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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Power surged through Kyra as she stood atop the walls of the crystal castle, entirely in control of herself for the first time in fifteen years. Her power flowed out into the night, rippling from Kyra in waves as a section of the wall collapsed into rubble, tumbling to the icy plains below. 


Alarms sounded in the night air, bells ringing through the crystal structures of the castle, resonating within it so the whole place seemed to call out at once. The ringing of the crystal demanded Kyra’s recapture and her return to the tomb of crystal from which she had just escaped. 


Guards were running up onto the walls now, coming up to face Kyra and moving to seize her. But she wasn't weakened by childbirth now, hadn't been immobilized by a spell from someone she believed to be her friend. Kyra held the Staff of Truth in her hand, her light blonde hair whipping around her with her power in the wintry air of the Crystal Kingdom, her grey eyes blazing with energy. 


That hair had a few strands of grey now, after fifteen years of imprisonment. Her body was older, in her mid-thirties now. She'd missed so much, and she wasn't going to allow herself to be recaptured. 


A trio of giants twice Kyra’s size stepped up onto the battlements. They were almost completely covered in crystals, controlled the way so many others in the Kingdom were by Isolde, the crystal queen. It meant they didn’t have fury in their eyes, only a kind of blank determination to do Isolde’s will. Kyra threw a blast of power at them. Their crystalline bodies absorbed some of it, but she still had enough force behind the magic to send them careening from the high walls into the space beyond them. 


More came, crystal touched humans and trolls accompanying the giants now. They weren't the only ones. There were others who weren't touched by the crystals in the same way, their magic or their power preventing Isolde from controlling them. Blasts of magic struck the wall near Kyra, sending showers of ice and crystal down from around her. 


“Surrender!” one of them called. He was a giant with a dark, bushy beard. He wore crystalline armor and carried a sword taller than Kyra was. "You can't stand against the might of the crystal queen.”


“I won't bow down to your false queen,” Kyra snapped back. “And if you're giving her your loyalty willingly, you’re as evil as she is.”


“She is the only true queen,” the giant replied. “The true successor to the Ancient one who created the crystal giants. We owe her everything we are. Now I'll say it one more time: surrender.”


“No!” Kyra snapped back at him, even as she lifted the Staff of Truth, ready to send another blast of power out. But this time the energy that built within her was different. Her magic had grown during her years of imprisonment. Kyra had drawn in energy through a small crack in that prison, sustaining herself while building her power at the same time. 


 Magic came up through her now in a vortex that poured out towards the attacking creatures, flowing over them like a tidal wave that seemed to ring in tune with the alarm sounding through the castle. 


That ringing set up a strange resonance within the crystals that covered the creatures’ flesh and which they used for armor and weapons. The crystals hummed, and shook, vibrating until the crystal covered creatures shook in time with it. Finally, the crystals shattered, exploding around and within the creatures, bursting into a cloud of shrapnel formed from sharp crystal shards. 


Many of them fell in those first moments. The giant who'd called for Kyra’s surrender fell to his knees in agony, covered in wounds as his crystal armor was destroyed by Kyra’s power. She saw trolls fall dead, saw crystal touched humans standing there in confusion. A mage who was raising his hands to throw a spell of his own was cut down as shards of crystal from nearby creatures pierced him. 


Kyra felt a flash of guilt at killing so many, especially the crystal touched who were merely Isolde’s pawns, but she wouldn’t let the crystal queen hold her a moment longer. She would do whatever it took to break free. 


Kyra maintained the vortex of energy in front of her, a whirling storm of power that destroyed any crystal it touched. Even the castle battlements were crumbling beneath its touch. Kyra could only stare in amazement at the effects of her own power. She hadn't known she could do this. On the journey here to the Crystal Kingdom, she hadn't been able to stop crystal giants. Now, impossibly, it seemed she might have the power to do so. 


That knowledge filled Kyra both with satisfaction and shock. 


The temptation then was to walk through the castle with the vortex held before her, using it as the ultimate weapon against Isolde’s power. She was tempted to destroy every crystal creature she found, ultimately shattering Isolde’s crystal skin. 


