must approach from the north using Castlewood Street.”

A laugh escaped William’s mouth. So much for that idea. 

William swung his arms and paced while he waited on Artimus to give him permission to proceed. The silence in the courtyard felt heavy, like he needed to fill it.

“Sir,” William started, “did you take it easy on me?”

The Shadow Master turned to him. “While sword fighting?”

William nodded.

Lines formed around Artimus’ eyes, but his mouth remained in a tight line. He didn’t reply. 

What does that expression mean?

After a beat, the master nodded toward the hallway. “They should be ready. Go ahead.”

William’s shoulders slumped. He walked down the hallway to the training center’s door, took in a deep breath, and pushed.

Poking his head out of the entrance, he scanned the street. A few people walked along Rampart Way, carrying baskets and walking with purpose. No knights in sight. He noted obstacles to hide behind, shadows to blend into, and shops to shelter in. Stepping softly, he crossed the threshold. The path to the square was a ten-minute walk down a well-traveled street, and the shadow knights could be anywhere.

William shifted to the left side of the path where intermittent awnings and doorways provided hiding spots, if needed. His mind raced through the myriad of stealth trainings he’d been through—many down that very path. He considered sight lines to hiding places and times to move between the scarce shadows.

A man turned the corner ahead, and William’s adrenaline surged. He melted into an alcove out of instinct, but a better look at the man allowed his shoulders to fall as he breathed out. The short, gray-haired man carried an armful of potatoes and moved as if he had somewhere to be. Just a regular person. William resumed walking and scanning the road. 

The slanted roof of a blacksmith’s shop extended a short ways into the street. A fire crackled inside a hearth where a burly man with sleeves pulled up to his elbows turned a metal object. Swords hung on a rack on one side of the stall, while the other displayed horseshoes, hooks, and small buckets of nails.

William skirted the edge of the shop until two men rounded a corner ahead—familiar ones with thick beards. Quinton and Gabriel! Tall stacks of crates ahead blocked a clean view, giving him only a moment.

With the smith’s back turned, William took two quick steps into the shop and jumped onto the anvil. Kicking his body higher, he grabbed an exposed ceiling joist and swung his body into the cavity above. His legs wrapped around the wooden beams, and his back rested against the joist. No part of him moved except his pounding heart.

The crunch of feet pressing pebbles into the stone pavers outside grew closer, and he held his breath. Inside the shop, the sound of churning coals let him know the blacksmith hadn’t been alerted. The wooden boards pressed hard into his back, but he ignored the discomfort. He stared at the sloped ceiling above where thatch cascaded down to the edge. Soon the steps outside faded into nothing. 

After exhaling, he allowed his legs to drop. He lowered his body to the anvil before finally jumping down.

“Hey! What are you doing?” the blacksmith cried.

William sucked in a breath as his eyes grew. Ignoring the man, he looked down the street. The knights in the distance continued away, bringing a grin to his face. He turned back to the smith. “I’m sorry for disturbing you,” he said quietly. “I’m just leaving.”

William moved quickly away from the shop, leaving the blacksmith with a perplexed look. He rounded the corner ahead. Two knights down.

Castlewood Street ran through most of Felting—from the castle to the southwest gate at the Benevorre River, crossing Turba Square in the middle. Wider than the previous lane, it was also more crowded—useful for blending in. William kept his walk casual while his eyes scanned. After a minute of walking, he rounded a parked carriage and froze.

Angelita leaned against a wall far ahead, arms folded over her chest. William stepped back. He used the carriage to block the line of sight, peering around the body of the horse connected to it. Angelita waited, her eyes scanning up and down the street. A building’s overhang shaded her, but there was nowhere else to hide. How am I supposed to get past her?

A bell over a door rang from a building to his right as two women exited an apothecary shop. William stepped back when a driver hopped down from the carriage, and the women approached the door. They scowled at him as he nodded and tried to act like he wasn’t skulking around their vehicle. The driver closed the door behind them and climbed back up to his position. The whip snapped, and the wheels lurched into a roll as an idea came to him—one he’d used before in a training exercise.

William scurried to catch up, then moved to the opposite side of the vehicle. A step beneath the door invited him, and the curtains in the windows gave him hope. While keeping pace with the moving carriage, he jumped onto the step and grabbed a metal bar on the roof. 

When he’d attempted the maneuver during training, the carriage-riders had noticed their dangling passenger. They had shrieked in alarm and created quite a commotion. 

A smile grew on William’s face while the wheels continued forward. He pressed his body against the side of the vehicle, but no cries of alert came from the driver or the women inside. 

After a moment, they passed Angelita, dodging a group of women carrying loads of clothes in baskets on the other side of the street. Several shot him curious looks, and he returned a friendly wave. After a short drive, the carriage angled to turn down a side street. No, not yet! 

William hopped off. He shuffled toward the fringe of the street where a clothing stand displayed colorful scarves and shawls to tempt those passing by. The owner engaged with another customer. Pretending to examine the merchandise, he looked behind him. His breath caught. Over the shoulders of the women with baskets, Angelita walked toward him. 

She saw me! He narrowed his eyes. No, she’s looking around. She doesn’t know. William glanced around him. His heart beat rapidly, and his mind whirled. There’s nowhere to hide. I need to keep— 

His thoughts halted as he looked farther ahead. John and Blair, two more of the knights, walked toward him. They spoke with each other as if engaged in an animated conversation.

His arms tensed. His body froze for a moment, his mind scrolling through various techniques. Hiding, distraction, camouflage, speed . . . The basket ladies passed him, snapping him out of his stupor. With a furtive glance to the busy shop owner, he pilfered a green and blue shawl from the nearest display and wrapped it over his head. He hunched his back and walked with slow, shuffling steps to join the group of ladies.

“Here, let me carry that for you,” he whispered to an older woman who held a sizable load.

“Thank you, dear,” she said.

William’s shoulders dropped, and his head angled away from where the shadow knights approached. “Where are you ladies headed?”

“We have laundry to clean. We’re heading to the cistern by the square. I appreciate the help. My back’s not what it used to be, and the clothes seem to grow heavier each time I carry them.”

“I’m heading that way. I’ll carry them for you.”

Blair’s voice, engaged in contrived conversation about the weather, passed behind him. William refrained from speaking to avoid drawing any attention. When they had passed, he turned his face forward, breathing easier.

The walk to the cistern took a couple more minutes, and William set the basket of clothes down where arcs of water poured out of holes in a stone wall and collected in a basin below. The lady thanked him, and he turned down the street to focus on his task. Five knights down. Two to go. 

A short way down the road, an arch covered the road, opening up into the square beyond. It was the middle of the day, so the street was busy, and the square beyond bustled with vendors and shoppers. William took in a deep breath. Shani and Ervin stood on either side of the arch, checking each person who passed through. 

