

Late Winter 5926

ERA OF CREATION

Birth of a primal world above the threshold of entropy.

ERA OF DESTRUCTION

Dragons wrought wilful chaos unto the brink of ruin.

ERA OF REDEMPTION

Ath gifted the Paravian races to heal the balance.

But not all Elder Dragons agreed. Some rejected the

Treaty Accord to defend Athera’s Great Mystery …

—Cianor, Keeper of the Records, Second Age Year 902
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I. Estrangement

Stars like luminous dust, thick as glittering smoke, hazed the jagged crack in the rock ceiling high overhead. Sight recorded the image, as awareness resurged after red rage and a virulent explosion of pain had hurled living consciousness into a caul of oblivion. Arithon gazed upwards, enveloped in stillness. Braced by a cold, desert night, he breathed in the desiccate scent of volcanic sand. These surrounds were familiar. Once before, this cavern in Sanpashir had sheltered him through the recovery that followed a primal wounding of spirit and flesh. He remembered, unwilling, a traumatic assault on his being sufficient to rend the veil at the turn of Fate’s Wheel.

But this moment differed. His reflexive extension of mage-sense lacked all grounded sensation of form. Instead, Arithon grappled the ephemeral half world of dream traversed on a spirit walk. Nor was he alone. The well of poised silence at arm’s reach to his left held a dread, female presence he dared not refuse to acknowledge.

Though her deep silence burned him, he would not speak first. Power acknowledged true power. Impeccably trained, his tenterhook deference stonewalled the nascent entanglement of her imposed obligation.

The rooted claim on him held no animosity. Only the patience of ages that walked hand in glove with the wisdom bestowed by a passage that trod the realm past the boundary of death.

The crone, in life revered as the Eldest Voice of the Biedar people, declared finally, “You have kept the hair-splitting edge on your etiquette.”

Arithon inclined his head in respect. “You foretold I would visit the far side, twice again, and warned of the hour I must meet the venerable pillar of your tribal ancestry. You’d prefer the more earnest snipe of my helpless impertinence?”

The crone wheezed a laugh, her shade a substanceless shadow beside him, still overwhelmingly perilous. She need not respond. Rebuke surfaced from his recalled experience: of her tender hands cupping his face, while the sheen of spilled tears striped her cheeks for the upcoming trials hedging his future. What else moved her to weep, he preferred not to know. His refusal to ask, then or now, did not signify. His implacable claim to autonomy never had been sufficient to shield him.

The ancient presence commanding this audience was a force strong enough to bend nature. When she spoke, her husked warning came laced in riddles that predated Mankind’s settlement on Athera. 

“You are Mother Dark’s Chosen, of Requiar’s lineage. Blood inheritance binds you to the oath sealed upon Scathac’s world, that swore surety for Jessian Oathkeeper’s legacy. She died unbroken and true to her word. Yet the price of her integrity unleashed the baulked fury of her oppressors against our tribe. Their might prevailed, to a terrible end. For the Koriani sisterhood’s coercive theft of our heritage begat the vile perversion of necromancy.”

“A horror defanged,” Arithon tested, in reference to his recent destruction of the order’s Great Waystone, and the recovery of Elaira’s personal crystal.

The crone’s reply swept those triumphs aside and struck him like a fist in the gut. “Do not succumb to self-blindness! The threat to all you hold dear has redoubled. The dead prime was cagey. She kept duplicate imprints of your associates’ records, and held more than one rear-guard play up her sleeve. The secretive sting of her vengeance awaits you. Aligned enemies of your lineage, and ours, will spare none from her use in brute leverage against you.” In accusation fit to freeze his blood, she affirmed his dire fear without flinching. “Make no mistake! You cannot shelter behind naïve complacency, or rest on the blindered assumption Althain’s Warden’s oversight is unassailable. Elder powers are at play, with you the unwitting spark entangled in old tinder ripened for a hostile conflagration.”

Arithon gave the Biedar shade his skewered attention. “What in Sithaer’s seventh pit do you know that eludes Sethvir’s earth-sense?” But he already guessed the battlefield underlying his ignorance. Besides the opportune opening seized through the past misuse of Elaira’s personal crystal, his harrowing traverse of the archive stored within the Great Waystone’s amethyst matrix had sketched the breadth of a canvas far beyond mortal scale. The provenance of Mankind’s offworld history was unknowably vast, a deadly trove kept proscribed by the ironclad terms of the Fellowship’s compact.

The crone’s shade hedged her answer. This lifetime’s untried potential must rise to level the ancient score of tribal obligation. Cut the head from a tainted legacy’s snake here and now, before the corruption at large broke loose to seed worlds with another cycle of suffering. The weaker lineage had failed to stem the warped practices spawned from stolen knowledge: Hassidii’s culpability remained unredeemed. Requiar’s integrity therefore stood alone to meet the cost of redress.

Pared to cryptic reference, she said, “Anshlien’ya’s promise, you are not the born fool. A storm is coming far greater than you. Your destiny threads the core of the gyre, whether you triumph or fall. Fate will tread the course of the abyss. Either become consumed, or stand steadfast and steer by the light of your only inviolate beacon. You bear the graces of all of your forebears, and the hour for their entangled reckoning draws nigh. You must return to the realm of the flesh. Go back, awaken, and be the forged sword born of Requiar’s issue.”

The crone left him then, her departure a void that brought bleak foreboding to roost upon his unsettled equilibrium. The stars shining through the rock rift overhead were the diamantine constellations of winter, undisturbed by his tormented past and his latest horrific lapse of a sworn obligation. Ahead lay the turbulent promise of pain, whetted by the dread cry of urgency thrust upon him by the Biedar ancestor’s eldritch counsel. ‘The threat to all you hold dear has redoubled.’

The beguilement of the setting’s false peace chafed against the flayed impetus of his emotion. He could not step aside and quit the arena. The untenable choice was defeat, uncontested.

Arithon, once more Teir’s’Ffalenn, bent his head in consent. He would shoulder the stakes on fraught course towards peril sufficient to break him. Acknowledgement keyed his path to release. The cavern the desert tribes called by the name of the Air, and before them, the Paravians named Inshidik en Vayar, the Great Crack in the World, lost dimension. As the battening weave of the dreamscape gave way and shredded around him, he beheld the hallowed vista swallowed up by a rampart of cloud black as ruin …

The web of unborn probability shuddered into change when the Eldest crone of the Biedar opened her protective fist. Time’s referent realigned like jerked cord as the marked spirit cast forth at her bidding tumbled free in the nadir of the night. In the moment Arithon Teir’s’Ffalenn embarked upon his gradual ascent from the dreamless haven of comatose oblivion, the Warden at Althain Tower shivered where he perched, sketching a freckled, brown thrush’s egg in the quiet fastness of his top-floor library.

His dipped pen nib froze between strokes. A poised droplet of ink trembled in arrested suspension.

Across the stone table, welded in the stilled darkness scented with musty books and new parchment, Ciladis glanced up from the page pinned under his lean, ebon finger. Profound survey of his colleague’s untidy, hunched form let him plumb the nuance behind the abrupt stillness.

The tempest nothing might stem had begun.

Sethvir rinsed his quill in his half-empty mug of cold tea before a splotch marred his manuscript. “Beyond recourse, the critical moment’s upon us.”

Small words, to encompass the momentous sweep of event, while more than one era of overdue reckoning merged into a relentless confluence.

Ciladis bookmarked his chapter with silk ribbon. Shadow cast by the room’s only lit candle stub scythed across the illumined, miniature script of a sunchild’s hand as he eased closed the boards of a frail volume, centuries preserved. “Asandir’s committed past recourse at Northgate?”

“He’s en route.” Wide glance rinsed blank by thoughts fanned over distance, Althain’s Warden laid aside the wet pen and cradled the bird’s egg as though the world’s precarious course lay inscribed in the mottled shell. “Close enough, barely, to change course at speed and shoulder the needful side errand.”