Kyra didn’t, though. Partly, that was because she couldn't be certain how long the power would hold, and she didn't want to throw herself against Isolde so soon after escaping the crystal prison the queen had put her in.


More of it was because she could feel two powerful energies in the far distance. One was a thing of deep shadow, with power over darkness, its touch cool and soothing. The other was a thing of warmth and light and joy with the power to heal or to burn. They were the same energies that had given Kyra a reason to escape her crystal imprisonment, the same energies that had called her from her slumber. 


Kyra could feel the presence of her children in the distance, not close, impossible to pin down precisely, but still there. Kyra was determined to get to them, wherever they were. Kyra couldn’t afford to stay and fight. 


If Kyra sacrificed herself trying to bring down the crystal queen, she would never meet Lyra or Kael. She would never see her children. Kyra couldn’t allow that. Nothing mattered more, not after fifteen years. 


Yes, she was the queen of the Kingdom of Escalon, far to the south. Yes, she'd come here hoping to save that Kingdom from the crystal sickness that threatened to consume it. Yes, she'd hoped to find her husband Kyle, who'd come here before her to seek a cure. But none of that mattered now. Not with the possibility there of finding the children who’d been stolen from her. 


To find them and protect them, Kyra needed to get out of this crystal castle. 


She had a path to escape. The destruction of one of the walls had resulted in a tumble of ice and crystal from the wall she’d destroyed, which flowed down towards the crystal plains before the mountains and the castle, forming a steep slope that would have been far too dangerous to try to climb under other circumstances. 


Kyra paused only long enough to send the remains of her vortex of power towards the crystal touched before starting to race down that slope, digging in with the Staff of Truth, not caring that she slipped and skidded with every step. 


Kyra could see some of the giants trying to follow her, bounding down the slope even as Kyra slid down it. She blasted the slope above her with more magic, and now she was riding an avalanche, ice and snow and crystals pouring down around her in a wave that threatened to consume everything in its path. The power of it was terrifying, but Kyra clung on. There was no way to stop. Kyra held to the Staff of Truth with all the strength she had, using magic to direct a plane of force beneath her, guiding it as she slipped and slithered down the slope. 


Kyra saw the avalanche sweep aside more of the crystal touched thralls below, carrying them along with its force, clearing a path for her. Kyra used her magic to ride the wave of ice and crystals down all the way to the plains in front of the castle. When it finally ran out of force, she didn't stop but broke into a run heading into the ice fields. 


Kyra ducked and darted through the ice, keeping low, wanting to make sure she wasn't seen. There was no sign of anyone following her immediately, but she knew Isolde would send out hunters for her. The cold out here was biting and deadly, but Kyra could at least use some of her magic to keep warm, for now. She hurried through the frozen wastes, recalling the journey she'd taken to get to the cave near the castle. 


It had been a long and dangerous trip from Escalon, and that had been on Andor, her solzor mount. Now, Kyra was faced with the prospect of marching all the way back to Escalon on foot, without supplies. She was still wearing the same warm furs she had been for the journey northwards, and she still held the Staff of Truth, but she felt a long way from prepared for what was to come. 


Assuming she was heading back to Escalon. Kyra could feel the powers of her twins in the distance, but they weren't coming from far to the south, where her old kingdom was located. Instead, Kael’s shadow power was coming from far to the west, while Lyra’s power felt as though it was coming from elsewhere. 


The great gates of the castle started to open now, creaking like a glacier under great strain, ready to unleash more giants and other creatures that weren't marked by the crystals. It seemed Isolde needed hunters with more free will than her thralls had if they were going to track Kyra. 


It also meant Kyra had to move. She couldn't risk staying in one spot now unless she wanted to try to take on the might of Isolde’s army. Kyra suspected that even with her newfound strength and ability to destroy crystals, that wasn't a battle she could win alone. She needed to get out of there. 


