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PROLOGUE


 


 


The small chamber, hidden deep beneath a deserted warehouse, reeks of decay. Its walls are slick with damp that has seeped down through the bricks over centuries. A solitary lantern flickers on the wall, its feeble light struggling against the oppressive darkness that cloaks the room. The shadows are home to the thirteen figures shrouded in heavy cloaks, their faces mere suggestions beneath hoods drawn deep.


They gather around an ancient table, scarred by time and etched with symbols that speak of old magic and forbidden pacts. Silence hangs heavy until one figure, his cloak slightly more ornate than the rest, stands at the head of the table. His presence commands attention, the subtle shift of his stance conveying a gravity that sets the air quivering with tension.


"Brothers," he begins, voice low and resonant, "we have convened this evening because we face a threat that outstrips any in our long history. Darkness encroaches upon us, not from without, but from within. The very fabric of our order is at risk."


A rustle runs through the gathered council as they lean in, the youngest among them breaking the silence. His voice, tinged with uncertainty, echoes slightly in the cavernous space. "What has shifted so direly? We've weathered storms before."


A collective gasp rises from the group, sharp as a blade's edge. From the furthest end of the table, a grizzled member, his eyes glinting from the sliver of light, sneers with open disdain. "What has changed?" he barks, his tone dripping with scorn. "Have you been blind and deaf, boy? Reign sits upon the throne; a wielder of shadow magic now wears the crown!"


“Isn’t that what we have all wanted? Isn’t that the ideal?” the young man responded, his posture shrinking further into the shadows.


“She knows not the power she wields. She doesn’t understand the depths of that power…” a man next to the leader began.


“She never can understand it!” the old man cried. “She is just a girl, she’s barely seen twenty winters. In the hands of anyone outside of this room, the power is like a stray dog yapping at people’s ankles.” The man’s head moved slowly, and even though his face was shrouded in shadow, each could feel his gaze on them. “And what happens with stray dogs?”


“They get killed,” a large man offered.


“Exactly.”


"The secrets we possess have been handed down for centuries," the leader continued. "Someone coming and shining a light on the order, revealing what powers we are capable of, and even worse, using them for purposes that go against our most sacred orders could destroy the order. We live in the shadows, not in the spotlight."


Whispers undulate through the assembly like a serpent coiling around prey, each member grappling with this unsettling truth. The leader raises his hand, commanding silence once more, his own cloak rippling with the authority of his position.


The leader's voice slices through the gloom, a blade unsheathed in darkness. "The damage is already done," he asserts, the words resonating against the cold stone walls. "In the very heart of the royal palace, no less, she dared to reveal her mastery over shadow magic. A power thought to be myth now trembles on the lips of every commoner and noble alike."


A restless murmur flutters among the gathered shadows like disturbed bats. The youngest among them leans forward once more, his voice an eager whisper that pierces their caution. "But if we can influence her, bring her into our council..."


"Silence!" The interruption comes from a small figure seated across the table, his voice a snarl. "Have you not been following what she has done? She's as likely to join us as a Solaran sun worshipper—an absurdity!"


"Indeed," the leader acknowledges, his voice steady as bedrock. "Reign's ascent heralds an era of unpredictability. Her prowess is... impressive. If left unbridled, her influence could unravel all that we have built in the penumbra of power."


"Listen well," another voice cuts in, cool and calculated. "We must extend our tendrils into the fertile soil of politics. Not only here, in Gloomrift, but within the hallowed halls of the royal palace, and even in other realms. Our allies lie in wait."


A man who has held his silence until now slams his hand down upon the old, gnarled table, the sound resonating like a war drum. As if conjured by his fervor, a tattoo reveals itself upon his forearm—a black circle entwined with an 'S' and a 'W'. “Politics is for politicians,” he spits out the words, his contempt evident. “We are men of action. Our survival hinges on one decisive act—we must eliminate her,” he looks across at the old man. “Like the stray dog she is.”




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


My hands are clammy, gripping the armrests of the throne-like chair, as if they alone can anchor me to this new reality. The Great Hall, usually a place of grand feasts and laughter, is transformed into a court of judgment and power. Rich tapestries depicting the four realms drape from the walls, their colors muted in the solemn atmosphere. Representatives from each corner of Lyria are seated around large table, their eyes fixed upon me—Kaela Reign, a queen of circumstance as much as birthright.


