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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


The afternoon sun beat down on Elias as he worked hard, digging a ditch to irrigate his farm. He worked bare-chested under the afternoon sun, his muscles cording as he cut into the earth with his shovel, tightening on a back made broad by years of effort. His dark hair was plastered to his head with sweat, and his dark eyes burned with determination to finish the task. 


It was hard work, but then, he’d found almost everything about being a farmer was hard. Elias had to work constantly to raise enough crops and animals to feed himself and his wife. If he was lucky, maybe they’d have a little left over to sell at market, but only maybe. 


Things had been even harder back in the old days when the Pandesian Empire had claimed the whole of Escalon when the old king had given away the kingdom without even a fight. In those days, soldiers of the empire had been able to walk in and claim whatever they wished, from goods to gold to people. Anyone who argued with them would die. 


Things were better now that Queen Kyra and her husband Kyle ruled in the kingdom, but still, there was the long task of rebuilding everything that had been destroyed in the wars against the Pandesians and the trolls. Cities had been destroyed, large segments of the population slain or displaced. The world seemed to be taking a long time to return to normal. 


Even “normal” meant dealing with harsh winters and roasting summers, with crops that failed and pests that tried to eat them. It meant scaring wolves away from the sheep and guarding the little they had to sell so that it wouldn’t be stolen while they took it to market. It meant digging ditches without help, carving through the earth little by little.


It was worth it for the crops he grew, for the chance to live far from the cities of Escalon, for the chance of a life that was free from the control of others. And for Mara, of course. His wife was tending some of the sheep they kept a little way away from Elias, her hair shining golden in the sunlight, the smile on her face reminding Elias of just how lucky a man he was. 


He still had no idea why she had chosen him for a husband years ago, but it wasn’t something Elias was going to question. He loved Mara with all his heart. She’d agreed to marry him the day after a group of Pandesian soldiers swept through. The two of them had been stuck together in a hiding place together, waiting for them to leave, knowing that their lives might end at any moment if they were found. Somehow, that shared experience of terror, of coming that close to death, had shown them both that they couldn’t waste any more time. 


Elias’s one regret was that the two of them hadn’t been blessed with children so far. He prayed for that blessing regularly, even made offerings at the small shrine in the village. But they had time. He and Mara had the rest of their lives in which to bring a family into the world.  


He looked over at Mara, watching her with the sheep. She was so gentle and patient with the flock, strong as well as lovely. Elias wished that he could get better clothes for her to wear than a simple peasant dress of dark wool, but Mara never seemed to mind about that kind of thing. She seemed happy with their lives as they were.


He saw her staring at something on the ground, looking at it with puzzlement. 


“Elias! Come over here. See what I’ve found!” she called out to him, with obvious excitement. Elias couldn’t imagine what she might have found that would make her so eager to show him, but then, Mara always seemed to take an interest in everything belonging to the natural world. One time, she’d shown him a duckling, nestled gently in her palm, which she’d raised when they couldn’t find its mother. Another time, she’d found rare mushrooms, which they cooked up in a stew that tasted better than anything Elias had eaten. 


Elias knew that he ought to finish digging his ditch, but he wasn’t about to ignore his wife when she called him over like that. Throwing his tunic back on, he made his way over to her, wanting to see what she’d found this time. 


“There’s no need to put your tunic on for me,” Mara said as he got close. She put her arms around his neck, kissing him. “After all, I mostly came up to this field to watch you.”


“And there I thought it was to tend the sheep,” Elias said with a laugh. 


"Oh, they mostly take care of themselves when there are no predators about," Mara replied. "But look. Look what I found!"


She stepped back from him, holding something up in the palm of her hand. It was a blue stone, jagged and crystalline, which somehow seemed to glow with an inner power that illuminated her face in shades of blue. That could mean only one thing: 


Magic.


“Careful, Mara,” Elias said. Worry filled him at the sight of the stone. He’d heard stories of magic and those who used it, of the queen, and of others. Those stories made that magic sound wonderous and powerful in ways that a simple farmer like him couldn’t begin to comprehend. “Magic isn’t for the likes of us. You don’t know what that thing might do.”