Polished sepia beside Sethvir’s ivory pallor, Ciladis arose, spare of movement as wafted smoke. “Then handle the summons. I’ll ease the transition as best I may.”

“Little more than a gesture within our Fellowship’s power,” the Warden admitted, aggrieved.

Gloom swallowed Ciladis’s form in retreat. His whiskey-grained baritone reflected his heartache as he reshelved the irreplaceable book. “What use, if I never tried?” From the start there had been no sound avenue open for consolation. The brunt could not be softened by regret, or altered in form under the Law of the Major Balance: only weathered in dogged, precarious trust, until the convergent impact of unresolved choices forged the path through the thickets of latent crises.

Asandir, backed by Chaimistarizog’s oversight of the Northgate Accord, no longer stemmed the floodtide of on-coming contention. The ancient, bitter score would come to be paid, while the mighty of more than one world collided, and continuance of the Paravian presence and the precarious terms of Mankind’s future survival became blown chaff in the onrushing winds of conflagration.

Cleared long since of the sick-room taint of wound salve and steam from the exhaustive boiling of linen bandages, Althain Tower’s second-floor guest chamber brightened under the milk tint of midwinter dawn. Elaira perched in the bolstered chair by the hearth, another night’s quiet vigil of many throughout the months her handfast beloved had lain unconscious in convalescence. 

Routine never blunted the cruel strain. The enchantress scarcely could bear to regard the slack form on the bed. Too long quiet, the exquisite, musician’s hands remained stilled as a sculptor’s masterwork. The combed gleam of raven hair on the pillow, unrumpled, a jarred statement set against the chiselled bone armature clothed in immobile flesh. Life imprinted the bedclothes less than the scene woven into the Paravian tapestries that softened the chamber’s stone wall. Rich dyes and silver-gilt thread depicted a waterfall in a woodland glen stirred in the fresh draughts from the cracked casement, more movement than the slow rise and fall of the breathing man’s chest.

Time had knitted the worst of the damage. The ugly, gaping sword wound in Arithon’s solar plexus left a whorled, pink scar, while the ruin inflicted by severed nerves, torn muscle, and ripped organs had progressed into healthy recovery.

Elaira swore for the second time in an hour. She unlocked her white-knuckled grip on the chair’s arms, ruffled by chills of unease. The signs of restored function, so desperately awaited, augmented her persistent anxiety. Healer’s wisdom failed to steady her poise. The instinctive rapport shared with her beloved worried her hollow with reason. While a Fellowship Sorcerer’s longevity spells mended Arithon’s body with flawless precision, free-will choice governed the invisible wounds. The festering shock of an apparent betrayal yet wreaked untold havoc beneath the shattering blow of near death to the psyche.

The inevitable, brutal reckoning approached. Elaira dreaded the moment when wakened awareness unsealed the Teir’s’Ffalenn’s shuttered lids.

The strident pitch of her foreboding drew notice. Or else some other intrusive concern brought the soft footsteps approaching the door from the outside stairwell.

Elaira acknowledged the respectful knock but did not arise when the tall, dark Sorcerer tripped the latch and crossed the room’s threshold.

“Ciladis?” Training tempered the troubled reproof in her query.

Yet his smile acknowledged her inner disquiet. Transfixed by a survey that pierced her crisp composure and neat, auburn braid, Elaira surrendered the pretence. No matter how far removed from her care-free penchant for the practical disarray of mud-caked hems and bramble scrapes gained in the thickets while foraging, and despite the rigorous, initiate use of artful concealment, she could not outflank a perception that ranged past the veil. Before Ciladis’s probe broached the intimate source of her stress, she blurted, “He cried out before dawn.”

First sound, from a throat rendered silent by the sword of the Light’s executioner.

“I heard.” Elucidation came, tendered in the compassionate restraint of the Sorcerer whose return to the Seven had lit Althain Tower’s obdurate gloom like a beacon. “His Grace’s awareness has surfaced into lucid dreams.”

Unlike the determined, flint edge of enquiry proffered by Asandir, or the scintillant genius that electrified Davien’s presence, Ciladis sheathed the might of his being within a serenity vast as the ages. His calm defied scrutiny like staring into the sun.

Soothed by the benison of his influence, Elaira’s flagged spirits and jagged nerves melted into rueful honesty. “You’re here to say when Arithon wakens, he’s going to be furious.” 

Shadow flicked through the shafted light from the window as Ciladis crossed to the bedside. Today’s damascened robe was slate blue, wide sleeves lined in saffron, rolled back as he laid an eloquent, ebony hand on Arithon’s forehead. “Our Fellowship’s custody’s not going to sit well.”

“He’ll survive to be testy,” Elaira declared, her arid jab an admission the alternative had been unviable. “How long do I have before the explosion?”

“Very little.” Master healer, perhaps unsurpassed on Athera, Ciladis withdrew his touch. His carriage retained its unconcerned elegance. Not his steady regard as he turned. The eyes in deep-set sockets no longer reflected limpid tranquillity. The enchantress’s trepidation met a hawk’s stare, yellow as moulten ore.

Unbeguiled by her effort to humour the subject, Ciladis addressed the initiate will behind her unswerving intelligence. “Is there aught you require, beforehand?”

Lent his assurance her preference for privacy would be honoured, Elaira measured the question. Unblinking before the restraint of an implicit warning, she said, “Find Iyat-thos Tarens.”

Ciladis inclined his head, unforthcoming as knapped obsidian. “Asandir has shouldered that summons already at Sethvir’s request.”

That Althain’s Warden foresaw the necessity stunned Elaira like a kick in the gut. She stifled the sudden burn of welled tears. Fellowship interests ranged beyond her depth: Ciladis’s unvoiced concern encompassed far more than the trivial bother of her trepidation.

Raked by a sharp grue, she demanded, “This is an appeal to my courage, in fact?”

Her outcry met the Sorcerer’s silence, which compelled introspection on her own merits.

Few spirits alive could be trusted to uphold Arithon’s interests. If she failed to check the brunt of his outrage, one liegeman’s loyalty must ride the whirlwind and stand unflinching at his Grace’s shoulder.

Haloed by the glare from the casement, or perhaps the rare, fleeting flare of his unshielded aura, the Sorcerer took his leave with spare words. “You are more than you know. Let your heart guide your actions. In strength or defeat, remember the Fellowship’s resource remains at your back.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Elaira declared, which burning admission welded the air for the fact that the Sorcerers’ diligent interests had seized Arithon’s fate and stranded his spirit on the present-day shoals of jeopardy.

The blaze of Ciladis’s smile flooded the chamber and ignited the spectrum above the range of visible light. “Affi’enia,” he murmured, the same Name bestowed on Elaira by the Biedar crone in Sanpashir. “Your Sight is clear as a beacon, and worthy, though your course may lead your firm step into darkness.”

A prickle of gooseflesh doused Elaira’s skin. For the tribal ancient had said much the same in past closure to a private audience. ‘For Prince Arithon’s fate is entwined with your life-course. Mother Dark’s mystery walks in his tracks. But you, Affi’enia, are the shining Light on the path come before him.’

In uncanny echo of that dread hour, as abruptly as the crone’s harrowing presence had released her, the chill passed. When Elaira looked up, Ciladis had just as silently left her.

The needful moment was forfeit to quell her rattled nerves and ponder the riddles of greater entanglements: for the beloved face on the pillow before her no longer reflected the peace of repose.

Tension hardened the line of Arithon’s jaw. Sculpted hands long settled at rest on the coverlet closed a split second before his lashes quivered. Then his shuttered eyelids snapped open. The conscious awareness of initiate discipline stripped the dross of confusion at fearful speed.

