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 			Opening Play

 			One child, four possible fates
   looped through the thread of his life span.
  He will grow to manhood. Should he die in fire, none suffers but he.
  Yours to choose when the time comes,
  Fferedonli.
 from Fionn Areths birth augury
 Third Age 5647

 		 	The hard frost came to the downs of Araethura early, and the rains at their cusp laced crusts of ice through the peat stacks under the sheds. Indoors, with no fire lit to fend off autumns breezes, the invasive cold settled at will. Crouched on her knees on the packed earthen floor beside her darkened cottage hearthstone, the Koriani enchantress Elaira cast aside her flint striker. She cupped her chilled fingers, blew on the caught spark. Well versed in the contrary nature of wet peat, she launched into strings of ridiculous endearments, coaxing damp fodder to nourish its struggling wisp of caught flame.
The fateful knock at her door, which shattered her peace, interrupted her then.
Elaira damped back her annoyance. The spill in her fingers fluttered out as she arose, resigned to the usual request for a cough remedy or a tincture to dose a sick goat. For seven years, she had lived alone, plying her herbal wisdom on the moorlands. Time had eased the innate distrust the local herders held toward practice of her craft, and families now came to her freely when trouble visited their livestock and farmsteads. While the leaves turned, and the seasons late foraging sent her deep into the hills, such supplicants knew she was best found at home after sundown.
The dark in the cottage weighed like felt soaked in the sweet meadow scents of the herbs bundled to dry in the rafters. Elaira breathed in the oily must from her fleece jacket, just pulled from storage in her clothes chest. While she threaded between her sparse furnishings by touch, the pounding resumed, impatient.
Daelions bollocks, I hear you! Elaira clawed under her collar, hooked out the silver chain that hung her spell crystal. The quartz as her focus, she invoked mage-sight to steer past the tumbledown stacks of herb hampers and clay jars, long since overcrowding the niche underneath the cluttered board of her work trestle. Barefoot and cold, she reached the door and fumbled with numbed hands for the latch.
Apprehension swept her, unbidden. For the crystallized span of a heartbeat, every fiber of her being clamored in primal, precognitive warning.
Then her roan gelding whinnied from the shed. His call was answered by a strange horses whicker; a shod hoof chinked against rock, and a distinct chime of bit rings sliced the night. Innocuous sounds; yet their import snapped away the false calm she had wrested from whole years of disciplined solitude.
Sithaers begotten demons! Elaira released her crystal, swept over by needling gooseflesh in the chill embrace of the dark. Those downsland herders who called needing help came on foot, or else they rode in astride scruffy moor ponies with hackamores braided from leather. Their mounts wore no tack with metal fittings. Nor did they ever fare shod.
Her left hand hovered, indecisive, while the knock resounded a third time. The rickety wood panel jounced in its frame and threatened the strapped leather hinges. Before the door gave way under punishment, Elaira tripped up the latch. Wind flung the panel against her braced shoulder and revealed what the fell night had brought her.
A Koriani enchantress stood on her threshold, ruffled into lofty disdain by the inclement Araethurian autumn.
She said, acerbic, Were you asleep with your bumpkin head under a blanket? Searing displeasure rolled off her in waves and jutted the chin beneath her hood. Whatever her status, the buffeting elements had abused her like any other traveler. Her initiates mantle was rumpled and splashed, the hemline snagged loose by a thorn brake. Bristled to yet more extreme irritation, the enchantress inspected the splinters stabbed through her expensive calf gloves. Beastly boards! Why havent you found some needy laborer to come here and faire them smooth?
Elaira clapped down a flyaway tendril of her auburn hair and cracked the offending door wider. Are you going to rail, or come in? Her dread pulled awry by irrepressible devilment, she gestured toward the comfortless darkness inside, offering a shelter as rude in simplicity as any length of unsanded oak.
A purposeful rustle, as the woman outside raised her quality, layered silk above the muck-splashed ankles of her riding boots. Dear woman, how quaint. Aristocratic accents packaged each word with precise and patronizing venom.
The rising winds sliced bitter and chill through that moment, as the unforgotten past encountered the present and irrefutably tangled. Elaira knew who had come. Her recognition raised sourceless panic, and then sharp rage, that the grasping demands of her order would destroy all the hard-won sanctuary she had found in the heart of these barren moorlands.
First Senior, she greeted, the requisite formality of high office like ice chips between her locked teeth.
Lirenda unclasped her mantle, her air of reserve an acid rebuff. No longer First Senior. As if upbraiding a junior initiate for an insubordinate attitude, she admitted, The Prime Matriarch has rescinded my privileges.
That was news; a political break of shattering magnitude, which implied a long fall from position and favor.
All blank practicality, Elaira shouldered the door closed before the raw winds could strip her bundles of dried herbs from the rafters. Her back to barred wood, she endured a tense interval, while the unintimidated gusts continued to howl and batter over the thatch. By her cot in the corner, the one windows shutter shivered and worked on its pins. The drafts through the chinks made no allowance for smashed expectations or shamed pride; the floor gave off its humble scent of dank earth.
You do keep a candle, I presume, Lirenda said at length. She smoothed her shed mantle over her arm, unwilling to risk the silk lining to the hazards of unvarnished furnishings.
Theres a tallow dip. Beeswax was far too precious to burn in the barren isolation of the moorlands. Elaira crossed the cottage. Arrogance alone did not explain why a grand senior of the order should disdain simple use of trained mage-sight. While rummaging through a cupboard for a wick, Elaira could not strangle logic, or shake her sense of foreboding.
The implied disgrace of an eighth-rank enchantress defied all sane credibility. For over five decades, Lirenda had stood second in line behind the Koriani Prime Matriarch. Morriel was weakened by vast age, even dying, rumor said. There seemed no imaginable intrigue or expediency that might drive her to disown her sole groomed successor against the hour when her faculties would finally fail her.
Despite the moiled waters of Koriani high policy, Lirendas arrival would not be chance, but tied like forged chain to the name that haunted every facet of Elairas existence.
What will you ask to know of Prince Arithon this time? Her resentment sang through the gloom as she straightened, the tallow dip cradled between sweating palms, while the cupboard gaped open behind her.
For, of course, the Koriani Order would not have stopped meddling in the feud between the royal half brothers who had banished the Mistwraith. Their strengths and their sacrifice had restored Athera to clear sunlight, but that victory had been bought in tragedy. The possessed fogs of Desh-thiere had been battled to a standstill and trapped. Last stroke in defeat, its poisonous curse had left Lysaer sIlessid and Arithon sFfalenn entangled in unbreakable enmity. Their gifted talents of light and shadow had been turned one against the other, the violence extended to bloody war and cutthroat politics for a span of sixteen years.
Morriels entrenched conviction that Arithon TeirsFfalenn was a threat and a danger to society would scarcely have changed since the springs breeding intrigues had relieved Lysaer sIlessid of his proudly launched fleet of sail.
Silence; the descending wail of a gust overlaid by the secretive whisper of costly, town-loomed silk.
Why else would you come? Elaira accused outright. Steady as iron, and guarded in ways she wished she could trade for the cleaner oblivion of death, she crossed the cramped cottage and stooped to retrieve her dropped flint and striker from the hearthstone. At least, I should think dirt floors and rabbit stew could be found in more interesting company than mine.
You know the Shadow Masters whereabouts. Lirenda tried a step, groped at the edge of the trestle, and stopped to the chink of bumped flasks. Her restraint spoke volumes, since her highbrow nature invariably met baiting with a show of superior authority.
Elaira snapped the striker. Against felted darkness, a spat tangle of sparks; their reflections touched her eyes, the unyielding, flat tone of wet slate in that moment when illicit love and compassion collided with inflexible duty. She must answer when questioned. Her initiates vow demanded obedience; nor could she feign ignorance. The uncanny cord of awareness she shared with Rathains prince had not faded one whit through seven long years of separation.
She wrung what stabbing satisfaction she could from the level force of her honesty. My reply wont be news. Her shrug was blurred by the tenuous flicker as the new flame died on the wick. Your scryers could have spoken without the rank bother of spending a cold night under thatch thats infested with silverfish.
Lirenda returned an expectant silence.
Compelled to elaborate, Elaira gave the striker another fierce effort. What would any thief do with jacked brigs, except sail them? His Grace of Rathains been at sea for three months.