William peered out from behind a wall. There’s no way to sneak past them! He shuffled through ideas in his head, but none seemed viable. 

The repetitive clopping of hooves on stones behind him drew his attention. A horse pulled a carriage through the street, headed toward the square. He snapped into action.

William strolled closer as the vehicle drew near. When the front wheel came even with him, he dropped to the ground and rolled between the wheels. He grabbed onto small ledges at either side of the carriage and tucked his feet up off the ground. The vehicle continued without a pause, and William rolled along with it.

Holding his weight off the ground in such an awkward way was difficult. A cramp developed in his right foot. He tried to wiggle his toes to relieve it, but it was no use. His fingers hurt, pressing on the minuscule ledges. He clenched his jaw and looked to the side. Shani’s boots rolled past without reacting. 

He closed his eyes and pushed the pain away. Memories of hours spent climbing stone walls through the city flashed through his head—the ache of tiring fingers, the fear of not knowing where the next hold would come from, the exhaustion of his forearms.

William held on as long as he could to make it deeper into the square. Despite the discomfort, he smiled, thankful for the strength of his hands. When his grip gave out, the stones below hit hard into his back. William winced. In a moment, the carriage rolled past, leaving the sun to blind him from above.

William climbed to his feet and dusted himself off. He shook out his arms and legs, helping them to regain feeling while ignoring curious looks from people walking by.

A glance at the square’s entrance showed Shani and Ervin still scanning Castlewood, oblivious to his arrival. He spun toward the heart of the square and found King Darrick’s statue rising majestically before him. William completed the few steps to slap his hand against the carved stone edifice.

Still breathing hard, he sat on the edge of the plinth and faced the knights searching for him. It took a minute, but eventually, Shani checked the statue then motioned to Ervin. William grinned. Two tests down.




William entered the courtyard, following the other knights. Artimus nodded in his direction. Without speaking, the Shadow Master walked to the table with the hourglasses and turned the large one upside down.

William’s brows pinched together. He glanced between the knights, but no one looked at him. They all congregated together, speaking in low voices amongst each other. 

William approached Artimus. “What’s the hourglass for?” The older man continued talking with Angelita, ignoring him. “Should I be doing something? What’s the last part?”

Artimus turned in his direction. “For starters, you need to have patience. The third part will begin soon.” William swallowed as his head retreated into his shoulders. He folded his hands in front of himself and waited. 

For several minutes, they did nothing. William paced, and a frown grew. Where are Shani and Ervin? Two knights did not return from the second test. 

The hourglass caught his attention. Sand continued to fall, and five lines had already ticked past.

Artimus’ throat clearing caught his attention. “William Stormbridge, are you prepared to prove yourself?”

He stood straight. “I am.”

“For the test of speed, you are to run your loop of the city.”

William’s eyebrow raised. “My loop of the city? The one we run almost every day?”

“That’s right.”

He cocked his head. “Alright. What’s the catch?”

“There’s no catch. Shani will be at the southwest gate to make sure you don’t take shortcuts. This is to test your speed.”

William’s pulse quickened. He looked at the hourglass and saw the sixth line just visible.

“As always, if you want to be a shadow knight, you have to beat the hourglass.”

His eyes grew. “But it’s already—” he cut himself off at Artimus’ blank look. He glanced around at the others. Their impassive faces stared back. Quinton nodded his head toward the door. With his heart pounding before he had even begun, William sprinted from the courtyard.

His feet struck the road as he pumped his legs, racing against the impossible time goal. How can they expect me to do this? It’s not fair!

He dashed to Castlewood Street and traversed the path he’d been down minutes before. He thundered through Turba Square, heads turning in his direction, but he didn’t pay them any attention. His heart beat quickly. His pulse thumped, and he gasped deep breaths every two steps.

Did Hugh and Kiara do this? Did they pass the first two parts? He struggled to even form thoughts alongside his labored breathing and quickened gait.

His legs ached when he passed by the southwest gate. Shani leaned against the wall and clapped her hands, urging him on. “Come on, William! Halfway there!”

He returned a half wave but was too tired to speak. The path back contained portions of uphill. His legs and back felt like they were on fire. The thought of running the entire way at his current speed seemed impossible. He focused on small goals. Just a few more steps. Just to that door ahead. Come on, William, keep going until that building. 

His chest screamed for relief as he neared the end. His pace was the fastest he’d ever run, but he wasn’t sure if it would be enough. He turned up Rampart Way. At the end of his sight, the Shadow Knights Academy awaited him. Quinton stood in the street, holding the door open while two knights looked on from the top of the academy wall. Just a bit longer! You can do this, William!

A scream shook his focus. What was that? He slowed a hair as he crossed an alley on his left, and his stomach twisted. Two surly men with thick beards faced the wall of the narrow lane. One carried a length of metal, and the other held a knife. Shrunk against the wall, a young girl of fourteen or fifteen screamed. Her face looked away from the men and pressed against the stone wall. Her eyes shot open and met William’s just as he passed.

His heart stopped, and his feet stuttered. Quinton waited ahead. William pictured the hourglass with only a few grains of sand left. He imagined entering the courtyard with his hands held triumphantly over his head. He saw himself chosen as a knight and given a cloak. His eyes pressed together, but the girl’s frightened visage wouldn’t leave. He planted his feet and stopped.

William dashed back to the alley. “Hey! Stop!” The two men turned their heads from the girl.

“This has nuthin’ to do with you,” one of the men snarled. “Leave.”

William’s chest heaved up and down. “No,” he gasped, stepping forward. “Leave her alone.”

“I’m warnin’ you.” The man with the knife turned in William’s direction and pointed the blade at him, crouched and ready for action. “Get out of here, or you’ll find this in your face.”

William looked at the girl. Her face was red, and tears fell down her cheeks. She didn’t speak, but her eyes pleaded with him. He imagined he could hear sand falling. After several deep breaths, he swallowed and stepped forward again. His voice dropped into a threatening growl. “I said leave her alone.”

The knife-wielder adopted a crooked grin. The tension in his arm slacked, and he stood to his full height. The girl’s whimpering faded. A shuffling of feet turned William’s head to the opposite side of the alley, where a man he hadn’t seen stepped from behind a stack of crates.

“Ervin?”

The shadow knight wore a broad grin and clapped as he stepped into the center of the lane. “Good job, William.”

William looked back at the two men and the young girl. They all stood easy, wearing smiles. The girl sniffed and wiped the fake tears from her face.

“This—” William started. “This was . . . the test?”

Ervin nodded. “It was, and you did perfectly.”

“So . . . the hourglass . . . the time?”

“You would never have been able to make that. We only wanted to push you.”

William set his jaw, and the side of his mouth curled up. He took a deep breath and turned. 

