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        THE MIRRORDOM LEGENDS, BK 3

        A Young Adult Fantasy

        ROZ MACLAREN

      

      

      “At first, they tried to co-exist. The Good and their Mirror. The firstborn and the twin that emerged immediately after...”

      

      In a world where every person has a Mirror twin capable of doing only bad things, Quiver is the only one born Mirrorless. Along with his best friend, City, the two must navigate a society ruled by a tyrannical queen and threatened by a dangerous rebel. And, when City’s Mirror escapes from her island prison, a chain of events is set in motion that thrusts Quiver, City and her Mirror into a dangerous struggle for power and survival.
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        For CJ, the first person to ever read this book and tell me it should be part of a series (to which I blithely replied, “Oh absolutely not, I can’t imagine writing another book set in that world.”) ...Five books and one short story later, CJ never casts it up to me that she was the first to suggest it.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TRIGGER WARNINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      This book contains on and off-page deaths (including of parents and family members); violence (including depictions of murder, blood, threats of violence and weapon use), graphic descriptions of spiders and snakes; childhood trauma (including depictions of bullying and abandonment) and mild language. Reader discretion is advised.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE LEGENDS

          

        

      

    

    
      During a time when unicorns roamed free and dragons cast shadows across the sun, the wise men and women of the land told stories of a troubled future. Such a future was far too distant to contemplate but, through visions revealed by the Ancients, the wise ones saw it with crystalline clarity.

      

      
        
        The Legend of Good and Mirrors

      

      

      The legends whispered of a time when every baby born would be blonde and genial and entirely Good. But straight after it was born, a baby with black hair and navy eyes would emerge, with a completely different nature. They would be called Mirrors, and nobody would know from whence they came or what to do with them once they arrived. While the Good could only do good things, the Mirrors could only do bad. Their natures would allow them to steal, to lie and even to kill. The legends said the Mirrors would one day bring havoc to the land, pillaging and plundering at will—with no one to stop them. They would be impossible to kill, for so interlinked is the bond between Good and Mirror that killing one leads to the death of their twin. And so, even if the Good had been capable of killing, they could not have eradicated the Mirrors without eradicating themselves.

      

      
        
        The Legend of Love and Loss

      

      

      The legends said that the Mirrors would one day be banished to Mirror Island, and the dark-haired, violent babies would be taken there immediately after their birth. Thousands of women across the land would weep for the child they would never see grow, never hear laugh, never suckle. Lawkeepers would be appointed to enforce the removal of the baby Mirrors and to carry out the dangerous task of rowing them across to the island and depositing them on the shore. There, the Mirror babies would be raised by the adult Mirrors, and they would live out their lives far away from the Good.

      

      
        
        The Legend of The Five

      

      

      But, one day, five baby Mirrors would be taken from their parents and placed not on Mirror Island, but somewhere else entirely. They would be held captive until they were adults, and then they would escape and take back what should have been theirs. They would not rest until they found peace or had their revenge. The wise ones’ faces would cloud with worry when they related this legend, leaving their listeners with the uncomfortable feeling that The Five would have the power to change everything around them.

      

      
        
        The Legend of the Gifted Ones

      

      

      Among the Good, there would be those with powers beyond human understanding. There would be women who could talk with animals, who could harness the power of wild horses, who could communicate effortlessly with spiders and snakes. There would be men who possessed the ability to read minds, who could pierce the intellect of others and see beyond the physical right into the depths of their soul. When the listeners asked if those gifts would be used for good or bad, the wise ones could not say.

      

      
        
        The Legend of a Love That Could Not Be

      

      

      The legends also told of a Good girl who would fall in love with a Mirror boy, but they said the union would bring only heartache, and much worse. It would set in motion a series of events that would shape the entire land. It would lead to the birth of a child that would be Mirrorless, of a war between Mirrors and Good. And the world as everyone knew it would change forever. It would make it possible for the Good to corrupt themselves, to find a way to indirectly destroy and kill through the hand of another.

      

      
        
        The Legend of City and Shadow

      

      

      The elders also told of a dark-haired Mirror girl and a blonde Good girl who would meet and, together, find their true selves. In the balance between good and bad, they would become everything they needed to be.

