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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Merk gritted his teeth against the pain as the ship skimmed over the water, sailing back in the direction of Escalon with all the speed that usually let it outrun customs checks and blockades.


“Are your wounds troubling you, old man? You look even greyer than usual.”


Tristan, the captain of the smuggling vessel, might have had his usual mocking tone, but Merk could hear the concern under it. The younger man dressed like a fop, his dark hair swept back, an elegant blade by his side. He made a stark contrast to Merk, weathered and grey-haired, his unremarkable clothing stained with both sea salt and blood by his journey. Merk had always tried to look unremarkable, but the blood would make him stand out now, at least. 


“I’ll be fine,” Merk assured him, automatically.  


“You know, for a master assassin, you don’t lie very well,” Tristan said. 


Merk shrugged that off. What did the younger man want him to say? That the wounds he’d suffered taking on shadow cultists to retrieve the Crystal Blade weren’t healing properly? That every step he took was agony, and that he was only still standing through sheer force of will?


“It doesn’t matter,” Merk said. He took out the Crystal Blade. “This is what matters.”


The Crystal Blade shone in the sunlight, dagger-shaped, one half of it seemingly composed of light, the other of darkness, the two intertwining to create something more. The pommel was a pearl that had been a gift from the leviathans who controlled the oceans around Escalon. It swirled with its own energy as it held the two powers in balance, keeping the blade together. 


"This is a lot of effort just for one blade," Tristan said in a doubtful tone. "Yes, a magic blade, but you can’t exactly take on an army with it. I thought the point of this journey was to gain allies?”


That had been the original purpose of Merk's journey beyond the shores of the kingdom, but that purpose had changed over time, when potential allies had flatly rejected him. It was only then that he'd learned of the Crystal Blade and what it could do. 


“This is far more than just one blade,” Merk said. “It’s a key, a way of undoing other powers.”


It was something created by the First Queen of the Ancients to undo her own powers, should they be misused. Something she'd created as an insurance policy against the destruction that crystal magic could wreak. Merk had to believe that something this powerful might be used to stop Isolde, the crystal queen. 


“You think it will be enough to stop Isolde?” Tristan asked. “We don’t know what things are like back in Escalon. For all we know, the resistance might already have fallen to her.”


Merk didn’t answer for several seconds. Eventually, he shook his head. “I don’t believe that. I can’t. And they’ve been safe enough in Kos, these last fifteen years. We’ll get back there, and the Crystal Blade will give us what we need to win this.”


“Who would have taken the great killer Merk for an optimist?” Tristan said. 


The great killer? Was Merk still that man? Or was he the man who'd helped to lead the resistance for many years, fighting back against Isolde's forces? Was he the adventurer who'd crossed continents to try to find first allies and then the object of power he now held? Or was he the simple man he'd been with Lorna, his wife?


Maybe Merk was all of them and none of them. He’d expected a journey like this to change him, but when it had come to it, in the chamber that held the Crystal Blade, it had been Merk’s skills as an assassin that made the difference, allowing him to survive and claim the blade when another man might not have. Sometimes, it was enough to be who he was. 


And now he had to head home, assuming he could make it. 


“What’s it like, holding the Crystal Blade?” Tristan asked. Despite his dismissal of it as not enough to win the war, he still looked in awe of it. 


“Difficult,” Merk said. 


Merk could feel the power pulsing in the Crystal Blade, feel the sheer enormity of that magic. It pushed at his flesh, straining it to bursting point. And his body was already strained far beyond endurance. It wasn’t just the wounds he’d suffered in the temple that held the blade; it was the scars left by years of fighting and killing, a whole lifetime spent slaying enemies and being hurt in return. It felt as though every old wound was threatening to open up at once. 


“By ‘difficult’ you mean…”


“I mean I can feel the power tearing me apart,” Merk said. He knew enough about injuries to know just how bad those he’d sustained were. Several broken bones, probably internal bleeding, wounds that wouldn’t close. If he saw another man in the shape he was in, Merk would wonder how long he had to live. 


There was a time when a thought like that wouldn’t have frightened Merk. He hadn’t cared about living or dying, only doing the job, killing those he was sent to kill. Now, though, he needed to live. He wanted to see Lorna again, and he needed to get back to the resistance, needed to give the blade to someone who could make use of it. 


