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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Lyra felt tears sting her eyes as she stood at the heart of the latest village she and her followers had freed from Isolde’s forces, looking around at the aftermath of the violence that had come as her followers captured it from Isolde’s forces.


There were so many villages like this, so many victories now, but it always hurt to see the dead, the ones who had fallen in the battle. There were far fewer of those now, at least, than there had been in the days before she could help those Isolde had converted.


Those of her followers who had died were being carried to her with honor, borne by weeping acolytes. 


Lyra stood still as the dead were brought to her feet, her golden hair blowing in the wind, her white robes, edged with gold, proclaiming her status as the Golden Shadow. Her followers wore less opulent versions of the same robes, with twin golden and purple threads worn as pendants to proclaim their allegiance, their faith in her power. 


Lyra smiled to see that faith, even in the loss of some of their numbers in the attack. Her dead followers were set down before Lyra even as her blue eyes filled with tears for the slain. She looked out over the others there. 


There were so many of them. It wasn’t just the trained warriors, but the hordes of those who believed in Lyra as an Ancient, as something close to a goddess. They insisted on coming with Lyra when she went to free more villages from Isolde’s tyranny. They wanted to see the miracle of people being saved from the crystal sickness. Now, though, they looked scared. They needed Lyra’s reassurance. She needed to speak now or lose their faith.


“My friends,” she said, and she didn’t have to raise her voice, because everyone fell into awe struck silence as soon as she started to speak. “We have lost people today. It’s right that we mourn for them. It’s right that we know sorrow that we won’t see them again.”


She started to summon her light to cover the bodies, the glow intense. 


“But know that they have merely moved on to the next stage of their existence. That they have gone into the light, as we all hope to when it’s time to pass from this world. As we all must, eventually.”


Lyra intensified her light, building it into something that held heat and flames now. And if it took a portion of the shadow magic within her to do that, at least it meant she could give her followers the comfort they deserved. 


“When you face your foes, know this: you have an advantage. Because they have nothing to look forward to beyond this life, while you belong to the light!”


She built her powers to a crescendo, burning the bodies to ash. Those ashes would be carried back to Sanctuary, to be interred beneath the growing temple city, with its fortress-like rings of walls. 


Lyra knew that in one sense she was manipulating people. She was playing the part of a high priestess, an Ancient, a goddess, to give these people hope. They didn’t follow Lyra so much as the Golden Shadow, the figure who could free them all from the Crystal Queen and her curse. The fact that Lyra was the Golden Shadow didn’t come into it. Her followers had decided on the name after seeing the ways Lyra could work with both light and shadow. Now, Her legend had grown large enough to swallow who she’d been before. 


And if she was building the hopes of these people, didn’t they deserve hope? In these dark times, Lyra couldn’t just leave them to despair and let them fall prey to Isolde’s powers. She would do whatever she needed to do to help them. 


“Now that you have been freed, some of my acolytes will stay with you,” Lyra said. “They will help you to rebuild and guide you.”


That was proving increasingly necessary as Lyra freed more and more villages from Isolde’s control, transforming her crystal touched into Lyra’s reborn and adding the villages to the network around the Sanctuary. They needed to have rules in common, as well as ways to make sure the villages continued to run smoothly even when Lyra wasn’t around. That meant her most faithful acolytes serving as governors, heading councils of the people so that they could guide their decisions in ways that benefitted the whole of Haven. 


That was what they were calling the lands around Sanctuary now. It was the capital, and Haven was Lyra's own small kingdom, marked out from the rest of Escalon by peace, order, and contentment. Lyra was proud of that, and of the people who made it possible as they served her. 


As her followers went to gather the ashes of the slain, her companion Nina came to her with water. The young woman’s skin shone with golden veins of crystal. She’d shaved her head to show off those crystals across her skull and wore a white robe similar to Lyra’s own. 


“I always worry about the number of people who are killed in these attacks,” Lyra said. 


“A necessary sacrifice to save others,” Nina replied. 