Erik and Lyr flank me, pillars of strength in their own right. Erik's fiery presence could ignite the very air, while Lyr stands like a reed in the wind, unassuming but unwavering. Talia's laugh is absent today, her face etched with the seriousness of her role. Soraya's hair blazes silently beside her, a fierce warrior contained for the moment. And Lysandra, my sister in spirit from the shadowy corners of Gloomrift, watches with dark, knowing eyes.


"Your Majesty," Valerin's voice cuts through my reverie, his tone respectful. I look up to meet his gaze, finding the familiar glint of silver that once held promises of warmth. Now, it only reflects duty.


"Representative Frost, your presence honors us," I reply, my voice steadier than I feel.


"May your reign be long and just," he says, bowing his head slightly. The formality stings; we were once more to each other than mere monarchs and delegates. If things had been different, it could have been he who was sitting beside me in Erik’s place. But it can be no other way, and he knows it as much as I.


I allow myself a brief trip down memory lane, back to the hours, days spent deliberating between the attentions of Erik and Valerin. Both had won my friendship, respect, and… yes, love in their own inimitable ways. But it had been Erik who my heart had gone to. Valerin could have acted out the role of a scorned lover, especially after the long-running feud, albeit settled, with his rival. But he hadn't he had taken my decision with the grace and dignity I had come to expect from him.


When he had turned down my proposal to work alongside me at the court, I know it had been out of his duty and love for Frostholm, than for any personal grievances.  


A murmur ripples through the assembly, and I force my attention back to the present. I am here, perched on a throne I never really sought, ruling a kingdom on the brink of discord. A week has passed since the crown was placed upon my head, and each day still feels like a step into the unknown.


Amidst the whispers of silk and the rustle of parchments, memories surge like specters. The streets of Gloomrift echo in my mind, where hunger and shadows were my closest companions. It was from there, an orphan, a street rat, living on my wits and my ability even then to blend into the shadows, that I was plucked and taken to Stonegarden. I had been chosen, my abilities considered valuable enough for the kingdom to take a risk with the rough diamond that I was.


For five years I had forged friendships stronger than any element, and made enemies imbued with a bitterness that could dissolve steel. But that place of learning was the crucible that had forged me.


It had taken my naïve untapped potential and made me into… even now I have no real idea just what it made me into. I am guardian of a raw power that I neither understand nor can control. It is a power that scares me as much as it awes me.


Supposedly I don’t just have royal blood coursing through my veins, but that of that ancient, mythical and secret sect of shadow weavers. They were thought to have vanished from the face of Lyria generations ago, but the abilities I demonstrated, especially when defeating Aric, a super spy bent on taking the kingdom for his own means, had proved that my abilities went way beyond that of a Stonegarden student proficient at magic. The shadow magic I had sometimes been able to wield had not only been more powerful, way, way more powerful, but had also felt different. Like it was coming from somewhere else. 


I am also no ordinary queen. Here I sit, the bastard daughter of a princess who chose love over lineage, a woman who fled into the night cradling the secret of my existence. A mother and father I had never met. King Eldrion, whose passing had created the vacuum I had stepped into, was ever only a king to me, never a grandfather.


I had proved myself the rightful heir, courtesy of my own strength, and with evidence written in the former king's own hand. But memories are short in the royal court that I have learned quickly.


I smooth the rich fabric of my queenly robes, still foreign against my skin. The silk whispers with each movement, a constant reminder that I am no longer an orphan nor a student, but the ruler of Lyria. My fingers trace the intricate embroidery, each thread a reminder of the role I must grow into.


I had initially baulked at such finery. I hardly recognized the woman staring back at me from the mirror in my chambers. My long dark hair worked into an intricate knot, a delicate golden crown sitting atop of my head, a dress sewn with precious stones.


It had been Erik who had convinced me that I had to dress like those women who stared out from a myriad portraits hung on the place walls. 


“Kaela,” he had said, “if you want people to treat you like the head of the kingdom, you not only have to act like it, but dress like it too.”


And he was right, of course. 


"Your Majesty," he murmurs from beside me, his voice carrying an undercurrent of warmth that belies his now stately demeanor. He meets my gaze, his fiery red hair like a crown of flames in the light of the chandeliers. With a reassuring smile, he squeezes my leg, hidden beneath the council table—a private gesture of support in this room filled with eyes and ears.


