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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Lyra stood at the top of the Sanctuary’s main tower, feeling more alone and helpless than she’d felt in a long time. She stood there in her robes of white and gold, her golden hair streaming behind her in the breeze, looking out over the city she’d helped to create, and which had now been changed almost beyond recognition. 


It was strange to think that the Sanctuary, and the lands of Haven around it, had started life as nothing more than the temple of the Ancients Lyra now stood in. She'd come here seeking safety and had found a small group of refugees seeking the same. Now, thanks to the building efforts of those who'd come to join her cause, the Sanctuary had more houses than Lyra could count, spread out in concentric rings separated by walls. 


Those walls had fallen in places, or were cut through by other structures created from shadow and light, crystal and more, encompassing all the forms magic could take. When Kael had first arrived here, just his presence so close to Lyra had been enough to summon these structures built by the Ancients from some space that had been hidden from the human eye. It meant there were walkways over the city that hadn’t been there before, bridges for a river that had long since run dry. There were structures that stood out at odd angles, gleaming with crystalline beauty. 


Perhaps on another day, Lyra might have enjoyed thinking about how much she and her followers had achieved. They’d taken back the lands around the Sanctuary from Isolde, the crystal queen, who used her magic to change people into crystal covered thralls who obeyed her without question. 


Lyra had been able to cure the crystal sickness when no one else could. She’d even transformed fully converted crystal touched into her “reborn”, shifting the patterns of crystals on their bodies into golden veins of power, giving them back some semblance of free will, if not their humanity. 


People had thronged to her, wanting to be her followers and her acolytes, wanting to serve the Golden Shadow, as they called her. Healthy people even volunteered to become reborn, because they saw how important the fight was.


Lyra had no white robed acolytes around her now, and certainly none of her reborn. Those were all down below somewhere, probably moving in perfect unison as they obeyed whatever they believed Lyra’s commands to be. They were crystal touched, just the same as Isolde’s creations, and that realization hurt Lyra almost more than words could express. 


Isolde was still out there somewhere, pushing to take over the rest of Escalon, but for now, Lyra could only think about the way she’d hurt her own followers.


Of course, it wasn’t just her followers in the Sanctuary now. The resistance forces down there, too, now, ruled over by Lyra’s mother, Kyra, the queen of Escalon. The resistance had come to Lyra to try to persuade her to change, to tell her the truth of everything she’d been doing, and she hadn’t been prepared to listen. 


She’d fought them, thrown her power against her own brother, Kael, until the combination of their warring powers had almost been enough to destroy everything around them. 


Lyra wept at the thought of everything she’d done, and everything she’d come so close to doing. She and Kael had only stopped their conflict and build up of power because of the intervention of a young woman called Maven, a being woven from shadow. Lyra could still feel flickers of the memories Maven had pushed into her and Kael in the moments before Maven disappeared from the world. 


Thoughts of Kael only made Lyra’s tears fall faster. 


“Lyra?” 


Her mother pushed open the door to the tower room, stepping inside without waiting for an answer. Lyra was only too aware of the ways she and her mother looked alike as Queen Kyra of Escalon entered, with her lithe frame, blonde hair, and blue eyes, but there were differences, too. Her mother's hair was shot through with two stark streaks of grey, while there was a sense of steely determination in her expression. She wore a simple grey dress and carried a staff that seemed to be made from perpetually shifting metal: the Staff of Truth. Lyra would have been able to feel its power if she still had her magic.


“How are you feeling?” her mother asked, putting an arm around her. 


“That’s the problem. I can’t feel anything,” Lyra replied. Although on a mundane level, that wasn't true. Lyra had more feelings than she could handle running around inside her. The only thing she couldn’t feel was her magic. “My power won’t come when I call it.”


“Are you calling to it?” her mother asked. She tried to hide her worry, but didn’t quite manage it.


“It’s all right, Mother,” Lyra said. “I’m not trying to gather the power to make more crystal touched.”


Lyra wouldn’t call them reborn anymore. She had to face up to the truth of what she’d done.