Kyra started to creep through the ice fields, half wishing for the kind of storm that had been there when she'd arrived so many years before. That storm had almost killed Kyra, had meant losing the whole party of guards who were there to protect her, but at least Isolde’s creatures hadn't been able to spot her. 


Now, Kyra would need to move much more carefully. She kept low, trying to use blocks of ice and furrows in the snow as cover. She could see the giants hunting for her. They looked nervous, in a way the crystal touched creatures couldn’t. Kyra found herself wondering exactly how much free will they had compared to the thralls Isolde kept. 


She also found her heart beating faster as one of them came her way. Kyra cursed and burrowed down into a deep snowbank, trying to get out of sight. The Staff of Truth reshaped itself according to her will, changing into a broad-headed shovel that let her move snow out of the way and create a hiding place. Kyra approached down in the small shelter she'd dug in a few seconds, hoping it would do enough to hide her from the gaze of the giant approaching. 


Kyra readied her magic, knowing that if the creature found her, she would have to strike quickly and surely if she was going to survive. Even then, the noise of the fight would draw the attention of every creature in front of Isolde’s stronghold. That prospect was what truly frightened Kyra, making her panting breaths come in small clouds of vapor in the cold air. She held her breath as the giant got close, not even wanting to risk that giving her away. 


It stood there, just a few paces from Kyra’s hiding place, its bulk blocking out the light from the entrance of her hiding place. She continued to hold her breath, hoping it would move on quickly and that she could avoid having to fight it. The least sound now would attract its attention, and Kyra couldn't afford that. She stayed still and silent, even as her body started to demand air. A few more seconds, and she would have to gasp for air, and that would almost certainly draw the attention of the giant. 


Kyra gripped the Staff of Truth tighter, ready to use her magic if she had to. 


Then the giant turned and moved in another direction, obviously deciding she wasn't there. Kyra dared to breathe again, sucking in air and peeking out of her hiding place. The giant had moved on, striding across the ice. It and several of the others were quartering the icefield, moving back and forth across it, trying to catch Kyra as she ran. Kyra had to force herself to stand there and watch, trying to get a sense of the pattern of their search. 


Only once she was sure she had it did she begin to move. Kyra ran forwards in bursts, stopping each time in a hiding place, her magic ready for violence. She moved from cover to cover, always watching the movements of the giants. 


It seemed to take forever before she was beyond their lines, out on the open wastes of the Crystal Kingdom. Marda and then Escalon lay to the south, but Kyra picked another direction, focusing on the energies she could feel coming from far away. 


It was time for her to find her children. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


“You've been looking into that scrying mirror a long time now, Maven.”


Maven started at the sound of her teacher's voice, looking around in the small workroom where she was kneeling to use the mirror. 


“I'm sorry, Mistress Morwen,” she said, seeing the shadow witch emerge from the shadows at the side of the room. How long had she been there, wrapped in those shadows? It was impossible to tell with her mistress. 


Morwen was taller than Maven’s own petite frame, although they shared the same jet-black hair and pale skin. They had very different eyes, though, because Morwen’s were deep and dark, touched by a hint of orange so it looked like the last remnants of burning coals. Maven’s were a violet that always made anyone who looked start. There was another difference between them: lines of shadow seemed to constantly swirl and shift across Maven’s skin, like tattoos that refused to be still, no matter how much she wanted them to.


“You don't need to apologize, my dear. Of course you want to observe our guest. It’s only natural.”


Maven stood, trying to smooth the creases from her dark velvet dress. Like most of those here in Morwen’s shadowy home, she wore shades of black and grey. She couldn't conjure a dress of shadows the way her mistress could, not yet, but she hoped that one day she would be able to. 


Smoothing the dress out served to hide her embarrassment. She'd been staring too long at the newcomer, Kael, in his cell. He was easy to stare at, tall and slender, with hair of an almost ghostly white and deeply shadowed eyes. It helped that he was around Maven’s own age, and handsome with it. But those weren't the things that made her stare so much. Maven couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something familiar about him. 