The tallow dip caught. Marigold light flared over crude edges of wood, then the chipped rims of her hard-used Araethurian crockery, and lastly, in a wavering, unkind disclosure, the tatty, patched quilts and old fleeces tumbled over her cot in the corner. Elaira refused the embarrassment of an apology. Life here on the moor gave her all that she needed. Her roof did not leak, a comfort never to be taken for granted after her impoverished childhood. This tiny cottage had been her home since she had forsaken Arithons company at Merior. Its unvarnished planks gleamed oiled yellow, walls and pegged furnishings left unadorned in their natural dappling of knots. The steam-bent wooden canisters, the iron pot, the stone knives, and the brazier which served her herbalists vocation scattered their familiar melange across the trestle.
Yet, as if such cozy, workaday clutter had subtly slipped into chaos, the haven Elaira had claimed for herself no longer seemed safe or friendly.
An enchantress who held her in utmost contempt commandeered the stool which still wore the nicks of its origin in a cobblers shop. All citybred elegance, Lirenda perched like a displeased cat, a slipped coil of hair unreeled down the white-marble skin of her temple. But for the marred elegance of travel-creased skirts, her composure was flawless, each limb arranged with the serenity of a sculptors sketch for a masterpiece.
Which complacency struck a false chord in a fireless cottage with the change in the season howling through the chinks; Elaira suppressed a raking, fresh pang of unease. Lirenda had always deplored lifes rough edges. For a sleek, cultured woman who demanded her bathwater scalding and her personal servants brisk and silent, a cottage in these moorlands on the biting edge of autumn posed an inconvenience akin to punishment. Without Morriel Primes direct order, Lirenda would have foisted this sorry errand on one of her least-favored underlings. The fact that her misery kept no company bespoke an ominous secrecy.
Elaira shed the tallow dip on the table before her trembling drew unwanted notice. Rather than grapple with her building dread, she crouched and resumed the easier task of coaxing wet fuel to take fire. You cant really believe I could hold sway over Prince Arithons movements.
Lirenda insisted, You have a part to play, even so.
Elaira recoiled. Her pile of birch shavings scattered as if by an arrows aimed force, and the spark snuffed, spindled into a sullen ribbon of smoke. Jaw hard, her friable emotions buttressed behind a faade as determined as stormed granite, Elaira recouped her scattered kindling. She ground the flint against her worn lump of ore, distressed enough to start a conflagration on the sheer impetus of resentment.
Her Koriani oath constrained her, until the achievement of each inhaled breath taxed her separately to complete. The instant the blaze caught under her hands, she stood erect and faced her tormentor. Say what you mean.
Lirenda fussed with the muddied silk draped across her braced calf. Why protect Rathains prince? He stands accused of monstrous crimes. Avenor has gathered hard evidence. Lysaers magistrates claim he used black arts and blood sorcery to fracture the cliff face above Dier Kenton Vale. You cant pretend not to know Lysaers great war host was milled down and slaughtered wholesale under a shale slide.
Thats six-year-old news. Were remote here, not fossilized. Elaira cast the striker into the wood scuttle, silted under the flaked ash of the charcoal she hoarded to heat her brazier. Does the Koriani Senior Circle believe thats what happened? That Arithon engaged wrongful conjury?
The mans capable, certainly. Silk rustled, an offended whisper against the diminished clang of abused tinware. Lirenda looked up at last, her eyes like poured oil in the primitive play of the firelight. His malice is documented. None can deny the massacre wrought by his hand. But you know him best. What defense could you possibly offer to exonerate him from those acts?
I would ask him, Elaira said. To deflect her overwhelming desire to strike out, to smash through the porcelain-doll certainty stamped on Lirendas features, she folded her forearms under the scruffy fleece lining her jacket. Whatever his Grace of Rathain did, then or now, he will have his own reason. I have never seen him lie for convenience. Nor have I known him to break from the sound tenets of his character.
Well then, your conviction wont prove any hindrance, at the least. Satisfaction smoothed Lirendas dulcet tones. The task your Prime asks should reward such sterling faith. Rathains prince need do nothing else but confirm your belief in his incorruptible sFfalenn compassion.
What are you saying? Blind panic flared into temper before Elaira could think. Have done with coy riddles. I wont stand being toyed with.
Very well. Lirenda peeled off her gloves, her enameled veneer of deportment at odds with the rough-cut timbers around her. The Koriani Prime commands your assistance to create a living double who can pass in close company for Arithon of Rathain.
Aths infinite mercy! Horror leached the color that cold had burnished into Elairas cheeks. Intuitively leaping ahead, she cried, You cant be thinking of young Fionn Areth as the unwitting subject of a shapechange!
The ruthless affirmation Lirenda returned shocked beyond reach of all tact.
Whats happened to pity? Has our Matriarch gone mad? Thats a monstrous act for an order whose founders aspired to healing and mercy! Elaira interlocked whitened fingers. Hackled to a suicidal, insubordinate rage, she shivered, well aware her explosion must not venture beyond the briefest word of hot protest. What need on Aths earth could be dire enough to cast a child into the breach? Koriani interests, set against the Alliances stew of power and trade intrigues, made deadly ground for a game piece. Save us all; Fionns naught but a herders son with a blameless life left ahead of him.
You know thats not entirely true. The superior tilt of Lirendas chin lent her beauty the chill of an ice sculpture. Our scryers know the boys birth prophecy. Why shouldnt the destiny groomed by our order be the one to lead him from obscurity?
Thats heartless arrogance! Elaira shoved away from the trestle, too riled to pause for the clash of disarranged contents. Whatever stakes ride on Arithons life, no end could justify such callous misuse of an innocent.
The preservation of civilized society is all the reason our Matriarch requires. The Shadow Masters powers have already proven an endangerment. Your regrettable attachment wont change that hard truth. Lirenda picked a caught thread from her hem, eyes narrowed with sulfurous disdain. Soft sentiment aside, this child is a cipher who happens to owe you a life debt. Your Prime is now laying claim to his sacrifice for the greater good of the Koriani Order.
The statement held threat like a dagger in a sleeve, a signal warning that far more was at stake than the straightforward demands of obligation.
Bitterly, Elaira wished back the bleak anonymity of the darkness. The light left her exposed. Like a cat who toyed with a wounded mouse, Lirenda tracked every erratic interval of stopped breath, the telltale tremor of each flinching nerve as her adversary capped the volcanic burst of her fury. Both women were too well versed in the risks of venting unbridled emotion. Between them, only the tallow dip quavered. Too numbed now to notice the cold, light-headed as an unmoored leaf, Elaira battled the tug of a proscribed love that might recklessly come to cost everything.
Her streetwise instinct for survival gave warning the stillness had lasted too long. She moved on, bent, and tended the fire. While her cast shadow capered like a demon at her heels, she laid two logs of sweet-burning birch over the coals of spent kindling.
What earthly good will be served through creation of Arithons look-alike? Elaira fenced words with dispassionate tact. No one familiar with his Graces presence could mistake his living character for a herder boy wearing sFfalenn features.
We intend no replacement. Lirenda laid her thin gloves on the trestle and arose. Morriel wishes Arithon of Rathain taken captive. To that end, she has ordered that his double should be raised as the decoy to draw out his enemies. If Fionn Areth stands trial for the Shadow Masters misdeeds, outraged politics will brand him guilty. We believe the threatened execution of an innocent will lure the TeirsFfalenn back ashore. He has an infallible heart, so you say. I know the arrogant pride of his line will not let him suffer another to die in his place. Whichever trait answers, his fate can be played straight into our hands on the puppet strings of his royal-born tie to compassion.
Elaira felt as if every bone she possessed had been opened to let in the cold. What of Lysaer?
The amethyst rings on fingers and thumb flashed to Lirendas dismissive gesture. Be sure well find means to see him detained when the moment comes to take action.
Dizzy, sickened, all but crushed by despair, Elaira snatched at straws. What of the childs parents? How do you intend to gain their consent, and how many scheming truths will you hide on your course to persuade them? Its a dangerous strait, to wear Arithons face, with the merchant guilds now funneling gold to arm Lysaers Alliance. Every headhunting band of unattached mercenaries is hiring itself out for the chance to spill sFfalenn blood.