Mara laughed. “So far, it mostly just seems to be glowing, husband. But don’t you see the potential in this?”


“Potential?” Elias said, with a frown. 


"You said it yourself; this isn't for us. But I'm sure there are plenty out there who would understand this and who might be willing to buy it," Mara said. "We can take it to market with us next time we go. Who knows what someone might pay for this?"


That caught Elias’ attention. They spent their days barely scraping by, never able to save money, never able to buy anything fine or beautiful. As much as he knew Mara was happy with simple things, it still riled him that he’d never been able to buy Mara the kind of dress that all the fine nobles wore. Even the rings proclaiming their marriage were things of simple iron rather than gold or silver. 


This rock might change that. Elias wasn’t sure what it was worth, but it had to be something. They might be able to put a little money aside, to have savings set by for the next time a crop failed, or just to make their lives a little easier. Still, he worried as he looked at the glowing stone. 


“Maybe it’s better if we leave it where it is,” he suggested. 


"Leave it?" Mara replied with a laugh. "Of course, we aren't going to leave it. It’s far too beautiful for that.”


She wrapped it in her shawl, then tied the shawl to her belt. 


“This is the day that our luck starts to change, Elias. I can feel it.”


 


*


 


Elias winced as Mara cried out in the next room of their small farmhouse. He ran through with soothing tea, brewed up from tree bark to try to ease pain. It was all the village herbalist had been able to suggest. 


Mara lay in their bed, writhing there in obvious agony. Elias ran to her, tipping her head back, all but pouring the tea down her throat. 


“Drink this, my love. It will help.” He hoped it would. He hoped against hope.


Mara grew still after she drank the tea, her cries of pain giving way to softer moans. The tea was meant to be a powerful sedative, the kind of thing people used when they had broken a bone or suffered a wound. Even so, it didn’t completely ease Mara’s pain. 


The reason for that pain was visible on her right arm, lying atop the covers of the bed. Patterns of crystals spread up from her fingers to her elbow. No, above her elbow now. It seemed that they had spread even from the last time that Elias had checked. The crystal patterns were strange and geometric, looking as though some artist had come in and drawn glowing nodes and connections on his wife’s skin, crystals growing from her slowly. 


Elias knew the cause, of course. Two days ago, he’d taken the glowing crystal back out to the fields, had buried it as deep as he could without even unwrapping it from Mara’s shawl. He hadn’t wanted to risk touching it, even for a moment. A day ago, he had dug it back up, hitting it with an adze until it shattered, hoping that would be enough to break whatever connection it had to his wife. 


None of it worked, and Mara was getting sicker by the hour. Elias didn’t want to think about what might happen to her if this went unchecked, but it was nothing the local herbalist knew about, nothing he could help with. This wasn’t some ordinary affliction, but a thing of magic. 


Elias could think of only one place where he might be able to get help for something like that. 


He crouched over the bed, lifting Mara from it as gently as he had carried her to it on their wedding night. Even that movement was enough to make her whimper with pain.


“I have to do this,” Elias told her. “We have to do this.”


He carried her outside to the spot where the cart they used to go to market was waiting. Elias had already hitched their horse, Barab, to it. He set Mara down in the back, among all the blankets and sacks he’d been able to find to cushion her. They still didn’t seem like enough.


“I’m going to take you to someone who can help,” Elias said. “She must be able to help.”


He got up into the driver’s seat of the cart, cracking the reins to set Barab in motion. He was slow and steady, but he would be able to pull the cart all day without stopping. Elias felt the rumble of the cart beneath him as he drove it through the village. 


There, by the side of the street, he saw the others. He’d originally assumed that Mara was the only one afflicted like this, but when he’d gone to the herbalist, he’d seen the truth. There were other villagers who had the same glowing markings on their skin, who moaned in pain or clutched their limbs the way they might if they had been wounded. Some moved around normally, while others stood and stared for no reason. Elias saw one man lying dead by the side of the road, his body strangely desiccated, as if all life had been sucked out of him.