Elaira had no attention to spare. No thought, as green eyes sharpened to measuring focus swept across the sequestered chamber. Swift assessment encompassed the tapestried forest scene, and by the singing swirl of the flux, acknowledged the signature of Paravian artistry. The narrow casement, stamped by winter’s clear daylight, threw the brass-cornered chest and restrained, antique desk into naked relief. The heaped books, pages crammed with marked notes, bespoke her frenetic activity, alongside the comb and brush, stranded with the glint of bronze hair. A flicker of hesitation inflected the discovery he was not alone.

Paralysed in the room’s only chair, Elaira waited, unflinching, until that keen scrutiny plumbed the one corner in shadow and encountered her steadfast presence.

Expectant, perhaps, for his studious pause to record the subtle changes imposed throughout centuries of separation, from the pensive frown graven by desperate care and forced solitude, to the peaked, indoor pallor at odds with her character. Then the oversight, apparent in hindsight, that caught her clad in a pastel robe adorned with Sethvir’s distinctive embroidery. The belated mistake provoked the whiplash recoil a split second sooner.

Nothing braced Elaira for the impact of Arithon’s undilute horror: not Ciladis’s caution, or the near-to-infallible instinct refined through her extensive rapport. Her beloved’s blaze of emotion seared through and torched the joy of reunion.

She found her tongue despite anguished dismay. “What’s to fear? My vows to the Koriathain have been renounced. The Seven themselves secure my protection.”

Her words stabilized nothing. Only redoubled the pure terror that threshed him. The storm ripped into her shocked equanimity. Battered to raced pulse, she spoke quickly, before he mastered the visceral onslaught. “You don’t trust the Sorcerers.”

“No.” The rasped renouncement was final as death: a severance as ruthless as the executioner’s sword that had pierced an innocent’s heart, paid in forfeit to salvage his life.

Elaira stifled her unconsoled grief. Graphic recall of the slaughtered child crumpled in pooled blood on the scaffold had resurged with swift and vengeful clarity. No kindly forgetfulness blurred the unreconciled sting resurrected by Arithon’s return to consciousness.

“If you doubt the Seven, can we not rely on ourselves since the sisterhood’s leash has been broken?” Her appeal floundered against arctic silence. His turned glance dismissed her with surgical brevity. Elaira throttled her panic, forced to regroup. Ath! She knew him too well.

Further pleading on her part was futile. Reasoned argument based upon pithless necessity could not ease the emotional wound of betrayal that had endorsed Valien’s sacrifice. Likely no power at large on Athera might blunt Arithon’s rage, or breach the armoured determination forged in the crucible of his inflamed mistrust.

Fear lifted the hackles at Elaira’s nape, gouged by the flame of his fury. Her intimate love yielded no crack in the mask. No quarter, as he said, “Leave me!”

When demand to forsake him left her unmoved, he shoved off the impeccable coverlet with intent to enforce his adamant autonomy.

Her heartbeat slammed under the impact of pity. “Arithon, you can’t!”

His glance scalded her with contempt.

She argued, regardless. “I cannot abandon my stake in your future. You know this!” To thwart his stubborn folly, she did the unthinkable: wrested off the ring given to her in pledge, then clawed the flint knife from the thong at her neck, left in her custody by the Biedar Eldest. “If you’re going, these belong in your provenance.”

Arithon might dissolve her personal stake and reclaim his royal signet to end their betrothal. But only an ignorant madman would cross the will of the crone in Sanpashir.

The stark import of Elaira’s warning glanced off. The spurned bedclothes slid to the floor in a heap, topped by the crisp sheet that had decently covered his crippling weakness. Exposed, the nakedness of wasted flesh, and the wracked posture of compromised balance. Selfless love had tended his insensate helplessness throughout the arduous months of recovery. Day upon day, Elaira had nursed the drastic toll of injuries that still ravaged the body’s innate vitality. Arithon’s anguished struggle to rise should not shock the experienced healer.

“Keep on, and you’re likely to fall on your face,” she snapped with acerbic impatience. “You’ve been laid low by a severed spine, and your atrophied muscles aren’t fit to bear weight.”

Arithon’s stony expression crumpled into a rictus. With fixated effort, he wrestled his wasted legs to the edge of the mattress. He pummelled dull reflexes until his hitched frame accomplished the graceless shove that slid his feet towards the floor. Dauntless will failed him when his soles struck the carpet and gelid limbs buckled beneath him.

Elaira shed the knife and the ring on the side table, lunging for his elbow to steady him before he measured his length.

He evaded her grasp, collapsed to his knees before suffering her touch. Clammy sweat beaded his skin. The breaths straining his ribs flushed the hideous whorl of scarred tissue welted over his sternum.

Hazed off, and too wise for the fatal mistake that would seek to gainsay such adamance, Elaira stepped back and tossed him a nightshirt. “You’ve never bowed your stiff neck since your birth.” She regarded him with fond exasperation as he fought his way into the garment. “When you pass out I’ll be here to pick up the pieces.”

Arithon’s white-knuckled grip on the bedstead propping him upright, he snarled, “What difference to me, as the Fellowship’s tool or the blunt instrument of the Koriathain?”

Masked pain always fired his choice to lash out. Elaira matched his viciousness with gentle reproof. “Were that true, you would have rescinded your handfast bond and accepted my return of Rathain’s seal ring.”

Which proved the wrong tack.

His rejection slapped the seized air between them before the blast of his inimical glare raked her. “Keep the Crown’s token! Since you’ve traded my life on the coin of Torbrand’s legacy, let the formality stand as your signal test of the Fellowship Sorcerers’ feckless priorities.”

Driven at bay against granite integrity, Elaira engaged the ferocity of her initiate’s training. Against the choked outcry of her kindly spirit, she levelled her best strike against him. “You dare to spurn the Biedar tribe’s knife?”

The razored flash of his teeth was no smile. “Mother Dark’s business is not my priority.”

Elaira returned that flung gauntlet, knowing: the canker left by the child’s demise snapped the tatters of civilized reason. “If you are hell-bent on destroying yourself, I won’t help.”

Love’s fidelity would not lift a nurse-maid’s finger to abet the annihilation of better sense. If Arithon planned to repudiate Sethvir’s hospitality, he would accomplish the feat by himself. Anchored in place, arms folded at her breast to contain her appalled apprehension, Elaira watched, dumb-struck, as he gathered himself, trembling, the carpet’s sumptuous pile rucked under his tormented struggle.

The chamber was twelve strides across for a hale man. He would not succeed. Depleted by months of prostrate coma, he should not be capable, far less own the stamina to drive himself far enough to reach the threshold.

Hand over hand, gasping, Arithon proceeded undaunted. Elaira witnessed his unbearable exertion, her shaken resolve hammered firm by the raw gratitude he was alive to be suffering. The maimed body cut down from the post at death’s door had been too far gone for her adept skills. Fellowship sorcery had cheated mortality, a salvage come too late for the victimized child passed beyond the veil. The enchantress believed she knew Arithon’s limits, as surely as she set rooted faith in the probity of his spirit.

Arithon Teir’s’Ffalenn would not give way, though he crawled belly down like a dog. Under discipline ruled by initiate mastery, surrender defied the straight grain of his nature. He never backed down, no matter the arduous toll exacted by his tortured progress. Elaira could do nothing more to deter him. Intervention would seal his enmity. Her helpless regard marked the throes of his labour, gauging each bout of dizziness as short breath and palsy thwarted his creeping pace. The adamant depth of his measure made her shoulder the inconsolable patience to wait until bodily punishment exacted full due and the weakness of overreach felled him.

The drastic strategy defeated her hope in the end. His hitched progress brought him to the postern, with the upright stretch for the latchkey past his reach unless he laid desecrate hands on the heirloom tapestry to haul himself upright.

She played her last card. “Don’t even ask me to open the door.”

Blank as rinsed glass, the quartz pallor of his expressionless features. “You won’t.” Though he shook with fatigue, his schooled voice retained a Masterbard’s lash of satire. “But the Fellowship must, if their founding ethic still binds them to honour free will.”