“Your magic will come back in time,” her mother reassured her, but was it truly a reassurance? After all the damage Lyra had done with her magic, thinking she was doing the right thing, would it really be good if she had the same power at her fingertips once again?


“What if I don’t want it back?” Lyra asked. 


Her mother squeezed her shoulder. “Magic is always a responsibility, Lyra. Sometimes, it’s a heavy burden to carry, but right now, we need all the power we can get. Isolde is still out there. She has your father, and she’s converting as many people as she can into her crystal touched.”


Lyra winced at the thought of everything that was going on in the kingdom, with forces of crystal touched marching in every direction, trying to infect anyone they could with the crystal sickness. She found herself imagining her reborn marching with them, the ease with which she could become every bit as evil as Isolde was. 


“I’m not sure if I can do it,” Lyra said. 


Her mother hesitated, but then gave her a reassuring look. “You’ll get there, Lyra. I have faith in you.”


“After everything I’ve done?” Lyra countered. “Trust me, the people who have faith in me tend to be disappointed.”


So many people had so much faith in Lyra. They’d treated her as though she was the only one who could save them. Like something more than a ruler. Like a goddess. And how had Lyra repaid that faith? By leading them into danger. By converting them into crystal touched. She wasn’t worthy of that faith. 


“What about Kael?” Lyra asked. “His magic can help you more.”


Her brother was the one who’d managed to find balance, after all. Shadow and light, held in perfect equilibrium. Lyra wasn’t sure how Kael had managed it when she couldn’t, but she knew he was the better choice here. 


“Your brother is suffering from the same problem you are,” Kyra said. “Your conflict and the way it ended has left him with barely any ability to touch his power.”


Lyra hated that. She also hated that as soon as the two had come close to one another, their powers had sought to fight against one another, as if they were being drawn into some terrible conflict by destiny. 


Or at least by prophecy.


For so long, now, Lyra and Kael had been caught up in the grip of prophecies from the times of the Ancients, foreseeing twins with powers over light and shadow and hinting at the conflicts to come. Lyra had assumed she and Kael were destined to fight, their powers seeking balance in conflict with one another. But there had been another interpretation of the prophecies, one in which each twin found balance within themselves. Kael seemed to have found that balance. Lyra wasn’t sure if she could. 


“Where’s Kael now?” Lyra asked. 


“He’s grieving for Maven,” her mother replied. 


Maven, the young woman who’d brought Lyra and Kael back from the brink of a battle to the death, reminding them of who they were, helping to balance powers that were spiraling out of control. 


“She kissed Kael, right at the end,” Lyra said. 


Her mother nodded. "They were… I'm not sure what they were to one another because they never really had time. But it’s obvious Maven loved your brother, and I think he felt the same way about her. He’s lost a lot, Lyra.”


“I should go to him,” Lyra said. 


“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” her mother asked. 


“He’s my brother,” Lyra replied. One of the things Maven had shown her was just how much that meant. The two of them belonged together. It wasn’t a question of powers or destiny. It was simply that they were twins, and they couldn’t let the world drive them apart. 


Her mother still hesitated for another second or two. Was she thinking about the destruction that had almost come about the last time they were together, when their powers had clashed against one another?


“Please, Mother,” Lyra said, and it felt so strange to say those words, to have a mother again after believing herself an orphan for so much of her life. “Please, let me go to Kael. My brother needs me.”


Kyra nodded then. “There’s a grove within the walls of the Sanctuary.” She pointed from the tower, out to where trees had grown tall between some of the buildings. “We buried Maven there.”


“Thank you,” Lyra said.


“You know you and your brother will be needed for the battle against Isolde. Your powers will need to be able to work together.”


Lyra knew that, but she couldn’t worry about that now. She just wanted to see her brother and make sure he was all right. Lyra started to hurry down through the tower. She grabbed a cloak and pulled it around herself as she went out into the street, wanting to make sure no one recognized her. Lyra was sure plenty of people would hate her for almost destroying the city. 