“Am I saving enough?” Lyra countered. Why were there always those she couldn’t help, those who died? The world should work better than that.


“You saved me. Twice,” Nina pointed out.


That was true. When Lyra had first met her acolyte, Nina had been one of a group of crystal touched attacking what would become the Sanctuary. Lyra’s powers had healed her, taking away the crystals spreading across her and freeing her from Isolde’s control. That had been the first time she saved Nina. 


The second time, Nina had been dying in the wake of a battle. Lyra hadn’t been able to heal her, so she’d had to do something else, something more extreme. She’d poured magic into Nina, growing crystals in her flesh once more. Lyra had made her one of the crystal touched again, but connected to Lyra, not Isolde. The difference was that Lyra didn’t reach out through that connection to take control over her acolyte. Nina was still herself, still had the freedom to choose what she did. She’d been reborn.


“We should go to the ones who need you,” Nina said. “If your strength has recovered enough?”


Lyra nodded. She didn’t need to worry about overtaxing herself so much these days. She didn’t collapse from exhaustion after a short burst of healing anymore. It seemed in some ways that the more she used her powers, the easier it became to do more with them. How long would it be before those powers built into something that could take on Isolde directly?


Lyra hoped it would be soon. Isolde had spread her crystal sickness all over Escalon, transforming people into her crystal touched: thralls covered in geometric patterns of crystals, obeying Isolde absolutely. 


Lyra went to the fringes of the village, where her followers had carefully separated different groups of people. The first was a group who simply needed Lyra’s healing magic. She let it wash over them, trying to hold back the shadows that wanted to rush in with her light, trying to make sure that she simply repaired their flesh to the point where other followers could bandage them and soothe them, rather than adding strands of darker power. 


It was hard to keep the two from intertwining, these days. Lyra had spent time hiding from Isolde in the Forbidden Forest with an Ancient named Callum. He’d surreptitiously transformed Lyra without her knowledge or consent, adding strands of shadow to her magic, believing that it was necessary to have both light and shadow to have true power. She couldn’t forgive him for that, even though it was the combination that allowed her to save as many people as she had.


Lyra focused, making sure her healing light stayed pure for this part, helping her injured followers before moving on to the next group. That group was composed of crystal touched, the people transformed by Isolde’s magic so that shards of crystal grew from their skin in geometric patterns. Those crystals linked them to Isolde and gave her power over them. They moved in unison, shuffling around and constrained by her followers. These crystal touched weren’t fully converted yet; they were the ones who might still be helped back to their old selves. 


So Lyra helped them. She reached into herself for her powers, drawing on a mixture of light and shadow, using it first to break Isolde’s control over the crystal touched, then pouring power into them to push back the crystals. They seemed to melt into the flesh of the afflicted individuals, some shattering to cause wounds, but none of them fatal. Lyra was careful to make sure of that these days, to ensure that there would be no one in the groups she healed who was too far gone to survive the transformation back to an untouched human. She would heal the wounded. She would save them all. 


Lyra pushed power out from herself in waves, standing in the middle of the crystal, touched with her hands spread. She saw people fall to their knees in awe at the sight of her, and not just those she was healing with her magic. Her followers knelt and bowed their heads in something close to worship, whispering their hopes and dreams as if Lyra truly were a goddess who might be able to give them whatever they wanted. Some of the villagers did the same, staring at Lyra because they'd never seen anything like her before.


Finally, Lyra let the magic fall. She could see people looking themselves over, looking at their flesh, seeing the absence of the crystals for the first time in months, or maybe years. 


Nina rushed to Lyra, ready to support her if she collapsed from the effort of doing this, but Lyra didn’t feel weak now. She was energized, her efforts only pushed forwards by the support of her followers. She wasn’t done. She wanted to do the next part of this as well. 


So Lyra went to the next group: the crystal touched who were too far gone for her to help with her usual healing. The ones she wouldn’t have been able to help in the old days. There were plenty of them, and perhaps some of them were borderline cases, where Lyra might be able to heal them, but she wasn’t prepared to risk it. In the old days, she’d been able to heal some of those afflicted by the crystal sickness with her light powers, but if the progression become one of the crystal touched went too far, her attempts to heal people only caused the crystal structures in their flesh to shatter, tearing through them like shrapnel. 