Elaira gasped, her appalled disbelief backed against the brazen scope of his audacity. For the glittering edge on his challenge woke the threat of Shehane Althain’s wrath if the tower’s Warden breached the Law of the Major Balance to interfere. The last frail thread of denial snapped. Brutal evidence stared her full in the face: she confronted a rogue power, perhaps every whit as unbiddably dangerous as the compromised initiate once shackled by Desh-thiere’s curse.

She mustered aplomb from the wreckage of her discomposure, hauled a next breath into her seized lungs, then lashed her stunned intellect to fathom Arithon’s motive. Always, the shock of his hair-raising ploys stemmed from his most desperate agony. From an airless space that sucked the spark from her soul, she wrested the ghastly gist. “You want me to demonstrate who holds my loyalty?”

“My dearest! Sit down.” The edge on his contempt slashed for the jugular. “Your impeccable keepers have spared you the test.”

Arithon had detected the step on the outside landing, before her; or else, all along, Sethvir’s steadfast watch had expected the impasse erupted within the closed chamber. The latch clicked, and the released panel swung open, wafting the spill of cold draught from the stairwell. The gloom framed the upright serenity of Ciladis, who surveyed the wretchedness sprawled at his feet with a tenderness huge enough to outface a thankless prodigy’s insult.

“You know what you must do,” the Sorcerer said, the burled grit in his tone clean of censure. Then he stepped aside and let Arithon pass without stooping to offer the dignity of a blanket.

Elaira wept then. The flood of withheld tears spilled over and blinded her. Groping for the chair at her side, she was caught by warm hands as her gutted strength failed her.

Ciladis guided her to the seat and set her down, his murmured consolation inflected as though to soothe a whipped horse. His shielding form and the sweet fragrance of herbs ingrained in his robe softened the wrenching view of Arithon’s belaboured passage over the threshold. The Sorcerer offered no more than his presence while Elaira swiped streaming eyes and fought back the semblance of her composure.

When she glanced up at length, the same seamless efficiency had pushed the door silently closed. Compassionate forethought saw Ciladis returned with a towel plucked from the washstand.

“Damn the finicky man and his sterling ethic!” she railed, while accepting the linen to blow her nose. “Though, Ath wept! Should that ornery principle change, I’d no longer recognize his Grace from a stranger.”

“The explosive tempest was not unexpected.” Ciladis’s regard correctly outflanked the cogitation behind her pinched scowl. “If the chill in the stairwell concerns you, Sethvir chose his moment to dry laundry in the arcade at the first-floor landing.”

Astonishment widened Elaira’s glazed eyes. “The Warden of Althain has rigged the Paravian statues in the Chamber of Renown as a clothesline?”

“No less.” Ciladis’s merriment successfully raised the ghost of her smile. “Though the irreverent scapegrace himself might insist that tweaking the heat off the memorial flame was the least bothersome ploy to counter the damp that breeds mould in the storage rooms.”

Elaira let go and slouched in her chair, her sodden grin almost spontaneous. “Bless Sethvir’s conniving interest in an ingrate’s uncivil behaviour. The temptation to pilfer what lay within reach might have worked, if his Grace wasn’t hell-bound to spurn handouts.”

The Sorcerer laced his sculpted fingers and perched on the vacated bed. “Be sure we Seven have centuries of experience dealing with s’Ffalenn recalcitrance.”

“But wouldn’t we be a mite happier if nobody needed to juggle that magma bare-handed?” Elaira’s caustic levity bit as she skewered the implied reproach.

“Did you actually think I could not discern the infallible heart behind the hurtful rhetoric? Arithon’s vicious attacks are transparent! I allow for the back-lash when he is fragile. His flaying tongue always defends the arena where he feels he is vulnerable.” She added, “The stinging thorn in the problem’s the same. We’re left second-guessing his secretive plans at the redoubled risk of direct provocation.”

Behind the enigma of his mild manner, Ciladis pressured her platitude. “How far into the murky unknown will you maintain your unreserved trust in him?”

“Until Arithon demonstrates proven basis for doubt.” The glimmer of the emerald signet on the side table would not have passed unobserved. The treacherous current not mentioned in fact could undermine the probity of her beloved’s unshaken faith in her.

For a well-guarded quagmire founded the reason Elaira had let Arithon go: veiled ground where even the Fellowship Sorcerers were chary to tread. Given Arithon bore Valien’s death as a branding atrocity, how might he respond to Sethvir’s kept secret concerning her part in the past crux at Athir? Justified also for the critical salvage of his royal heritage, her surrogate union in coitus, enacted through Glendien’s body by means of an old Biedar rite, could have resulted in a conception. How would Arithon Teir’s’Ffalenn respond to discovery if he had fathered a bastard of direct descent?

Davien’s unequivocal counsel had cautioned Elaira never to ask. Infallible instinct chose not to pursue the damning particulars spun from the outcome. Her inner self, knowing, shrank back in foreboding. The gravity of the consequence should her beloved plumb the buried extent of such concealed repercussions defied probability. For Arithon was the last of Torbrand’s lineage. Dread faltered to imagine the vicious recoil if a second child’s fate had been seized in the weave of the Seven’s long-term machinations.

“The will of the dragons is not forgiving,” Ciladis demurred, past question aware of the seething concern battened beneath her strung silence.

Elaira skirted those perilous waters, afraid beyond measure to plumb the uncharted depths. “You’ve shown reason to hope. At least no one’s rushed to invoke the blood oath his Grace swore at Athir.”

The delight that triggered Ciladis’s smile shone brilliant as the moon. “You refer to the fact we sent him off half-naked?” A burst of musical laughter, and then, “He will not reach the outer doors until dusk, and Tarens will be there to meet him. His Grace cannot brave winter’s chill in a nightshirt, far less stand erect on his own. More, if Valien’s death fuels his pique, he won’t have the gall to reject Earl Jieret’s debt without stripping the threadbare cloth of his hypocrisy.” 

Elaira’s spontaneous chuckle at last signalled a genuine spark of resiliency. How apt, that his Grace’s adamant ideal locked the jaws of the Sorcerers’ fiendish entrapment! “Remind me never to earn the retort dealt by Sethvir’s innocuous cleverness.”

Ciladis retrieved the mangled towel from her slackened grip. He stood and draped the used linen on the washstand, which released the pressure of his direct scrutiny as he remarked, “Arithon’s motives are seldom straightforward or simple.”

The oblique reference did not escape Elaira’s canny perspicacity. “Don’t claim his Grace acted in my behalf!” Furious at the prospect his rejection might stem from undue concern for her safety, she snapped, “I don’t need his protection, far less at such cost!”

“He’d be first to agree,” Ciladis confirmed. “Though I suggest his committed love in that regard is not malleable.”

Ahead of Elaira’s stiff protest, he added, “Valien’s loss is the scale demonstration none of us dares to repeat.” Whether in dire warning or subtle rebuke, the Sorcerer redirected her towards the future before unwise questions probed into the ominous implications. “Since Arithon’s chosen his course, what will you do?”

Elaira weighed the changed subject, taken aback. “To fill the time while we strive to make sense of the motives his Grace won’t admit into anyone’s confidence?” She displayed the mettle of her courage then, in the spirited strength of her independence. “I would beg leave to ask what you would require to grant me a healer’s apprenticeship.”

“My pleasure, lady, you had only to ask.” Ciladis extended his lean hands in welcome.

Her surprise at his swift acceptance was short-lived. The Sorcerer did not escort her down the stairwell to temper Arithon’s adamant estrangement, or broach the advanced techniques to speed the course of a complex regeneration as wishful logic expected. Instead, steered by his light, irresistible clasp, Elaira found herself swept upwards to the third-floor vault repurposed as Althain Tower’s still room. There, couched in fragrant air and deep quiet, Ciladis deposited her on a stool at the corner work table claimed as his own. 

The non sequitur to her request escaped words. Elaira stared in heart-torn, tactless dismay at the brazier and glass flasks, stoppered philters and racks of bundled, rare herbs, too distressed to seek solace by perusing the labels inscribed with his meticulous script.