The moment Elias had seen other people afflicted in the same way as Mara, he’d known that this was something bigger than just one glowing rock, one flash of magic that his wife might recover from if he just gave her time. This was something bigger, graver, and more dangerous than he could have imagined. 


A magical malady meant a magical solution. That stood to reason, although there wasn’t much reason left in Elias right now. It had been pushed away by fear for his wife, the terror of what might happen if the crystals kept spreading. He would do anything to save her, but right now, there was only one thing he could think of that might help. 


He was going to take Mara to the capital, to Queen Kyra. He was going to beg the queen for aid. He was going to pray that she would be able to help. The queen had enough magic to defeat emperors and win back nations. Surely, she would be able to help with this before it was too late?




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Kyra stood in awe as she looked down from the highest point of the palace, her golden hair whipping in the wind as she took in the beauty of the capital her people had built around the ruins of the former Lost Temple. Queen Kyra, she reminded herself, and even now, even almost two years after the war to free her kingdom, she had to remind herself of that part. In a part of her mind, she was still just the daughter of one of Escalon’s war leaders, still just ordinary. 


But it was impossible to pretend that she was ordinary when the great reptilian shape of the dragon, Theon, wheeled over the palace. His great golden eyes seemed to stare back at her as he circled, meeting the grey of Kyra’s own, despite the distance between them. Powerful wingbeats carried him along smoothly, and he tipped one wing to her before cutting a line in the direction of the ocean beyond the city. In just seconds, Theon was out over the water, little more than a speck against the sky.  


He came and went these days, sometimes gone for weeks at a time. Each time, Kyra wondered if he might disappear completely, and each time she had to trust that he would come back. The connection between them was still there. It was simply that he was engaged in some task that made no sense to a human mind. 


Not that Kyra was entirely human. On her wedding day, her mother had told her that she carried the blood of the Ancients in her veins, a hybrid between her mother’s Ancient lineage and the human blood of her father’s family. Even now, Kyra still wasn’t sure what that meant for her, except that power flowed through her, waxing and waning, there beneath the surface. She gripped the Staff of Truth tightly, leaning on it, feeling her connection to the artifact she had used in her battles against both the trolls and the Pandesians. For the moment, it was a simple staff of silvery metal, but it could shift and change as she needed it, becoming everything from a weapon to a simple tool. 


Her wolf, Leo, pressed against her leg as if to remind her that he was still there. Kyra was grateful for his presence. The life of the city went on below Kyra. The palace was not at the heart of the city but off to one side. The true hub of it was the theater Kyra had ordered and built for Motley and his troupe of players because it made more sense to Kyra that culture and joy should be at the heart of the city than the power of its ruler. The rest of the city was interwoven with the remains of the ancient temple it stood upon, pillars of white marble or sections of ruined wall incorporated into the fabric of the city so seamlessly that it looked as though they had always been a part of it. 


Kyra put a hand on her stomach, smiling as she felt the babies within her shifting. She felt huge now, her belly stretched further than she could have ever imagined by her pregnancy. She was still tall and strong, with a broad forehead and a small, upturned nose, but everything else about her seemed to have changed over the last few months. Her royal dresses had all had to be expanded and re-sewn to accommodate the changes of her body. She had been so pleased when she realized that she and Kyle were going to have children and that joy had never left her. When she had found out that she was going to have twins, that joy had only increased further. 


“They’re waiting for you downstairs,” a woman’s voice behind Kyra said. Kyra turned to see her maid and advisor Thara standing there, patient as ever. Leo ran over to her, taking a treat from her hand. Thara had jet black hair that seemed to shine in the sun, skin even paler than Kyra’s and deep, steel grey eyes that danced with intelligence. She wore the elegant silk and velvet clothes of a royal lady in waiting. Thara had been by Kyra’s side for months now. Kyra was a queen, and everyone agreed that meant that she needed servants by her side. 