It would almost be worse if they still loved her. She didn’t want to be the Golden Shadow for them right now, didn’t want to have to live up to the figure her acolytes had built her up into. She’d helped to defend them against Isolde’s threat, but had done as much damage as the crystal queen, in her own way. Lyra passed a statue of the Golden Shadow lying on its side, knocked over at some point in the attacks that had come on the Sanctuary. Half of it was white marble, half a darker purple stone. There were cracks across it that mirrored the way Lyra felt far too well. 


Lyra hurried to the grove, trying to ignore the way her reborn turned toward her whenever she passed them in the street, like they were waiting for Lyra to command them. They were still and silent otherwise. Eerily without any sense of self now. Lyra didn’t have the power to help them, and she couldn’t stand to look at what she’d done to them, so she kept moving. 


The grove wasn't something her followers had created, and Lyra was fairly sure it hadn’t been there when she’d first come to the Sanctuary. It must have been one of the things that grew up when Kael approached the city, tall trees rising over it, a sense of peace pervading the air as Lyra stepped within. 


Kael was there, kneeling in front of a grave marker as Lyra came forward. He was a tall, slender figure, dark haired and with veins of shadow that seemed to dance across his skin. His eyes were so dark they were almost black. He wore the leather armor of the resistance and had a short sword strapped to his side. Lyra couldn’t sense his presence and his feelings, even this close to him, but Lyra could see the pain on her brother’s face. 


Lyra moved forward. She must have made some small sound because Kael looked up at her with anguish in his eyes. 


“A part of me wonders if being by this grave is even the right place to mourn Maven,” Kael said, gesturing back toward the grave marker. 


“Why wouldn’t it be?” Lyra asked.


“Maven was constructed using the body of someone else Morwen killed. I don’t even know her name. The body lying there isn’t Maven’s. Everything that made Maven who she was, that was just shadows.”


“Not just shadows,” Lyra said, moving to kneel beside her brother. “There was plenty of us in her, too.”


Lyra understood that now. She’d felt it when Maven gave back all she was to them both, trying to help them. 


“I don’t know how deep the connection was between you,” Lyra said. “But I think you get to mourn her wherever you want, Kael.”


She put her hand over her brother’s, tentatively, and not just because she wasn’t sure how Kael would react to that touch. A part of Lyra still assumed her magic would come roaring up in response to Kael’s closeness, ready to fight him. It had reacted that way their whole lives, but not today. Lyra felt her brother tense beneath her touch. 


“Do you want me to go?” Lyra asked him. 


“No,” Kael said. “Stay.”


Lyra did. She knelt by her brother, and if she couldn’t mourn for someone she’d never known, she could mourn for all the people who’d been lost thanks to her own actions. 


Eventually, the two of them would have to talk about their magic and what would happen next for them, but for now, Lyra was content to delay that moment for as long as she could.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Kael felt as if he could have knelt there in the grove forever. He wanted to lose himself in his grief and his pain. He wanted to shut out the world beyond and simply reject the destiny that had brought him to this point. 


He’d loved Maven. Kael wished he’d been able to tell her that while she was alive. All that time, he’d known he cared about her and he’d wanted to be with her, but events had pulled them apart and made things complicated between them. Now, everything was simple: Maven was gone and it hurt so much it felt as though Kael’s heart were being torn from his chest. 


His sister’s presence was a surprising comfort. Normally, being around Lyra meant an argument, but not now. Now, she was simply here for him, waiting patiently beside Kael, pain of her own etched onto her face. 


The peace of the grove helped Kael a little. It was a place that seemed to calm the emotions of those within, keeping out the sights and sounds of the outside world. Kael didn’t need to be told to know that the vast trees around him and his sister hadn’t been there before. He’d seen them grow along with all the impossible structures of the Ancients that his magic had pulled back into reality in the Sanctuary.


How much longer could he and Lyra stay? Kael guessed that, somewhere beyond the grove, their mother would be waiting to talk to them about what came next in the fight against Isolde. The forces of the Sanctuary and the resistance would be gathering, preparing for the battles to come. Was Kael ready to face all that?


Did he get a choice? 


“We’ll have to go back out there eventually,” Kael said to Lyra. “We’re needed for the fight against Isolde.”


“Does that mean you have your magic?” Lyra asked him. Was it possible her brother possessed his powers still, while Lyra was cut off from hers?