Ciladis salvaged her deflated dignity before she rallied her shredded wits. “On the topic of infusions for restful sleep with sweet dreams, I insist we begin immediately.” 

Far removed from the crisis at Althain Tower, Iyat-thos Tarens rode into a blinding storm in the desolate wilds of northern Rathain. Gusts off the frozen coast matted ice into his mount’s mane and whipped the crusted folds of his mantle, the brute misery a necessity as snow devils spun off the peaked drifts erased the rumpled furrow of his backtrail. No woodwise stealth could conceal a track carved by two headstrong pack mules and a moody jennet harnessed to a sledge.

Born blessed to the Light as a westlands crofter, Tarens snugged down his hood, too late. Another trickle of wet snaked underneath his soaked collar. He had never imagined his destiny would entangle him with the clanfolk who guarded the proscribed ground of the free wilds.

Better years at this season, he had been shelling nuts for his sister’s solstice cakes, an endeavour set back by two pilfering nephews, and the soulful sighs of the sheep dog begging for scraps at his stockinged feet. The cosy warmth of that kitchen hearth was behind him. Both little boys lay five years in the grave. For a fugitive hunted by Canon decree, the cheer of the close family in Kelsing forever lay beyond reach.

The beasts under his care shared his hardship. Baulked with rolling eyes, all three resisted his tug on the lead rein. “Flop-eared carrion! Move along. Or belike you’ll wind up on a headhunter’s spit, with my scalp flayed for a temple priest’s bounty, and your shaggy carcasses rendered for horse glue.”

The creatures responded by stretching their necks, ears flat and legs braced where a senseless delay threatened ambush and slaughter. When the blizzard slacked off, he would lose the tenuous pretext of cover and safety. Yet tried as he was by the danger of running supply for the clan refuge concealed in the frozen desolation of Anglefen, Tarens preferred the harrowing risk of league reavers to the uncanny peril of braving his liege’s convalescence at Althain Tower. Sore consolation for maudlin reflection, he had salt taffy and honey sweets stashed in his pockets for children who may never have tasted the wonder of town-made confections.

Insult to injury, the saddle horse under him joined the ranks of the hoofed rebellion.

“Get up, dog-meat!” Past question, the freebooting leaguesmen’s patrols had increased with the influx of tithes levied by Etarra. Tarens dug nettled heels into his mount’s barrel flanks, his easy nature reluctant to cut a bare branch for a switch.

But the ornery marsh pony planted his feet.

Hair rose at Tarens’s nape. He peered forward. The instinctive drive of Earl Jieret’s old-blood heritage jabbed to urgent alert, he cast flux-trained awareness into the murk for the signature of a stalking predator.

Yet no crouching wildcat lurked, poised to spring. Instead, the silhouette of a horse emerged through the scrim of swirled snowfall. Not a soldier’s mount burdened with cumbersome tack, curb chain muffled and strap leather creaking. This black wraith arrived, blowing steam in the flesh, its hoofbeats eerily silenced. Reined in with scarcely a hand on the bridle, the creature’s ghost eye and stark stillness identified the cloaked rider.

“Asandir.” Trepidation overset the traditional response. The ex-crofter no longer required the prompt of a dead clan lord’s heritage to break into a sweat. Rumour’s whisper insisted that trouble trod in the steps of Fellowship Sorcerers. Made witness to the incomprehensible power unleashed on the executioner’s scaffold at Daenfal, Tarens had justified cause to worry: the expedient focus imposed during the Teir’s’Ffalenn’s urgent rescue almost had overshadowed the ruthless sacrifice of an innocent.

The irony dawned late across wrenching ambivalence. Asandir’s presence suggested the suspended brunt of that crisis had slammed against the impasse of Arithon’s character at long last. Hackled nerve and the vengeful thrill of served justice spurred Tarens to reckless joy. “His Grace has awakened and left you,” he blurted, just missing a crow of stunned awe. “Why should I commiserate?”

The gust died. The Fellowship’s field Sorcerer resurged from the white-out, his squared posture in the saddle unflinching and his steely eyes just as ruthlessly frigid. “If you’d rather death ended two lives, by all means.”

Which stony riposte wielded truth to eviscerate: for of course, Arithon would not be reconciled to a survival bought at the bloodprice of the child’s demise.

Tarens recovered his sensible reason, the Sorcerer’s statement measured against Jieret’s reliable grasp of the cross-grained temperament of his liege. “Truly, I’m expected to sympathize? Your Fellowship’s betrayal of humane expectations would prompt s’Ffalenn fury, not suicide.”

“An oversimplification of catastrophic proportion,” allowed Asandir, not tipping his hand.

When Tarens’s cagey brass weathered the scorching silence, the Sorcerer relented. “We’re challenged by a crisis of ethic, magnified by the royal bent for compassion, and compounded by shock, since Arithon woke to the bewildered shame of the atrophy that impairs his lower limbs.”

“He can’t stand or walk?” Tarens was horrified. “Why hasn’t your Fellowship healed him?” Fear shredded discretion. “Don’t claim his injuries could thwart the acumen that sheared the progression of time at Daenfal!”

“No.” Asandir looked uncomfortable, the human frailty inflected on his stark facade terrifying for the implication of helplessness as he dismounted. “His Grace has refused us permission. We preserved his life by the tenets of crown law. But the delay imposed upon our response at the scaffold until Valien’s spirit departed also deferred the ignition of Davien’s seal of longevity. The lapse forestalled a clean-cut reversal of the body’s crippling damage. Not permanently!” The Sorcerer hastened to qualify, “Hale restoration of Arithon’s etheric imprint requires more time to manifest.”

Tarens grasped the uncomfortable gist. “No more can be done to hasten recovery without Arithon’s free will consent.”

Asandir sighed. “How we wish the extent of the quandary stopped there.”

Snowfall hissed through an awkward pause, while the wind caught its breath, and a black horse unlike any foaled out of a flesh-and-blood dam blew a restive snort through flared nostrils. Moved to sympathy for the sufferance of ages pinked by the gadfly sting of s’Ffalenn temper, Tarens laughed. “Let me guess? The wee man’s prickly neck would not bend for the civil gift of Sethvir’s hospitality.”

“Beyond that.” Unburdened by the crofter’s capitulation, Asandir released his stallion’s looped reins and let fly in exasperation. “His Grace has refused even basic necessity! Came to us in bloodied rags fit to burn and left without taking even a blanket.”

The next risen gust bit to the bone, bitter with the glass edge of winter. “Has the stickling cockerel lost his last wits?”

“No, more’s the pity.” The Sorcerer eased the lead ropes from Tarens’s numbed grasp and stripped off the harness mule’s headstall. “That’s your liege doing his vicious best to provoke.”

Tarens frowned, unsurprised. “Arithon’s insufferable when he’s been wounded.”

“Yes, well,” snapped Asandir, deft efficiency moved on to run the long reins from the harnessed mule’s terrets. He stowed the shed bridle under the tarp in the sledge. “Don’t swallow the hook in the woebegone flummery. Watch instead for the purposeful motive. We’ve seen Arithon aim a strategic attack on our Fellowship’s probity before. Expect he will jeopardize what we value the most as crude leverage to test our integrity.”

“His life being the best weapon in his possession,” Tarens surmised from the prompt of Jieret’s experience. 

“Quite.” Asandir’s direct stare drilled through the veiling blast of the gale. “Welcome to the match stake on the counterplay we have to win.” Taut reserve broken by stark practicality, he continued, “Your pony’s not needed where you are bound. Secure its tack and free the beast on my guidance to make its own way.” 

Resigned, Tarens yielded his propriety over the resupply under his charge. “Why are you sure I can make any difference?”

Economy ruled the Sorcerer’s movement, brisk as his scathing honesty. “Sethvir has parsed the range of probabilities. The debt owed to Earl Jieret is the only hold Rathain’s crown prince might choose to honour.”

