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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Lyra stumbled across the plains beyond the Forbidden Forest, still looking behind herself for signs of danger. 


She was exhausted after fleeing from Callum and the fight that had gone before that against Isolde’s crystalline creatures. Her blonde hair was sticking to her head with sweat after running for so long. Her pale dress had small tears in it where it had caught on thorns. Her blue eyes scanned the plains for threats, occasionally flickering with motes of golden power. 


More of that power swam around her, covering the grass of the plains like strands of evening mist. Only this mist was composed of golden light and shadowy tendrils, so tangled with one another that it seemed impossible to pick them apart. That was Callum’s doing. Before meeting him, Lyra had been a practitioner only of light magic, while her brother Kael had been the one with the talent for working with shadows. 


Now, both powers were within Lyra. Callum claimed that the balance of both was necessary for the world, but he'd lied to her about so much else and manipulated her powers without her knowledge or consent. He hadn’t told Lyra that he was an Ancient until she forced the confession from him. Lyra didn't know if she could believe anything he said. 


He was trying to use Lyra, so she'd left him behind. She’d escaped him and the Forbidden Forest. The only question was where she was now.


It was hard to tell. Lyra had gone beyond the twisted trees and shadowy clearings, but she still didn’t know exactly where she was. She had spent her whole life on a single island, protected from the world by a misty barrier. Lyra knew about the rest of the world in theory, from maps and her guardian Thara’s instruction, but she’d never seen any of it, never expected to have to find her way across it. 


Now, she didn’t have a choice. Lyra needed to find her brother, Kael, who’d been lost to the shadow witch Morwen when the island fell. Lyra had seen him in visions, imprisoned in a large and shadowy fortress. But she couldn't find that, and looking out over the plains, Lyra wasn’t sure where to even begin her search again. 


Lyra kept moving, trying to find shelter. She couldn't risk resting out in the open, not when Isolde’s crystal troops might be out there, trying to capture her. The crystal queen wanted to drain Lyra’s life from her because of a prophecy as old as the Ancients: that two children would be born, one of light and one of dark, one with the power to raise or destroy a queen, the other able to wake a sleeping army of shadows from beneath the crystal plains. 


Lyra was the light child, even if she could work with shadows as well now. That meant that Isolde thought she could restore the immortality that had been taken from her at the end of the war between the Ancients simply by draining Lyra of her life force. It was a terrifying prospect, but Lyra was determined not to give in to that fear. She would keep fighting back against Isolde and her creatures. She would find Kael. 


But not before she'd rested, and for that, she needed a safe place to hunker down. Lyra could see something ahead now, nestled among a couple of hills. A series of structures stood there, with marble pillars rising high and ancient statues covered in tangling vines. It looked like some kind of old temple, long since abandoned and now crumbling. 


Lyra might have avoided it under other circumstances because it was the kind of place wild animals might live in, but she was tired enough that she would take any place she could find to rest. At least this wasn't a village where Isolde’s guards might be waiting for her. 


Lyra made her way inside, conjuring a soft glow to light the interior of the temple. It had frescos on the wall, depicting figures who might have been gods or might have been the Ancients. Given the power they possessed and their ability to survive even beyond the destruction of their physical forms as beings of pure spirit, Lyra wasn’t sure if most people would really see much of a difference between the two. 


Lyra started to explore the temple, finding a few berry bushes and a fountain that still seemed to spill out clean water even after all this time. Lyra drank carefully, trying to pick up the taste of any poison or foulness, then settled down to rest. 


She slept, darkness claiming her. Lyra dreamed of a landscape around her, teaming with people. She saw her mother still somewhere in the Forbidden Forest. She was with a man who Lyra knew without being told was her father.


They were both slender and beautiful, both with hair that had once been blonde but was now shot through with flickers of grey. Lyra’s father, Kyle, carried a notched sword while her mother leaned on a staff that seemed to hum with power. There was another younger woman there with them, flame-haired and armed as a warrior with a two-handed sword.


“We need to go, Kyra,” Lyra’s father said.