Why should the boys parents ever know? Lirenda inspected the cot, her dark, cut-silk lashes pinned wide in disdain. These moorlands are isolated, long leagues from the trade road. Since the child is not yet six years of age, the sealed enchantment to remake his features can be tuned to unfold over time. No ignorant herder would distinguish the change from his normal growth to maturity.
Outlined by the leaping heat of the fire, Elaira let her stunned silence speak for her.
You have vowed to serve, Lirenda reminded. Her regard turned fixed in cruel fascination; as if, deeply hidden, she had a personal reason to savor her victims unfolding pain.
I have vowed to serve, Elaira agreed, her expressionless face feeling brittle as the crackled glaze on porcelain.
The clear, topaz eyes of her tormentor stayed pinned on her, unrelenting. But a vow is no guarantee of right action.
You wouldnt imply Ive a choice in the matter? Elaira let sarcasm ignite into venom. Theres a herdwife who lets rooms. Shes a wonderful cook. Stay here, and youll get nothing better than a half portion of stewed hare with pepper.
Whatever unsavory supper you have planned, you need not share a morsel with me. Ive dined already. Lirenda poked under the mismatched layers of bedding, then fluttered her hand to disperse the dust that wafted from the grass ticking. Regarding free choice, your options are limited since the Fellowship cant intervene.
She looked up, lips curved to a stabbing smile at Elairas wooden stillness. Oh, be sure thats accurate. Morriel made certain no Sorcerers would meddle. The Warden of Althain is this moment immersed in rebalancing the protections on a grimward. His earth-sense is deaf. By the hour he emerges, through your help well have Fionn Areths clear and willing consent.
Elaira held firm through the wreckage of hope. While the wind moaned and hissed through the thatch overhead, she offset her distress with the tenacity taught by the arthritic old thief who had raised her. What use to dwell on the damning array of insupportable consequences? In the end, she must decide which part of herself to betray: the Koriani Order, with its merciless penalty for oathbreaking, which would obliterate her last conscious vestige of character. Or a price for survival that came dearer than blood: the coin of her love for a man who had become her very self, since one fated evening in Merior. Perhaps worse, she must violate a childs blind trust, misuse his very flesh as the vessel to shape the design of her Prime Matriarchs ordained purpose.
Youll have a few hours to think and decide, Lirenda said in dismissal. For the interval, I wish to rest. She flicked out her mantle and arranged its rich folds over the cots tumbled bedding.
I thought we agreed, there was no choice to make, Elaira bit back in acerbity. Staunch in the face of explosive despair, she added, If youre dead set on pursuit of this evil, say when you wish to begin.
Wake me in the hours between midnight and dawn. Lirenda plucked out the tortoiseshell combs confining the sleek fall of her hair. At least, I presume by then the herder boys parents will be snoring the soundest in sleep.
Black hair cascaded in waves down the prim slope of her shoulders. Lirenda fluffed the crimped ends with crisp fingers, then settled herself on the cot, her limbs arranged in exquisite wrapped comfort in the thick folds of her mantle. You do stock valerian? Then mix a soporific. The steps will go harder if the boy cries in pain as the shapechanging is sealed. If you agree to keep your sworn faith with the order, be ready when the quarter moon breaks the horizon.
Lirenda closed lids the delicate, shell blue of a songbirds egg, and settled herself into sleep.
So brief a time to measure a decision that held the potential to rock every facet of the world; Elaira reclaimed her seat and sank down in limp shock at the trestle. Around her, the tools of her trade seemed transformed into items of damning remembrance. Here, the stone knife that Arithon had once borrowed to slice the galls from an oak branch; there, the small chip in the enamel jar she had made in that fateful, first hour he had chosen to cross over her threshold.
Knotted round her wrist, warm against the sped pulse in her veins, she still wore his leather cuff lace, with its unassuming abalone beads. That treasured, soft length of deerhide had been left behind as a thoughtless gesture; in the safety of dreams, she still savored the competent, steadying touch he had used to bundle her rain-sodden hair and tie the length into a plait.
Each detail hurt now with unbearable force.
Elaira gripped the round stone she used for a pestle, a futile effort to draw comfort from the river-smoothed grain of the granite. The crossroads she faced was unalterably plain. She could fail to arouse Lirenda at moonrise; for disobedience of a Koriani seniors command, she would pay the ultimate penalty of losing all ties to conscious awareness. Forced enslavement would follow. The power of her free will would be called forfeit through the bonds of the initiates oath she had sworn into the matrix of the Skyron aquamarine. That option offered her peaceful surcease through the painless void of oblivion.
The stone under her palms made her flesh ache with cold. Trapped in the knife-edged coils of irony, Elaira squeezed back angry tears. She could not live the lie. If she allowed her spirit free rein in defiance, that would be the easy way out. Her personal stake in the future might be absolved on a word of defiance, but Lirendas uncanny sharp interest had laid bare the fallacy behind simple refusal.
Elaira set down the rock, reamed to the bone by the tireless drafts that sang through the chinks in her casement. She held no illusions. She was expendable. Her cooperative contribution became little more than expedience within the larger pattern of Koriani design. Should she yield up her identity, Morriel Prime would simply appoint her replacement. The Skyron crystal would retain a full record of her memories and experience. Given that borrowed template, another enchantress would study her perception of Arithon sFfalenn and replicate her personal insights of his character in her stead. Fionn Areth would come to suffer the same fate. The plot to arrange the Shadow Masters capture would proceed, with or without her consent to become the tool to enact his betrayal.
The jaws of the quandary bit insidious and deep. Elaira raged, helpless before the inexorable truth. She wanted to rise, scream and rant like a madwoman, then break anything within reach in a manic spree of vindication. There seemed no justice, that the greatest sacrifice under her power to make would spare no one and nothing but her own peace of mind.
She could wish she had chosen the good sense to die before this sorry hour should visit her. That misery recalled another night in chill drizzle, when she had walked the beachhead at Narms in fear for Arithons safety. Then as now, she had railed against the orders restraint with seething rebellion on her mind. Unbidden, she remembered the warning a Fellowship Sorcerer had delivered, while in darkness and rainfall, the earth turned in balance, and the tidewaters ebbed from the bay: I was sent to   you, Traithe had explained in gentle sympathy, because an augury   showed the Warden of Althain that, for good or ill, youre the one spirit   alive in this world who will come to know Arithon best. Should your   Master of Shadow fail you, or you fail him, the outcome will call down   disaster.
Tonight in Araethura, the burden of that scrying became as a spike through the heart.
Elaira looked inward in brutal self-honesty and understood that her personal integrity amounted to nothing. The Koriani sisterhoods supreme penalty for willful disobedience was no more and no less than a cowards rejection of responsibility. Her love could heal no one in witless obscurity. Cornered by obligations of duty and emotion, she perceived that the conscious road led to a thorny and desperate gamble. No matter the cost, she might go forward and embrace the most tenuous hope: the odds on a hell-bent course toward disaster perhaps might be routed by Arithons sharp penchant for cleverness.
Fionn Areths adult future might rest on that razors edge of possibility. She dared not entrust a replacement to act for her. Another initiate appointed in her stead might eclipse that slim chance for reprieve. Yet for Elaira to stand vigil to guard that small opening, she must first keep cold faith with her order. She must place both the child and the man in jeopardy to preserve her stake in the outcome. And if the sFfalenn gift of ingenuity did not prevail, she must in turn live out the appalling consequence.
Held firm by her street waifs obdurate tenacity, Elaira fixed her resolve.
I will trust you, she murmured to a prince whose own burden of adversities drove him unhearing leagues out to sea. Before my own peace, I will not bow to failure. You must be the axis upon which Morriels wicked plot stands or falls.
Sucked hollow by a dread that threatened to break her, Elaira masked her face in chapped hands. For nearly an hour she listened against hope to the empty wail of the winds. No Sorcerer answered her silent appeal. The Fellowship had once given their promise that Arithon sFfalenn was qualified to withstand any dangers that might arise through her bound service to the Koriani Order. Yet their steady, wise counsel lay far beyond reach on this night. She must carry on alone and suffer the risk that their judgment at Narms still held true.
Outside the casement, a spill of washed silver reflected the first rise of the moon. Elaira exhausted every filthy word she knew, then mastered her bitter distress. She put aside the insidious dread, that the TeirsFfalenn might prevail; he might escape Morriels snare and stay free, and never understand or forgive the betrayal she now chose to enact out of faith.
Aths mercy on us both, if that happens, Elaira whispered.