Would it tear them apart the same way? Merk didn’t know if it was down to the power of the blade, but somehow, he knew that the price he was paying was only partly because of how injured and worn down he’d been by his journey. It was partly also because of the things he’d done, the man he was. And maybe because he wasn’t meant to wield magical tools. Merk was doing his best for the world, but there was no denying all the wrong he’d done as well. This blade needed someone with a purer heart than his to carry it. 


“If the blade’s hurting you,” Tristan said. “I could take it for a while.”


“No,” Merk replied, because he could feel the blade recoiling like something alive from the prospect. He didn’t know what it would do to the smuggler, but Merk guessed it wouldn’t be anything good. He and Tristan were too much alike. “It’s good of you to offer, but this… it requires someone pure of heart.”


“You’re saying I’m not?” Tristan asked, with a look of mock hurt at the suggestion he could be anything less than saintly. 


“I’m saying I’d be shocked if you didn’t sell it to a pawnbroker the first chance you got,” Merk said. 


"True," Tristan replied, with a smile. "It makes you wonder how a bastard like Ebran planned to contain his power."


Ebran was the leader of the group of mercenaries who’d been hunting for the blade. He was dead now, thanks to Merk, one more name on a very long list. 


“Maybe he had some shadow power to contain it,” Merk said. “Or maybe…”


A spasm of pain shot through him, sharper than if Merk had been stabbed, and he knew what being stabbed felt like. He doubled over. 


Tristan was there, trying to help him up then. The world seemed to be swimming around Merk, and not just in the usual way it swayed, thanks to the ship. 


“Merk, are you all right?” Tristan asked. 


Merk was about to tell the smuggler he was fine again when the whole world seemed to twist, and darkness rose up to meet him. 


 


*


 


Merk dreamed of Lorna, beautiful and willowy, blonde-haired and blue-eyed. He dreamed that he was with her, walking through one of the rocky gardens of Kos, the mountain city containing surprising beauty. It was almost enough to match her beauty. 


“You’re hurt, Merk,” she said, fear filling her voice. Her hands went to his wounds, soothing them with her magic. But it wasn’t enough. “I can’t heal you.”


“That’s because this is a dream,” Merk replied. Normally, his dreams were worse than this: memories of old kills or moments when he’d been hurt. “It’s enough that you’re here with me.”


“I wish you’d come home to me,” Lorna said. “I wish you’d let me come with you.”


Merk thought of all the things he and the others had been through on their journey, how close they’d come to dying over and over again. Merk wouldn’t have been able to stand the thought of the woman he loved in danger like that. She was better off safe in Kos. For one thing, it gave him something to come home to. 


“I’m coming back,” Merk promised her. 


“Where?” Lorna asked. “Where will you land?”


“We’re heading for the same beach we set off from,” Merk told her, unsure why a dream would want to know such a thing. He felt the pulsing of the Crystal Blade then, a flicker of magic that seemed to make the dream more real, somehow, turning it into something… better. 


“I love you,” Merk said. “I wish I were there to tell you that in person.”


“Then come to me,” Lorna said. “Come to the beach. Come back to me, my love.”


Merk was going to promise her that he would, whatever it took, but he couldn’t seem to get the words out. Something was pulling him, calling him away from Lorna, dragging him up like a drowning man being pulled from beneath the waves…


Merk woke with a gasp. He wasn't in Kos. He wasn't on the deck of the ship, either. Someone had laid him on a soft bed and was applying cold compresses to his forehead. 


"Mark, can you hear me?" Tristan called out. The smuggler was standing over him, looking concerned.


“I’m…” It was a struggle even to say that much at first. Tristan put a waterskin to his lips, letting Merk drink. “I’m fine.”


“You’re anything but fine,” Tristan said. “You’re burning up.”


“Ebran’s blade… must have been… poisoned.”


Because, of course, a man like him would use poison on his weapons. Merk should have seen that coming. Or maybe the wounds had just become infected when they hadn’t closed. It amounted to much the same thing. 


Merk felt as weak as a newborn kitten, shivering with cold and boiling with heat all at once. 


“I tried to take the Crystal Blade while you were asleep,” Tristan said. “I took it all the way to the other end of the ship in the hope it would break the fever, but somehow, when I came back here, it was by your side.”


Merk shook his head. “Won’t work. Not while I’m alive. Not while it’s bonded to me.”


“Then give it to me,” Tristan pleaded. “We can swap the blade back and forth between us, carry it to wherever we need to go. My whole crew can take turns carrying it. Don’t you want to see your wife again? The people you care about?”