“Our children are still out here somewhere, Kyle.”


“And we’ll find them, we have the tools to do it, but we can’t do it yet. There are more of Isolde’s creatures out there somewhere and more shadow things. You've bought us some time, but can you really fight a whole army of them?"


Lyra’s mother shook her head, looking as though she wished she could say yes. 


“We can go back to Kos,” the younger woman said.


The dream faded, and Lyra woke to sunlight. She was still in the temple, and she could feel some of the aches in her body from the fighting last night. Lyra ate a few berries, then went through to the inner sanctum of the temple. It was peaceful here, and Lyra could feel the power there. She sat, meditating and letting herself sink into her power, trying to both heal her injuries and understand the complex web of light and shadow within her. 


It was still there, and the combination unsettled Lyra. Callum insisted that the two powers were meant to work in harmony and that the world needed a balance between light and dark, but Lyra was struggling to find that balance within herself. It was more of a war between two different sides. She let the powers shift within her, letting them wash over her and strengthen her. 


Should Lyra go after her parents in the Forbidden Forest? She didn’t want to go back there, not when there were so many dangers within it. Should she go to Kos instead?


Lyra was drawn from her thoughts by the sound of feet on the cobbles of the temple courtyard. Had Isolde’s people found her? Had Callum? Fear made Lyra feel as tense as a drawn bowstring as she rose quickly, moving as stealthily as she could through the confines of the temple. 


There were people approaching, but they didn't look like soldiers. They just looked like ordinary people, carrying their belongings on their backs, looking around as if terrified that something or someone was following them. 


Lyra didn't move out to meet them, didn't greet them, and asked them who they were. She stayed silent instead, hiding behind a column. She'd learned her lesson when it came to people she met along her journey after Callum. He’d seemed friendly at first, but it had all been a trick. These people looked like simple villagers to Lyra, but she wasn’t about to take the risk that they might really be hunters, trying to fool her into coming close before they seized her as a prisoner. 


People started to spread out, looking as though they were starting to relax for the first time in a long time. They set down the things they’d brought with them, claiming patches of ground as their own. Some were carrying food and clothing, a couple had weapons, but more simply had random belongings. They’d clearly just grabbed whatever was closest, suggesting that they’d left their homes in a desperate hurry. Some of them were crying in relief, or fear, or both. There were men and women there, with ages ranging from tiny babies being carried by their mothers to the very old, walking with sticks and looking as though they might collapse from the effort of whatever journey they’d just endured. 


They looked around with suspicion as they started to spread out and explore the temple. Lyra wondered if she should leave if she should slip away before any of them noticed her. Almost without thinking about it, she pulled strands of shadow around her, then cursed herself for doing it. Lyra didn't want to draw on the shadow power because every use felt like a step towards a destiny she didn't want.  


She should go, but she wasn’t sure where to go. Lyra hadn’t planned to stay in this temple forever, but she’d wanted to take the time to work out where Kael was and how to get to him before she kept moving. Should she head for Kos, now she knew her parents were going there? Could she trust her vision of them there? Such visions had come true for her in the past, but that was no guarantee.


The people were starting to set up cooking fires in the temple compound, starting to sit down, starting to relax, and claim small patches of it as shelter for themselves and their families. 


Lyra looked out past them to the plains beyond, trying to decide the best way to slip out. Even as she did so, however, Lyra saw the gleam of crystal in the distance.


Her heart beat faster as she saw crystal-covered creatures advancing on the temple. They were mostly humans, but there were crystal-touched trolls among them, too. A whole contingent of them was approaching, moving not just information but in the weird, perfect unison that all the crystal touched possessed.


Were they being drawn here because of her? Lyra didn't know, but her first instinct was to run. She hesitated, though, because what would happen to these people once the crystal touch arrived? Lyra hesitated, just waiting in the shadows, not sure whether she should run or stand her ground. 


It meant that she was still there when the contingent of crystal touched arrived at the temple, and people started to scream in fear. 