      

      
        
        The Legend of Quiver and Arrow

      

      

      And, ultimately, they told of a king who would treat the people fairly and strive for balance between Good and Mirrors, but he would pay a heavy price. For what price is higher than the cost of one’s own heart? They said he would find a woman who belonged with him like an arrow belongs in a quiver, but that darkness awaited in their future. There were many more stories. Some of them were happy. Some of them the old folk passed on to their children. Some were turned into bedtime stories, lulling them to sleep. Some of the stories were unhappy, told on warm nights by a fireside when everyone was in a wistful mood. And some stories were frightening, used by parents to keep their children in line, where the Mirrors took on the role of a bogeyman who would come and steal them if they misbehaved.

      The land became known as Mirrordom, partly as a joke and partly as an echo of what might one day come. Some of the people of the land were shocked to hear of all that was about to pass and started to panic. Would it happen in their lifetime? Would it happen to people they knew? And could anything be done to alter it? When the wise ones were asked if the future could be changed, they merely smiled and said that the future could always be changed. But the path one takes will ultimately lead you to your destiny – wherever that may be. And for those brave enough to take their path, they would truly find themselves. And so, the people were soothed by the assurances of the wise ones and lived their lives peacefully, right up until the days when the unicorns became extinct, and the dragons were no more. And then the trouble started.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      At first, they tried to co-exist. The Good and their Mirrors. The firstborns and the ones that came after. 

      Nobody knew quite when they started referring to the second child as a Mirror, but it caught on and spread through the land. It seemed an appropriate name for the child that was the mirror image of its sibling, but opposite in nature, with black hair and navy eyes. While the first child always emerged good and gentle, the Mirror child was born screaming and angry. Little red fists beating the air, a mouth always open to shriek or bite. And, as they grew older, they became worse.  

      The Mirrors got stronger and became as wicked as they were powerful. Unable to stop themselves from stealing, lying and killing, they rampaged the land, destroying everything in their path. 

      And because the Good were so good, they were unable to kill the Mirrors, unable to stop them, unable to trick them or lie to them or save themselves. And even if they could have killed the Mirrors, such an act would ultimately have been futile as the connection between the Good and their Mirror meant that if one died, the other immediately perished too. The situation seemed impossible.  

      The king brought his councillors together and all the wise men and women in the land tried to solve the problem. It was suggested that all the Mirrors be banished to an island in the northern seas, where they may live out their days alone and injuring only themselves.  

      Many lives were lost in the attempt. The king finally decided to throw a banquet, inviting all the Mirrors. Assuming the Good had been defeated, the Mirrors came willingly. However, the king had had his best herbalists lace the Mirror’s food with soporific herbs and every one of them fell unconscious. As they slept on, the Good carried every last one to the boats and sailed them away to the island. There they stayed. Marooned – but alive. At last, the land seemed to have rid themselves of their problem. 

      From then on, every baby Mirror was taken to the island and abandoned on the shore and the world seemed to go back to normal. The Good remained good. The Mirrors remained bad. But prophecies whispered that a time of great uncertainty was coming. They told of a child who would be born Mirrorless. Of a Mirror boy and a Good girl whose forbidden love would set the wheels of fate in motion. And of a single Mirror who would walk among the Good. Unknown, unrecognised and a danger to everyone around them.
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      The rag in the pregnant woman’s mouth does nothing to drown out her screams. Her time has come, and her body is wracked with contractions. Three midwives hold her down, taking turns to sponge her forehead and talk gently to her but her eyes are wild. She cannot stop thrashing. 

      “Bring the candle closer,” snaps the eldest midwife. “It’s as dark as the devil’s armpit here! Hold it steady, girl.” This is as close as it gets to anger for the Good.  

      “Push, my dear,” the second midwife urges. “The sooner you push, the sooner it’ll all be over.” 

      “I see a head,” the eldest midwife says, more calmly. “Come on now, Elegance. Push!” 