Maven wasn't used to things being familiar. Her memories were a jumble, the remnants of an accident when she was a child, according to Mistress Morwen. Maven had asked her about it, but even with her teacher’s help, Maven couldn’t recall the details of that accident. She couldn't remember anything before she'd been here, studying as the shadow witch’s apprentice. 


“Why is he here?” Maven said. “And why keep him in a cell?”


“He isn't safe to be let out yet,” Mistress Morwen replied. “His mind has been corrupted by others who've tried to tell him that the shadows are inherently evil. That is a great cruelty to him because he has the power to be a great worker of shadows. He could help us to do so much.”


Maven stared at the boy in the scrying mirror afresh. Was he really so powerful?


“What could he help us to do?” Maven asked. 


“He might be powerful enough to help us overthrow Isolde,” Mistress Morwen replied. 


Maven’s breath caught with that thought. She'd seen some of the things the crystal queen had done in the world through the scrying mirror. She'd seen the cruelty the Ancient had inflicted on the people of Escalon and the other places she'd conquered. If they could help to remove her from power, they would both make the world a better place and prove that the shadow power was not something to be feared. 


“But I thought you went to speak with her?” Maven said. 


Mistress Morwen smiled tightly. “What is the first rule of dealing with our enemies?”


Maven sighed. There were so many lessons to remember. The shadow witch taught her not just about the magic of the shadows, but also about politics, strategy, even small things like etiquette or how best to persuade someone. And it seemed that she was always testing Maven.


“We never let them see our true intentions,” Maven replied. 


“Very good. By talking to Isolde, I was able to persuade her to let me go onto the Isle of Whispers without having to fight her creatures. She thought I was going to give her Kael. Instead, I was able to save him.”


“And now she knows you're her enemy?” Maven said. 


Mistress Morwen spread her hands. “My guess is that it will still be hard for her to work out exactly what happened on the island. Especially since it was destroyed. Perhaps she will try to command me to return Kael, and then it will become clear. Until then, who knows?


Maven always had to admire the depths of her mistress’s strategies. She knew the shadow witch saw more of what was good for the world than Maven ever could, even if the shadowy collection of thieves and assassins she attracted to her home always made Maven a little uncomfortable. Not that any of them ever gave Maven any trouble. They knew she was Mistress Morwen’s apprentice, after all, and she had her own powers to keep herself safe if she needed to. 


“I need you to do something for me,” Mistress Morwen said. 


“Anything,” Maven replied. In the past has teacher had sent her to collect rare ingredients, to look for pieces of information, even occasionally to wait in the shadows and spy on moments she wanted to know more about. What would it be this time?


“I need you to start to train our guest,” Mistress Morwen said. “Teach him to use shadow magic. Show him what our art entails. Bring him to our side. He has an important role to play in the things to come, but he will not learn from me. That is no use for the things to come.”


“Can you not contain him with magical symbols?” Maven asked. “Could you not force him to act as you wish?” 


She knew that her mistress could paint symbols of power on people's flesh using shadow, could constrain or influence them. She’d taught Maven some of those symbols, and when she'd displeased her teacher, Mistress Morwen had used some of them on her, limiting her access to magic until she could do better. 


Mistress Morwen shook her head. “Not if I want him to be useful. I would be locking away the very power that makes him so important. No, he must be persuaded, and he must be shown what his powers can do. Teach him, spar with him. Duel with him and control him if he will not learn. Now, stop questioning me in this, Maven. Go to him, speak with him, teach him, break his resistance. Send shadows into his mind.”


Maven hesitated. It was something she was good at, but not something she liked to do. Occasionally, her teacher would send her out to lurk in the shadows of this place or that, waiting for a particular person to come by. They might be a merchant, a guard captain, or just somebody ordinary. Maven would send shadows into their minds to influence them or show them fear. Always small things, but she knew it was all part of some bigger plan. Knowing that was the reason she went along with it, that and the kindness her teacher had shown her by taking her in and teaching her so much. 


Maven couldn't refuse now. 