“They’ve found us!” one woman cried out. “They’re going to change us all into things like them!”


The crystal touched moved forward quicker now, reaching out for the refugees. Lyra hesitated for one more second, then cursed to herself. She stepped out into the path of the advancing creatures, calling on her powers as she did so. 


Light and shadow blazed around Lyra now as the crystal touched charged, forming a corona of power and twining together in strands of energy that swirled, then focused as Lyra brought her will to bear on the magic. 


She flung that power forward in a shockwave of energy, light pulsing from her, a shadow following in its wake. The power slammed into the advancing horde of crystal, touched people, and threw them from their feet, blasting the crystals from their flesh. Lyra stood there with her arms raised, feeling the connection of the crystal touched to the queen who held them under her thrall. She burst through that connection, melting it away, driving back the touch of Isolde from her creatures. 


Lyra stood there, bracing herself as she threw more and more magic in the direction of the crystal touched so that some of the crystals embedded in their flesh exploded, and others seemed to fade back into the skin of those covered by them. Lyra didn't stop, not when the trolls were flung back, unmoving, not when shrapnel from bursting crystals cut through some of those charging. She didn't stop until the last of the crystal touched were either fallen still in death or standing there, blinking in the sunlight. 


Her power started to fade, drawing back into her, leaving silence and stillness in its wake. 


Then two of the crystals touched started to stand again, only they didn't do so in careful lockstep this time. Instead, they stood and blinked, looking confused. They held up their arms, examining their flesh carefully. 


Lyra stood there in shock as she realized what she’d done. She’d achieved what Callum wanted of her in the forest. She’d done something that she’d been told was impossible. She’d reversed the progress of the crystals, but more than that, there wasn’t any sign of those crystals anymore. 


She’d cured them.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO 


 


 


Kael stumbled, hand in hand with Maven, into shadowy spaces between worlds, spaces in which time and distance had no meaning. Spaces into which he’d thrown them to try to escape the shadow witch, Morwen, as she tried to hunt them. 


Kael felt weak in a way he hadn’t for a long time now. His dark hair fell over his pale, sharp features. He was dressed in simple, dark clothing that blended with the shadowy tunnels around him. 


Maven was dark-haired, too, although with strange, violet eyes. She was beautiful, dressed in an elegant dress that swept along the floor of the tunnel they were in. Tattoos of shadow swam across her flesh, seeming to shift and move in response to her emotions. 


“Which way?” Maven asked. 


Kael shook his head. “I don’t know. The only thing that matters now is getting…”


He tailed off, strength leaving him. He all but collapsed, with Maven catching him and supporting him as he stood back up. Kael saw shadows starting to spread across his flesh, but these weren’t the same as Maven’s shadow tattoos. They were the effects of Morwen’s attack. 


Morwen was the shadow witch who had taken Kael from the Isle of Whispers, trying to make him serve her, trying to make him raise an army of shadows for her. She saw Kael as part of the route to power, but it seemed she needed aspects of both twins’ magic for her plans. That was why she’d created Maven using shadows mixed with fragments of Lyra’s memories.


Kael could still see the moment when Morwen had caught up to him and Maven, preparing to wipe Maven from existence with a wave of shadows. Terrified and not knowing what else to do, Kael had stepped in front of her, ready to absorb the attack. 


It was a trap. The shadow witch had predicted what Kael would do, and she’d used the opportunity to send a dark corruption into him that seemed to be spreading through him like an illness, leaching away his strength, the shadows growing uncontrollably within Kael.


“Are you strong enough to stand?” Maven asked. “We could stop and rest if you need to.”


Kael shook his head. “We need to keep going. We need to put as much distance between us and her as possible.”


The two of them hurried down the shadowy tunnels beyond the world, and already, Kael could feel things behind them. Not the assassins Morwen employed, but things made of pure shadow, constructs that wouldn’t hesitate to kill them if they could. 


“Faster,” Kael said. “We can't let them catch up to us. I'm not sure I'm strong enough to fight them off right now. Whatever Morwen did to me, it’s…” A spasm of pain went through him. 


