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PROLOGUE


 


 


Eleven pairs of eyes, hidden beneath their dark hoods, constantly flick to the ominously empty chair at the table. No one wants to rest on the space for too long, but neither can they stop their eyes from returning to it again and again. No one says anything, but as the minutes stretch on, the atmosphere, which has been bordering on celebratory, turns muted.


The leader clears his throat. “Let’s begin,” he says, his voice gruff.


“Are we not waiting for Kalon?” It is Hvar, the youngest of the Shadow Weavers, who asks the question that is on everybody’s lips.


“We can’t wait forever,” the leader snaps back. It is true, but the brother’s absence unsettles him more than he would care to admit. They are at war, a war they have started and are so far managing, and war, in all its forms, is a dangerous beast. One that knows no rules, and asks no questions, no matter if you are the puppet master or the marionette on the end of the strings. But even so, they have already lost one member, Garick, killed by the consort. It will be a while before they are able to swell their ranks again to the thirteen that their sect has always had. If they lose another brother, it will take even longer, and potentially make them weaker.


But even so, they cannot wait forever. 


"We have won the first stage of our fight brethren," he begins. "You have done well. Better than we could have dreamed of. The kingdom is divided. Gloomrift and Solara have declared war on the remains of Lyria, the consort, and her crumbling palace. This is no time for us to rest on our laurels, however. There is still work to be done, or everything we have worked so hard for will be undone. There is still danger," his eyes flick to the empty seat once more. He licks his lips. "But we must rise above it and conquer it, and we will."


A murmur of agreement swirls around the gloomy chamber. 


“It is time for us to spread our tendrils even further. To control armies not just generals. We will use our might to destroy legions of the enemy hordes.” His voice rises with passion and his hands clench into fists on the dark wood of the table. “This will be the last time we will meet here,” he says, indicating the room where they were sitting. He pauses, and licks his lips once more. “We are getting close to achieving everything we have set out to achieve. But we need all of our strength. All of our power. Our enemies will come at us. So tomorrow, we shall move to the Sanctuary of Shadows.”


There is an audible intake of breath, and talk erupts spontaneously from the seated brethren. 


The leader clears his throat to continue, when the wooden door is flung open and a hooded man bursts in. His cloak is dirty and torn, and even in the dim light in the small, brick-walled basement, it is clear that some of the stains on the black cloth are of blood.


“Kalon!” The cry escapes from several mouths, relieved that their worst fears have not been realized, but also concerned at the state of their brother.


Kalon stands there panting, his gaze finding each of his brethren in turn, trying to reassure them. He makes an attempt to straighten his cloak, and then he too looks at the bloody stains, as if for the first time.


“Relax, brothers,” he says, before pausing to gulp in another lungful of air. “This blood…” he feels tentatively at his side, “at least most of it, comes from the hapless body of a spy. But fear not, no more blood flows through that wretch’s veins.”


The mood is instantly lifted, and the chamber is filled with rallying talk and hearty congratulations as Kalon takes his place in the remaining chair around the dark oval table that, like the bare brick walls, bears the scars of centuries of meetings.


“Welcome, brother,” the leader says, “though you are late. Try to dispatch our foes in a more timely manner next time.” It is a rare attempt at humor from the leader, and evidence of the relief that is coursing through his veins. He allows the ripple of mirth to subside, and when he resumes his tone is grimly serious once again.


“So, another spy. How many is that?”


“Four,” comes a guttural response, the word spat out in disgust.


“That we know of,” another voice adds.


"We have dispatched everyone who has dared to come and try to discover us. Of that I am positive," Kalon states, his voice assured.


“How many more will they send? How deep are their resources?” The question hangs in the air.


It is the leader who answers it. “The consort will finally see sense, and make the only move left for her to make.”


No one says anything for several seconds, then Hvar breaks the silence.


“What move is that?”


The leader moves his head almost imperceptibly within his hood, and his mouth cracks into a rare smile. 