"Thank you, Erik," I whisper back, drawing confidence from his presence. His charm, once so brash, has matured into something resembling grace, yet the ember of rebellion still glows in his eyes.


Turning to face the council, I see Talia, Soraya, and Lysandra—my friends transformed into my most trusted advisors. They give me nods of encouragement, their familiar faces anchors in the sea of new responsibilities.


A silence settles over the room, and I know it is time for me to address them. I push away the feeling that I am an imposter in this role and take in a deep breath.


"Esteemed council," I begin, my voice resonating more strongly than I expect, "today’s meeting is not only the first of my reign but the first of a new era for our kingdom."


"Lyria is vast, diverse, and rich with potential. Each of our four realms holds unique strengths and traditions. It's time we weave these together, creating a tapestry that is stronger because of its varied threads. My number one wish is for unity—a kingdom that thrives on collaboration rather than division."


I pause, letting my words settle among the delegates. "I have walked the streets of Gloomrift, studied amidst the wonders of Stonegarden, and now rubbed shoulders with the great and the good within these palace walls. Each and every one of those experiences has shown me the value of every individual. As your queen, I vow to represent not just the select few, but every soul within our borders."


I look around the table at the representatives of the four realms as well as those who will be my eyes and ears within palace chambers. The way the council works is that each realm has a delegate, appointed by the realm, to represent their affairs at the council. Each realm also has an envoy, appointed by the palace, who works on the side of the palace, and is completely independent and separate from the delegates.


“I am not naïve enough to think the path ahead will be an easy one. But just because it is hard, and will be strewn with obstacles and danger, deceit and betrayal, does not mean we, and especially I, will shy away from it. I will, with all of you at my side, face those difficulties and hardships head on. And we will triumph.


"I know I inherit a kingdom that has its problems. My advisors tell me we are on the brink of war. That we are in danger of the age old alliance between the realms splintering. Well, I can promise you one thing. That will not happen while I sit on the throne." 


I reach out and take a sip of the water from the goblet in front of me. 


"Let us look beyond old quarrels and forge a future where every child of Lyria can dream without bounds and live without fear. Together, we will rise, mightier than ever before."


My heart races as I conclude, the silence after my speech heavy with contemplation. I search the faces around me, seeking signs of acceptance or dissent. The gravity of my words, the promise of a united kingdom—it's a vision I hope they'll share.


"Thank you, Queen Kaela," Erik says, breaking the silence. His voice carries weight and assurance, lending me further strength.


I nod at him, grateful for his unwavering belief in me. Murmurs begin to ripple through the chamber. Valerin catches my eye and gives a nod, and Talia’s smile is enough to calm my racing heart further.


It will take more than words to get everyone on side, but I feel I have struck the right balance.


I let my gaze wander over the assembly, taking in the representatives from each realm. Their faces are a mosaic of Lyria's diversity, painted with expectation and skepticism. I had wanted to address the difficulties facing not just me, but the kingdom itself. If anything, I had underplayed the situation to be brave. Lyria is a tinderbox of tension; I can almost smell the smoldering embers of civil unrest. Stonegarden had been a microcosm of this discord, teaching me that power lies not only in magic but in words and alliances. I swallow the lump forming in my throat. Winning their loyalty won't be easy, but it's a battle I need to fight with every fiber of my being.


"Queen Kaela," a voice cuts through my thoughts, as polished and smooth as the marble floors of the chamber.


I turn toward the source, meeting the eyes of the delegation from Soraya and Verdantis. They rise from their seats, a gesture of respect that warms me more than the morning sun. Both are clad in attire that speaks of their homelands—the Sorayan robes shimmer like the desert sands at sunset, while the Verdantian garb is rich with the deep greens and browns of their abundant forests.


"Your Majesty, we extend our sincerest wishes for your long and prosperous reign," the Sorayan delegate says, inclining his head slightly. His voice is a melody of warmth, hinting at the fierce sun of their realm.


"Thank you," I reply, finding my voice steady despite the quickening of my pulse. "It pleases me greatly to have such support from lands I hold dear."


"And we understand you've spent time in our realms," the Verdantian adds, her voice carrying the lilt of rolling hills and flowing rivers. "Your experiences among our people will surely enrich your rule."


"Indeed, I spent several summers in Verdantis," I say, remembering the verdant landscapes and the kindness that had enveloped me there. “I am not sure if you are aware, but I have family in Verdantis.”