His legs pumped as he sprinted down the final stretch of the road. Quinton remained at the door, but his face screwed up with confusion. William didn’t stop to talk but tramped down the hallway and exploded into the courtyard.

Conversations halted as the gathered knights stared in his direction with slack jaws. William’s lungs gasped for air. His sight grew blurry, and he leaned over to put his hands on his knees. Forcing his head up, he looked at the table. The large hourglass took a moment to come into focus, and when it did, the last grains of sand trickled through.








  
  
  Graduation

  
  




William beamed. He remained standing for a second before he fell on his back in the dirt. Knees bent, he took in deep breaths. The knights came around him, shaking their heads, laughing, and wishing him congratulations.

When William’s pulse settled, he pushed against the dirt and rose to his feet. Artimus finally joined him. 

“Great work, William. You know, we’ve never had someone stop to help the girl, then still finish the run under the time.” William smiled. “We have one last step for you.”

William groaned. “I thought that was it!”

“Don’t worry. There’s no more running or fighting. It’s a choice for you to make. Come with me.”

The other knights’ mouths fixed in tight lines as William passed them to return through the hallway. Artimus led him toward the main door but stopped in the entryway. The space was small, with only one chair and a narrow table. A sword leaned against the wall, and a blanket rested on the table.

“It’s been a joy to train you over the last four years, William. From when I first found you in Rynor to today, I’ve always known there was something special about you.” William smiled, encouraged by the words. “Before we induct you into our group and teach you the final aspects of being a shadow knight, you must choose.”

Artimus touched the blanket and unfolded the top. A pile of clothes and a burlap sack lay inside. “Here are clothes, a blanket, and a sack of food that will last you a while.” He picked up a smaller leather pouch that clinked. “And this pouch contains twelve silver argen.”

William’s eyes bugged. One sol two argen! That’s . . . a year of pay!

“All this, as well as the sword, is yours to take if you want it, but you cannot stay with us and become a shadow knight if you do.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Shadow Knights exist to serve the kingdom. That means we give up a lot. We earn little money, we don’t collect riches, and we can’t marry.” 

William squirmed. 

“And what we do is dangerous. These things are a sacrifice, and before we require that, we want to give you the chance to leave.”

William felt a catch in his throat. He stared at the pile, his legs rooted in place.

“I will leave to give you the chance to think. The decision is yours, William. There will be no hard feelings if you go, but if you do, you agree to not speak of the knights and what we do to anyone.” Artimus moved to head back up the hall.

“How do I . . . decide?”

Artimus rested his hand on the wall and half turned. “You need to figure out what you want from your life. It’s your decision. Either take it and go through the door or leave it and return to the courtyard.”

The footsteps faded, leaving William alone. He fingered the leather pouch, feeling the vibration of the coins rustling inside. Julia and I could make a life for ourselves! We could get a nice place and have plenty of food. I could work as— His stomach turned. He wanted to be a shadow knight. William inhaled a long breath. What would Julia do? He smiled, remembering her words from the previous night. I was made for this. She would want me to fulfill my purpose.

He covered the bundle with the blanket and pressed down, hand lingering as he felt the hard coins through the fabric. After a heavy sigh, he took his hand away and walked back up the hallway. When he rounded the corner, he saw Hugh. The concerned look on his friend’s face morphed into a feeble smile when William stepped into the courtyard.

William looked around as Hugh approached. “Where’s Kiara? Did she not pass?”

Hugh’s shoulders fell. “She passed, but . . . she took the money. She’s gone.”

William sighed and hung his head. He’d known Kiara for years. They’d trained, sweat, and bled together. I can’t believe she would just leave! He momentarily grieved his missing friend, but then Hugh embraced him, pulling him tight. With a clap on the back, they separated and looked around at the other knights. A smile grew on William’s face. “And now there are ten.”




Dressed in fresh clothes, William sat in the common room again with Hugh. Bellies full from dinner, they waited with nervous excitement for the graduation ceremony.

“I still can’t believe you made it back in time on the run,” Hugh said, causing William to smile. “I would’ve run out of time even if I hadn’t stopped.”

“Artimus took it easy on me,” William said, “with the sword.”

“Oh, he definitely took it easy on me. I did fine, I think, but he could have taken me down. Did you make it past all the knights on the walk?” Hugh asked, and William nodded. “Quinton and Gabriel spotted me right at the start. They let me keep going though, then Shani caught me at the end, too. I thought I was going to be cut, but . . .”

“I guess we didn’t have to be perfect,” William said.

“Either way . . . I can’t wait to find out about what’s behind that door!”

William laughed. “Yeah, me too. Do you think we’ll attain their skills immediately or have to wait?” Hugh didn’t have an answer.

The door to the common room opened, and Ervin wordlessly summoned them. William led the way as the two trainees followed the hall and entered the courtyard.

The sky was black, but torches hanging around the space lit it up bright as day. Artimus stood directly ahead, dressed in his black Shadow Knights cloak. The lowered hood revealed the thinning gray hair and wrinkles on the man’s face.

The seven other shadow knights formed a circle. William stopped in the middle of the circle and spun. All the men and women wore their identical black cloaks, their lips forming tight lines. No one spoke. Hugh stood next to him.

“Hugh Mallison and William Stormbridge.” Artimus’ commanding voice turned William back around. The older man took a step in. “You have passed the Criterion and are to be inducted into the Order of the Shadow Knights. For hundreds of years, the Shadow Knights have served Terrenor, defending the defenseless and preserving justice and peace throughout the land. When freedom is threatened, we answer the call . . . from Feldor, Tarphan, Rynor, or even Norshewa. We do not hesitate in the face of danger, but rather, we thrive, accomplishing what no one else can. We put others first. We think of ourselves less. Despite the endeavors we accomplish, we seek no glory or fame.” His voice dropped. “No one will know the great deeds you do. No one will know when you sweat, when you bleed . . . or even when you die.”

William swallowed but stood tall with his shoulders held back.

“Your legacy will be the preservation of Terrenor and the difference you make in the lives of people who will never know you exist.” John approached with an armload of black fabric as Artimus continued. “This honor is reserved for very few. You two have worked hard and proven you are ready, and tonight, you each become one of us.” Artimus selected a piece of clothing from the pile and turned to Hugh. “Hold out your arms.”

Artimus helped him put on the black cloak. Selecting the next one, he turned to William, whose heart thumped in his chest. He slid one arm through a sleeve, then turned to put in the other. The thick fabric felt like a warm hug. The cloak fell against his body to his feet. He ran a hand across the white Shadow Knights emblem embroidered over the heart and beamed with pride. I wish Julia could be here to see this.

After handing out the cloaks, Angelita extended an arm with medallions hanging from it. William bowed his head forward while the Shadow Master draped a cord around his neck. A pewter medallion hung at the end of the leather cord. Gray with a matte finish, the symbol of the knights filled the circle. He pressed it against his chest, the cold, hard metal reminding him it was real—he’d made it. 