“She will come herself to seek us out,” he says. “And that will be her final mistake.”




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


I sit in the council chamber, which has now become the war council chamber, and watch as the heavy oak doors groan shut behind the final attendee, General Aldric. He nods, half in respect, half in apology for keeping us waiting, then takes his seat. I see his eyes scan the other members of the council: Erik, my partner and rock; Lyr, my friend and distant cousin; Valerin, my friend, former lover, and envoy for Frostholm; and Miriel Oakheart, Verdantis' delegate. His eyes rest finally on the last member and I can see him physically bristle at the small dark haired teenager sitting there, her hand combing her dark hair.


I had insisted that Mira, my protégé be in the meeting. Her knowledge of, and ability with, shadow magic is unmatched in the kingdom. I needed her with me. I can sense the general’s frown from the other side of the table, and see him turn his questioning gaze upon me, but I have no time to explain my actions at the moment. I have already had that argument with Erik, and had been adamant that she should attend. She has something to offer Lyria and this council, even if I—and her—don’t know what that is yet.


"Let us begin," I announce, ignoring the general’s pointed look. “It is two weeks since Gloomrift and Solara officially declared war upon us. Their secession has fractured our kingdom, but let it not fracture our resolve."


"Indeed, Your Majesty," General Aldric agrees, though his weathered face still wears a frown that deepens the lines that run across it even further. The grizzled veteran who commands Lyria's forces, has thick gray hair tied into a ponytail, and his eyes, though weary, still burn with a fiery will. I have it on good authority he is fiercely loyal to the crown, and though in my previous dealings with him I have always found him courteous and agreeable, I wonder in the heat of war, when he is forced to take orders he may not agree with from a woman a third of his age, how compliant and agreeable he will be then.


“What news Valerin?” I ask.


He turns his eyes, silver like my own, to me, his black hair hanging at his strong jawline. “We face an enemy whose numbers we underestimated." His gaze goes to each member of the council in turn, making sure there is no one that does not fully understand the gravity of his words. "They have swelled their ranks beyond what we prepared for."


“The armies of Gloomrift and Solara will not be full of willing conscripts, but those forced under the threat of reprisals for them or their families,” Miriel interjects, her green robes rustling as she leans forward.


“I disagree,” Erik says, his fiery red hair seeming to shimmer in the torchlight. “They have been fed lies. They will go willingly to the front lines under the misguided impression they are fighting to save their realm from the Lyrian masses who have turned from protector to aggressor.”


"And there lies the thorn," Lyr adds. “To them, it’s no lie. They see themselves as defenders, protectors of home and kin. It affords them a dangerous conviction."


Valerin nods. "It is that conviction makes them formidable. They will fight harder, believing that they are on the side of right and justice.”


“Regardless of anything else,” I say after a few seconds pause in conversation, “all of those people taking up arms and lining the borders would otherwise be working in the fields, tending crops and livestock, making goods. Feeding and clothing the people not rising to slay them. If this situation goes on for much longer it is not sharpened steel that will kill my people, but the lack of food in their bellies.”


"And yet…" the General begins before diplomatically stopping. He has made his point and shows that he is as diplomatic and skilled around the council table as he is on the battlefield.


“And yet, General,” I finish for him, my voice firm. “We will not make the first move. We are not the aggressors in this conflict, and our hand will not be forced no matter how strongly they try to make us.” General Aldric was not the only person who had been putting pressure on me to move against the Gloomrift and Solaran forces. Erik had tried again and again to get me to issue the order to strike while they are still forming their armies, but I had stood firm. I now realize there perhaps had been a middle ground. I will still refuse to attack my own people unless there is no other option. I just need to be clear when that time has arrived, and all other options have gone.  


“There have been no major advances. Only minor skirmishes along the borders. The big move they have threatened has not come. Perhaps they hesitate," Lyr offers hopefully.


"Or perhaps they wait," I say, piercing the veiled optimism. "Waiting for me to surrender, to hand myself over." The declaration of war had included a statement intimating that if I were to hand myself over, then hostilities would cease.