Kael shook his head, though. It seemed he was as bereft of them as she was.


“Then what can we do?” his sister asked. 


She had a point there. Their roles in this conflict so far had come about purely because of the vast magical power each of them possessed. Kael had started life filled with shadow power, and Lyra with light. Even if they’d changed during the last few months so that Kael possessed a balance of both powers while Lyra was almost completely taken over by shadows, they were still vital to the fight with their magic.


Now that they didn’t have access to that magic, what good could they do? Kael wasn’t a skilled fighter like most members of the resistance, even if he’d trained with them a little. He would be little more than one more body swinging a sword at the crystal touched, hoping to find a way to kill them. 


“Maybe being cut off from our magic like this is only temporary,” Kael guessed. “Maybe we just used too much, too quickly, and now we need to recover before we can use it again.”


“It feels as though there’s more of a problem than that,” Lyra said. “To me, it feels as though all the pathways in my body that the magic would flow through have been burned, so that I can’t even touch magic.”


“It’s possible it will come back to us,” Kael insisted. 


Lyra looked troubled. “Do you want it to?”


That question caught Kael by surprise. “Of course. Don’t you?”


Lyra sighed. “I’m starting to wonder if magic ever really does any good.”


“You used to heal people,” Kael pointed out. “Are you telling me that wasn’t good?”


Lyra shrugged, looking unconvinced. “I also went down a path where I turned people into crystal touched. I’m not sure healing a few fisher folk makes up for that.”


“That’s just a question of how you use the magic,” Kael insisted. 


Lyra shook her head, though. “Think of the people we’ve seen out there with powerful magic. Isolde, Morwen. Magic gives them power over others, and somehow, that control over people twists into something darker. I didn’t mean to create a cult around me, didn’t mean to have crystal touched obeying my every command, but I still did it. And I was able to do it because of magic.”


Kael’s sister sounded so bitter about the magic she’d been born with. Could she really not understand the good it could do?


“Without magic, our mother wouldn’t have been able to free Escalon from the Pandesian Empire,” he pointed out. “Without magic, Maven wouldn’t have existed.”


Whatever damage magic could do in the world, Kael wasn’t about to regret that piece of it. 


“I understand what you’re saying,” Lyra said. “And maybe it isn’t the same for you. But that isn’t the same thing as me having my magic back. We’ve already seen what I do with that kind of power, Kael. I made crystal touched. I fought against my own family. If my magic returns, who’s to say I won’t start to do the same things all over again?”


Kael could hear the fear in her voice. Lyra was truly afraid of the person she might become with her full power, and the damage she might do with that magic.


“You were overwhelmed by it before,” Kael said. “But that doesn’t mean you have to be this time. Maven gave you back whatever fragments of your essence were used to create her. That must count for something.”


“I’m still hopelessly corrupted by shadow power,” Lyra insisted. “I didn’t grow up with that kind of magic. I don’t know how to contain it.”


“I can help you,” Kael insisted. “If we can bring you back into balance, you’ll be able to use your magic for good.”


“You can’t know that for sure,” Lyra said. 


It was Kael’s turn to sigh. He could understand his sister’s fears, but he also knew that she couldn’t afford to give in to them. 


“Things will be worse if we do nothing,” Kael pointed out. “Isolde is still out there somewhere, making more crystal touched, draining the lives from people to fuel her power. She has our father. We need our magic to fight her.”


“Maybe,” Lyra said, although she still didn’t sound entirely convinced. 


Kael knew that doing so would take time. Instead, he put his arm around his sister. “Come on. We need to go back out and find our mother.”


Kael wished before that he and Lyra could simply stay in the grove, but he knew that wasn’t an option, not with everything that was at stake. With their magic, he and Lyra had the power to sway the conflict. They were the twins who’d been prophesied, the ones with the power to “raise or destroy a queen” in the words of the Ancients. If they didn’t fight against Isolde, then the crystal queen would overrun everything. 


Maven had given her life to save Kael and Lyra, but also to make sure that they would be able to play their part in the conflict. Both of them, together, might just have the power to stop Isolde and undo the damage she’d caused. Kael couldn’t ignore her sacrifice.