Worst of all, she feared for the agony she might inflict on a man whose strengths had been expended again and again in the desperate cause of necessity. Choked by hot tears that were useless to shed, she rummaged through her stores and boiled water to brew an infusion of valerian. Let her vindictive bustle of noise awaken the former First Senior.
Lirenda stirred, raked back onyx hair, and blinked like a milk-fed lynx. There could be compensation, she murmured as she measured the steel in the junior initiates smoldering composure. When Arithons taken, you might ask to keep his shapechanged double for your servant.
Elaira said nothing, the response to such baiting beneath her utmost contempt.
Well, I might ask for him then. Such a tempting potential for amusement and irony! He could bleach my soiled linens and brush my suede shoes. Lirenda uncoiled from the cot in disaffected exasperation. Her feint had provoked no sign of insolence or challenge, disappointing proof that tonight the mouse was too wise to play for the stalking cat. Well need an hour to set preliminary wards and ready a circle for grand scrying.
Elaira bowed her head and gave her, not words, but a curtsy that swept to the floor. There existed no half measures. Her irreplaceable integrity and the desperate plight of Fionn Areths future must rest in Arithons hand. Her vindication now stood or fell on the strength of the Shadow Masters character, to defang the jaws of Koriani design and upset the Prime Matriarchs plotting.
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As Lirenda had arranged by scheming design, on the one fated hour when the half-moon arose over the moors of Araethura, the Fellowship of Seven had no hand free to delve into her orders machinations.
Yet the boundaries the Sorcerers maintained to keep faith with the terms of their sworn compact were far from weakened or hamstrung. The wild lands under their charge remained free, and the ward rings they guarded held true. The Law of the Major Balance they lived by had never been breached or broken in two ages of recorded history.
Too often, past and present, the foundation of that integrity remained steadfast at punishing cost. As the presence of the Paravian races had waned, the Fellowship had been left as caretakers of Althain Tower, with all of its attendant perils and additional obligations.
Not the first fortress built, but among the oldest, and by lengths the most well defended, the tower had been raised at the dawn of the Second Age. Those times had seen the worlds brightest hope plunge awry, when the primal purity of Aths song of creation had turned, and the maligned power of the dragons true dreaming had spawned new life out of discord and conflict. The Paravian races sent to the world to bring healing had been met with slaughter, the shining grace of their example brought down in sorrow and bloodshed. Ripped raw with wounds and punishing grief for a triumph undone in doomed war, the Ilitharis Paravians had fitted and sung the keeps mortised stone with grand conjury. Antlered heads bent, torsos and haunches straining to shift half-ton blocks on log ramps, they raised the blunt-fisted height of this turret at the edge of the Bittern Desert. Here, where the winds still sang their laments for a grasslands spoiled by drakefire, and the spring rains fell too seldom to ease the imprinted horror of the dead torn down in battle; as if the land itself refused to relinquish its pain for the unicorns who had held the front line. Pure spirit made flesh, they were the promise of Aths unconditional redemption. Conceived as a gift, they had died as a sacrifice, unable to contain in pure love the aberrated creatures that had, for need, been cleansed from the face of Athera: a graceless expedient of survival last enacted by scouring conflagration.
Now the old, warded granite housed the records of those all-but-forgotten years: the Names of those Paravians slain, and the memories of their passing by sword and by fire; by claw and cruel fang; and never least, loss, and bloodshed grown too overwhelming to endure. The towers fast vaults held ancient wonders. Here resided the bright and dark threads of Atheras history  the faded maps and primal ciphers; the arcane keys to earths mystery  a detailed body of knowledge that could unlock the bound gates of time. Through the years, as the Mistwraith had choked out the sunlight, the Paravians departed from the continent. On leaving, the eldest centaur guardian had oathsworn the Fellowship Sorcerers to safeguard the legacy of Althain Towers contents.
That trust had endured for five centuries. Nor was the tower ever left untenanted those beleaguered, rare times when its Warden passed beyond reach of the earth link. The mighty endowment of vision he possessed had been ceded by the last Paravian. Its tied power married Sethvirs awareness to all that transpired in the world. Few could have endured that grand flux without losing their minds to insanity. Sethvir had done more, had embraced and encompassed the whole by surrendering every aspect of his being to address the needs of Athera.
Forgiveness for an unspeakable past had come to him in that moment, that his heart had mastered the challenge.
On the night hour Fionn Areth fell prey to Koriani design, the discorporate Sorcerer Luhaine kept displeased vigil. His ingrained penchant for fussy detail could never match Sethvirs broad perception. A cast-iron pessimist, Luhaine grumbled. He had never loved solitude; his natural preference bent toward comforting lectures when he faced untidy loose ends. Nor would he compromise his innate, plodding accuracy, a trait that often abraded his colleagues to fits of exasperation.
Had Luhaine still been enfleshed, he would have vented his stress by stuffing himself on muffins and butter. Left to life as a shade after a catastrophic mishap, he could only shed aimless static, his frustration built to a fulminating crescendo by the second month of his tenancy.
Far better for everything if those meddlesome Koriani had never set foot on Athera! He hissed past a balustrade in the Second Age library, goaded to a brisk, snapping breeze since the Prime Matriarchs instructions had dispatched Lirenda to Araethura.
Elairas renewed role in her sisterhoods affairs boded the worst sort of trouble. The Fellowship Sorcerers were already spread thin. Their concern now redoubled since the Koriani had failed in their first attempt to take Arithon as their orders string-puppet captive. Luhaine knew best of any: their ancient Prime Matriarch would not abide her defeat. The enchantresses current intervention in Araethura gave warning of a new strategy, with no Fellowship Sorcerer at hand to track their intent through surveillance.
Nor was Luhaine complacent. He spun drafts of chill air down seven flights of stone stairwells, whipping the settled dust of two ages into tight, frenzied spirals in his wake.
He stormed past the landing, a miniature tempest that shrilled through the cracks in the strapped oak doors to the storeroom, which held the Second Age talismans and artifacts. Among the locked coffers and shrouded sword hilts, alongside the ash shafts of arrows with points of chipped crystal, and the gem-studded shields whose arcane properties included wards for the banefire of dragons, he sought the one item fashioned by Fellowship hands.
The golden hoop had been wrought by Ciladis the Lost shortly after the Mistwraiths invasion. The gentlest, most sensitive of the Sorcerers had endowed his creation with a cipher of scrying to forecast the revival of pure sunlight.
The device had never been observed to perform its prime function. Sethvir had banished the sunloop to storage on the sorrowful hour when Ciladis had passed beyond contact, his search to locate the vanished Paravians ended by his disappearance. Sore grief remained. Despite repeated efforts to trace Ciladiss whereabouts, no Fellowship Sorcerer ever learned what fate had befallen him. Althains Warden had shelved the sunloop out of heartache, an inadequate gesture to distance the agony of an unresolved mystery. Remembrance still haunted, of the small-boned, walnut-skinned colleague who had immured himself for silent, futile hours, sifting phantom auguries and combing the infinite loom of existence for reprieve from the fogs of Desh-thiere.
Luhaine sought the sunloop now for reasons of acid efficiency. In that hour, the devices fine-tuned spells of observation offered his best means to trace the events that might threaten the land held in trust by the Fellowships compact.
Through the advent of midnight, the first-level storeroom lay cloaked in darkness, its sole arrow slit masked by the board ends of shelving, and Sethvirs scrawled spells against rot. Cold air poured in, an invisible black current that sheared like a blade across Luhaines purposeful presence. The tidy, round chamber held no trace of mice, only the bracing, spiked scent of frost riming the stalks of dried meadow grass. Sethvir might disregard his personal appearance, but his catalogues and antiquities were maintained with immaculate care. No dust layered the floor. Ancient records did not molder, and the oiled leather scabbards on ceremonial knives did not deteriorate from dampness.
Luhaine wended his way between the bound coffers and wrapped armrings, bagged in flannel against tarnish. Here lay the massive, gold-banded horns once carried by centaur guardians, the rims chased in runes with Names of forests that remembered the first song of Aths creation. Amid crowns once worn by Paravian high kings, and the crystal and bone flutes the Athlien played to honor the rise of summer stars, Sethvir kept the jeweled scepter that had belonged to the brightest of their kind, Cianor, who was named Sunlord. But in this hour of the worlds need, the fire-wrought bronze dragons that bore the spoken powers of prophecy lay dormant, sleeved in pale silk. In passing, Luhaine shared the echo of memory, a sigh out of time for past glories.