“As official shadow knights, you must learn one final lesson.”

William’s pulse raced. He glanced to the side, at the locked wooden door. Will we finally find out?

“We protect this information at all costs, which is why trainees do not learn it until we induct them. Now that you are one of us, it is time for you to learn how to use the origine.”

William breathed in sharply.

Artimus took a key out of his pocket. His feet crunched across the dirt while William watched, holding his breath. The Shadow Master stopped in front of the forbidden door and inserted the key into the lock.

William strained his eyes, longing to glimpse what lay beyond. While Artimus worked on the lock, footsteps and the clanking of metal approached from behind. The other knights’ mutters grew until a member of the King’s Royal Guard entered the courtyard. 

He wore a tunic of gray and blue with white gloves and a black beret. His metal breastplate and creased pants gave him a sharp look. “Artimus!” the guard called, breathing heavily. “It’s begun.”

The Shadow Master turned, the door remaining closed. “In Karad?”

The guard nodded. “Also in Tarving. We received messenger birds only minutes apart. You’re needed in both cities, now!”

Artimus spun and took in the sight of the men and women standing there. “Quinton.” The knight stepped forward. “You lead Karad. Ervin, you’re on recon. John, you’ll be the engineer, and Shani, you’re on point with Quinton.”

The four knights nodded quickly, and Artimus turned to the others.

“Angelita, take the lead for Tarving. Take Blair and Gabriel.”

The three stood alert, poised and ready to move. 

“I don’t have any background on the situation there, so meet with our contact and adapt.”

“Are you not coming?” Angelita asked.

“I’ll stay with the new ones.”

Quinton turned to his group of four. “Pack clothes and food. We leave in five minutes.”

William’s shoulders slumped. He watched longingly while the knights dispersed to ready themselves. He took a step toward Artimus. “Sir, you don’t have to stay here on our account. We’d all be happy to go, too. We can help!”

Artimus shook his head. “Soon, but not yet. Have patience.” With the words of dismissal, Artimus beckoned to Quinton and walked with him toward the common room.

William’s eyes fell on the carved door, locked and staring at him from the torchlight of the courtyard. He sighed.




Hugh dealt cards between him and William. When his five lay in a pile before him, William scooped them up and scowled—two fours, an eight, a star king, and an iron jester. Normally, such an awful hand would irritate him, but his mind was elsewhere.

“I wish we could have gone,” William said wistfully. “I know we aren’t fully trained yet, but I like to think we could have helped.”

“I’m sure we’ll get our chance soon,” Hugh said, discarding one of his cards and taking another from the stack. “You sure you don’t want to sneak off and follow?” Hugh asked with a smirk. “You could probably catch them on the north road if you rode quickly.”

William gave a soft laugh. “I’m not sure that would go over well. And Karad’s a long way to travel.”

“So, they’ll be gone for three or four days, right?” Hugh said. “What’ll we do in the meantime?”

“Maybe Artimus will take us through that door and teach us about this . . . origine,” William said.

Hugh and William took turns playing and drawing cards. A diamond baron! Nice! William fought to keep his face straight. 

“I wonder what will happen with those guys from the other night,” Hugh said.

“Volric and his men? Yeah, I wonder, too.” William’s eyes drifted toward the wall as he lost himself in his thoughts.

“Your turn,” Hugh prompted.

He snapped back to attention and exchanged cards again. “Sorry.”

“What are you thinking about?”

William took a deep breath. “They’re in prison, but . . . this guy—the Stag—is still out there somewhere.”

“Yeah. What’s your point?”

“What if we could find him?” William asked, setting down his cards.

“Find him?”

“Yeah! Why can’t we talk to the thieves? Who knows what they’ll reveal?”

Hugh sighed. “They’re not going to just tell us information like that.”

“Yeah, but . . . the purpose of the Shadow Knights is to prevent bad things, right? It can’t hurt to talk with them, and maybe we can prevent something bad?” Hugh stared back with a dumb look. “Come on. It’s better than sitting around here doing nothing.”

Hugh sighed. “All right. I’m in if you are. Should we ask Artimus for permission?” 

William shrugged. “It may be easier to—”

“Ask permission for what?” A deep voice called from the open doorway. William’s eyes widened as he stared at the Shadow Master.




The streets were dark as William walked through Felting. Hugh matched strides with him while they both followed Artimus. The eventful day ran through his mind, bringing a smile to his face. I’m a Shadow Knight. No more worry. No more tests. A question tickled his mind.

“Artimus, sir?” He moved up, next to the leader. “What was the Criterion really about?”

“What do you mean?”

“It felt like you took it easy on me with the sword.”

A smile pulled at the edge of the older man’s face.

“And—” He glanced back at his friend. “Hugh got caught on the stealth test, twice.”

“Thanks for pointing that out,” Hugh called back.

“What were you really testing for?” William asked. “Did the skills even matter?”

“Yes, the skills mattered,” Artimus replied. “But we’ve known your abilities for some time. We wanted to see how hard you would try against a nearly impossible task.”

William nodded.

“But even more than that, we cared about your choices. We wanted to know how you’d respond when forced to choose between your own good and someone in need. And we needed to know if your desire to serve the kingdom outweighed the pull of money. Unfortunately, that was where Kiara tripped up.”

William hung his head, wishing she would have stayed.

“I’m thankful you two passed,” Artimus said nodding ahead. “Now, we have work to do.”

The jail loomed ahead. The stone structure was depressing. No windows were to be found, and discolored streaks ran down the walls. The wind whipping through the street made William pull his brown cloak tighter. Artimus led the two young knights to the front door.

“Thanks for letting us do this,” William said while Artimus held open the door.

“I don’t know how useful it will be, but you’re right—there’s no harm in trying. And you’re going to stay out of sight like you promised, correct?”

William nodded. “I don’t want to rile him up by seeing me again.”

The three knights entered the jail’s lobby. In the cramped room, a closed door stopped them while a barred window offered a view to the open room beyond containing four cells. An eerie quiet prickled William’s skin. 

“Is anyone here?” Hugh asked.

Artimus stepped to the window and peered through. His body jerked. He jumped toward the door, which opened at his touch, and ran into the room beyond. The two young knights followed.

The cells against the back wall were empty. Artimus knelt next to a guard who moaned at the touch of his shoulder. “Are you all right?” he asked.

The guard blinked his eyes several times before they opened. “Who are you?”

“We’re here to help. What happened here? Where are the prisoners?”

The man sat up, wincing and holding his head. He turned to look at the cells. “They’re gone. Someone broke in here and freed them. I guess they knocked me out.”

“Are you the only guard?” Hugh asked. “Surely there are others?”

The man shook his head. “There were two others, but they were called away to the castle dungeon.”