Thara had proven invaluable. She was quick and efficient, always seeming to know what Kyra wanted almost before she did. Kyra wasn’t sure how she could have gotten through the last few months without her. 


“The council are all there?” Kyra asked. 


“All except Merk and Lorna,” Thara replied. “But perhaps they will have arrived by the time you get to the council chambers.”


Kyra nodded, shooting one last lingering look in the direction that Theon had flown. There was no sign of the dragon now, and his absence sent a pang of loss through her. It always felt as though a part of Kyra was missing when the dragon was away. 


“I’m ready,” Kyra said. 


The two of them headed down the winding staircase that led down into the palace, Leo padding along behind. Thara was right by Kyra’s side, one hand held ready to support her if she needed it. Even just a couple of months away from the time when her children were expected, though, Kyra still felt strong and capable, moving smoothly. She’d stopped sparring on the practice fields with her staff, but she still spun it and trained with it in the empty rooms of the palace, needing the movement and exercise, the feeling that her body would still do what she wanted it to. 


The palace was beautiful, but it was a simple beauty. Where some rulers might have filled their castles with the wealth of their nations, with gold and silver, with everything they had plundered from their foes, the palace was a place of marble and carefully woven tapestries, of elegant decorations and lively colors painted on the walls. Kyra had been determined to make it a bright and happy place for the family she and the former Watcher, Kyle, were building. She hoped that she had succeeded. 


A pair of guards stood by the doors to the council chamber, dressed in shining armor and carrying halberds. They bowed their heads in respect as Kyra approached the grand double doors they guarded, carved with scenes of the battle to free Escalon. The wood carvers had wanted to put her at the heart of those doors, but Kyra had insisted that they celebrate the ordinary people who’d fought and sacrificed their lives instead. Escalon wasn’t just free because of Kyra. It was free because of the thousands of people who had given their lives to defend the kingdom, rising up against the cruelty of the Pandesian Empire, then fighting for their lives against Vesuvius’s trolls. 


The doors swung open smoothly to reveal a large council chamber beyond, circular and blue walled, painted with the stars that dotted Escalon’s night skies. A huge circular table dominated the middle of the floor, a map of the kingdom and the places beyond it built into its fabric. That map stretched past the southern gates to Pandesia in the south and up past the renewed Flames to Marda in the north, even hinting at lands beyond them. It showed the great fortresses and cities of the kingdom: Volis, Ur, Kavos and more. 


People were waiting for Kyra around the table. Her brother Aidan was there, wavy dark hair falling to his shoulders, his body starting to fill out a little more as he grew, dark eyes staring over at Kyra. He had a sword at his hip, and his great dog, White, was by his side, barking once as he saw Leo. White was twice the size of a normal dog, easily powerful enough to bring down an enemy and yet docile as a puppy. 


Marco and Deirdre were both there, the couple sitting side by side. They formed a crucial bridge to the ordinary people of the city, and were clearly very much in love with one another. Marco also helped to captain the guards. 


The warlord Seavig was there as well. His troops had proven vital in retaking the kingdom, and he had been one of Kyra’s father’s oldest friends. He took responsibility for naval matters around the borders of Escalon, sending out trading expeditions while making sure that Pandesia couldn’t seek access to the kingdom by sea, now that the Bridge of Sighs had fallen by Kyra’s hand.


Her uncles, Alva and Kolva, were not present. They had returned to their task, guarding the Flames, making sure that the renewed power did not fall. Most of the other leaders during the war had returned to their homes, trying to rebuild the kingdom and keep it safe. 


There were others there, though. Kyra made sure that there were representatives of the ordinary people of her kingdom on her council, of the merchants, of the farmers, the scholars, the peasants. She didn’t want to be a ruler who sat away from her people, making decisions on their behalf without ever trying to understand their lives. 