Merk nodded. He’d thought he could protect Tristan from this, but he wasn’t going to reject this offer now. He took the Crystal Blade, pushing it into the younger man’s hands. He could feel it pushing back at him, as if refusing to go into Tristan’s grasp. 


“Here,” Merk said. “It’s yours.”


Except that it wasn’t Tristan’s. Merk could still feel the link to the blade pulsing within him, the connection unbroken. 


“Do you feel it?” Merk said. “Do you feel the connection?”


Tristan shook his head. “It isn’t working.”


“Maybe it doesn’t think you’re worthy,” Merk said. 


Tristan grabbed the Crystal Blade, pulling it away from Merk with an effort. "I'm worthy!" he yelled at it. "If he's worthy, I'm worthy! Merk's an assassin. I'm just a smuggler! Please, just let me save the life of my friend."


Merk could hear the pleading note in the smuggler’s voice, but he could feel that it didn’t make any difference. 


“It’s all right, Tristan,” Merk said. “This isn’t your fault.”


“If I were just…”


“But you aren’t,” Merk said. “And I’m glad. I wouldn’t wish this on you. Just… get me home. Back to the same beach we set off from.”


“It has to be there?”


Merk nodded. He didn’t know why, but he was certain that his dream was more than just a dream. His wife had always had visions. Maybe he’d found himself in another of them. Maybe, if he got back to her, she would be able to do something to save him, one more time. 


For that, Merk needed to make it home. 


“Land ahoy!”


The call came from above, and Merk forced himself from the bed. It didn't matter if he barely had the strength to do it, or that he staggered the moment he was upright; he was going to see Escalon. Tristan had to help him up onto the deck, but Merk made it. 


Escalon was ahead, the coastline strangely beautiful after so long in other lands. It was where he belonged, his home. His wife was there, and the resistance. Merk had a weapon with him that might turn the tide in the conflict against Isolde. 


Now, he just needed to survive long enough to bring it to them. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


“There are many more giants joining your forces, my queen,” Ragnar said, standing before Kyra in the council chamber of Kos.


The council chamber was a large, stone-built room set atop one of the mountains that were home to the city. A huge table dominated the space within, carved into an intricate map of Escalon and the surrounding territories. 


Over the last few days, Ragnar had carefully made alterations to the northernmost portions, reflecting the landscape of the Crystal Kingdom that lay beyond even the troll lands of Marda as accurately as he could. 


“Soon, all those giants who saw that Isolde was the usurper of the First Queen will fight alongside you.”


Ragnar towered over Kyra, more than twice her height, his dark hair and beard hung with charms, his arms and armor the finest metalwork crafted by the smith, Albus, before his death. 


Kyra didn't look the way Ragnar was used to a queen appearing, but then, he was used to serving Isolde, who was beautiful and crystal-skinned, implacable and aloof from the problems of her soldiers. When she smiled, it was an icy thing, filled with cruelty. When Kyra smiled, it had genuine warmth and thanks in it. 


“That’s good news,” Kyra said. “We could do with more of that.”


She was beautiful, just not in the stark, inhuman way the crystal queen was. Her otherwise golden hair was shot through with a couple of stark streaks of white these days thanks to the time she spent as Isolde’s prisoner. She wore a simple blue dress that hugged her athletic figure, and carried a staff of silvery metal, the Staff of Truth. 


“Will we be able to trust all the new giants?” her husband asked, beside her. Kyle was weathered and scarred by his years of searching for his wife and children. He was still lithe and athletic, with the frame of a warrior, a man trained by the Watchers who’d once guarded the Flames between Escalon and Marda. He was richly dressed now, with a fine sword at his side. His skin was also marred by spreading, geometric lines of crystal. 


As so often when Kyle spoke, Ragnar had to bite back an angry response. This was the man who’d killed Ragnar’s sister to escape Isolde’s clutches, after all. 


The only reason Ragnar wasn't trying to kill him was that Ragnar was sworn to Kyra. But that was the point here.


“We serve in the same cause,” Ragnar said. “We all have reasons to hate Isolde, whatever we think of one another.”


“We’ll find a way to defeat her,” Kyra promised. “If I have both of my children with me, we may have enough strength to beat her through magic.”