Besides, she had another way to help them now. The same way that she’d helped Nina. Lyra went to these crystal touched, who stood there in neat rows, staring at her. Isolde’s voice came out through their mouths as they spoke in unison. 


“You think you can beat me? You and your little army of followers? I can always make more crystal touched.”


“But you won’t have these,” Lyra said. “You will never control these people again.”


She threw power into the crystal touched, severing Isolde’s connection to them. She could feel the lines of power Isolde used to control them, but her combined light and shadow sliced through those strands as if they were nothing. 


She couldn’t try to heal these crystal touched, but Lyra could do something. She used light and shadow to change the crystalline structures within them, altering them so that the crystals started to glow with golden light, and the geometric patterns on them started to shift into golden veins of power. 


Lyra saw the moment when the crystal touched started to blink with fresh awareness. They began to look at one another, and at themselves. She could see tears in some of their eyes as their own wills controlled them for the first time since they’d transformed. They cried out in joy and pain, hugging one another. 


“Stay with them,” Lyra said to Nina. “Help them with this part.” 


Nina had been through this. She would be able to help. And the former crystal touched, now reborn, would need that help. It would be difficult for them, knowing that they could never be fully human again, and also coming to terms with whatever Isolde had forced them to do. But Lyra couldn’t stay there for that part, because there was still one more group of people she needed to go to. 


There were only a few of them, the ones who were dying, the ones who were too far gone for even Lyra’s powers to save. They were all her followers, all wearing the white robes of those who truly believed in her. One was dead already, and Lyra cursed herself for not being quicker, but she could help the others. 


“I can’t heal you fully,” Lyra said. “But I can help you. I can make you stronger. I can free you from pain. Will you let me?”


Some of them were too far gone to say anything, but one nodded. 


“Please.”


Lyra could hear the desperation there, and she knew she needed to help the whole group, even if the others hadn’t been able to say anything. She couldn’t stand by and let them die.


She poured power into them, feeling their bodies shift in response to it. 


Lyra felt the crystals starting to grow in their flesh, golden and glowing, just like those of the ones she’d changed. Familiar geometric patterns of them started to form, and Lyra kept going. She would save these people. She wouldn’t just let them die. 


Slowly, one by one, they started to stand, looking around at themselves and the others. 


“We’re crystal touched,” one of them whispered. Was that horror in his voice?


“Not crystal touched,” Lyra said. “You are still in control of yourself. You are as Nina is. You are the foremost among my followers now. My chosen. My reborn.”


They would be stronger and faster than her other followers. They would be the ones to help her retake Escalon, and any among her followers who fell… well, Lyra could give them the same second chance at life. They would be reborn too. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Kael gritted his teeth as his mother used her magic on him, trying to push back the corrupt shadow magic that threatened to overwhelm his system. He lay on a stone couch in the mountain city of Kos, in a room that had been carved into the rock itself. His dark hair hung down over the edge of the couch, and he’d removed his shirt so his mother could access the lines of dark energy spreading over his lean torso. 


His mother was Kyra, the queen of Escalon, descendant of the Ancients and one of the most powerful magic users in the world. She knelt beside him in her royal robes of grey and silver, clutching the Staff of Truth, which pulsed with power as she worked. Her blonde hair reminded Kael of his sister, Lyra, although it had streaks of grey in it now. Her blue eyes were a contrast to the darkness of Kael’s own. He couldn’t ignore the fact that Lyra looked more like their mother than he did. 


It would be easy to feel like an outsider following an observation like that. After all, Kael had felt that way for most of his life. He’d even felt that way on the Isle of Whispers where the Ancient, Thara, had raised Lyra and him while their mother was imprisoned by Isolde’s magic. 


But being here with his mother counted for more than any of it. Kael had found his parents, and he was here, in Kos, with the resistance to Isolde’s rule. 