Even he must bow to the history enshrined in this place. The treasures housed at Althain were the stuff of past legend, with their marvels and wonders, and their uncanny perils to entrap the unguarded mind. Luhaine ranged the collection in wary respect, despite his hurried passage.
He found the sunloop in its mother-of-pearl stand alongside the whistle the Masterbard, Elshian, had carved from a tine of Shehane Althains right antler. The placement gave testament to Sethvirs remorse. One blast from that whistle would frame a note to defy time and space, and dispatch help from the towers current Warden. As if, in hindsight, the Sorcerer who normally shouldered the post regretted not sending the artifact with Ciladis against the perils of an unknown journey.
Too late now, to wish past mistakes might be salvaged. The Fellowship Sorcerers themselves were shorthanded, with one of them crippled, and another, even now, gone past the veil into mystery. Blunt-nosed, ever-practical Luhaine settled, a viselike well of cold coiled around the sunloops filigree stand. A nimbus of light clung and shimmered off the delicate metalwork. The cast-gold circle still held the unearthly elegance that set Ciladiss character apart. Abalone inlay threw off misted rainbows where the far-flung spells of vision ranged dormant, a whisper of suggestion smothered within a cruel and unanswering silence.
As always, the radiant grace of the sunloop made Luhaine feel coarse as old smoke. Still worse, the faint sense of shame and betrayal, as he tapped into the gossamer web of fine energies and changed the significating rune from a figure of joy to one that harkened to discord. Light plunged into darkness as the spells focus reversed its original polarity.
The scene that formed in the loops clouded center showed him the prelude to ruin 
 		   

 		 	The visioning revealed the white-marble floors of Avenors grand hall of state, rebuilt from ruin in Tysan. Under the costly, clean glow of wax candles, two high officials conferred.
One hulked solid as weather-beaten rock from his hard-bitten years of field service. An unshakable presence, with his clipped beard and wedged forehead, Lord Harradene had served as Etarras Lord Commander at Arms since the death of his predecessor at Valleygap. The other beside him, who flourished a sealed requisition, was dark haired and neat as a ferret. His gold-trimmed surcoat might be cut fine as a courtiers, emblazoned with the sunwheel of Avenors royal guard, but the sword and steel dagger that hung at his waist showed the battered, dull scars of hard fighting. Young for his high position at court, he spoke with a brisk, sharp-tempered confidence, to which the older veteran deferred.
I presented your petition. A furtive flash of teeth, though the eyes remained inimically still as poured nickel. By the sliced vowels of the mans accent, Luhaine identified Sulfin Evend, lately invested as the supreme commanding officer to spearhead Prince Lysaers armed offensive.
The speaker resumed with a focus that matched his purposeful bearing. His Grace of the Light has heard your appeal. Your men will not quit the field before winter without chance to snatch back the victory.
Lord Harradenes thatched eyebrows rose, dislodging a scowl like a logjam. Well get more troops? Thats laughable! They cant possibly arrive before the cold weather puts fodder in critical shortage.
Sulfin Evends nerveless response affirmed his reputation for sharp swordplay and vicious strategy. His Grace wont send troops. Light shifted like misted pearl over his silk as he strode past the niche of a casement.
Harradene flanked like a shambling bear, canny enough not to waste words.
But Sulfin Evend quickened for challenges; his razor-sharp smile provoked. Avenors treasurys too tight. The trade guilds all know it. Theyve seized up their ears and their purse strings. The ones with paid spies are all squalling like stoats. Cant be more funding until our Prince of the Light inspects his shipyard at Riverton and sets the launchings there back on schedule.
Before Harradenes bull-roaring protest gained force, the lean fingers, with their ancestral gold ring, snapped up the sealed state parchment. Sulfin Evends grin widened, oiled as the fox with a chicken clamped in its teeth. Dont let your joy spoil the fun. The Prince Exalted has granted you means to roust out your pesky clan renegades. You now hold permission to set fire to Caithwood to clear out the cover that hides them.
Lord Harradenes beard split in half as his jaw dropped. Then he shouted and clapped Sulfin Evend on the shoulder. Tell your Exalted Prince Ill be more than delighted to oblige.
 		   

Uncoiled like fluid ice from the gleam of the sunloop, Luhaine flounced in agitation. Prince Exalted, he muttered. Arent we getting high-and-mighty, and just a bit large for our breeches? He spun off the shelf, rattling the wired fastenings of Sethvirs oak-paper tags. And burn Caithwood? Luhaine seethed on toward the locked and barred door, hurled his essence through the keyhole with a force that raised a shrill whistle. Just try, you self-righteous, arrogant ignoramus! It gives me great satisfaction at last to be handed the Ath-given license to stop you.
Past the stubs of the candles in their wrought-iron sconces and down the foot-worn spiral stair, Luhaine ranged like a self-contained wind devil. He passed the commemorative statues of departed Paravians arrayed on the towers ground floor. The poised flutes of sunchildren lent fretful voice to his passage. Stone unicorns reproached with their fixed, sightless eyes, the shine on raised horns like the gleam of dropped tinsel in the late-day glare through the arrow slits. Massive, carved centaurs endured in marble majesty; their jeweled caparisons and linked chains and gold braid rippled to Luhaines distress.
The Sorcerer despaired for the timing.
Threat to Caithwood must perforce overshadow his concern for Koriani malfeasance in Araethura. Sethvir was beyond reach, gone to stabilize the protections that guarded the grimward in Korias. Since time flowed differently inside that dire vortex, no one could predict his return. Disdainful of oaths, Luhaine whined past a carved cornice.
A blind fool would have realized Prince Lysaer would not recall his crack troops from the field. Not without one last flourish to bring Caithwoods clan defenders to their knees.
Luhaine slipped through the wards that secured the trapdoor leading to Althains dungeon. His annoyance raised hoarfrost on the black-iron pull ring, and the oiled chains and counterweights geared to move the massive slab sang back in disturbed notes of dissonance. Sieved through by uneasy, ozone-rank air, Luhaine flowed down another stairwell. He emerged in the blue-tinged glow cast by the third lane focus circle the Paravians had inlaid in white quartz and onyx over a bedrock foundation.
With candles unlit, and the vaulted ceiling in darkness, the pale marble walls loomed like a veil of merle smoke. The spiraling flux of the lanes background flow raised tingling eddies against Luhaines unshielded spirit. He passed the carved gargoyle that overlooked the east radiant, its beeswax candle left untrimmed by Sethvir in his rushed hour of departure. Luhaine claimed his favored perch on the statue that stood watch pointing north. Between its curved horns and the bronze socket for the taper, he poised, a distilled point of cold amid the faint web of light swirling from the patterns vortex.
Ath help the Fellowships straits, risk of fire in Caithwood left no other option than to recall Asandir from the field.
Luhaine spun thought and imprinted the fine energies like a spider spinning in light. His summoning ward stitched ephemeral frequencies into Name for the colleague he wished to contact. A Fellowship ward seal tied the call to the east wind, for guidance. The construct of bound energies would disperse down the third lane, then be picked up in turn by the seasonal breezes that ranged across latitude, driving the currents that spawned the cyclonic winter gales. The shed leaves of turned trees and birds in migration would imprint the resonance of the spell and expand its range, until the designated Sorcerer heard his Name in the air and responded.
Small use to mourn, that no such broad summoning had managed to locate Ciladis.
Brooding to the bent of his maudlin thoughts, Luhaine cast free his small binding. The Paravian rune circle flared delicate gold as the field magnetics of Athera accepted the minuscule burden of its signature. Last anyone knew, Asandir was at Methisle fortress to help contain another outbreak of methuri. Unless the aberrated creatures held the isle under siege, the Sorcerer should return to Althain Tower on the tide of the lane surge at dawn.
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 		 	Pawn
On the moors of Araethura, the stars wheeled their inexorable passage across the black arc of the zenith. Midnight gave way to the small hours of night when the child, Fionn Areth, stirred and opened his eyes, unsure what dream had awakened him. The loft he shared with his siblings hung in darkness. Two older brothers had filched the wool blankets. Left to snuggle in a tangle of stale sheepskins, the younger ones lay twined like two mop-headed puppies.