For that, Kael would need two things: he would need to recover his magic, and he would need to persuade his sister to do the same.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Kael and Lyra, summoned by the red-haired resistance fighter Mia, reached the house that Kyra and the resistance were using as a command center. Their mother hadn’t wanted to take over any of the central temple, in case it looked too much like an invasion. The two sides had been on the brink of conflict not so long ago, after all. 


Kael hated that. They were meant to be fighting together against Isolde, trying to undo the crystal sickness that had consumed the kingdom. Fighting against one another only made that more difficult. 


Their mother was in a large room, dominated by a table filled with maps. There were several members of the resistance there, including Kael and Lyra’s uncle, Aidan. He was a little shorter than Kael, dark haired and broad shouldered. He had a weapon at his side that seemed to be composed of crystal, glowing equally with shadow and light energy. The Crystal Blade hummed with power as Kael and Lyra walked in. 


There was a slender, dark-haired figure lounging on a chair, looking far too casual for the setting. Beside him was an elegant, beautiful woman with light blonde hair and sharp features. Kael recognized the smuggler, Tristan, and the healer, Lorna. There were maps spread across the table, depicting the kingdom, and in particular the lands of Haven, around the Sanctuary. 


“My children,” Queen Kyra said. “You’ve both been through so much.” 


“I’m fine,” Kael said. 


“Are you?” his mother asked. “I know you must be in pain, Kael. But for now, I’m glad I have both my children here with me.”


She came forward and enfolded both Kael and Lyra in a hug that lasted for several seconds before she stepped back. 


“Isolde’s plans are progressing, Kyra,” Aidan said. “We don’t have much time now. Especially when she’s taken Kyle.”


“I know,” Kael’s mother said. “I want to do everything possible to get him back.” She looked Kael and Lyra up and down. “Can you help us do that? Isolde is strong, but the three of us together will be stronger still.”


“We don’t have our magic, Mother,” Kael reminded her. 


“I know,” she replied. She gestured to Lorna. “But Lorna has seen the role you play in this in her visions. As have I. There must be a way for you to recover your power.”


“It may not be that simple, Kyra,” Lorna said. “You know that with this, there are so many possibilities, so many ways we can still fail. Perhaps your children won’t recover their magic. Perhaps they’ll choose not to use it again.” Here, it seemed to Kael that she was looking at Lyra. “Or perhaps they’ll become dangers to the world around them as they regain that power.”


“Are you telling me there’s nothing to be done?” Kyra demanded. “Nothing, while Kyle languishes in Isolde’s grasp?”


“It’s worse than that,” Aidan said. “I saw what she was doing to him, linking him into some vast ritual tower, as the focal point for one of her pieces of magic.”


“Meaning we may only have a brief time in which to save him,” Kyra said. She looked over at Lorna. “Can you do anything to help my children, Lorna?”


The healer nodded. “Perhaps there is a way.”


“And you, Kael? Lyra? Will you try to regain your magic? I know the pain you've suffered, but… the kingdom needs you. So does your father."


Kael knew how dangerous the situation was. He knew everything that was at stake. What he didn’t know was whether he’d be able to recover his magic in time, or whether he could even do it safely. He knew he had to try, though. He nodded. 


So did Lyra, even though she looked more reluctant. He just hoped their combined efforts would be enough. It wasn't just that the fate of Escalon was at stake now. No, their father's life hung in the balance, too. 


 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER FOUR


 


 


“How is your integration progressing, my conduit?”


Kyle groaned, and it seemed to him that the ritual chamber he stood in groaned with him, the very crystals ringing with the sound of his voice.


“Hmm, getting closer by the moment.”


Kyle tried to turn toward the voice, but there were so many strands of crystal connecting his flesh to the walls of the ritual chamber that it was almost impossible to move. He was caught there like some cocooned insect at the heart of a spider’s web, waiting for it to come back and devour him. 


Only in this case, there was no spider, just the crystal queen, and her plan wasn’t to eat Kyle. No, she was simply going to use him to drain everything else that lived and breathed in Escalon. 
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