“With respect,” Ragnar said. “While I’ve heard the prophecies, I don’t know if you can rely on getting both of your children to do what you want. Your son is powerful, but untested. Your daughter… from what I hear, she’s doing things that are only a step away from Isolde’s work.”


“You overstep yourself, Ragnar,” Kyle snapped. 


“Really?” Ragnar said. “All the rumors are that she’s making crystal touched, the same way Isolde is. You, of all people, should know the damage that can do.”


He gestured to the crystals on Kyle’s flesh. Ragnar couldn’t guess how quickly those crystals were progressing but they were growing, when the resistance claimed it had found ways to pause the crystal sickness in others, stopping them from being consumed utterly by it. 


“I’m doing what I can to help Kyle,” Kyra said. “I still don’t understand why these crystals are spreading, when Lorna’s cure can stop that expansion in other people.”


“Isolde has focused her power to do it,” Ragnar said. “Either to take Kyle from you and hurt you, or because she wants to lure you back into her kingdom.”


“Why would we go back there?” Kyra asked. 


“To stop something like this, to finally find a solution to the crystal sickness, you’ll need a greater understanding of crystal power.” Ragnar hesitated, wondering if he should say more. 


“What is it you aren’t saying?” Kyle demanded. 


“There’s a place in the Crystal Kingdom,” Ragnar said. He knew he’d said too much, but he couldn’t take it back now. Reaching across the map, he pointed. “Isolde usurped the First Queen and imprisoned her, but she didn’t take her original palace, her temple. For the longest time, we believed it was because Isolde wanted to respect the First Queen, or because she needed a different place from which to conduct her fight against the other Ancients. Now, I suspect it’s because she felt there were secrets there that were better left hidden.”


“You’re saying there might be something there that could undo the crystal sickness?” Kyra said. “Something that might let us defeat Isolde? Why didn’t you mention this before, Ragnar?”


Ragnar nodded. “Thanks to you, I’ve felt the power of the First Queen. I’ve been in her presence, even if it was only for the briefest time. As her descendant, you can already do so much, but what else might there be in her home? I didn’t speak to you of this previously because I had only just come to you with her, but now… I think it is worth the risk.”


Kyle was shaking his head. “This is a fool’s errand. We did this before, Kyra. I went looking for a cure in the Crystal Kingdom. You went looking for me. All we found there was danger. This could even be the point of Ragnar being here. Everything he’s done so far could have been to lure you north.”


“I am not a betrayer,” Ragnar rumbled, his anger echoing through the hall. “And I’m not saying you should do this. I could go. I could take a group of giants to find it. We know the Crystal Kingdom.”


Kyra shook her head. “No. If this is real, I’m the one best placed to make use of anything there. And you should be with me, Kyle. Maybe… maybe there’s a way to undo what Isolde did to you.”


“Shouldn’t we be focusing on getting Lyra back to us?” Kyle asked. 


Kyra shook her head again. “I want both our children reunited, but I also want to save our kingdom. Where exactly is this lost palace, Ragnar?”


Ragnar hesitated again. He wondered if he should show the queen. Kyle was right: this was dangerous, far too close to the way Kyra had been trapped before. But Kyra was his queen now. He’d sworn himself to her service. He couldn’t refuse to answer.


“It’s somewhere in this region,” he said, pointing again. “The exact location is lost to the mists of time. My guess is that Isolde hid it deliberately. I must warn you, though, this is too dangerous to consider. I should not have mentioned it at all.”


“If this could make a difference,” Kyra said. “Then I’m glad you did.”


“Kyra-” Kyle began, and put a hand on her arm. Ragnar felt the flash of power that came from the Staff of Truth, his knowledge of magic letting him feel it. The crystals in Kyle’s flesh seemed to pulse, and his eyes rolled back in his head. 


“Kyle!” Kyra said, holding her husband up. Ragnar helped, holding the human man in place easily for the seconds before Kyle gasped and came back to himself. 


“Kyle, are you all right?” Kyra asked. 


“I… I don’t know what happened. I saw a palace, made from crystal, and light, and shadow…” Kyle said. He seemed to notice Ragnar was holding him up and pulled away sharply. “It’s like something in the crystals responded to this talk of the First Queen.”


And the Staff of Truth had provided the magic needed to fuel the vision. 


“It’s real,” Kyra said. “This place is real.”


“That doesn’t make it safe to go there,” Ragnar said, but Kyra didn’t seem to be listening now. 