“Who broke in? Did you recognize them?” Artimus asked.

“I’ve never seen him before. He wore a deep-set hood but had a thick brown beard spilling out—a broad-shouldered man. They seemed surprised to see him, and they called him the Stag.” 

William gasped. 

“You know him?” the guard asked.

Artimus’ mouth held a thin line. “We’ve heard of him.”

“He needed them for something. He didn’t say what, but it sounded urgent.”

William spun toward Artimus. “The High Lord!”

Artimus nodded. “We need to get to him, now.” He turned back to the guard. “How are you?”

“I’m fine,” the man said. “You go. Don’t worry about me.”

Artimus led the way out the door and stopped in the street. “You two run back home. Grab our swords and cloaks then meet me at Sinclair’s house. You know which one it is?” Both nodded.

“What will we do? Hugh asked. “The knights are all gone.”

“Not all. We have us three.”

William’s heart leaped. He turned to Hugh and grinned. “You ready to run?”








  
  
  Sinclair’s Manor

  
  




William’s new cloak billowed behind him as he ran. Sweat stuck his tunic to his chest, the cold air seeming to have disappeared. Hugh labored to keep up. William slowed his gait to not leave him behind as their destination loomed ahead.

A wall up to William’s waist surrounded Sinclair’s property. The two-story house was built of dark-gray stones. Tall windows framed each side of a large double-door centered in the front. The blue-and-gray Feldor flag flapped in the breeze, and a row of short bushes lined the exterior. 

William and Hugh jogged through the open gate and found Sinclair’s assistant, Lucas, waiting at the door.

“This way,” he said, ushering them inside. “Artimus asked me to let you in. I was here when he arrived.”

A comforting warmth surrounded them as they entered. Flickering light from a fireplace ahead bounced off the walls.

Lucas led a few steps to the main gathering room. Several chairs and couches filled the chamber along with short tables and various plants. An open ceiling showed the railing of the second-floor hallway. Along the right side of the room, a grand staircase sprawled up to the next story. Lucas bounded up the steps.

At the top of the stairs, they turned to the right, and voices drew them to an open door. Inside the sitting room, another fire burned in a stone enclosure next to two leather chairs. Tall bookshelves flanked the walls, and another open door revealed a four-poster bed in the room beyond.

Artimus spoke with High Lord Sinclair while a black-bearded man William didn’t know stood by. A beard! Could he be the— No, the guard said it was brown.

A relieved look washed over the Shadow Master’s face when the young knights entered. He took his sword and robe from William and put them on quickly.

“Thank you all for coming,” Sinclair said, “but I still think you don’t need to put yourselves out like this on my account. I have Roman—” he gestured to the other man beside him “—my guard, and surely the city constables could send some men?”

Artimus shook his head. “These men are organized and professional. Plus, we still don’t know who this Stag could be. He broke them out of jail. Who knows what other connections he could have?”

“I agree,” Lucas added. “The Shadow Knights are the best. Who better to make sure you’re safe and catch these men again?”

“What do you propose to do?” Sinclair asked.

“If they’re coming tonight, we’ll stop them. We’ll stay with Roman and patrol the house all night,” Artimus confirmed.

“I’ll stay, too,” Lucas said, patting the sword hanging on his hip. “I can help wherever you’d like.”

“Is there anyone else in the house?” Artimus asked Sinclair.

“No, it’s just me. My wife is still visiting family in Tienn.”

“Very good. You can rest well tonight, High Lord. We’ll make sure you’re safe.”

Everyone streamed out of the sitting room. William waited while Artimus inspected the adjoining bedroom and the windows. Appearing satisfied with what he found, he returned to join the rest and leave the room. Artimus closed the door behind them.

“You think they’ll come through the windows?” William asked.

“Not those, at least,” Artimus replied as they made their way to the landing at the top of the stairs.

“What do you propose, sir?” Lucas asked in a soft voice, running his hand across his smooth chin.

Artimus’ eyes jumped around, checking over the railing. Appearing content, he whispered instructions. “Hugh and Lucas, you two stay outside of the High Lord’s door. If anyone other than us approaches, be ready. Don’t leave your post. Roman, you take the ground floor. Scan the house while monitoring the front stairs. And check the yard. For all of us, remain out of sight and stay quiet. If we chase these men away, they’ll just be back tomorrow. We need to catch them. I’ll cover the second floor and watch the back stairs.”

“What about me?” William asked.

“You’re with me. Stay at my side.” 

William’s shoulders fell, but he didn’t object. Without a word, the three parties drew their swords and separated.

William tiptoed behind the Shadow Master, walking where he walked, and cringing each time the floor creaked. The second level of the house meandered along a hallway that turned several times. Artimus methodically checked every room. They opened the doors slowly and listened. Each time, he would walk into the room, inspect the shadows for any signs of life, then check the window latches before they left. 

At the far end of the corridor, a narrow set of stairs descended to a tiled floor below. Artimus led down the steps. His feet were agonizingly slow. William strained his ears for any sound of an intruder, but he only heard wind making the house creak. After making it to the bottom of the steps, Artimus held up his hand for William to wait. The shadow knight made a quick loop through the kitchen then led the way back up the stairs.

Back on the second floor, they retraced their path, checking the rooms again. All were dark and quiet, with no disturbed windows. When they arrived at the exposed railing, William nodded down the hall to the shadows, where he expected Hugh and Lucas waited. Invisible to the unsuspecting eye, he could faintly make out a head nodding back. He scanned the room below while Artimus did the same. 

“We could cover more ground if I patrolled on my own,” William whispered.

Artimus stiffened at the sound and held a finger to his lips. He leaned in closer. “I am aware.”

“I know I have a lot to learn, but I’m not afraid.”

“You are a knight now, but there’s still one more thing you have to learn.”

“What’s behind the carved door?”

Artimus nodded.

“The origine?”

“You’ll learn soon. In the meantime, I want you with me.”

“Why not Hugh?” The following pause made William wonder if Artimus heard the question.

“Hugh is going to be a great shadow knight,” Artimus finally whispered. “But you have potential to lead them all.”

William’s heart swelled at the compliment. He didn’t probe further, and after a minute of silent waiting, they continued moving. 

They repeated their route countless times. Hours passed. William learned where to step to stay silent. He figured out which shadows were nothing and which could hide a skulking body. He wondered if Volric and his men would even show.

While glancing over the second-floor railing by the grand staircase, a shadowy figure caught William’s eye. In the back corner of the room, pressed against the wall, a head leaned forward, watching around a wall.

William’s body tensed. He touched Artimus’ arm, but the Shadow Master was already alert. They ducked and edged back toward the wall to keep their bodies out of sight while keeping an eye on the figure. The head leaned in their direction, and the fire’s light cascaded across his face. Roman.