Outside, the winds scoured over the moorlands. Drafts hissed through the boards where vermin had hollowed out nests in the thatch. The rafters smelled of damp, musty broomstraw, and the grease left from boiled mutton stew. Fionn Areth shoved back his tangled black hair. The ends needed cutting, an embarrassment he resisted, since his mother would use the same shears she kept sharp to fleece the steadings herd of goats. Ungroomed as the wind-tousled ponies on the moor, the boy levered himself up on one elbow.
Pisshead, grumbled the small brother he disturbed. Dyou have to thrash about like a nanny with the gripes?
Stuff your face, Fionn whispered. While his sibling muttered and subsided back to sleep, he listened, certain that someone nearby had just spoken and called him by name.
Below the loft ladder, the banked embers in the grate flared sullen orange as cold air eddied down the flue. The single-paned casement held whorled scrolls of frost, etched brilliant silver by moonlight. No one else stirred. His fathers saw-toothed snores rumbled uninterrupted through the downstairs doorway.
The call came again, no true sound, but a beckoning presence that prickled the nape of his neck. Fionn Areth shivered. He sat up. A prodding compulsion would not let him keep still. Careful not to jostle the sprawled limbs of his brother, he clutched his nightshirt against his thin chest and slipped from the warmth of the sheep fleece. His bare feet made no sound as he padded through darkness and groped his way down the ladder.
Gripped by the force of an uncanny summons, he reached the ground floor. A pause, while the arthritic herd dog by the hearth raised her muzzle to lick at his fingers.
Stay, Bounder, he commanded, and crept on.
The dog slanted her black-tipped ears and whined. She was too well trained to disobey. Quivering unease rippled her brindle coat, and her liquid, dark eyes tracked the boys progress past the baskets of carding left piled beside his mothers spinning wheel.
Bounder, stay home. Impelled by an urge that seemed spun from dreams, Fionn Areth pushed up the door bar and latch, and silently let himself out.
The stone step was ice beneath his naked soles. More curious than cold, the boy stooped to scratch his scabbed shin, the one he had scraped while chasing a cat over a deadfall. The wind flapped his nightshirt and tousled his hair. Dry leaves still clinging to the crown of the scrub oak stirred like the whispers of old men. The ash trees beyond were already shorn. Their shadowy, thin skeletons flung contorted silhouettes against the stone wall by the hay byre. Stars burned in the autumn-still silence, while a risen half-moon lit the grass to a glittering, frost carpet of silver.
A little afraid, Fionn Areth fetched the stick he used to feign swordplay. His birth augury promised him battles and fame, or so he bragged when the herd families gathered and his peers drove the goats in for counting.
Already he could swing with a force to whistle air. When he slashed against the wind he imagined the sharp whine of tempered steel. Pressed on by his spurious craving for mischief, he decided to visit the orchard. On such a mad jaunt, he could fight shadow armies and spar with the crabbed boughs of the apple trees.
He gained a new scrape scrambling over the wall. His mother would scold if she noticed. Nor would she let him run wild at night, undressed and without his warm jacket. The gusts bit and burned across his bare skin. Fionn Areth gnawed his lip, unsure. All at once, his bed in the loft seemed more inviting than battering a stupid old branch with his stick.
Fionn Areth! The call came pure as struck glass out of the air just behind him.
The boy spun around.
A lady in shimmering violet robes stood limned in the moonlight by the hay byre. She cupped a jewel as cool as a glacier. Her long hair was braided and pinned into a coil the gloss black of a raven against her cameo skin.
Fionn Areth cried out. His terror redoubled as the crystal in the ladys hands exploded into blank darkness. Sight became blinded. Ears became deaf. Launched to reflexive flight, the boy dislodged a rock from his perch on the dry wall. He overbalanced, fell, while the blackness expanded. Swallowed and suffocated, he never uttered the scream that struggled to burst from his throat.
 		   

Elaira caught Fionn Areths limp body before the child struck the ground. Merciful maker, that was ill done! She glared past the dark, tousled head now cradled against her shoulder.
Unperturbed, Lirenda shielded the Skyron aquamarine inside a fold of her mantle. Id think you would thank me. If not, then you neednt have argued my preference for sending him out on valerian.
You could have broken his bones, or much worse, Elaira snapped. If he takes any harm from your cavalier handling, may Dharkaron Avenger demand due redress in his name.
Dont welter in pity. We have what we came for. Dark-lashed topaz eyes examined the childs slack form with contempt. Youd rather he shouted and roused the herd dogs to alarm? Id thought we agreed that our task would go better if the household stayed soundly sleeping.
The poor boys half-frozen, Elaira flared back. If we had to draw him outside through a dream summons, you could at least have left him a moment of clear thought to find himself suitable clothing.
Loan him your jacket if you fear hell take cold. In malice, her senior added, Youre sure to catch fleas for the kindness. Though given the uncivilized life on these moors, I suppose youd have memorized the sigil of remedy for vermin out of necessity.
We dont have your city population of rats, Elaira pointed out, her jacket already stripped off. They breed more pests than the herd dogs.
Lirenda picked a disdainful course between the broomstraw and briars, skirts raised to keep runs from the silk and her work satchel slung from her shoulder. Her kid boots she could do little to spare; the path through the orchard was a rut of gouged mud, slotted by goats and heaped with dung dropped by the steadings milch cow. Just dont lag behind. We need to be finished before Althains Warden completes the new seals on that grimward.
Elaira ignored the admonishment. Shame on us if Sethvirs awareness is all that holds our order to common decency. Forgive me, she added to the child as she wrapped his sturdy form in the fleece still warmed from her body. On impulse, she retrieved his dropped practice stick and leaned it against the wall where he could find it. The seeress who cast your birth prophecy was most wise. Youll need to start young to master the skills of a warrior.
Stop wasting time! Lirenda poised by the canted gate of the orchard. Sulky irritation sharpened her face as the moorland elements played havoc with her costly clothes and fine grooming. I want the seal wards in place before our young decoy sits up and recovers his wits.
Should he waken, Ill manage quite well without help. Mud and briars posed Elaira no hindrance as she followed in Lirendas footsteps. She dawdled where she could, well aware that her peers flighty nerves stemmed from worries of Fellowship vigilance. Asandir and Traithe might be engaged in distant lands across the continent. But the discorporate mage Luhaine would not stay diverted at Althain Tower for one second longer than Sethvir required to emerge from the grimward and reclaim the lapsed gift of his earth sense. Until Fionn Areth yielded willing consent, one Sorcerers notice could make ruins of Morriels plot.
Elaira dragged her feet as much as she dared, though she guessed her effort was futile. Lirenda was always meticulous in allowing a wide margin for mischance. The spiteful satisfaction offered small recompense, that for each minute the Koriani senior was delayed, the wind tugged wild wisps from her knotted, jet braid and chapped her pampered complexion.
Under the blown ink boughs of the orchard, the grasses lay tangled and damp. Frost-withered dock stalks crunched underfoot. The faint, silver foil of moonlight stamped through knotted trees and lapped light upon shade like ethereal wisps of cast floss. The wind smelled of winter in waiting. Each ice-sharp gust razed and rattled through the bare branches. The stars were snagged pinpricks, their beauty no boon on this night. In Elairas dark thoughts, cruel rain and black storm should have dogged every step since the demands of her vows forced compliance. Had her voice been her own, she would have screamed for Fionn Areth to waken and flee, and call down the wrath of his family.
No saving slip of good fortune arose. The stayspell held the boy quiet without mishap, until Lirenda found a clearing where a deadfall had been hewn down for firewood. The hollow where the roots had torn free offered shelter and natural seclusion.
Lay the child there. The disdainful flick of a finger indicated the boys head should orient northward. Under the waning moon, Lirenda seemed a carved ivory figure, mantled in ebony silk. She opened the satchel and unveiled a weighty, terminated rock crystal, chosen to channel the spells of transformation. The bared quartz seemed a flames heart sculpted in ice, paned in frost-polished facets. Like every major focus held in Koriani service, the stone had been mined on a world far distant from Athera. The etched mapwork of its natural formation had been buffed to a polish to obviate any unwanted features of character. The jewel was conformed as a tool, subservient to the orders dedicated cause to further the needs of humanity.
Sick at heart, Elaira settled the boy on a soft patch of grass. Hell need to be conscious, she reminded. Dread lent her a stripping new edge of hostility. Thats if youre still planning to go through the pretense of asking for his consent.