“Thank you, Ragnar. We’ll think about all you’ve had to say.”


Ragnar realized he wasn’t going to change the queen’s mind. He bowed, deep enough that his head was almost level with Kyra’s. He backed out of the council chamber, going out into the mountain city of Kos. It was a place of square, blocky buildings that mirrored the stone of the mountains, while more spaces had been carved into the mountainsides. Gardens grew wherever people could make seeds take in the stony soil, and members of the resistance hurried in every direction. 


Ragnar’s eyes were on the female giant approaching him rapidly. Hela had twice as many charms as he did entwined in her dark hair, each one in the shape of some rune or symbol. She wore long robes, belted at the waist, with a pair of swords there, each as long as the longest sword a human could wield. She had concern in her dark eyes as she ran up to him, and that was worrying, because Hela wasn’t someone who startled easily. 


“What is it?” Ragnar asked her as she ran up. “What’s wrong?”


“A giant… a giant has been killed by the humans,” Hela said. “One of ours. And now Tarse and the others are threatening to kill the humans responsible.”


Tarse was a hunter, quick tempered and prone to disobeying orders. Isolde’s betrayal of the First Queen had persuaded him to join Ragnar and the others in rebellion, but that didn’t mean he liked working with humans. Ragnar cursed. 


“Take me to him, now,” he ordered. 


Hela nodded and led the way at a run, down the slopes of Kos, then down one of the ladders that was one of the only safe ways into the city. Ragnar and the others had reinforced those ladders, but they still creaked alarmingly as Ragnar hurried down them. 


Fear propelled him. Not that Ragnar was someone who normally gave into fear. There were few opponents who could make him take a step back, and he wouldn’t hesitate to lead his followers into danger if it was necessary. What scared him now was the thought of what Tarse might do now that one of their number had been killed, and what that might do to their alliance with the humans. Ragnar wouldn’t allow this bond between humans and giants to break. 


When Hela led Ragnar down the mountainside, he could quickly see the spot where the conflict was brewing for himself. Tarse wasn’t hard to pick out, and there were other giants with him. Ragnar didn’t know their names, but that wasn’t a surprise now. Many giants had joined them over the last few days, deserting Isolde’s armies as they saw the truth of what she’d done. 


There were plenty of humans around them, members of the resistance, standing with their weapons drawn. Ragnar could feel the tension in the air, and he had to force himself to slow and stop running. The last thing this situation needed was the sight of a giant apparently charging towards it. 


As Ragnar got closer, he could see another of the new giants on the ground, flesh peppered with arrows, a spear thrust through his heart. 


“What happened here?” Ragnar said, as he approached. It was enough to get people to turn to him, focusing on him rather than the dead form of the giant or their hatred for one another. 


“These humans murdered one of us, Ragnar!” Tarse said. The hunter looked ready to cut them all down. 


“We thought he was attacking,” one of the humans said. “It was still while the light was poor, and we saw him approaching, and we…”


“So you’re one of the ones responsible?” Tarse said, hefting a blade that would be more than enough to cut the man in two. 


“Tarse, stop,” Ragnar said. 


“Stop? They killed one of us. You should be the first charging in to demand blood for it.”


“Try it and we’ll gut you,” one of the resistance said. “You might be bigger, but there’s more of us.”


“There will be fewer once I kill you,” Tarse snapped.


“Enough!” Ragnar bellowed. “Tarse, put away your weapons. Killing more people won’t bring back our fallen brother. Fighting won’t help anyone but Isolde. Is that what you want? To help her?”


It was vital to remind them of their common purpose, their shared desire to defeat the crystal queen. 


“This is too much,” Tarse said. “There must be justice.”


“This was a tragic accident,” Ragnar said. “We could take it to the queen, and-”


“She’s not my queen!” Tarse snapped back. “And why should I go to some human when I can take vengeance?”


“I’ve put aside my vengeance against Kyle for the sake of this alliance. You must do the same here.”


“And if I can’t?” Tarse demanded.


Ragnar fixed him with a level stare. “These are our allies, Tarse. You must accept that, and work with them.”


Tarse shook his head, though. “No. This is a step too far. I can’t do this anymore, Ragnar.”


“Does that mean you’re going to fight me?” Ragnar asked. “Because that’s what it means if any of you attack one another. I will cut down the first one to attack, human or giant. We all serve Queen Kyra, and I will protect those who serve her.”
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