The guard’s face was rigid. He stared at them, meeting their eyes. He turned his head and pointed in the direction he had watched. The men are here! William’s pulse thumped louder in his ears. Roman held up his hand, still for a moment, then beckoning to them with a quick gesture.

William and Artimus moved quickly and silently. They crept down the stairs, pressing against the wall and stepping lightly. The fire in the room below had long burned out, and only glowing coals remained. William held his sword, his hand aching from the tight grip. On the ground floor, he followed as Artimus stole across the room to join Roman in his dark corner. 

“They’re here,” Roman whispered. “They worked on the front door but couldn’t get the lock opened. I haven’t heard anything for a minute.”

Artimus looked in the other direction. “You think they’re trying elsewhere?”

“There’s a storage room around back that leads into the kitchen. They could be there.”

A memory of the thieves’ conversation at the docks rushed into William’s head. “I remember them saying something about using the storage room!” he loudly whispered. “That was their plan!”

“William and I will watch the kitchen. Roman, you stay here.” Artimus motioned William to follow.

They padded past a long table in the dining room. Chairs lined either side, and a large display case held vases and glasses. After passing through a doorway, they emerged into the kitchen where the back stairs emptied. At the far side, a smaller door remained shut. Artimus pointed to a dark corner behind the door. William followed, holding his sword in front of him as he pushed his back against the wall.

William could only hear his breath. He held it, not wanting the panting of air to give away their presence. Nothing scratched at the door. No voices or footsteps sounded outside. Not able to hold it any longer, he exhaled, earning a scathing look from Artimus. Minutes passed. They continued to wait, but no one came.

“Should we check upstairs?” William whispered.

After a pause, Artimus leaned to check down the hall they’d traveled. He motioned with a hand and stepped quickly back toward Roman. They arrived at the dark corner they’d left, but no one was there. 

William looked around. “Where’d he—” 

Artimus grabbed his arm, silencing him. Ahead, the main door to the house lay open, cracked just enough for a body to slide through. William’s breath caught. They’re inside.

A creak interrupted the silence. Artimus crept forward until strangled cries and the dropping of swords sounded ahead. Both men sprang into action, running around the corner, but after a few steps, they skidded to a halt. Visible in the faint glow of the fire, two men held both Roman and Hugh. A thick arm wrapped around each. A dagger pressed into Hugh’s neck and a crossbow pointed at Roman’s head. The intruders’ bodies were hidden, but William recognized the faces—two of the men from the warehouse district—Nolan and Horace.

“Let them go,” Artimus said, his voice even and firm.

Nolan pressed tighter with the dagger. “No! You leave, or they die.” His voice wavered. Hugh whimpered from behind the blade at his neck.

“If you kill them, you will die, I assure you.”

Nolan scanned up the grand staircase and around the room.

“We should go,” Horace whispered, loudly enough for all to hear. Nolan nodded after a moment, and the two men scooted toward the front door, pulling their hostages along.

“Leave them!” Artimus warned.

Nolan shook his head. “They’re coming with us, and you better not follow if you care about their lives.”

William ground his teeth, not daring to move. He glanced at Artimus. Come on, Artimus! What do we do?

The attackers approached the door. Hugh’s eyes pleaded with them to do something. Roman stared back, jaw fixed and sweat dripping down his forehead.

“Artimus?” William whispered. “Can we—”

The Shadow Master moved in a blur. Instantly, the crossbow hit the roof, shattering and firing a bolt into the wall. Nolan’s dagger simultaneously clattered against the ground. The gurgling yells of Nolan and Horace drowned out all else. Their arms dropped limp, and their bodies fell backward against the floor. They clutched their necks with their other hands where blood spurted. Hugh and Roman jumped away and joined William to stare from a safe distance.

Artimus’ lightning-fast form halted, leaving the end of his black cloak swaying. He bent down and wiped a dagger on the closest intruder’s pants and tucked it back into a sheath on his hip. The bodies on the ground momentarily twitched but quickly grew still. 

“Are you two alright?” William asked. Hugh nodded with wide eyes.

“How did you do that?” Roman asked, mouth agape.

“There should be one more,” Artimus said, ignoring the question and kneeling by the bodies. “Keep your eyes open.”

William tensed. Volric! He spun around but only found darkness and quiet. Hugh and Roman retrieved their discarded weapons and returned to stand with him. Artimus stood after rummaging through the thieves’ clothing, holding something. 

“What’s that?” William approached while the older man held out his hand.

“It was in his cloak,” Artimus said. 

William touched the thick, brown bundle of something that felt like hair and pinched his brows together. “What is this?”

“It’s a beard,” Artimus said. “A fake one.”

William tilted his head, continuing to stare. “A fake beard?

“Like an actor might wear.”

“It matches the guard’s description of the Stag.”

“Why are you away from your post?” Artimus asked Hugh with a sudden sense of urgency, dropping the beard to the ground.

Hugh’s eyes grew. He stuttered and glanced at Roman before answering. “Deerborn told me to come downstairs—that you wanted us here.”

“Deerborn?” William asked.

“Yeah, Lucas.”

“Lucas’ last name is Deerborn?”

“That’s what he said.”

A light flashed in William’s head as the truth rushed in. Deerborn . . . the Stag . . . the actor. His breath caught, and he glanced at Artimus, who appeared to come to the same conclusion.

William raced to the staircase, sword held high. When he hit the bottom step, Artimus’ blurred form flew past him, leaping six steps at a time. When William made it to the top, a commotion echoed down the hall from the High Lord’s room. The door stood open.

He turned the corner to find Artimus standing to the side of the bed, looking down. Lucas lay on the ground, covering his chest where a red spot grew. The man’s eyes winced, and he groaned. A discarded dagger rested beside him.

“What’s going on?” Sinclair asked, still waking as Hugh and Roman arrived. He looked over the side of the bed. “Lucas! What happened?”

“Sir, the Stag, who was behind the plot to kill you . . . it was your assistant,” Artimus said. “I stopped him just now as he was about to stab you in your sleep.”

Sinclair jumped out of bed but kept his distance from the man bleeding out on the floor. “Lucas? I don’t believe it! Why would you do that?”

Lucas stared back, his face hardening. “Because I should be the High Lord of Justice,” he growled. “I’ve done your job for years while you get all the credit and pay!” A wheezing cough racked his body, spattering blood on his tunic. His face was already pale, and his breath shuddered.

Sinclair held a hand to his own chest. “I don’t believe this! I hired you and trained you. I treated you like my own son!”

Lucas spat blood on Sinclair’s feet. “Sure, a son who does all the work while his father does nothing! All you cared about was your glory! You didn’t care about me.”

“That’s not true! I—I wanted you to take my place when—” The high lord paused. “Well . . . not yet, but eventually.”

William stepped forward, keeping his sword bared. A nagging worry tugged at him, his pulse thudding in his ears. “Where’s Volric?”