“How is he?” Kael’s father, Kyle, came into the room, with a worried expression. Kael looked more like his father, although Kyle was lean and worn from years of traveling the world looking for his family. As with Kyra, his dark hair was shot through with grey. He moved with the grace and speed of a former Watcher, one of those who had guarded the Flames separating Escalon from the troll kingdom of Marda. 


“It’s… I don’t understand this,” Kyra said. “My power can push the corruption back temporarily, but it just keeps coming back. It’s as though it’s a part of him.”


“It must be one of Morwen’s tricks,” Kael said. 


Morwen was the shadow witch who had cursed him. She’d captured Kael and had tried to persuade him to summon an army of shadows with his gift for shadow magic. He and her apprentice, Maven, had escaped from her Fortress of Shadows, but not before she’d poisoned Kael with this magical corruption. 


“Keep trying,” Kyle insisted. 


Kyra nodded, trying to use her healing magic once again. She was powerful, with the blood of the Ancients flowing through her veins, but it still didn’t seem to be enough for this. 


Kael gritted his teeth again as his mother’s magic fought against Morwen’s corruption, the pain of the battling powers making his back arch in agony. 


Somewhere in that agony, Kael saw.


Visions hit him. He saw his twin sister, Lyra, the bond between them seeming to drag his consciousness toward her. He saw her standing in front of crystal touched people, healing them of their affliction with a strange combination of light and shadow magic. That combination worried Kael, because her gifts had always been solely for the light, while he’d had control over shadows. This new addition was an unsettling change in her, but not as unsettling as the things Kael saw next. 


He saw Lyra go to another group of crystal touched, and this time her powers didn’t heal them. They merely changed them, making the crystals in their flesh reconfigure into veins that glowed with a golden light he recognized as hers. 


He saw his sister go to a group of badly wounded people, and now her powers made crystals grow from their flesh, changing them, turning them into more of the crystal touched. Kael hated that, because it was no better than what Isolde was doing. 


He saw a throne room at the heart of a temple complex, in turn located within concentric rings of defenses. Kael saw Lyra there now, sitting on that throne, with people kneeling before her like supplicants. 


“Please,” one said. “Let us serve you better.”


“You already serve me well,” Lyra replied. 


“But we aren’t strong enough to fight like the others. We know you could make us stronger. You could make us like the reborn.”


Lyra shook her head. 


“Please,” one of the supplicants said. “We want to be closer to you. We’re true believers. Don’t hold this back from us. Please.”


And Kael saw Lyra sending her powers out into them, in a mixture of shadow and light that sent crystals bursting from their flesh in golden patterns that sprouted from every visible surface of them. They rose from their knees, looking at one another with joy, even as Kael’s vision faded. 


He came back to himself with a gasp, his parents staring down at him with expressions of worry. 


“Kael, are you all right?” his mother asked. 


Kael sat up, feeling light headed, but ignoring the sensation. He shook his head. 


“I had a vision of Lyra. I saw her in a village, healing people, but then I saw her in a place I guess must be the Sanctuary. She… she’s changing people into crystal touched.”


He saw the shock on his parents’ faces. 


“You’re sure?” Kyra asked. “Is it possible that this wasn’t a real vision?”


“I’ve had visions before,” Kael said. “And there’s a link between me and Lyra. This is real.”


“It fits with some of the things we’ve been hearing from the places the Sanctuary has been expanding into,” Kyle said. 


“I know they’ve been expanding,” Kyra said. “But making crystal touched? Would she really do something like that?”


Kael didn’t know what to think about it. His sister had always been happy and good, trying to help as many people as possible. Back on the Isle of Whispers, she’d healed people. Now, though, it seemed that she’d gone further. 


“It’s hard to believe,” Kael said. “I can’t imagine why she’d do something like this. But I know what I saw.”


“Can you show me?” his mother asked. She held out her hands to Kael, and it took him a moment to realize what she intended. She wanted him to share his vision with her, to show her the truth of what was happening. 