Wards first. This was no sheltered sisterhouse tower, where the metallic, formed rings of runes and spell seals laid down permanent defenses. Lirenda shot back a reproachful glance as she knelt beside Fionn Areth. She set the quartz point to one side, then unpacked an assortment of thin copper rods. These she assembled into a pyramid. A wide silver ring stained black with tarnish formed the structures apex, its position arrayed above the boys forehead. Set the perimeter guard spells, she commanded, her lashes half-lidded in concentration as she placed the large crystal point downward in the cradling band of dark silver.
Elaira accepted the four directional tetrahedrons of cut hematite, then the pairing rods of black tourmaline whose screening virtues would defend against psychic attack. She cupped the burden of each separate mineral and invoked the focus of her personal quartz to recharge their properties of alignment. In a ritual older than written memory, she began the steps to lay out a circle of protection. East, to south, to west, to north, she demarked the points of direction. The tourmaline wands she placed like black arrows beyond the outer perimeter; at the base of each one, the hematite tetrahedrons, heavy to the hand as dark lead. If the properties of the tourmaline became overwhelmed, the next crystal in line would send harmful influence to ground before any breach could disrupt the innermost circle.
Invocation and seal raised a small spark to stand sentinel at each point of the compass. Anient, she intoned, the Paravian invocation for unity. The summoned flecks of light bled round the ring in an active spiral, deosil. South met west, west meshed to north, north arced to east, and east closed the circle back to the point of origin, aligned by the glimmer of the polestar. A soft halo of phosphor glowed faintly pink and joined the four arcs into an unbroken figure.
Fariennt tyr, Elaira invoked over the traced runes of the set seal. So be this construct, as I have defined.
Begin. Lirenda engaged the energy closure, and the wardspell meshed into completion. She leaned over the rods supporting the large crystal and scribed a symbol into the base. A whispered invocation and a breath keyed the ciphers activation. The quartz flared a sultry, actinic yellow. As its matrix imprinted and magnified the transmission, a pale flower of illumination touched the skin at the center of Fionn Areths forehead.
Lirenda murmured the incantation to waken only the mind. The words of her litany were framed in a tongue whose origins came from a world far removed from Athera.
 		   

Young Fionn Areth opened his eyes, but not to the autumn night he remembered. No moon shone above him, no stars. He did not perceive the bare branches of the fruit trees that shivered in the moan of cold winds. The spell seal cocooned his conscious awareness, and his senses stayed suspended, netted into disembodied quiet. The etheric web of a jewels charged lattice enclosed his sight like glass walls.
Where am I? His voice fell echoless and flat, splintered against that imprisoning silence.
You are in dreams, but awake, a womans voice answered. Her vowels struck through consonants edged with high-pitched harmonics.
Too distanced to be frightened, Fionn Areth searched the planes of the crystals lit heart, trying to make out the speaker. Where are you?
Here. Her laugh rang like glassine slivers of ice. You shall see.
A shimmer bit through the blank vista of perception; and he made out a dim figure muffled in dark purple silk. Veils of softer violet light shimmered amid the radiance thrown off by the activated quartz. Fionn Areth beheld a dark-haired woman with a face of marble serenity. She had lips of bleached coral and hands too ethereally fine to have toiled at birthing goats, or spinning fleece, or stirring an iron pot to render raw fat into tallow.
I know who you are, the boy ventured, determined not to be craven under her steady regard. Her brows were fine arches, and her eyes the rich, ruddy amber of the whiskey his father bought from the backwater traders. Youre an enchantress. Why have you brought me here?
To ask if youre ready to lay claim to the fate your tribes seeress prophesied at your birth. The ladys amused gaze seemed to measure him. Are you brave?
My sisters dont think so. Fionn Areth gave their opinion his scornful dismissal. I had to climb to the top of the ash tree by the brook to show them that girls dont know anything. Are you like Elaira, the enchantress who saved my life the night I was born?
She is there, said the lady, and pointed.
Fionn Areth noticed the second figure then, this one clad in the laced leathers and jacket she wore when she called bringing simples. To the woman he recognized as a friend, he need not cling to appearances. You look sad. Why is that, lady?
Inside that prison of crystalline walls, Elaira stepped forward. The spectral light made her features seem strained. The rich, russet highlights in her hair were erased, as if she had become but a shadow of herself in that place of carved ice and moonlight. I am saddened, Fionn. The times come when Im asked to give over your birth debt to the higher power of the Koriani Order. This cannot be done without your consent, but Lirenda insists you are old enough. She would have you speak and arrange for the terms of your sacrifice.
What do I say? Fionn Areth asked, plaintive. I could give her my knife, but Father told me if I lost it, I couldnt have another for a year.
Elaira wiped leaking eyes with the back of her wrist. Keep your knife, Fionn. The lady wants nothing more than your word. Say if the Koriani Order may lay claim to your fate in my stead.
Fionn Areths eyes narrowed. She wants this, the lady? He considered with the gravity of a child too young to respond as an adult. My mother would say to give nothing for free. What will the Koriathain trade in return? His voice firmed as he stiffened his small spine. Im going to need an expensive, sharp sword.
You shall have the very best, fabricated by the hand of a master armorer. Lirenda gestured encouragement with the magnanimous assurance of one who had never eaten someone elses table scraps or missed a night in cosseted comfort. Not only that, but a tutor at arms will be sent to Araethura to school you. Give your consent, and our bargain is sealed.
Do I get a scabbard too? Fionn Areth said, distrustful enough to be shrewd.
A scabbard, of course, child. Impatient with young ones, Lirenda tapped her foot. You have only to give your consent.
Then yes! Fionn Areth followed his shout with a whoop that rattled his dream to echoing exuberance.
But for Lirendas twisted plot, plainspoken speech was insufficient. Swear, then. Heart and mind, give me your formal permission for the record to be set in crystal.
Elaira turned away, unable to watch, as, still fearless, the boy gave away his autonomy. The words of his oath rang through the frost-cloaked silence of the night. In too brief an instant, the act stood complete.
Tied by consent to a Koriani quartz focus, Fionn Areth now belonged to the order as irrevocably as any young initiate inducted for vows of life service.
 		   

In the orchard, released from the grip of spelled dreams, Fionn Areths body fell limp inside the fleeces of Elairas borrowed jacket. For a drawn-out moment, the unnatural trance kept his pupils dilated, their depths an uncanny, fathomless black in the frigid spill of the moonlight. Then Lirenda inscribed the seal for deep sleep. The boys wide, staring eyes hazed from focus and fluttered closed. His lips parted in a sigh, while an uncaring breeze bearing winter in its weave flicked the jet ends of his hair. A pen stroke ruled against darkness, the beam of pale light from the crystal seemed to drill through his unmarked forehead.
Hes sworn oath of debt. Lirendas satisfaction held triumph, a chilling indication that Morriels command matched the grain of her personal involvement. In a guarded move, she raised lily-scented hands and tugged the hood of her mantle to shelter her high-cut cheekbone. Not even the Fellowship of Seven can argue the validity of a vow sworn and sealed as a bargain.
You should be proud. Elaira made no effort to curb her raking sarcasm. Your victim is only six years of age, and a tutor and a sword are a paltry return for enslavement.
Given the choice of a life raising goats, I much doubt the childs going to care. Lirendas rose lips bent upward in secretive satisfaction. Dont think youre finished here.
Elaira huddled, shivering. She knew very well that the coming spells of transformation should not require her presence. This spiteful play to force her participation framed a more than disturbing oddity. Raised on the street as an orphaned child, Elaira had never welcomed authority. Now, her deep, primal instinct gave warning: the strained relationship shared with her senior had somehow grown beyond the surface disparities of social station and character.
A closer study of Lirendas demeanor revealed where rice powder and eye paint could not quite mask her evident strain. The flesh over its beautiful template of bone seemed fine drawn, as though for weeks her sleep had been restless and her thoughts a turmoil of distress.
In a sure burst of insight, Elaira said, What has Arithon sFfalenn ever done to antagonize you?
Lirenda recoiled. Her amber pale eyes flicked up in a match flare of rage. How dare you!
Chilled as she was, and sick with self-loathing, Elaira damped a grin of ripe devilment. Touch. Hes difficult. I know far better than any. Was his influence why Morriel set you aside in disgrace?