“Dharkaron forfend!” cracked Tarens, appalled. “That’s your last flimsy straw? You know his Grace ditched me at Torwent for exactly such arch interference.”

“In that circumstance, yes,” Asandir acknowledged, hooded head bent in communion with the surly beast in the traces. “Though we hope, not this time.” Arcane ministrations complete, he smothered impatience while Tarens emptied his pockets and stowed the packeted sweets for the children to go with the dry goods. Then the Sorcerer traced a shining glyph between the mule’s rolled eyes and bestowed a Paravian diminutive addressed to his mount. The black stud sidled clear of the path, ears pricked with eldritch interest, while an affectionate slap on the draught animal’s shoulder broke the mollified devil into a trot, towing the sledge on its way without further rebellion. The pack mules duly followed. Trailed by the shaggy marsh pony, their forms dimmed and vanished into the storm.

“Tarens?” Asandir vaulted astride his dark stallion, with the near-side stirrup left dangling. “The provender will reach the clan enclave without you, and our urgent mission turns north.” An extended, strong hand invited the crofter to set foot in the iron and swing up behind him.

Tarens accepted the fork in his path. Wrung clammy by Jieret’s distrust of grand conjury, he took the Sorcerer’s clasp. Contact woke a tingle that coursed through his flesh. The effortless lift that pulled him astride accompanied a dazzling flare of white light. Deluged by an explosive power his reeling mind could not grapple, he scarcely heard Asandir’s hurried apology.

“Forgive the disruptive haste! I’ll need the focus circle at Direntir if you’re to reach Althain Tower by eventide.” An immutable deadline barely possible given the time-shifted advantage, travelling westward. “Stay on!” cracked Asandir. “Once begun, the flux-shear raised by a rushed transit will not be forgiving.” Warning delivered, he closed seamless forces that walloped the air into thunder-clap recoil.

Tarens clung like a burr thrashed in the maelstrom, dizzied as the stallion lunged forward beneath him. Disorientation scrambled his senses in waves that clobbered perception. Snowflakes appeared to drift in stopped motion, while memory recorded the passing landscape in vistas that changed in the eye blink between the stud’s mighty strides. Space and distance compressed to the drumroll of hoofbeats, stretched into after-clap echoes that wailed in eerie glissandos behind.

Too fast for credibility, the ancient ruin jutted through the grey murk of the flattened horizon. Tarens barely registered the sight before the shock of curbed motion brought Direntir’s massive, obsidian spires towering overhead. The sheer face of the Second-Age masonry raised by the centaur guardians millennia past remained flawless, except where the scars inflicted by drakefire had slagged the stone’s mirror polish, or melted gaps in the symmetry of the terraced buttresses. The black horse never faltered, where human nerve cringed with stupefied wonder. Asandir’s bidding drove the stud through the desolate wreck of the hall, the shorn pillars of the breached ceiling vaults left open to winter’s bleached sky. Shod hooves clattered down a cracked stair, where the roused focus coiled the fourth lane’s transmission into a vortex of cracking static.

The virulent resonance of the flux spun Tarens to the brink of unconsciousness. Thrashed witless, he clung, while the spate swelled to a roar that hammered through mortal cognizance. The Fellowship Sorcerer relented for nothing but reined his uncanny mount past the threshold of upstepped harmonics with a crisp word of farewell.

“We part company here, since my business lies elsewhere. Sethvir will meet your arrival. If he offers counsel, at your peril, pay heed.”

Sane thought flinched from the gravity of the Sorcerer’s cry of appeal. Last moment for questions already lost, the gyre spun to peak resonance. Cohesive consciousness frayed into sparks, ripped asunder by the galvanic wrench of a lane transfer that hurled flesh and spirit away across latitude.
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Tarens emerged through a white dazzle of light. Solid ground firmed his dislocated stance as the pinpoint focus of the lane surge delivered him to the dungeon vault at Althain Tower. The carrier energy released his true Name, heightened frequency downstepped through the spectrum of blue, then faded through transparent violet. Marble walls and stilled air replaced the gusty blizzard that buffeted the forest in northern Rathain. Reeled under the after-shock, Tarens swayed, braced by someone’s grip on his shoulder.

The touch steadied his traumatized senses. Settled back into his natural faculties, he shivered in damp clothes, breathing the mineral scent of close stone, laced through by the storm taint of ozone.

Shorter by a head, Althain’s Warden peered up at him, eyes keen as the filed edge on a blade, and his flyaway hair tangled in tufts. “Bless you for coming. We haven’t much time.”

Towed by the Sorcerer’s badgering grasp, Tarens stumbled up the circle’s slight incline, blinking under the milder glow of a fluttering torch in a gargoyle bracket. His tread echoed off the black agate floor, reverberations whispering into the narrow stair shaft ahead. Althain’s Warden led upwards, expounding upon the particulars of the binding ties invoked by traditional guest oaths.

Jieret’s heritage parsed the nuance of sworn obligation, where townborn wits stumbled, slower to grasp the abstruse bent of the conversation. “Did Arithon drink the cup of amity under your auspice at Althain Tower?”

“Never.” Sethvir’s sidewise glance could have vaporized quartz. “More’s the pity. If he had, our Fellowship would not have a problem and you would be shivering in northern Rathain, mobbed for sweets by clamouring toddlers.” Remanded by his visitor’s chattering teeth, the Sorcerer pursued in banal deflection, “Refined hospitality’s wanting, I know, but at least you won’t lack for comfort. I’ve a cantrip in place that will dry your clothes and banish the leftover chill.”

Indeed, warmth permeated the ground-floor chamber beyond the trapdoor. Tarens stepped into blanketing heat, fragrant with the wistful scents of baked earth and midsummer’s cut hay. Ahead, etched in gloom held at bay by a flickering pine knot wedged in a sconce, he beheld the Chamber of Renown with its majestic ranks of commemorative statues. Coronets and caparisons teased the eye with the glint of gold braid and the gemstone sparkle of emerald, ruby, and sapphire. Beneath the pale sheen of Sethvir’s subtle craft, the mighty defence wards laced through Althain’s granite walls rattled raw nerves like distant thunder. Tarens’s unstable vision kept splintering. Fractured rainbows flared off solid objects, while his perception of sound shimmered into distortion that rang in his ears like brass chimes.

Sethvir’s steering hand guided him through the memorial array raised to the Paravian races. Among them, the grand weight of history stopped thought. Speech died. The irreverent intrusion of footsteps became a desecrate violation. Seized in the chest, fighting tears for the sorrows past reach of Mankind’s comprehension, Tarens faltered.

“We walk here by permission,” the Warden allowed in solemn reassurance. At due length, his lead brought his visitor to the bronze-panelled doors that accessed the buttressed arch to the sally port. There, the Sorcerer offered a bundle strapped up in weatherproofed fleece.

Tarens unlocked his seized throat. “Arithon’s unlikely to bend his stiff neck for the charity of your provisions,” rugged honour obliged him to point out.

“Indeed.” Sethvir winced, aggrieved as he thrust the burden back into Tarens’s arms. “But I dare his Grace to show the effrontery to reject a gift granted in amity by Maenalle s’Gannley, and held in his name all these years for safekeeping.”

The package in question was surprisingly light. An item of frail antiquity, tagged by traces of wax polish and linseed ingrained under the rancid taint of the fleece. “You’re tempting sore luck that I don’t break his royal head with this.”

Sethvir raised a bushy wool eyebrow. “By all means do, if the threat will contain him.”

Tarens shouldered the cross strap, careful not to entangle his weaponry. Glancing up from adjusting his baldric and buckles, he discovered himself left alone.

The Sorcerer had deserted him without sound, a last-minute list of cryptic instructions left impressed on his bewildered consciousness: ‘Stay at your posted station, come what may. Don’t give Arithon help. No matter how harsh the temptation, though the cry of necessity rends your heart, let his Grace cross the distance! He must come to you.’