Kael took her hands, even though he didn’t know how to go about sharing a vision like that. He just had to hope that his mother would be able to guide him through it. 


“You need to open yourself up to me, Kael,” his mother said. The Staff of Power was between them, seeming to form a focal point for the magic that flowed through them both. Kael pushed some of his shadows into it, trying to connect with his mother, and found her magic meeting his, flowing in the other direction. 


Kyra’s magic was different to Kael’s. It didn’t have shadow power running through it, although he could feel plenty of other strands of magic there within her. There was the power of the light, and a sense of control over crystals. There was the pulsing power of her Ancient blood, and Kael could feel his own heart beating in time with his mother’s. 


Kael saw moments from his mother's life. He saw the moment when she had first met a dragon in the forests of Escalon, and the moment when she'd had to say goodbye to him as he went to find out more about the lands of his kind, far beyond the sea. He saw her battle against the Pandesian emperor, Ra, and the destruction of the bridge that connected Escalon to the much larger empire. He saw the years of Kyra's imprisonment and the thoughts that had helped her to escape. She'd been thinking of him and his sister and knowing that only made him love his mother more. 


Kael tried to show Kyra what he’d seen. He showed her Lyra, reaching along the connection between them to link the visions to her. He watched as she transformed more of her followers, volunteers who came to her, or crystal touched who she snatched control of away from Isolde. Kael could feel his mother’s pain as his sister did these things, but there was nothing either of them could do to stop her from here. 


And somewhere in that vision, Kael’s powers flared, shadows bursting through him. Was that because of Morwen’s corruption, or was it something else?


He didn’t know, but he and his mother were suddenly spiraling across Escalon, seeing fragments of things without any context, coming in a jumble that was almost impossible to unravel. Kael saw a man standing at the prow of a ship with a determined expression, and somehow through his connection to his mother, he knew this was Merk, the former assassin. He saw a brief glimpse of Maven, and his heart leapt with the knowledge that she was alive, but he couldn’t speak to her, couldn’t see where she was, couldn’t hope to find her. He saw a group of giants moving across the landscape, one of them carrying a strange crystal sarcophagus on his back. Kael saw moments of conflict in villages spread across Escalon. In some, crystal touched transformed villagers systematically, with those protected by the resistance’s partial cure held separately until they could be dealt with. In others, groups of resistance fighters cut down crystal touched with weapons that could now pierce their crystalline skin without shattering. In still more, waves of white robed followers claimed ground through sheer force of numbers.


And Kael saw Morwen, sitting in a place of shimmering crystals that didn’t fit with her shadow magic. She was working spells, clearly plotting something, but then she turned, looking Kael in the eyes. 


“Ah, there you are, my apprentice, and another with you who… why, if it isn’t Queen Kyra of Escalon. How are you coping with my little gift to you, Kael? Have you learned to embrace it yet? I’ll find you, you know. And when I do, you’ll give me what I want, even if for now I must resort to… other methods.”


Kael felt a pull on his consciousness, felt himself being drawn away from the link holding him to the visions. He came back to his body with a gasp, and with his mother looking at him in true fear. 


“What happened?” she said. “You were only meant to show me your sister.”


“I don’t know,” Kael admitted. “It wasn’t anything deliberate. I could-”


His mother cut him off quickly. “Don’t do anything. Don’t touch your powers. Definitely don’t reach for the link to your sister again. It isn’t safe. I felt the power of Morwen Trying to reach you. She threatened you didn’t she?”


Kael nodded.


“Then you can’t give her any way to try to track you or affect you.”


“What about Lyra?” Kael asked. He wasn’t sure how he felt about his mother’s attempt to ban him from using the connection between them when his sister was still out there.


 “We’ll need to speak to the others,” Kyra said. “We need to see if something can be done. If we can reach Lyra and persuade her to turn away from this path. We need to find a way to help her and bring her to us without you having to risk yourself, Kael.”


Kael hoped that would work. He wanted to see his sister, wanted them all to be a family again. But if she was creating crystal touched, was that possible, or was she going to become a threat as big as Isolde?
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