Thats none of your business! Lirendas frustration rankled, that she no longer wielded the ranking prerogative to quash prying questions and insolence. My right to the privileges of prime succession shall not stay in question for long. Have a care. Cross me again, and your lot could be miserable.
Im miserable now, Elaira pointed out. Youll need to threaten with more imagination if youre expecting me to act cowed.
Lirenda stroked manicured fingers along the inverted base of the quartz point. You will provide the focal point for this shapechange. Her catty, three-cornered smile showed teeth. As you once did for Morriels scrying at Narms, you will shape me a reflected image of Prince Arithons features. Your memory will provide the template to guide Fionn Areths transformation until the last seal is complete.
Touch, Elaira repeated with self-derogatory bitterness. Beware whom you cross. The sFfalenn royal line has never taken kindly to meddling interference from anyone.
I know. Lirenda turned away and began to link the first sigil. If youre worried for the child, the strength of our order will eventually come to shelter him. His skill at arms can be turned to training the boy orphans for posts in the garrisons and the trade guilds guard.
A fine, useless talent, Elaira bit back, her pain and her rage too large to mask behind shallow insults or platitudes. If Arithons to become the Matriarchs captive, and Lysaers Alliance clears the woods of the clanblood who harry the trade routes, pray, who will be in the market to pay hired swords? No one will have enemies to burn out and kill.
Thats enough! Lirendas stiffened posture gave warning. We have a task to finish.
Elaira tossed her a gesture to begin, one that on street terms doubled as obscenity. You first. The opening sigil is yours, thank blazes. Ill enjoy the moment to the fullest when the fire of sFfalenn vengeance grabs you by the throat and strikes at every one of your weaknesses. She knelt in chill grasses, arms wrapped to her chest, then closed her eyes to recall the male face that had long since become a branded part of her being. Before she took the irrevocable last step, she let fly the full force of her anguish. Just so you understand, when were done, Im going to buy gin from the first herder I see and drink myself blind, heaving drunk.
A knifing blast of north wind shrieked over the byre and rattled the trees in the orchard. Elaira engaged the focusing properties of the small quartz crystal at her neck. Then, with the cold roaring through her like a cataract, she framed Arithons likeness with all the detail she remembered: the fall of sable hair and the sharp angles of cheekbone and jaw. The lips which smiled too seldom, and the eyes, their green depths masked by ironies and a guarded defense too wary for most minds to fathom. Through a hazing shimmer of tears, she set perfect recall of the Shadow Masters features into the ice veils of the crystal suspended over Fionn Areths face.
She tried to hear nothing else but the wind, to let the thrash of whipped branches batter all thought from her mind. But her fickle ears gave her clarity instead: every rolling, studded consonant and silver-toned vowel of the shapechangers incantation. She clamped her fists against her clenched jaw, torn screaming inside by the insidious progression of the spell. Lirenda remained unmoved throughout, her diction as carved frost while the crystal came alive at her bidding. Hard bars of light beamed from the quartz point. These fell and diffused a spectral mask over the unformed features of the child. The dichotomy burned: through the light-cast image of Arithons face, a sleeping boys innocence, forced passive under ties of cold sorcery. In despair born of horror, Elaira stood witness as the webwork of whorled power matched spell rune to set seal, then sank like ribboned wire under blameless skin and bone, there to seed the slow elements of change.
Small differences which would not conform over time struck her now with wounding impact. As if in this one, trapped moment of existence, she must relive each nuance of Arithons form and measure the particulars anew: these grubby boys hands would mature to match the broad, sturdy frame of the herder stock of his birth; fingers that would never spin the filament of bardic melody from the wire of a lyranthes string. The unmarked right forearm and small, callused palm, to stay unmarred by the welt from the light bolt which had seeded the geas of Desh-thieres curse. The wrists and the ankles that would remain unscarred, never torn by the welded shackles and chain imposed by the blood feud with sIlessid begun on the worlds beyond West Gate. Elaira could but ache for the discrepancies that enemies would miss in the engrossing, blind fervor of hatred.
Through revulsion that mounted into lacerating pain, she knew that Arithons likeness could never make even a second-rate substitute for the character that was the living man.
Long before the finish, when the flare of blue light sealed the ending cipher, her eyes spilled shamed tears. Undone at long last by her pity for the boy and her remorse for the suffering her decision must come to cast upon the grown man, Elaira knelt with blinded eyes. The hot bloom of power extinguished in the heart of the crystal; the small star of light vanished from the center of Fionn Areths forehead. Elaira knew the critical moment was past. The shapechange to replicate Arithons appearance had been accomplished beyond any chance of reprieve. Years might elapse before this nights work reached completion, but the final outcome was set.
Grief for that irrevocability lanced her. Sickened for the part her vows had forced her to play, Elaira missed the odd look of riveted fascination Lirenda fixed on the template image of the Shadow Master still imprinted within the focal matrix of the dimmed quartz.
The portrait was one drawn by love, in each accurate detail a true map of Arithons character. Through the interval while Elaira recovered herself, Lirenda beheld the features of the man as few others living had seen him. Hooked to inadvertent, rapt fascination, she strove to brand the sFfalenn likeness in mind for a later, more leisurely study.
Night by then had waned to the charcoal hour before dawn. The moon rode the horizon like yellowed ivory, with all but the brightest stars faded. The grasses lay rimed and bearded with new frost, and the wind dropped, leaving the air gripped fast in a stilled and penetrating cold.
Elaira awakened to the fact she was shivering. We should be gone before the herd dogs awaken.
Lirenda stirred, gathered up the chill quartz, and folded the supporting rods. We cant abandon the boy to find his way home.
Galled that anyone should think her so callous, Elaira stood up. Ill carry him. A veiling of stayspells over the house would be a kindness as I take him inside. The wifes goodman sleeps lightly, and theres a crippled old sheep dog who sleeps on the rug by the hearth.
No doubt the stair squeaks as well? Lirenda said, scornful.
Theyll have a ladder, Elaira corrected. These are simple folk, who trust a dog before locks and keys to safeguard their threshold. She shook out damp leathers and knelt to gather up the sleeping child. The cottage that has stairs isnt found on these moors. Babes sleep with their mothers until theyre old enough to climb.
Well, dont leave your jacket behind out of pity, Lirenda dismissed, an acerbic lift to her brows. Id prefer that nobody knows we were here.
Dont worry. Elaira straightened up, a set to her jaw that betrayed her cutting distress. The last thing I want is to acknowledge our nights work to anyone with a conscience.
She turned toward the hay byre, the boys limp form cradled awkwardly in her arms. His face was his own. No trace showed yet of the profile he would bear at maturity. Through the course of those years, Elaira resolved, she would be far from Araethura. And she had misjudged, when she warned her senior that she would get puking drunk. The sickness inside her need not wait for spirits. Once Fionn Areth was tucked safely back in the loft with his sleeping siblings, she was going to snatch shelter in the nearest thicket and heave her guts inside out.
She reached the cottage doorway, churned-up with self-loathing that made her long for oblivion. As she freed a stealthy hand to raise the string latch, she wondered whether the boy would ever learn that his face was the gift of Koriani intervention, or if he would someday come to know the sFfalenn prince he was designed to decoy to captivity.
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Daybreak
Still infirm, confined by her weakness to her wide bed in the Capewell sisterhouse, the ancient Prime Matriarch receives word from her lane scryer that the first step in the plan to take Prince Arithon captive is in place; Lirendas task in Araethura is accomplished, and Fionn Areths transformation a sealed future 
 		   

Clad in muddy leathers and a green reek of bog mire, the craggy Sorcerer, Asandir, rummages through Sethvirs pantry at Althain Tower; over rinds of molded cheese, stale bread, and one forlorn sack of rice that hosts a new litter of field mice, he makes disposition to Luhaine, Since I cant survive on air and conundrums, that settles our dispute. Youll stay. Ill go to Caithwood and serve due redress against townsmen who believe trees can burn for the cause of misguided politics 
 		   

Just returned from an errand in the Kingdom of Havish, Mearn sBrydion, youngest brother and envoy of the clanborn Duke of Alestron, makes landfall at Middlecross; informed there that Prince Lysaer plans a royal inspection of the Riverton shipyards, he smiles in sharkish pleasure, then chooses to play the advantage of timing and let his demand for an inquiry coincide 
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