"We've been through this, Kaela," Erik cries, unable to keep the passion from his voice. "Their promises are as hollow as a rotted tree. If you give yourself up, it'll change nothing apart from weakening our hand, strengthening theirs, and making every soldier who stands behind the crown think twice."


Nods ripple around the table, including from the general. It comforts me, but not enough to still the worry gnawing at my insides. A worry that has been ever present since reading the declaration.


"Miriel, Eira," I say, addressing the Verdantis and Frostholm delegates. "What is the morale in your realms? How is the recruitment faring?"


Miriel Oakheart, with her skin like polished mahogany and leaves woven into her braids, leans forward. "In Verdantis, the spirits of our kin remain high, like the ancient trees that shelter us. They understand what is at stake. Our numbers grow, as saplings rise from fertile soil." 


Eira Snowfall, draped in ceremonial furs that whisper of her icy domain, adds, "Frostholm is colder, the winds harsher, but the hearts of my people burn fiercer than ever. They have answered your call, Queen Kaela. They march for Lyria in greater numbers than ever."


Their words are a balm to my soul, but my comments about the populace of Solara and Gloomrift are doubly relevant for the two realms that are loyal under the Lyrian banner, especially Verdantis which is the garden of the kingdom. If this war drags on, who will harvest the crops? And I mustn’t forget the contributions Gloomrift and Solara offer the kingdom. Everyone is undoubtedly weaker without a unified Lyria. 


I cast a glance at General Aldric. "General, have all your men been dispatched to the front lines?"


"Indeed, Your Majesty." His voice is gravel, scraped raw by command. "Save for those needed to defend the palace. But..." He hesitates, a flicker of doubt shadowing his features.


"Speak, General," I urge, needing to hear the full truth.


"Those from Gloomrift and Solara... they remain a concern," he admits, reluctance in every word. "Nearly half my forces, confined to quarters or are on menial duties. They may pledge loyalty, yet we dare not risk them turning cloak."


My chest tightens at his words. It was an issue debated in Stonegarden and one that never came with a suitable remedy. The very soldiers meant to protect us could be our undoing. "How do they fare under such watch?" I ask, though I fear the answer.


"Restless, Your Majesty. And resentful," the general concedes. "It takes a strong contingent just to keep an eye on them. Men who could be used elsewhere."


Perhaps Valerin sees doubt in my eyes, for he reaffirms the old arguments. "Make no mistake, Your Majesty, we cannot trust those from Gloomrift and Solaran to fight against their own kin. They cannot be forced to go against their own brothers and sisters, it is a risk too great." He hesitates, and when he continues, he speaks with reluctant admiration. "By combining Solaran and Gloomrift forces on the battle lines, it was a strategic move meant to bind our hands. It's clever, undeniably so."


"Then we must unbind them," Erik replies. "We cannot let them sit idle, brewing dissent.”


“Perhaps we could send them to Verdantis for labor. To man the fields?" Miriel suggests.


"Exchanging one form of resentment for another," Lyr interjects, his brow furrowed. "They would see it as punishment, not duty."


“Precisely,” Erik agrees. “We'd be as likely to incite a mutiny as prevent one."


"Then what of reassignment to non-combat roles?" I propose. "Supply lines, logistics, healing services. Roles crucial to war, yet without direct conflict."


"A sound idea, but they will still have to be watched,” Aldric states. “I will look into moving some of the men into those roles. It may free up more for the front lines, but we must be mindful that battle lines can move quickly. A position safely behind the lines one day may very well be in the heat of battle the next.”


"See what you can do," I say. I turn to the rest of my council. "What are our thoughts on mixing the defending forces? Would it be a benefit for each realm to be defended by a combination of Ice and herbal magic? After all, they are facing the combined threat of shadow and solar magic from their attacking forces."