      It’s Elegance’s first pregnancy and she screams as she pushes harder. The feeling that her entire body is being pulled wide open and ripped apart only makes her scream louder. Sweat is dripping from her forehead into her ears, and her breath comes in gasps. There’s a moment of relief and then a spasm of agony, over and over again. Relief. Agony. Relief. Agony. Relief. Agony.  

      And then relief. Only relief. And an eerie silence that makes her spine tingle. Something must be wrong with the child. He should be crying. She struggles to sit up, but gentle hands push her down. “Easy, Elegance, take this.” Liquid slips down her throat and she doesn’t want to swallow but they’ve told her she must, and they know best. She swallows and the world seems to fade. She can just make out voices, hushed. 

      “Where’s the second child? Where’s the Mirror?” 

      “There isn’t one. It’s just him.” 

      “The Lawkeepers are waiting outside. There must be a Mirror.”

      “Well, there isn’t!”

      A cry, thin and reedy, punctures Elegance’s stupor and she knows instantly it’s her child. She fights the medicine, though she knows she should submit. “My baby...” she gasps, hoarsely. “Let me hold him.”

      A tiny bloody bundle is placed in her arms and wrinkly fingers clutch at her. Her child. Her boy. He’s perfect. She’s lost in him, and it doesn’t matter that he has no Mirror. He’s alive, breathing, sucking hungrily at her milk, as healthy as could be. That’s all that counts, surely?

      Epoch, her husband, is not so sure. The next day, when the midwives have gone home, he says: “There has never been a child born without a Mirror. Not ever.”

      “Well, now there has and he’s our son.” Elegance tightens her grip on the child that she has yet not allowed out of her sight.

      “It’s not right. People will talk.” Epoch shakes his head and purses his lips.

      “Let them.”

      “Are they quite sure there was no Mirror?”

      “What do you think, Epoch, that it’s still in there? That the midwives just forgot to let him out?” Elegance gestures at her mid-section. “There was no Mirror, Epoch. He’s a normal baby boy.” 

      Epoch’s brow furrows. “What if they try to take him from us?”  

      Elegance’s heart jolts at his words. The same fear has been gnawing inside her, but she has never dared acknowledge it and she’s angry at Epoch for saying it aloud. “They won’t,” she says, brusquely. “He’s ours. Mine. They don’t take the Good. Only the Mirrors.” 

      “And, in the absence of a Mirror, maybe...” 

      “No!” Elegance stamps her foot, shaking the baby. He stirs and starts to cry. It’s a bad sign. The Good rarely cry except when they’re first born, except to pull the air into their tiny lungs. This little boy shouldn’t be crying.   

      Her husband’s words are relentless. “They’ll be watching, Elegance. They’ll be watching us closely. Making sure he is Good. And if there’s the slightest sign he might be a Mirror, they’ll take him from us. You know this.” 

      “Yes, Epoch, I know this.” She stands up, rocking the child. “Let’s make sure it doesn’t come to that.”  

      They do watch her. Eyes are always on her. She’s given birth to a freak. People whisper behind her back as she visits the market, as she goes about her business. People are scared. People are worried. But there’s nothing to worry about. Quiver is a beautiful child, a boy with blond curly hair and innocent blue eyes. He is entirely unaware that there’s anything unusual about him and his obliviousness makes Elegance’s heart swell with a visceral urge to keep him safe from anything and everything. She stands in front of him, protecting him from inquisitive glances. She holds her hands over his ears or raises her voice to drown out the gossiping whispers, glaring at the busybodies. There is nothing she wouldn’t do for her son.  

      Quiver could not be a more normal child. He laughs amiably at everything. He is fascinated by everything. He tries to eat everything, including stones. Despite this, he grows strong and healthy and soon he is learning to walk and talk.  

      People stop watching. They’ve found new things to talk about. Epoch and Elegance’s son blends in among the other children his age and soon they will be going to school.  

      Elegance cannot shake the worry knotting up her shoulders on Quiver’s first day at school. Children are not so tactful as adults, the Good in them yet to fully develop. They might be more ruthless in pointing out the differences between Quiver and themselves. If there’s the slightest abnormality in her son, they will notice it, they will pick it out like a dropped stitch and pull at it until the whole thread unravels and if the thread unravels, her son will be taken from her and inside her there will be an ache so deep and a chasm so wide that nothing will be able to console her. 