“Kael, what can I do?” Maven asked, sounding terrified for him. 


Kael shook his head. “We just need to keep going. I'm not sure how long I can hold these shadow spaces stable.”


Because it took effort to travel this way, took magical power and control of shadows. It was something that only the strongest of shadow practitioners were meant to be able to do, but then, Morwen wanted Kael precisely because he had power within him on a scale even she didn't possess. 


He and Maven started to run along the tunnels, taking turns blindly because Kael didn't have a sense of where they were in the world or where these tunnels would come out. He'd thrown them into this place blindly, and there had been no time to calculate a path through them. In theory, they could end up anywhere, from a spot a few hundred yards away to somewhere over on the other side of the world. Dragging Maven into this shadow realm had been a move made in desperation because it had seemed like the only way to save both of their lives. 


Not that Morwen would kill him if she could avoid it. She still seemed to see Kael as a potential source of power, as someone who could give her the army of shadows she wanted under her control. But the methods she would use to force him to obey would be cruel in the extreme. 


And then there was what she would do to Maven. 


“How are you holding up?” Kael asked her, as they ran. He tried to ignore the trembling in the walls of the shadow realm, suggesting that his control was starting to slip, this whole place trying to reject him as an interloper. 


“I don't know,” Maven said. “I still don't feel… I don't know who I'm meant to be and what I'm meant to do. I still don't feel real, Kael.”


Maven was as much a construct as the shadow things chasing them. Morwen had created her to play Lyra’s part in any magical workings that required both twins. She’d created Maven as a conduit for Lyra’s power. She'd told Maven that she was simply her apprentice, a young woman suffering from memory loss when it came to her childhood. Now that Maven knew the truth, Kael could only imagine the pain it caused her. 


Except that it wasn't just imagination, because there was a link between them, forged from magic. Kael could feel Maven’s pain through that link, could feel how confused she was, how close she was to falling apart in the most literal sense, when she was a constructed thing.


“You’re real to me,” Kael assured her. “And when we get out of here, you'll be free to do whatever you want and work out who you want to be. For now, we need to keep moving.”


As if to emphasize that point, the shadow passage behind them started to collapse, shadowy walls closing in, so that they needed to run faster to keep ahead of the destruction. The ground under their feet felt unstable. No, worse than that, it felt unreal, as if only Kael’s power was giving it the solidity for them to run across it. If his power failed, would they be left in empty limbo, unable to move or escape? It was a terrifying thought, and Kael was determined to get them to safety before anything like that could happen. 


Were they far enough away from Morwen to go back into the world? Kael didn't know, and there wasn't any time to stop to try to find out where they were. He could still see shadow constructs flowing in from side passages to fall into place behind them, forcing him and Maven to keep running. 


Maven threw a blast of shadow power back at them. She wasn't as powerful as Kael, but it was still enough to tear through several of them. It bought them a few moments, but only a few. 


“Do you think you can get away from me?” Morwen’s voice echoed around the shadowy space between the worlds. “Do you think there's anywhere you can hide from me? Here, in this realm?”


More of the shadow tunnels started to collapse around them, this time closing in on some of the shadows chasing them, the wave of encroaching shadow substance seeming simply to absorb them. 


Kael and Maven started to take more turnings. Kael hoped it would be enough to let them get away and lose Morwen’s creatures. He couldn't see them anymore, but he still didn't slow down. The two of them needed more distance before they could pause and work out how to get back into the world. 


That was a tricky part of this. Kael had opened a portal here without thinking. He didn’t know how to get back. He was simply trusting that he could do it. 


The tunnels opened out into a large cavern, which looked rocky and craggy, the walls a grey stone that was truly just compacted shadows. Strangely, there was a broken fountain in the middle of the chamber, which poured out black water in steady drips. It was dimly lit as all of the places in the shadow realm were, but for now, it seemed like a safe and relatively stable place in which to work out what they were going to do next. 


More importantly, archways stood around the chamber, each with symbols carved around it in the language of shadows. Kael knew without being told that each was a potential portal back to the world. 