It is Valerin who replies first. “It would be a benefit I am sure, but one that is outweighed by the determination to defend your realm, to protect your family. It works for the Solara and Gloomrift forces, so it will work doubly for our armies who are actually in their own lands seeing their own people’s blood spilled, their own homes ravaged.”


“I agree,” Erik concurs. “We don’t want to overcomplicate it. War is a brutally simple business when you boil it down.”


I nod, satisfied we have at least decided on something, though I am not sure it feels like progress. As silence falls, I turn to address the general, who has been listening intently, his weathered face betraying none of his thoughts. The weight of my next words feels like a boulder on my tongue, but I press on.


"General, so far we have been discussing and preparing for the battle between our forces and the Gloomrift and Solaran forces. But there is another war, one that eclipses that one. If we win this unseen battle, I believe the bloodshed can be avoided."


His confusion is palpable, and it mirrors the skepticism that flickers in the eyes of my council. But I am resolute, for the fate of Lyria hinges on this gambit.


"And it is because of this hidden conflict that I have insisted that Mira sits among us today," I continue, gesturing to the young girl beside me, whose dark eyes hold a wisdom beyond her years. "We have reason to believe that the Shadow Weavers, that ancient sect are behind the unrest in the two realms that have seceded. It is them who have poisoned and ensnared the minds of Gloomrift and Solara."


I see the general shift uncomfortably in his chair, his hand resting on the pommel of his sword—a gesture of unease rather than threat.


"I believe they are the puppeteers behind this strife. If we find them and destroy them, then the seceded realms will falter in their conviction. There will be peace without any more blood being spilt."


"Shadow Weavers?" The general's disbelief hangs heavy in the air. "Surely they are just myths, playground tales meant to scare children into obedience."


Beside me, Mira's presence is a silent storm. Her dark eyes meet the general's—a look so intense it might as well have sent a barrage of shadows into him—and he falls quiet. I just manage to prevent a smirk creep across my face, at the thought of this tough seasoned general being silenced by a seventeen-year-old girl. 


“They are real, General,” I say. “Believe me they are real.”


He nods, but his skepticism is as plain as the polished steel of his armor. He's a man of war, not whispers and secrets. "That's all well and good," he begins, "but if this other war doesn't come off, then it is those men and women we have spoken of who will be fighting to save this kingdom. It is them who will give their lives for the crown."


I clench my jaw. "I am fully aware of that," I say sternly, my fingers brushing the cool surface of the council table. "And that is precisely why I intend to conduct the war on the Shadow Weavers. To save those very lives."


The general holds my gaze for several seconds and I can see that he is far from convinced. “It is not a choice I take lightly General, nor is it a choice between one front or another. We fight on one to prevent having to do on the other, but we can do both. One is fought with armies, the other with spies and assassins.” I don’t add that it is what Stonegarden was built for.


“Very well, Your Majesty,” he says, and his eyes flick to Mira quickly.


The mention of spies brings me round to my next point.  


"Have we had any word from Byron?" I ask, turning toward Erik.


Erik shakes his head, a frown creasing his brow. "We have had word, just an hour ago, that Byron has been found. Dead."


I feel a steel hand grip my stomach. It was I who sent Byron to his death. His mission to try and find the Shadow Weavers, to try and discover where they were, who they were. To try and find a way for us to infiltrate them to destroy them. He knew the risks, but still, it is I who has to live with the consequences. Valerin's eyes seem to darken with the news. "That makes four spies who have all failed, and we are no closer to finding out anything about these people," he says solemnly. "How many more can we send?"


"As many as it takes," I snap back, fire flaring within me. "To track these infidels down and destroy them. If our people have been found and killed, it only shows that we are right... and getting close."


The general looks at me and in his eyes, I see the reflection of the gamble I'm taking. Though the battle against the Shadow Weavers doesn't detract from our defense against Gloomrift and Solara, if it comes to nothing and we fail to even find hard evidence of this secret sect, then I am in real danger of losing the respect of my most high ranking general. And if I lose his support, surely it is only a matter of time before the forces underneath him will withdraw their support. And with them, Lyria's last bulwark will crumble. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


I perch on the edge of a wooden stool, my gaze fixed on the twin orbs floating before us. Mira stands opposite me, her concentration etched into the furrow of her brow as she maintains the delicate balance between primal and basic magic. One sphere is a void so deep it seems to swallow the very light around it, while the other flickers like a shadow at dusk—less threatening but equally alive.