Maven made her way down through the great Fortress of Shadows, where Morwen made her home. Images on the walls shifted as she passed, the shadows within them responding to her presence. It was a place of flickering torches and deep-set fireplaces designed to produce as many shadows as possible. It should have felt like a cold unforgiving place but, to Maven, it was simply home. It had been for as long as she could remember. It was where she belonged. 


She went down and down through the fortress, all the way to the lowest levels, where Morwen kept a dungeon for those who tried to harm her or for dangerous creatures which couldn't be contained any other way. Maven didn't like this place, didn't like the necessity of it, but she knew Morwen only did what she had to do for the good of everyone. 


Kael’s cell was here, a thick oak door bound in iron to prevent his escape. Runes covered it, designed to contain magic. Maven opened that door, stepping through into a sparse room beyond. Kael was sitting there on the edge of a bed. 


He looked up as she entered, shadowy eyes locking onto Maven’s. She was expecting fear or hatred in that expression. Instead, there was something like surprise and recognition. 


“Why do you seem so familiar to me?” he asked, and that question shook Maven, catching her off guard, echoing the thoughts she'd had looking into the scrying mirror. “Who are you?”


He rose, one hand raised as if he wanted to touch Maven to make sure she was real. She caught that outstretched hand, grasping it tightly. The moment of connection was almost electric, and she could feel the power within him.


“I’m Maven,” she said, trying to keep her voice friendly. “Mistress Morwen has sent me to try to persuade you to help her. And to teach you.”


“That's never going to happen,” Kael snapped back. “She's a monster who snatched me from my home. I’ll never serve her.”


“You will,” Maven said. “And you will learn.”


“You can’t force me to do either of those things,” Kael shot back.


Maven sighed. She hadn’t wanted it to come to this. She sent shadows lunging for his mind, trying to slip through any gaps in his defenses. His own shadows rose to fight against her, but that was exactly what Maven wanted. 


She pulled back from him, shadow magic clashing in the middle of the room.


“Are you mad?” Kael demanded. “I could kill you.”


“Try,” Maven said simply. “Maybe you'll learn something from the effort. If you won't learn from me peacefully, then you'll learn by dueling with me. I’ve been given a task, Kael, and I mean to fulfil it.”


She sent more shadows towards him, and Kael twisted them into new shapes or deflected them. He did it so easily it was frightening. Maven ducked under a tendril of darkness that reached for her, stepping inside its grasp, moving close to Kael once again. She reached for his skull, her fingers finding his face as she sent shadows into him. 


It was a mistake because she found a deeper well of shadows than she could have ever imagined. It seemed to absorb her shadows and send them back into her. 


Maven saw things in that moment, flashes of things that might have been memories or might have been something else. Glimpses of golden light. A name on the edge of hearing that she didn’t recognize. A bridge of shadows seemed to form between herself and Kael, and it felt disturbingly natural that such a connection should exist between them. It seemed as though the shadows had merely been waiting for the chance. 


Maven recoiled despite herself, flung back by the force of Kael’s shadows, so that she landed against the far wall. She cried out in pain and was surprised to find Kael approaching, helping her up. 


“Are you all right?” he asked her. “I warned you not to attack me.”


“I'm not trying to attack you; I'm trying to help you learn,” Maven said. 


“And to influence my mind,” Kael replied. 


Maven had failed in that. She didn't know what to say to him, didn't know what she could do that would convince him. Instead, she headed for the door, closing it behind herself. The strangest thing was that Kael hadn't even tried to escape when it was clear he could have forced his way past her. She made her way back up through the shadow fortress and found her mistress waiting in the workroom. 


Maven knelt. “I failed you, my mistress. I couldn't influence his mind. I couldn't break his defenses.”


“But you have trained with him and made him stronger,” Morwen said. “You're doing well, my child. When the time comes, he will be ready, because you will train him for everything he needs.”


“What do I need to train him to do?” Maven asked. 


“His destiny is to raise a shadow army from beneath the crystal plains,” Morwen said. “That army will give me the power to take the world from Isolde.”
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