“That is pleasing to hear,” the delegate says, and gives a slow respectful nod, before retaking her seat.


I turn my attention to the delegate from Solara. "And a summer in Solara I'll always cherish." My words are a bridge, an attempt to connect with them beyond the formalities of court. "Soraya, one of my most trusted and faithful advisors, was kind enough to show me the beauty of your land."


This brief exchange is more than courtesy—it's an opening, a chance to weave the first threads of unity I so desperately seek.


"May our cooperation flourish like the gardens of your beautiful realms," I continue, offering them a smile that mirrors my hope. 


The delegate resumes his seat, and the room fills with soft murmurs of approval. A small victory, perhaps, but a vital one. My heart steadies, emboldened by the subtle shift in the chamber's atmosphere. Yet, as I scan the faces before me, I am acutely aware of the wary eyes that linger, the ones that aren't yet swayed.


"From the frost-kissed lands of Frostholm, we offer our loyalty and service," Valerin's voice rings clear and steady across the table. His eyes, reflecting the icy tundras of his homeland, meet mine with a respect that warms me more than any Solara sun could.


Being a delegate for his realm had been something he had been working at and aiming for throughout his time at Stonegarden. The fact I had ascended to the throne is kind of irrelevant, but of course from my point of view having at least one delegate I know and more importantly, I know I can trust is a massive bonus. 


It is also a reflection on the man that he was able to get the position, without my influence, at such a young age.


"Thank you, Valerin," I reply, my voice betraying none of the inner turmoil his presence stirs within me. "Frostholm's strength is the backbone of our kingdom. Your wisdom will be invaluable as we stride into a future where all realms stand united under one crown."


The chamber fills with murmurs of agreement and soft applause. I catch Erik's quick nod from the corner of my eye, but it's Valerin's slight, almost imperceptible smile that reassures me most.


But the warmth of that moment chills as silence descends upon us like an unseen fog. Eyes shift towards the dark-clad figures of Gloomrift, their stern faces etched with disdain. Their silence is deafening.


I look at their delegate. His garb is less ornate than the others, favoring practicality over pomp, much like the shadowy realm he represents.


“We seem to be missing the declaration of one of our beloved realms?” I say, looking around the table, a quizzical look on my face, not willing to concede my advantage.


"Queen Kaela," the man starts, his tone dripping with sarcasm as he emphasizes the word 'queen,' "or should I say Regent? Your sudden ascent to the throne has been... unexpected. We in Gloomrift value proven leadership, not convenient lineage."


I keep my face straight, refusing to let the shock or disappointment register. My own realm is already turning against me. 


I can feel Erik tense up next to me, and I know he is about to erupt. But now it is my time to squeeze his leg. Not for reassurance this time, but for restraint. This is my fight. If I show weakness now, I will never recover from it.


"Delegate," I begin, my voice rising. "I am your queen. Not a regent, not a temporary monarch. Lyria has chosen, and you will address me with the respect my title commands. If you cannot, then Gloomrift can send another who will. And they will continue to do so even if we have to pluck an orphan from the streets. Is that understood?"


Our gazes lock, a silent battle waged in the space between breaths. For a heartbeat, neither of us yields. Then, almost imperceptibly, he lowers his eyes, conceding.


"Of course, Your Majesty," he grinds out through gritted teeth, and the weight of the room shifts palpably.


“Good, because I am more than happy to get my guards to give you a tour of the palace, with special attention to the dungeons. And let me warn you, some of their tours have been known to last several years.”


I exhale slowly, feeling the victory and its cost. 


"Let us proceed with the matters of state," I announce, but the Gloomrift delegate’s scornful look does not escape me—he may bow his head today, but the embers of defiance in his eyes tell me that Gloomrift might just have lit the first torch of rebellion against my rule.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


The lingering scent of old parchment and beeswax candles fills the small chamber where Erik and I stand, still wrapped in the afterglow of the council meeting. "You commanded the room like you were born to it," he says, his fiery red hair catching the dim light as he moves closer.


I shake my head, folding my arms across my chest. "Maybe so, but I lost my head. I was too hard on them. My grandfather would never have resorted to such threats. He would never have had to.”


“You did what you had to do. Better than that let them speak to you in that way in a council meeting. They won’t do that again,” Erik says, though I hardly hear him. Regardless of everything else the thought of Gloomrift already betraying me is hard to take. If I could rely on any one realm to have my back, surely the one I grew up in would be that one. 