"Steady," I murmur, but in truth, there's no need for such caution; she's handling the magical forces with an expertise that no longer surprises me. I scan and probe the air around us, sensing for the telltale quiver that might signal the disturbances that have been such an ominous feature of late and have caused us to step back from our training. But there’s nothing. The room remains still, the shadows obedient to her will.


When I had discovered, with the help of the Alchemist—the headmaster of Stonegarden—that shadow magic actually comes in two very distinct forms, it had completely changed not only my view of it, but also my ability to use it. Basic shadow magic is the form that many born in Gloomrift are capable of, to the extent that it is almost second nature, like a sense of smell, or the ability to do sums in your head. It is the ability to use the shadows that lay around you, the ones that lurk under the bed, in the corners of the room, to manipulate them.


But I learned while studying for my masters, that there is another form of shadow magic, one that is incredibly more powerful. We termed that primal shadow magic. Primal magic doesn’t use the shadows that are all around us, but instead it draws on shadows from a hidden source deep within those who are blessed—or cursed—with the ability. That source appears to be different for each individual. For me it is a huge, barren volcano. For Mira it is a waterfall. But in both, instead of magma, instead of water it is shadow, pure shadow, that adept users can then use as they would with the basic magic.


With the exception that the shadows from the source are way, way more powerful.


I had believed that only I and the Shadow Weavers were able to use this primal magic, but then then the Alchemist had told me about Mira, a first year student at Stonegarden, and like me, an orphan from Gloomrift. He had suggested I take a look at her, and when I did I had seen her potential. Her ability to control shadows, though very raw, was incredible. We had agreed I should take her on as my protégé, and I had brought her to the Royal Palace to teach her everything I knew about shadow magic. 


The process had also taught me a lot, and together we had discovered more and more about primal magic. But it had come with its consequences. Suddenly, the source had become unstable. It seemed that together we had opened the portal between the source and the world around us, and instead of us controlling the flow, it was coming through of its own will. Or, someone else was controlling it.


We had taken a step back, wary of the force that though we learning to grasp, were still miles away from fully understanding or being able to fully control, if indeed anyone ever can. 


Mira had continued to improve, to the point where I have to admit she is better than I am, though she still has a rawness that leaves me in awe as to her full potential, but also frightens me. She had detected the dark, malevolent presence that I had sensed around me for months. I had started to doubt my senses, my sanity, but Mira had felt the presence too. That had been the start of me realizing that the Shadow Weavers had been manipulating events. Were still manipulating events.


I bring my focus back into the room. The ability to separate both types of magic in your head is a major step. It is one that took me a long time, Mira had mastered it quickly. Now, today, she was showing she was able to use both forms simultaneously, something I myself have only just become proficient at. I tell myself that if I didn't have the stress and time constraint of being queen, I too could master these forces like Mira had, but I have a feeling that is only part of the truth.


Mira is special.  


Yet today I feel that something is off.


Mira's shoulders are tense, her dark eyes not gleaming with the usual triumph of successful spellcasting. There's a heaviness to her silence that unsettles me. "Enough," I say abruptly. "Let them go."


At my command, she drops her hands, and the shadows dissipate, bleeding into the corners of the room. I watch her closely, searching for signs of fatigue or strain, but finding neither. "What is it, Mira? What's wrong?"


Her gaze shifts, avoiding mine. "It's nothing," she replies, too quickly.


"Is it the war?" I press, knowing well the weight of our kingdom's plight could crush even the most resilient spirits. I have to keep reminding myself how young Mira is. "Are you worried about what will happen? What is happening?"