And there was Kyle, sitting in the chair beside Kyra’s throne, love clear in every line of his face as he looked over at her. He was dressed in simple grey clothes, the staff of a Watcher leaning against his chair. His light blonde hair fell loose to his waist, while his blue eyes sparkled with warmth. It was hard to believe that the two of them had been married for almost a year now. 


Kyra went to sit beside him, pausing to reach out and touch his hand, still as excited to be able to do that as she had the first time. 


“What did I miss?” she asked him. 


He shook his head. “You know everyone is waiting for you.”


Kyra looked around the table. “How are things in the kingdom?” she asked. “What matters do we need to deal with?”


Aidan answered. Quickly, he’d become an invaluable member of the council, clever and quick, seemingly in touch with all the details of the capital. Kyra suspected that Motley and Cassandra helped with that, giving him information no one else had. 


“Motley is inviting you to attend a grand performance in honor of your children,” Aidan said. He grinned. “I think he’s planning a grand spectacle almost as soon as they’re born.”


Motley was always planning some kind of spectacular performance. The theater seemed to be going from strength to strength within the city. 


“Well, I hope he gives Kyra at least some time to recover,” Kyle said, with a faint note of concern. He looked around the table. “What about the threats to the kingdom? The trolls? The Pandesians?”


“The Pandesians are showing no signs of wanting to invade again,” Seavig said. “The sailors I’ve spoken to say that they have their own internal wars now, as the different fragments of the empire break apart. Ra was the only thing holding them together, and now most of them want independence from one another.”


That made Kyra breathe a sigh of relief. Pandesia was still a huge empire. The risk that it would try to invade again had been hanging over Escalon almost from the moment when Kyra and the others had driven them out.


“What about the trolls?” Kyra asked. 


Kyle spread his hands. “The Flames hold, and there have been far fewer incursions than before. The defeat of Vesuvius and the deaths of so many of them has all but destroyed the threat of the trolls. Even the remaining ones seem to have dissipated across Marda.”


That was another piece of good news. The defeat of the threats facing Escalon seemed to have given the kingdom space to breathe and renew itself, becoming a place of joy and peace for its inhabitants once more. A place where news from the theater could make it into the council meetings of the capital. A good place for Kyra to bring her children into. 


Even as she thought that, though, the doors to the council chamber swung open again, letting Lorna and Merk inside. Lorna was the daughter of the former king of Escalon, but she had never tried to assert any claim over the throne, despite the magical power that flowed through her. She was slender and beautiful, but her features were currently marred with worry. 


Merk was of average height and build, with dark hair and sunken eyes that always made him look as if he hadn’t slept. He had a wide jaw and high cheekbones, a day’s worth of stubble covering his features. 


They were accompanied by two people, a man and a woman, who looked like farmers. The woman leaned on the man as if she didn't have the strength to stand without his help. Even as they came to a halt, the man lay the woman down on the floor as if he couldn't hold her up any longer. 


As the woman lay there, Kyra could only stare at her, and particularly at her arm. Strange, crystalline growths spread across her skin, glowing faintly from within as if filled with magic. The crystals seemed to reach up over every exposed fragment of her flesh, forming geometric patterns there.


“Lorna?” Kyra said. “What’s going on?”


“Nothing good,” Lorna said. She gestured to the two farmers. “This is Elias and Mara. Elias came to me when he couldn’t get into the palace. Elias, tell Queen Kyra what happened to your wife.” 


Elias stood there, staring at Kyra for several seconds as if only just realizing that he was in the presence of the queen of all Escalon. He gave a hurried bow, and seemed to hesitate, as if not sure whether he should speak. 


“It’s all right,” Kyra said. “Please, tell us what happened.”


"We were out in the fields," Elias said. "Mara found this strange, glowing stone. We kept it because we thought that it might be… we thought we'd found something valuable. But then this started.” He pointed to the crystals growing from Mara’s skin, forming geometric patterns. They were brightly colored and multifaceted, terrifying in their inorganic wonder. “The crystals started to grow from her skin. She was crying out in pain. And it’s not just her. People all through my village are suffering the same way. One of them… I saw someone die.”
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