      Elegance walks Quiver to school herself, although it’s customary for every child to be collected by the tutor and walk en masse to the schoolhouse. She grips his hand tightly, as he points out anything that takes his fancy, from strangely-shaped stones to birds flying overhead.  

      All too soon, they’re outside the schoolhouse and Elegance is kneeling down to hold her son. “My love, do you remember what we said?” 

      Quiver recites the words she has drummed into him.  “I’m to watch the other boys and do what they do.” 

      “That’s right.” She ruffles his blond curls with her fingers, squeezing his round cheeks. “Quiver, have you ever told a lie?” 

      “What’s a lie?” 

      “It’s something that’s not true.” 

      “Like if I said the sky was orange when it’s blue? That’s a lie?” He isn’t looking at her but is watching the clouds with his big blue eyes.

      “Yes, exactly.”

      Quiver’s attention has been taken by a dragonfly, and he watches with awe as it glitters above his head.

      “Quiver? Have you ever told a lie?” she repeats, urgently. 

      “No, Mother,” he replies dreamily. But is he telling the truth? 

      “Elegance?” Supine, the tutor, stands in the doorway of the schoolhouse. “We’re about to begin.” Elegance smiles and gently leads her son inside. “You may leave us, Elegance. We find the children learn better without the distraction of their parents.” Supine smiles but her meaning is clear, and Elegance knows it’s time to go. Waving a reluctant goodbye to her son, she walks back along the dusty road.

      Six hours of pure worry will take its toll on anyone, and Elegance is no exception. The closer it gets to three o’clock, the more worried she is. She cannot concentrate on the chores. She has swept the same patch of floor eight times. Then she hears the clang of the bell and drops the broom. Rushing to the door, she finds Supine waiting outside, holding Quiver’s hand and that of another child. Elegance vaguely recognises the child as City Rose, a girl who was born to her neighbours about two weeks after Quiver. 

      “How was he? How did he behave? Did he do well?” Elegance stammers. Without waiting for an answer, she bends down to inspect her son. “My love, are you alright?” 

      “Quiver was very well behaved. I’ve absolutely no concerns about him. And he made a new friend. Little City here.” City tries to smile but she’s sucking her tiny thumb, and her grin just looks slightly inane. 

      Relief bursts through Elegance like a rain cloud finally releasing its moisture. Immediately, she feels lighter, as if she’s put down a weight she didn’t even know she was carrying. It’s not just City whose grin is inane. Yet Elegance has to be completely sure, has to check one last time. “Nothing I should know about?”

      “Nothing at all,” Supine smiles. “In fact, he’s one of our star pupils.” 

      Elegance doesn’t point out this is no great distinction, since Supine calls every pupil one of her star pupils. But it doesn’t matter. Her son, her Quiver, made it through his first day of school with no problems. He is one of the Good. He has to be. 

      “I’ll collect him tomorrow, Elegance,” Supine is saying. “No need to disturb your activities. It’s all part of my job.” 

      Elegance nods. “Thank you.” 

      Supine looks down at the little girl beside her. “Wave goodbye to your new friend, City.” 

      City obediently waves and Quiver solemnly does the same thing. He waves until City and Supine are out of sight.  

      As the days go on, Elegance becomes more and more relaxed. The worry lines gradually soften, and she no longer dreads a knock at the door or a clang of the doorbell or a Lawkeeper telling her Quiver has been taken away. Quiver has settled happily into class, loving his schoolwork. He has made a small circle of friends, but his closest friend remains City. They’re both eight now and it’s Quiver’s birthday in a few days.  

      Elegance has baked bread and managed to scrimp up enough flour and sugar for a modest cake. Quiver will be having a gathering, with about ten of his school friends. Elegance’s heart warms every time she sees him smile.   

      “You spoil that child,” Epoch often remarks, but there’s affection in his eyes and more than a hint of relief. Perhaps he too worried about Quiver, more than he revealed to his wife. 

      “I’m just glad he’s happy. And here with us.” 

      “He’s excited about the gathering,” comments Epoch. 

      “I know.”  