Abandoned to wait, Tarens leaned against the high polish of the Paravian frieze. The Warden’s admonition seemed a moot point. He lacked the resource to meddle with anyone, dizzied as he was by his ungrounded faculties. Try his legs, and he risked falling flat. Besides, no way under the hazard of Dharkaron’s Black Spear did he care to repeat his past mishandling of Arithon’s interests at Torwent.

While the mild air and pervasive quiet settled the trauma of his cross-latitude transfer, Tarens surveyed the venerable sculptures backlit by the sconce at the base of the stair. Even shrouded in gloom, the stilled host radiated a haunting nobility, exquisite form scribed in the gleam of alabaster, and the glimmer of ceremonial trappings and armour.

No witness sustained the exposure, unmoved. All Paravian artistry inflected the flux. Yet at Althain Tower, where the third lane crossed an electromagnetic nexus, the enhancement of amplified resonance afflicted the emotions. Carved stone acquired what seemed the reactive semblance of life. The figures enshrined in the Chamber of Renown bespoke courage that defied indelible loss and despair: the terrible scope of blood sacrifice that preserved the mysteries across the turbulence of three Ages. The towering might of the centaur guardians reared with raised lances against the monstrous scourge of Searduin, and predatory swarms of winged Khadrim. Storied heroes, distanced by legend, depicted the triumph of peace, muscled forearms crossed in salute over the peacock enamel of their blazoned breastplates. Others bound to safe-guard the forests stood foursquare, antlered heads lifted to wind the clarion blast of their dragon-spine horns. The endurance chiselled into stern features mapped the bygone millennia prior to Mankind’s inaugural settlement.

The circles of sunchildren tugged at the heartstrings, captured in step as they danced the lament for the fallen slaughtered by the Great Gethorn, or plying their delicate, crystalline flutes for the hallowed Mending that rebirthed Cianor Moonlord.

If sight of them tightened the throat, mortal eyes flinched to behold the undying exaltation of the Riathan, unearthly grace captured in translucent quartz. Their lost presence poured chills of awe down the spine and pebbled the skin to raised gooseflesh.

Tarens unlocked his paralysed lungs. Too late for regret, he shivered, aware of how far he had strayed from his pastoral origins. How Arithon Teir’s’Ffalenn had encountered such creatures, living, and survived the impact beggared his imagination.

No turning back from the plunge off the precipice. Committed, Tarens wondered how deeply his Grace might have changed, emerged from the trial that once had defined, even killed, the crowned strength of his s’Ffalenn forebears. He would find out shortly. Faint noises disturbed the inviolate hush. A tortured shuffle from the upper stairwell scattered echoes across the vaulted chamber.

To a scout tracker’s acuity, the halting approach bespoke brutal effort sustained by raw will.

Dread redoubled, Tarens understood he would not be greeting a lost spirit, stripped of identity and half-broken from an extended and cruel captivity. No prior experience prepared him. His abrasive exchange with the prince last encountered at Thunder Ridge had brought failure, no improvement after the searing quittance provoked by his miscall at Torwent. Frayed trust provided a treacherous foothold upon which to grapple the lash of a volatile rage.

No helpful vision sparked the latent gift of s’Valerient prescience as the tormented rustles subsided to obdurate silence. The swathe cast by the single lit sconce fell away, with the stairwell cast into darkness. Minutes passed, with no further suggestion of movement. While anxiety shredded to grim apprehension, Tarens agonized over Jieret’s recall of another fraught vigil in the winter wilds, when under night’s cover in Daon Ramon Barrens, a stalker’s patience had intercepted his liege under extended pursuit by armed enemies. The wary creature chased into his caithdein’s arms had been all but stripped of cognizant humanity, survival reduced to the lethal reflex of a hunted animal.

Tarens shed his suffocating winter mantle. Precaution urged him to guard his sheathed weapons from Arithon’s adversarial temperament.

The hiss of an intaken breath and the laboured struggle resumed, tortuous as trap-wounded game. Earl Jieret’s blood-bonded perspective gleaned no advantage from such intractable vulnerability. Arithon’s aggressive response under weakness spanned the unholy gamut, from the flaying tongue wielded to gut interference to the withering honesty that undercut commonsense argument under the white heat of crisis.

Tarens withstood the inhumane pressure though his tender heart bled. Sethvir’s instruction forbade intervention, while the dragged scrape of forward progress faltered again, relapsed into exhausted quiet. While the world’s need commanded his stoic inaction, he ransacked Earl Jieret’s vantage for the intimate levers to unseat an initiate master’s indomitable will.

And the merciless weapons fell into his hand: first, the debt left by a dying liegeman, struck down by his cursed crown prince’s blade. Second, the blight of the abject defeat, when Jieret’s steadfast love had defied an oath-sealed bequest and embraced annihilation to draw the Light’s war host as Arithon’s decoy. That impetuous, brave sacrifice had brought the Teir’s’Ffalenn to his knees in their bitter, last hour of parting. The horrific price suffered in consequence demanded full redress. For Jieret’s fate had not been clean. Degraded by abuse in captivity, he had snatched a transcendent triumph in death, when his final appeal raised the spirit of a centaur guardian to bolster the realm’s defence. More, the after-shock had grounded the mystical interface that delivered Arithon’s requital from his near-fatal trial in Kewar cavern.

Ath forbid the dread moment of final resort, if Tarens must call the last card and invoke Valien’s name as the innocent played to buy quarter for the royal bloodline saved from extinction on Daenfal’s scaffold.

The crux drew nigh. The griped sounds of approach inched across the vast chamber and at last emerged into view. Clenched knuckles appeared, latched onto the pedestal beneath the rampant defiance of an Ilitharis warrior, carved in marble with raised sword and targe. Shaking with strain, the invalid prince dragged his recalcitrant flesh another excruciate span closer. His extended arm followed, splayed fingers rigid against the worn flagstone floor. Black head bent above a crooked elbow in the wretched fight to gain traction, Arithon pushed his undivided attention with a ruthlessness Tarens found frightening.

The lifted hooves of the Riathan circle let him haul himself painfully upright. He staggered onwards and crashed. Sprawled in a bruised heap of wasted muscle and bone, he lay panting in half-stunned collapse.

Tarens throttled his pity. Jieret’s cold-cast eye for survival weighed the setback of extreme fatigue against the rigours of outdoor chill and spent resource. Wisdom damned the folly of shepherding such severe disability through the winter wilds of northern Atainia. Stunned by the reckless scope of that prospect, Tarens stared down the charged moment when Arithon Teir’s’Ffalenn rallied his stamina, glanced up, and recognized his unsolicited witness.

Torchlight hid nothing of the wretched frailty bundled, bare-limbed, in the rucked nightshirt.

Yet the fierce emerald glint in that wary regard retained the acuity of the initiate master. A far cry from the emotional husk brought to grips under Jieret’s impeccable loyalty, Tarens confronted a spirit poised at the honed edge of distrust.

The hair-trigger response in the breach was not Jieret’s, but the crofter’s countrybred kindness. “You look awful,” Tarens blurted, and extended his hand. “Come on. Get up. Your bid for freedom’s scarcely worth the dregs of your personal dignity.”

Arithon’s inimical wariness broke, astonished to naked relief. “Ath wept! Forgive me. I expected another Fellowship shill with a lecture.” Hoisted onto his feet, propped shamelessly upright, he accepted the enveloping warmth of Tarens’s cloak. His mercuric rebound suspiciously cheerful, he added, “Not to wallow in sentiment, I don’t suppose Sethvir loaned you the key to access the outer portal?”

“No.” Tarens risked honesty. “Althain’s Warden left this instead.” Poised for the bristled objection, he said, “Save the stiff-necked embarrassment. Sethvir insisted the possession is yours, gifted under guest oath by Maenalle s’Gannley.”