Lucas didn’t answer. 

“He was their leader. Is he not here?”

“No, he’s not.” Lucas’ breath was quick and shallow until another round of coughing filled the room.

William glanced at the other men before pressing closer. “Why not? Where is he?”

“He had other business.” 

The man locked eyes with William, the hard edge of his stare turning his stomach. The room’s walls suddenly felt closer.

Lucas’ mouth turned into a sneer. “He went to visit Julia.”

William’s legs nearly gave out. He held onto the side of the bed to remain upright while his vision spun. His breath came in jagged spurts.

“Julia?” Sinclair said. “I don’t know a Julia.”

“William, are you all right?” Hugh asked.

William felt weak, like his insides had turned to water. He glanced frantically around the room. “Yeah, uh, I’m fine. It’s just a lot of death, you know?” He stumbled toward the door. Artimus’ eyes narrowed, watching him. “I think I need to get some air. You all stay here. I’ll be just outside.”

He held onto the doorframe as he left the room. After walking as quickly as he dared to the top of the stairs, he held the rail and ran down as fast as he could. He dodged the dead bodies in the entryway then emerged outside. The cold air didn’t faze him. He flew through the gate and turned to the left. His legs moved as fast as they ever had as he sprinted toward the Red Quarter.








  
  
  The Final Test

  
  




The streets were empty as William barreled through the Red Quarter. His mind raced as his legs pumped harder and harder. Sweat dripped down his forehead, but he refused to slow down. He didn’t pause at the alley but ran four doors down until he stopped, staring at the house. 

His ragged breath and heaving chest ruined his secrecy. He gave himself a moment to breathe. The closed door and dark windows told him little. How could Volric know about her? Maybe he’s not here? A thought created a sinking feeling. Lucas could have followed me last night.

He pulled his sword with a shaking hand, approached the door, and turned the knob. Unlocked again. The smell of fear hit him as he stepped into the house, leaving the door ajar. His heart pounded. A faint light shone ahead. He turned the corner and froze. 

Lit by the flicker of a candle on the table, Volric Ruston jerked his head in his direction while a sneer grew on his face. He stood in the middle of the room and extended a sword to the high-backed chair. Sitting, tied with several curls of rope and a gag in her mouth, Julia stared wide-eyed at William. She squirmed underneath the ropes, but her body hardly budged.

“You got here sooner than I expected,” the thief said, voice low and husky. His sword pressed against Julia’s chest. Her pleading whimper stopped William in his tracks. “I’m here to make good on my word. You took my family from me. Now I take yours, and you’re going to watch while I kill her.”

“No! Wait!” William backed up and dropped his sword. He held both hands upturned.

Volric nodded toward the fireplace, where the end of a pair of shackles hung from the metal spit. “Put that on your wrist and sit against the wall.”

William glared at the thief but didn’t take the restraint. Volric’s eyes narrowed as he pressed harder with his sword. Julia yelled through the gag as a spot of red grew on her blouse.

“Stop! Please! All right, I’ll put it on!” He pushed Julia’s mumbling protests out of his mind as he sat against the wall. His mind spun through options, but none seemed good. Unable to delay any more, he connected the metal clasp around his wrist, its click resounding through the room.

“That’s better.” Volric eased up on the sword but kept it ready.

“How did you know to come here?” William asked, pulling at the restraint to test its strength.

Volric flashed an evil grin. “I have my sources.”

“Was it Lucas?” William asked, and the thief’s grin faltered. “Did he follow me?”

“How do you—” The thief stopped himself. 

“How do I know Lucas is ‘the Stag?’ How do I know he broke you and your men out of jail? How do I know they attempted to kill High Lord Sinclair tonight?”

Volric’s eyes widened, his body swaying.

“It’s simple. It’s the same reason why I know they failed their mission and are all dead.”

“You’re lying!” Volric shouted, pointing his sword at him.

“I’m not. This is what happens when you test the Shadow Knights.” Volric’s chest heaved while William continued. “If you kill her, you’ll incur the wrath of the Knights. There’s nowhere in Terrenor where you’ll be safe.”

“They don’t even know she exists! Lucas told us all about your rules.” Volric stared hard until his eyes flicked to the counter next to him. 

William followed his gaze, and his heart dropped. The glass jar from the warehouse! 

The thief reached to pick up the jar. The lid was already removed, and a small black creature moved inside. “I presume you know what this is?”

William’s eyes grew. “Please, don’t. I’m sorry about your brother. What else do you want? I’ll give you anything!”

Volric paused for a moment until a wicked smile grew. “I want the secret of the Shadow Knights.”

William gasped, then silence filled the room while Julia shook her head. “I . . . I can’t. I don’t even know, myself!”

“Teach me their secrets, or she dies!” When William didn’t reply, Volric half-heartedly began to toss the container’s contents at Julia.

“Wait!” The jar stopped mid-motion, and William’s mind scrambled. He pictured the carved door at the facility. I don’t know what’s behind that door, but that’s what he wants. The rest of the knights are gone. I could take him there.

“It’s your decision, Stormbridge.”

William’s heart pounded. The pewter medallion rested heavily against his chest, reminding him who he was. I can’t betray the Knights, but I also can’t— He met Julia’s eyes and choked up. She held no fear. She was ready to die. She touched her leg against his and nodded, as if giving him permission. Tears spilled down William’s cheeks. I can’t choose either option. He gritted his teeth and glanced to the floor where his blade lay beside his leg. Why did I drop my sword? If I could have—

“Wrong decision,” Volric growled, as if reading his thoughts. The thief’s arm jerked.

“No!” William yelled.

Seemingly in slow motion, the contents of the jar flew toward Julia. The black scorpion bounced on her hair and fell to her chest, where it landed on a coil of rope. William yelled as he strained at his shackles, but the metal restraints held him tight.

Julia thrashed in the chair until Volric placed his sword under her chin. Her muffled whimper filled the room as all eyes watched the arachnid. After a hesitant step up, the scorpion turned down and crawled across several more cords of rope until it reached her skirt.

William held his breath as he leaned forward, still sitting. His pulse thundered in his ears, but there was nothing he could do. The animal’s tail twitched, causing him to flinch. 

Volric issued a soft laugh while a twisted grin covered his face. He bent close to watch. The scorpion stepped farther off one of her legs, moving toward the other.

William’s eyebrow raised. Maybe I could— He edged both feet closer to hers. William watched intently as the animal continued on its path. When it arrived at the middle of the fabric, he lifted his feet and closed them around the hem of her skirt. With all the strength he had, he tugged down. The skirt grew taut, and the deadly arachnid flew into the air.