      They’re in bed. She wonders if Quiver is already asleep.  

      “You know, if he ever becomes like a Mirror, we have to say something.” 

      Epoch’s breath tickles the back of her neck. She shivers. “You can’t mean that.” She turns round to face him.  

      “Of course I mean it. It’s treason not to.” 

      “He’s not a Mirror, Epoch! He fits in with the other children. Supine loves him! Everyone loves him! He’s not like other children, that’s true, but he’s not a Mirror.” There’s fire in her eyes and ice in her voice. “I can’t believe you’d suggest turning in your own son.” 

      “I will do what I need to protect my family and that includes you.”

      “And I will do everything I can to protect my son, even if it’s from you.” She rolls over. Neither of them speaks again. 

      When Elegance wakes, Epoch has left. Maybe he’s gone to work. Maybe he’s gone for a walk. Maybe he decided to make himself scarce with so many excitable children soon to be in the house. The Good rarely argue, and Elegance feels a pang of guilt. She soon puts it out of her mind as she busies herself putting the final touches to the cake. 

      City is first to arrive. Elegance doesn’t miss the shy way she initiates a hug with Quiver. Is it their first hug? City is clearly more than a little smitten with Quiver and it makes Elegance smile. It’s very likely they’ll pair one day and have babies of their own. But that’s many years away and right now she has guests to greet and things to do. 

      The children go outside to play. Elegance keeps an eye on them from her window. No other parents have stayed. Everyone knows their children will come to no harm. Even so, Elegance can never quite shake the need to watch her son, to scrutinise him for any hint that Mirror traits might lurk inside him.  

      But he seems happy. He is showing City his tree house, then helping her gently down from the ladder. Someone has suggested a game of hide and seek, they’re all scrambling to find the best hiding places.  

      Elegance smiles. She’s worrying over nothing. Quiver is a normal nine-year-old boy. He will go through school, choose his trade and marry his first love. Elegance will look after their babies and watch them grow. It’s been this way for generations, ever since the Good won the Mirror War and made the world safe.  

      The second her mind finishes framing the thought, a scream punctures the silence. Elegance freezes for a second. The Good don’t scream. They have no need to. Nothing bad happens to scream about. But it sounds again. A little girl is screaming, high and shrill.  

      Elegance’s limbs move of their own accord, her feet carrying her out into the garden, into the warm summer air. The children are gathering, forming a tight circle around something on the ground, they’re pointing and whispering. Maybe it’s Quiver, maybe he is a Mirror, maybe he hurt someone, maybe he never was Good. 

      But as Elegance gets closer, she sees it’s not a child; that Quiver hasn’t brutally mutilated one of his friends for fun. Lying on the ground in front of them is a pigeon. Its neck is twisted at an impossible angle and there is blood speckling its chest but it’s still alive, its tiny heart pulsing too fast. Its round dark eyes blink in panic. 

      “Get away from it,” Elegance orders. “What happened?” 

      “A bigger bird was chasing it,” City whispers. “It nearly caught it. Nearly made it dead.” 

      “It’s going to die.” Quiver’s voice is steady. He’s not shocked. He’s not crying, like most of the other kids. “It needs help.” He glances up at his mother. “Can it be saved?” 

      Elegance bends down to inspect the bird. She sees a dark, jagged wound leaking blood. Already, she sees the life draining from the tiny creature. “No,” she says, gently. “I don’t think it can.” 

      “Is there no hope?” Quiver looks up at, her scanning her face.

      “No, Quiver. I...” 

      Elegance never finishes her sentence. Her son has picked up a rock and brought it down on the bird's head in one swift movement. Clean and clinical. The blood spatters on his face and on the faces of his friends. Elegance can feel it speckle her own cheeks, warm and thick. 

      There’s a moment of silence and then the screaming starts. Blood-spattered children are running, panicked, their eyes wide like startled horses. They have never seen death like this. Animals die, of course they do, but at the hands of other animals or bad weather or accidents. Nobody has ever killed them.

      The Good cannot kill, but Quiver has just killed a bird with dispassionate efficiency. He is staring up at his mother, like he can’t understand why everyone is screaming. Only City stands beside him, and she takes his hand in hers, but even her face is white with shock. 