That formality silenced the vicious rejoinder. Outmatched by the Sorcerer’s devious countermove, Arithon surveyed the nondescript sack, stunned to transparent disbelief. “Let me down. I must see.”

Tarens eased his liege’s tremulous frame to the floor, then settled the wrapped package into Arithon’s arms. Too light for weaponry, the bared content revealed an antique lyranthe of plain, battered hardwood, restrung to pitch with shining, wound wire.

Arithon stroked a finger over the fine silver inlay laced into the ebony fretboard. Then his reverence snapped. Breathless laughter folded him double. “Remind me,” he gasped, “never again to pit mortal wits against Sethvir’s devious character.”

While Tarens gaped, clueless, Arithon gave rein to his effusive, rare pleasure. “This lyranthe is Elshian’s priceless work, salvaged from the destructive violence provoked by Desh-thiere’s curse.” The same instrument, subject to a half brother’s blind rage, once had been smashed in pieces amid the disastrous throes of his failed coronation at Etarra.

Suspiciously garrulous, Arithon qualified with flushed enthusiasm. “I wondered why Ciladis failed to upbraid my ingratitude. Lighten up! We’ll avoid testing my half brother’s nerves, and skirt Erdane at a wise distance. Better, you won’t be tasked with an invalid in the wilderness. Instead, we’re bound for a sheltered roof at Rathain’s royal seat in Ithamon.”

Blank with puzzlement, Tarens neglected to challenge the effusive elaboration.

“If you’re up to hauling my carcass downstairs, I can sound out the resonant notes to raise the lane focus here for a translocation.”

Tarens’s tone-deaf ear made no sense of the plucked measures that picked out and built the primal chord to awaken the Paravian circle beneath Althain Tower. Fallen into an uncomfortable drowse on cold, concave stone, he missed the first flicker of opalescence that flushed the quartz pattern beneath him. Refined music woke a billow of energy that flooded his nerves like a tingling current. A piercing tone followed, ranging to a whistle that climbed beyond hearing and burst into a flare of white light. More notes, blended, seeded a second harmonic that rocketed upwards. The world flipped upside down. A shocked breath sucked frozen air into his lungs, sharp with the scent of fresh snow.

Then his consciousness plunged into the primal, black caul of the void …

… thought resurged, thick as syrup, perhaps under the after-shock, scrambled disruption incurred by a second transfer across latitude. Or, Tarens presumed, the rough dross caused by lane forces channelled without the finesse of a Fellowship Sorcerer. No clue revealed how much time had passed. Fragmented fact dredged from Jieret’s clan heritage recalled the old circle at Ithamon lay in the open atop the windswept escarpment where the Compass Point Towers still standing centred the ruined defence. The focus itself nestled amid the riven foundation of Daelthain, the fifth spire for justice destroyed since the Second Age.

A winter arrival on that exposed site should have frozen them both to the bone. Arithon’s wasted strength could scarcely stand up, far less drag his companion’s more substantial bulk into shelter. Tarens inhaled the scents of sandalwood and dust, and the fragrance of birch coals in a grate far removed from Althain’s dank, vaulted stone. Ruby light warmed a Narms carpet of rich green, flourished with a stylized motif of silver geometry. The claw legs of an ebony side table striped shadow across cedar wainscoting, varnished panels carved with an exquisite interlace of laurel and stylized animals. Earl Jieret’s recognition identified the distinctive wardroom in Alathwyr Tower at Ithamon.

Murmured conversation threaded the quiet, a familiar disturbance at first overlooked, cosy as Tarens had been with close family crammed under a croft cottage roof. But the deeper voice in discourse with Prince Arithon was a stranger’s, clipped by the precise inflection of power that phrased information with ringing exactitude.

“… I cannot shift circumstance. Whatever I say will seat your actions all the more firmly.”

A sudden draught streamed the candle. Intent features obscured by flickered flame, Arithon entreated, “You will reveal nothing?” Scraped to a fraught whisper, “Is my half brother’s destiny already sealed?”

“All roads converge at this crossing,” the speaker insisted. “Foreknowledge will not avail you.”

“Tell me,” Arithon implored. “I will face the price.”

“No doubt, you shall,” the remorseless consultant responded. “I can offer you counsel, instead, ahead of your foolish objection. True steel does not shy from a blow. I would not stand in your way, or prevent the one step that might spare you. Choice maps your fate, Teir’s’Ffalenn. If you must put yourself through the forge, you will do so without interference.”

Alarm nettled Tarens fully awake. 

He rolled over, gouged by his baggage of weaponry. A cot with straw ticking creaked under him, entanglement with his blades hampered further by the heavy mantle returned since the loan made to remedy Arithon’s inadequate nightshirt. The garment thrown across his shoulders bespoke the unknown hand that had brought him to safe haven from his unconscious delivery to the focus circle outside.

The same presence, no doubt, had led Arithon here, which implied someone’s informed expectation.

Across the wardroom, the candle’s pooled light revealed Arithon, propped on a crude wooden pallet with a fine blanket draped over his knees. The animate flush on his peaked features suggested the on-going stress of contention. Back turned, with one negligent elbow hooked on the back of a straight wooden chair, the taller male figure lounged opposite, long legs clad in rust breeches and dark brown boots crossed at the ankle. A burnt orange doublet, cuffed in fine lynx was obscured by a stallion’s mane of white-and-red hair.

The colouring matched Davien’s description. “You know what needs doing,” the Sorcerer probed. “Are you braced for the task? There are limits to which I can go to protect you. Not without invoking the unwanted yoke of the Fellowship’s stakes.”

“My guest oath was sworn to you at Kewar cavern, you’ll recall,” Arithon responded with razored delicacy, “which somewhat changes the ground under my ancestors’ roof at Ithamon.”

Davien laughed, the swift bite of his humour resounding an echo that struck Jieret’s clanbred roots to unease.

The Sorcerer unfolded his relaxed posture and rose, the candle thrown into eclipse plunging Tarens’s view into darkness. “Then fly free, my wild falcon. Heal on your own merits and do as you must.”

“I don’t hold you to blame,” Arithon finished evenly, not in reference to his crippling wound but to the murder of a blameless child; or not: the guarded alternative thrust chill through warm flesh like a dagger.

Jieret’s cautious nature prevailed, that after the brutal, late round of blood sacrifice, Arithon was wont to stay secretive.

Tarens armoured his vulnerable heart, regretful to have missed the core of the discussion as the Sorcerer moved. The gaunt face of the invalid in the flame’s restored glow confirmed the bitter dearth of close confidence. Likewise, the trained grace of the Masterbard’s courtesy shielded the vulnerable source of his sterling sincerity. “Ath grant I live up to your trust in me.”

Davien’s unreserved smile was tender as he rose to depart. “You already have, Teir’s’Ffalenn. You might resist the inheritance I would have spared you at any cost. But you will not shame the crown you abhor. You have owned the courage to shoulder your fate. I wish you the bright guidance to master it. Whatever the outcome, I cannot think less of you. Three times from the crucible, I’ve tested the steel. Each pass through the fire has reforged you, unbroken. Fail or not, claim your path with my blessing.”

Tarens tossed off his mantle. Sword and weapons chimed with metallic urgency as he stood to full height and blocked Davien’s way. “How far from the Fellowship’s aims have you strayed?”

Matched eye to eye, man and Sorcerer locked stares. Though the ex-crofter possessed the more muscular build, the challenge levelled against his defiant loyalty was nothing physical.

Then the studied, uncomfortable moment swept by, the accusation of Kamridian’s tragic end a live spark left unspoken on the tensioned air.

Renowned as the Betrayer, Davien stirred first and demolished rejoinder. “By all means, stand firm as the realm’s staunchest liegeman. Though for how long, I wonder? You’ve plunged into deep current beyond your mortal wits. When the next moral short-fall sticks in your craw, how far can your upright limit be stretched before you discover you’ve lost the strong stomach to swallow the recoil?”
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