Perhaps those in power there, those with money and influence can’t stand the thought of someone who had grown up on their streets, someone who had pilfered from their pockets now had control of their own purse strings.  


“My actions today did not bring them closer, it forced them further away. Gloomrift will be a thorn in our side. They won't bow to my command, not truly."


Erik's face hardens, the playful glint in his eye replaced by a steely resolve. "Then they'll be made to," he insists, his hand gesturing emphatically. "We cannot show weakness, Kaela. If we concede now, Gloomrift will only demand more, and the other realms... Solara and Verdantis may have said the right things this morning, but they’ll turn on us the moment they sense an opportunity."


I nod, feeling the weight of his words settle upon me like a cloak. He’s right, of course. The game of power respects only strength, and hesitation is akin to defeat.


A sudden knock at the door yanks us from our reflections. The heavy wood swings open to reveal one of the footmen, his face etched with a peculiar mix of formality and discomfort. "Your Majesty, there is a visitor for you," he announces.


"Who is it?" I ask, still trying to get used to having staff that wait on my every command.


The footman shuffles on his feet. "They requested that their identity be kept as a... surprise, if that pleases you, Your Majesty."


I feel Erik tense beside me, his hand instinctively moving to the hilt of his sword. But the footman quickly adds, "There is no danger, I assure you."


"Very well," I reply, curious despite myself. "Lead the way."


Erik steps forward, protective and ever ready, but I raise a hand. "No, I'll be fine, Erik." His jaw tightens, eyes flickering with doubt before he nods, stepping back.


The footman leads me away, leaving Erik behind, standing amidst the shadows and scrolls, his solar gemstone he always wears around his neck, pulsing faintly against his chest.


The footman's steps are a soft echo in the grand corridor, his crisp uniform barely rustling. I follow, my own stride quiet and controlled. These hallways, decked with rich tapestries and sconces with their flickering flames, are becoming familiar, but I remember the first time I saw them, the first time I had entered the palace. That had been in secret as part of my final year trial at Stonegarden. Then I had crept through shadows, now I am bathed in the warm glow of chandeliers.


"Your Majesty, we've arrived," the footman announces, his voice a respectful murmur as he opens the door to the visiting chamber.


"Thank you," I reply, nodding to dismiss him. He bows and steps aside.


Taking a deep breath, I cross the threshold, shoulders back, head held high—every inch the monarch.


As the door closes behind me, I scan the room. Plush velvet chairs, a side table adorned with a vase of fresh, pure white flowers. And then, there he stands—the Alchemist, his long silver hair cascading down the deep blue robes that mark his station. The head of Stonegarden and the man who had been central to much of my time there. At first I had thought he had not always fought on my side, but with hindsight I know that he had always had the best interests of Stonegarden and Lyria at the forefront of everything he did. He had also been one of several people instrumental in me attaining the throne. 


"Your Majesty." His voice holds a warmth that belies our formal titles, yet his bow is one of deference. 


"Alchemist." My lips curl into a smile I cannot suppress, the title both familiar and foreign on my tongue. "It is good to see you."


"And you, Queen Kaela." He straightens, eyes crinkling at the corners. "You wear the crown well."


"Stonegarden prepared me for much, but I doubt even you could have foreseen this path," I say, the weight of the diadem upon my brow now a comfortable presence. 


"Perhaps not," he agrees softly, "but if anyone could rise to such a challenge, it would be you." His gaze is steady, reflecting a pride that fills a space within me I didn't realize needed filling.


"Your guidance was instrumental in securing the crown," I tell him sincerely. "I owe you much."


"Your success is reward enough," he replies, "though I must admit, seeing you on the throne does bring a certain... satisfaction."


"You may not be saying that if you had witnessed today's council meeting?" I quip. The delegate from Gloomrift's scornful face flashes before my eyes, but I push it away. This is a moment of reprieve.


"Especially after, from what I heard," the Alchemist counters. "A queen must be respected, feared when necessary. Apparently, you showed them both."


I have come to realize that there are no such thing as secrets in the Royal Palace. News, rumors and gossip travel even faster than they did at Stonegarden. His words bolster me, reminding me of the strength Stonegarden instilled—a strength that will be tested in the days to come. I can only hope it will be enough.
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