      Panic rushes through Elegance. Her child can kill. Her child can kill. She herself is just as shocked as the children. If word gets out that Quiver can kill, he will certainly be banished to Mirror Island. That one thought rallies Elegance and she stands up, clapping her hands. The children, thankfully, have not left the garden. They’re huddling together, chests heaving. She calls them inside, tells them to wash their hands and faces. She cleans them, dabs the blood out of the clothes, washes away the stains. She talks to them of cats and how cats are always killing birds and, that’s what must have happened. She hopes they’ll believe her, over their own eyes, because that is what the Good are like. Trusting. Innocent.

      Elegance’s mind is racing, desperate to fix this, desperate to conceal what really happened. She hopes that planting the seed of suggestion about cats will be enough. She makes every child swear not to tell about the bird. She knows they will keep their words; they cannot lie. But if something were to unintentionally slip out, what then? What then? 

      One by one, parents come to collect the children, and Elegance can only hope that the memories of cake and games will make them forget about the bird. But when she closes her eyes, she can still see the blood splatter across their faces. The shock and terror in their eyes. 

      The Mirrors kill out of badness. Out of fun. Almost like second nature. That’s what the legends always said. But Quiver had looked at her and asked her, twice, if the bird could be saved. And then he had killed it. Was it a mercy killing? Or did he enjoy the act of taking a life, the way the Mirrors did? 

      Only Quiver and City are still here. They’re laughing over some secret joke. Elegance stands in front of them, bending down to their level. “Quiver, why did you kill that bird?” 

      “I stopped it from suffering.” Quiver looks straight at her. “It’s not kind to let things suffer if you can help them.” 

      “How did you know you could kill it?”  Elegance asks.

      Quiver’s brow furrows, like he can’t quite understand the question. “Why would I not be able to kill it?” 

      “I couldn’t,” City says. “None of us could.” 

      Quiver turns his eyes towards her. “How do you know? Have you tried?” 

      “Yes,” City says. “I tried. I tried to kill a fly that kept biting my arm. I couldn’t. Every time I went to kill it, my arm would drop. We can’t kill.” 

      Quiver’s lip trembles. Uncertainty fills his eyes and he asks, “Mother, why can I? Why can I kill?” 

      Elegance swallows. “I don’t know, my love. But I do know this. You must tell nobody. And that goes for you too, City. If we want to keep Quiver safe, we must tell nobody. Nobody must know. Do you understand?” The children nod solemnly. Elegance lets her breath out slowly. “Quiver, you must never, ever do it again. You mustn’t do anything like this.” 

      Quiver hesitates. “I...” 

      “Promise me.” Elegance grips his arm tightly.

      “I promise.” 

      Elegance’s eyes lock with her son and she realises that his answer was too glib. If he can kill, what’s to stop him telling lies? Now isn’t the time to ask. Now is the time to control the situation. Now is the time to protect her son.  

      As soon as City has left, Elegance turns to face her son. “Did you enjoy it?” 

      “Yes,” Quiver replies. Nausea twists in her stomach until he continues, “I love gatherings.” 

      Elegance fights to keep the impatience out of her voice, reminding herself that her son is only nine. “Not the gathering, Quiver. Did you enjoy killing?” 

      “No.” He looks up at her uncertainly, as if wondering if he is giving her the right answer. “I didn’t enjoy it. I did it to stop the bird suffering as fast as I could. It was in pain.” 

      “So there’s no part of you that enjoys making creatures suffer?”  Elegance feels a little of the tension leaving her shoulders. That’s a good sign, surely?

      “No!” He watches her face as if he’s looking for clues. “Is it bad that I don’t, Mother?” 

      “No, my love. It’s good that you don’t. I just...” Elegance doesn’t know what to say. Or how to deal with this. Quiver is so young. Too young to be told the danger he is in. And yet too old to live in innocence now. “Quiver, promise me this. And I want you to mean it this time. You must promise me never, ever to tell your father. Do you promise?” 

      “What would he do?” falters Quiver. 

      “He would take you away to a bad place.” 
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