Volric’s eyes bulged for a moment until the scorpion landed on his face. His yell turned into an agonizing shriek as he flung the animal to the floor and stepped on it, making a crunching sound. A massive red spot welled up on the thief’s cheek. He stumbled through the room, knocking over chairs and tables while clawing at his face and screaming. The sound devolved into a gurgle as his limbs grew rigid. He turned to William, raising an arm and trying to speak, yet only a dribble of blood and foam emerged. He managed two lumbering steps until his body collapsed, falling face-first on the wooden floor. 

A metal key on a ring poked out of the thief’s pocket. William stretched with his free hand and barely reached it. He hurriedly unlocked the shackle and rushed to Julia. 

He started with the gag. The simple knot behind her head took only a moment to undo. With gentle fingers, he removed the rag from her mouth. “Are you all right?” he asked, cupping her face in his hands. Tears ran down her cheeks, but her smile warmed his heart.

She nodded vigorously and sniffed. “I’m fine.”

He glanced at her chest where a small ring of red stained her clothes. 

“It will heal,” she said. “He barely broke the skin.” 

He undid two knots in the ropes, and the surrounding coils loosened. William worked them a strand at a time until they fell free. Arms loose, she leaned forward and wrapped him in a tight embrace. Suddenly, her body tensed. He pulled back and found her eyes wide, looking over his shoulder. 

William spun and gasped. Standing next to the fireplace, with his black cloak and ruby-hilted sword, Artimus gazed back.

“Artimus!” William said, not knowing what to say next.

The Shadow Master glanced around. Volric’s body lay in a heap next to the fireplace. Blood trickled from his mouth and nose, and his leg continued to twitch faintly. The upturned chairs and tables suggested an epic struggle.

Artimus’ aged voice filled the room. “Are you both all right?” 

William nodded but didn’t speak. 

“Good. Take a moment. I’ll be outside when you’re ready to talk.” The man walked toward the exit, the latch of the door clicking shut behind him.

William took in a deep breath and turned to Julia. 

“What will he do?” Julia asked. “Will they kick you out?”

“I don’t know. You’re safe, and that’s all I care about.”

“I guess you passed your test today, huh?”

He offered a weak smile. “I did. And had my first mission tonight. We stopped the men, but this one knew who I was. He came to you to get to me.” His chest hurt as he considered the implication. Moisture pooled in his eye. “I—I can’t do this to you.” He sniffed. “I should quit. I can’t put you in danger like this.”

She rested her hand against his cheek and shook her head. “You are a shadow knight, William Stormbridge. You were made for this. This city needs you to defend it. I need you to defend it, and . . . your child needs you to defend it.”

William’s jaw fell loose. He glanced at her stomach, then back at her face. “Are you—”

“Pregnant? Yes.” She smiled. “Five weeks.”

His mouth remained open, but his cheeks lifted, creasing around his eyes. “That’s wonderful!” He embraced her again.

“Don’t you dare give up on them now,” Julia said into his shoulder. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. Go talk to Artimus and see what he says. Then we can figure out the rest.” They pulled away. William nodded and walked to the door.

Artimus leaned against the alley wall when he exited the house. William avoided eye contact as he approached, putting his hands in his cloak’s pockets. “Before you say anything, can I speak?”

Artimus nodded.

He took a deep breath before he began. “I met Julia a few years ago. I didn’t mean to develop feelings for her. It just sort of happened. When her father died, she had no one. The landlord kicked her out of her house with no money or food. I know knights aren’t supposed to form attachments, but . . . I loved her. I couldn’t stand to see her—” He choked up and looked down the street. “We got married just over a year ago. She’s working on earning an income, but for now, I support her. I know it’s against the rules, and I should be banished for this. I’m sorry I deceived you.” The corner of his mouth turned up, and he looked Artimus in the face. “But I’m not sorry I married her. I accept whatever punishment is due, even if that means being kicked out. I still want to be a shadow knight if you’ll have me.”

Artimus held his gaze for a long moment. William’s confidence eroded under the stare. His shoulders fell. “I knew about Julia,” the Shadow Master finally said.

“What? When?”

“I’ve always known.” His mouth formed a hint of a smile. “You’re too honest of a person to be convincingly deceptive, William.”

“Why didn’t you say something before?”

Artimus inhaled while his gaze drifted. “I tried . . . once.”

William cocked his head.

“I came one night to confront you. I had paused in the street when I spied you through the window. You both sat, facing each other and talking. Your eyes were filled with a sparkle I hadn’t seen since—” He paused and pursed his lips. “It reminded me of when I spoke with my wife, Cora.”

William’s eyes grew. “You’re married!?”

“Long ago, before I joined the Knights.” He paused. “She passed away.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“I know what it was like to lose her, and I couldn’t bring myself to stop you. You can remain a knight, but make sure Julia stays a secret. As you saw here tonight, it’s dangerous for her, you, and the Shadow Knights.”

William nodded. “I will.” Another thought came to his mind, and he glanced back at the house. “Before you arrived, Volric asked to learn the secret of the Shadow Knights. He wouldn’t even be capable, would he?”

“That’s right.”

“But I am?”

Artimus nodded.

“When do I get to learn?”

Artimus chuckled then nodded back toward the house. Let’s help clean up. Then we can go back to the facility, and I can show you.

Cleaning up didn’t take long. They disposed of the body and tidied up the mess. The entire time, William thought of nothing but the secrets beyond the door. By the time they arrived back at the Shadow Knights Academy, William shook with anticipation. Hugh was still up. He didn’t ask questions, and neither William nor Artimus offered any explanation. He followed as Artimus led to the carved door.

William held his breath as the key rattled in the lock. Years of waiting and wondering were about to be answered. An underground ceremonial chamber? A potion brewing room? A secret skill-practicing area? His mind whirled.

The latch clicked. The door creaked as it opened, and William leaned around Artimus to catch a glimpse. His eyebrows pressed together. That’s it? A small closet containing only a few shelves lay beyond. Artimus stepped forward and picked up a thick book that rested on the middle shelf. The cover was dark, but gilded edges ran around the side. Chronology of the Shadow Knights covered the front. 

“It’s only a book?” William asked.

Artimus chuckled. “What did you expect? This is the book of the Shadow Knights. It tells about who we are . . . our code . . . our history—”

“And how you do what you do?” William blurted.

Artimus nodded. He glanced at the two new shadow knights. “Are you ready to learn about the origine?”







. . . continued in the Shadow Knights Trilogy








Thank you for reading!




Do you want to find out more about the Shadow Knights? How does the origine work? What happens to William? What about his child? 




If you enjoyed this novella, I’ve got lots more for you! Check out the Last Shadow Knight and the whole Shadow Knights Trilogy in book or audiobook format!

getbook.at/amazon_tlsk




Flip past the acknowledgments for a sneak peak of the first chapter that’s sure to get you hooked!




For behind the scenes writing updates, follow @michaelwebbnovels on Instagram or Facebook.
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