"No, Kaela, that's not it." She shakes her head, her thick hair swaying slightly with the motion.


"Come on, sit down and tell me what’s wrong," I insist, leaning forward, my voice softening. Her stubbornness, typically a sign of strength, now serves as a wall between us. "You were adamant you did not want to go back to Stonegarden, yet you're clearly not at peace here either. I allowed you to sit in on the war council meeting two days ago. You owe me the truth. Come on Mira, what is troubling you?"


She meets my silver gaze at last, something fierce and determined lurking within her own dark depths. "I just..." Her voice trails off, and I can see the internal struggle as she grapples with her thoughts.


"Speak, Mira," I urge gently. 


Mira's fingers tense, and her face scrunches up, as it does when she is thinking. "You are right," she starts, her voice and gaze steady, "when you said that to end this war, we need to find and take out the Shadow Weavers."


I nod. “Go on,” I prompt, pushing her toward the revelation I feel she's about to disclose. 


"But sending spies is not the way to do it. They are trained in espionage. That may be good when dealing with normal situations, but this is not normal. Mere spies have no idea how to track down tell disruptions in shadow magic. We have seen how futile it has been and sending more will only result in the same outcome," she says abruptly, her eyes igniting with a fire that mirrors the intensity of her conviction.


I look at her, impressed as I have been so many times by her astuteness, especially for one so young and seemingly inexperienced in the ways of the world.


"It isn’t spies you need, it is those skilled in shadow magic. Primal shadow magic,” she continues. “And the most skilled people in primal shadow magic in the whole kingdom are the two people sat in this room. Me... and you." She points between us, her meaning clear. Before I can temper her enthusiasm, she barrels forward. "We should be the ones to go and track them down. We are the only ones capable of that, and certainly the only ones of standing a chance of destroying them."


"No, Mira." The words fall from my lips with a finality that somehow feels like betrayal. "It's far too dangerous."


She draws back slightly, her dark eyes wide and incredulous. "But Kaela—"


"Listen to me," I interject, my tone brooking no argument. "You're powerful, yes, but you have only just turned seventeen. I can't take you into a war zone. Two war zones, in fact." 


Mira's face hardens, the lines of her youthful features set in a scowl.


“You are my responsibility Mira, whether you like that or not. I cannot wilfully put you in danger…”


“Even if the future of the kingdom depends on it?” She shoots back.


I sigh. “Mira, I am the queen. My kingdom is on the brink of full-scale war. I need to be here. I cannot leave. And neither can you." 


She opens her mouth to object, but I cut her off with a sharp wave of my hand. "I appreciate your thinking Mira, truly I do. But it's simply too dangerous and too impractical. We must think of other ways."


Her posture slumps, and she looks away, a sulky expression reminding me once again of her tender years. 


I give her time to calm down, hoping she doesn’t respond, doesn’t pick up the argument again, and she doesn’t, she just sits there, sulking. 


I suddenly realize what time it is. I am needed shortly at a briefing on developments at the front. I stand up.


“Look Mira, I need to go, Duty calls.” I walk to the door, but pause, turning back to her. "You were impressive today, Mira. Very." I say, reaching for sincerity despite the tension that has sprung up between us. She doesn't respond, her gaze fixed on her fingers that are twisting in her lap. With a sigh, I turn and open the door. "We'll talk more later."


Stepping out into the corridor, the cool air does nothing to ease the heat of the conversation left behind. I head towards the council chamber, my mind churning. Mira's suggestion, wild as it may seem, has burrowed deep into my thoughts, igniting a spark that refuses to be extinguished.


I try to shake it, reminding myself of what I had told Mira, all of which was true and sensible. There was no way we could go into Gloomrift together. It was a ridiculous proposition.


But yet… I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was the only one that might work.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


I shake my head, trying to rid it of the conversation with Mira and focus on the task at hand. I take my seat between Erik and Lyr, and opposite Miriel Oakheart, Valerin, Eira Snowfall, and General Aldric. All wear stern, worried expressions on their faces. 
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