The two of them paused, Kael slumping to the ground with his back against one of the shadowy walls. 


“I think we've lost them, for now,” he said. 


“So now what?” Maven asked. “Are you all right, Kael?”


He shook his head. “I feel… I feel so weak, Maven. What Morwen did to me, sending corruption into me… I can feel it spreading, even now.”


 “You’ll feel stronger once you’re out of this place,” Maven insisted. “Can you find the way back to the real world? There are archways but no portals."


“I can feel portals to different spots here,” Kael said. “I think… they just need a push to open.”


“Then we need to find one leading to the right place,” Maven said.


He concentrated. It was hard. He had so little strength left now. It took almost everything Kael had to connect to the portals around him to push their dark, shadowy rock into something real. Shimmering doorways appeared, bright against the dark background of the shadow realm. Stepping through any one of them would take them back to the real world. It was just a question of which one to choose. Kael forced himself back to his feet with an effort. They couldn't stay here much longer. 


Around them, the caverns started to shake. This wasn't Kael losing his control over them. This was Morwen’s doing. 


Creatures started to pour from the tunnels into the cavern. They were twisted things, as if someone had taken the shadows of dangerous beasts and made them into something real. One slunk along like a great cat, while another appeared to be the shadow of some kind of squid, tendrils of darkness reaching instead of tentacles. More came and more still, spreading out around the cavern. 


Morwen was nowhere to be seen, but her voice still echoed through it in a casual demonstration of her power that made fear grip Kael’s heart. 


“Did you think you could escape? Do you think that stepping through a portal will save you? Wherever you go, my creatures will follow, and I'll find you. Capture Kael, my pets. And destroy my former apprentice. I'll have to create a new construct to channel the light child's essence.”


“No!” Kael snarled, throwing magic at one of the shadows, which had the shape of a great bear. His magic tore through it, reducing it to mere wisps, but he didn't think he had enough power left for a second attack, and there were plenty of creatures still left. 


That was when Maven lashed out with a burst of shadow that seemed to leap from her to destroy the great cat. She kicked another of the shadows, and her blow connected as if it were real flesh. 


“Kael, run. I’ll catch you up!”


“No,” Kael insisted. “I won't leave you behind.”


“There's no choice,” Maven said. She moved back to him, and Kael grabbed her arm. 


“Whatever you're thinking, I'm not going to let you go, not that easily,” he said. He held onto her arm as tightly as he could, but even as he did so another creature was coming for them. He had to let go so Maven could blast it with another burst of shadows, only this magic sputtered and died, her powers still strangely unpredictable when she couldn't reconcile who she was. The two of them had to throw themselves aside from the attack, and Kael barely managed to rise. 


Maven went to help him up, but another shadow came at them. This time, her powers worked, and she blasted it from existence, even as she dragged Kael to one of the portals. Kael didn't know where it led. The image on the other side was of open countryside, and it wasn't anywhere he recognized. It wasn't the Forbidden Forest, though, and that was good enough for him. 


“This one,” he said. “Let's go, Maven. We can be safe here.”


“Not with them hunting us,” Maven said. “I’m sorry, Kael. And… thank you for everything. Thank you for making my brief time existing worthwhile.”


Her lips touched his briefly, but there was no time for more than that, and then she shoved Kael, sending him stumbling back through the portal. 


“No!” he cried out, even as he fell to the ground on the other side. Kael struggled to stand and could see shadow creatures running for the portal, clearly intending to follow him. Maven made a gesture, though, and the portal started to close. 


She was still on the other side. She wasn't planning to come with him. That certainty hit Kael like a punch to the stomach. Maven was… she was sacrificing herself for him. But he didn't want her to sacrifice herself. Kael wanted her to be safe, here with him. 


Kael reached for his powers, hoping he could hold the portal open even as Maven tried to close it. But with the corruption spreading through him and with everything he'd done so recently, he didn't have the strength. The portal closed inexorably, Maven standing on the other side. 
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