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      Crafts

      alar = ceramics and stoneworkers, suffix -al

      anar = people with higher senses, -an

      arymar = skilled in fighting and defence, -ar

      elar = those who look after others, -el

      imar = metallurgy, smithing & jewellery, -im

      inar = storyteller and musicians’ craft, -in

      isar = those with a sense of land stewardship, -is

      ular = people who treat water, -ul

      

      Affiliations

      These appear as

      - the first syllable of the word describing a craft or occupation = anar, ular, elar

      - a suffix added to the person’s name = Ahren-an, Jian-ul, Feylina-el

      - a suffix to the stem word denoting their role = lyrian, varul, sofiel

      For example, Erwine-an is the carlan of Rath Keel i.e. the first anar of the castle, and is a member of the anar craft, the craft of people with higher senses.

      

      The stem words used with these suffixes are:

      armari = guide, e.g. armarian

      carl = first of the castle, e.g. carlin

      koray = practitioner

      lyri = apprentice before the craft oath

      sofi = student after the craft oath

      talay = teacher

      var = of the castle

      

      Other words

      Anhame = crafthall of the anar, also referred to as the Hall

      caerewsil = eveningsong, ceremony of community

      carralyr = people who are currently or have previously been apprenticed to the same master

      lyrasson = endearment between people who have exchanged soulform Names

      Rei = ruler of castlefolk, custodian of the land

      sarynak = place of the choosing

      vanamis way = Bladelord lore teaching how to cause pain or kill with touch
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      “Meld with me.”

      Lia tore her gaze from the scaly length of the sea monster that was trying to destroy the ship and turned to the man beside her. Over the tumult of the waves, the cries of panicking passengers and the shouts of the crew, she yelled, “What? Why?”

      “I might be able to turn it away.”

      They both grabbed at the railing as the serpent rammed the front of the small ship. Despite the tearing, splintering sound, the hull held. Around them, the crew frantically tried to navigate past the unmarked patch of sea this creature had apparently claimed as its territory. But the ship’s turning and tilting in the choppy waves kept them from making headway.

      “How?” Lia demanded.

      She’d met Bendik ten days ago, one of several other passengers heading to Anhame, the crafthall of the anar. It was the one place across the whole archipelago where people with similar powers to hers could learn their craft. Bendik was anar himself, second level, and when he heard she was travelling to the crafthall to become an apprentice, he’d taken her under his wing.

      “It’s a soulform talent.”

      His taut reply ended that discussion. Soulforms were so personal that to ask about them was taboo. The sea serpent arced out of the water, throwing itself towards the bow. Had it landed, it would have taken the whole ship nosediving into the depths. The crew ran to raise poles, and the descending coil slid off them, back into the water. The wave from its impact soaked everyone on deck.

      Drenched in freezing sea water, her lips tasting of salt, Lia clung to the rail. Small for fifteen, she appeared younger, particularly with her brown hair plastered flat to her skull and grey eyes wide. Could she talk to the sea monster as Bendik seemed to want to? One of her talents as a fifth-level anar was the ability to communicate telepathically. She had no idea if it worked with sea monsters.

      Lia blinked salt water out of her stinging eyes and fixed her gaze on the serpent. Like many water creatures, the upper half of its hide was sea-dark, and the lower half pale and mottled, to blend in from above and below. It had feelers round its mouth, like a catfish, rows of fins along its length, and serrated teeth. The blasting wind carried its nauseating stench of dead fish and deep-sea weed.

      >Go away, leave the ship alone!<

      Lia projected distaste, denial and general go-away-ness as hard as she could. For a moment she thought it had worked: the serpent halted, rearing up in the water. Then all of its fins snapped rigid and it threw itself at the boat again. A courageous team of seafolk managed to deflect it with poles and planks.

      Lia’s hands slipped from the rail. Only Bendik grabbing her round the waist saved her from sliding across the deck. He was stronger than his wiry build suggested. Through the touch Lia sensed his fear, but also confidence that he could save them.

      “Meld with me,” he said again. “I have an affinity for these creatures, it’ll listen to me.”

      Lia’s sight sense had long ago shown her the form hidden in the shadow of his mind: Bendik’s soulform was an aquatic lizard. True, his soulform had much more chance of being recognised by sea monsters than Lia’s, but that was not the problem.

      “I can’t meld, I’m … it’s too dangerous.”

      She clamped herself back onto the rail. It was unfortunate that none of the crew had sea-creature-calming as a soulform talent – no wonder the passage fee had been so low.

      “If we don’t try something, we’re dead!” As a second-level anar, Bendik could sense her fear but also her uncertainty. “Lia, the Council of the Wise meld with people all the time. Are you sure you can’t, or are you just afraid?” When she hesitated, he nodded, gripping her tightly as the boat lurched again. “I’m willing to risk it if the alternative option’s swimming to Anhame.”

      The serpent launched itself at the ship again, hitting the side across from where Lia and Bendik clung. Rails, ropes and bits of deck flew all over the place and two people were swept overboard. Some of the crew dashed to cast lifelines, hurling tethered floats towards the flailing figures. The sea serpent turned its attention towards the swimmers, forcing Lia’s decision.

      Her heart pounding, she reached for the fifth level of awareness, releasing everyday reality to slide into the rainbow of light at the edge of her vision. Her perspective shifting, the world was transformed, each gleam of light a spectrum of broadest colour, each droplet of spray a transmuting diamond. On this level she could see Bendik’s soulform glittering with all the othercolours of his intrinsic nature. Trembling, she reached out with her mind and engulfed the beautiful lizard in the darkness of her own soulform.

      Entirely focussed on trying to maintain the meld, she had no time to savour the joy of linking to another mind after so long alone. Bendik reached out to the sea serpent, trying to convey to it the idea of migration, that they were only crossing its territory to reach summer hunting grounds. But he had no experience of the subtle interplay of speech and empathy that might have influenced the creature. It sensed the intrusion into its thoughts and reared, eyes locking onto the two small anar clinging to the ship. With a gasp of fright, Lia lost her connection with the fifth level, breaking the meld. Bendik reeled, slumping onto her. She let go of the railing, trying to prevent him falling to the deck. They slid along the boards, pitching up against the pilot house.

      The sea serpent dived, coming up on their side of the ship. It towered above them. At this proximity Lia could hear the breath coming out through its nostrils and smell its fishy stench. Its eyes flared, as it prepared to ram them.

      A silver dragon shot out of the clouds high above. There was no time for anyone to scream before it dived on the sea serpent and dragged it beneath the water. The resulting geyser of spray and bubbles would have overturned the ship, but waves rose on the other side, righting it. Oblivious, the seafolk still battled with the lifelines, casting out floating buoys again and again until the two passengers could be dragged back on board. Some improbable current caught the ship, moving it out of the sea serpent’s territory without anyone’s intervention.

      Behind them, the dragon burst from the water, flattening the surface as it beat its wings hard to gain altitude. The sea serpent surfaced some distance away, looked at the ship, then disappeared back into the waves. Passengers and seafolk cheered the dragon, which circled for a moment above them as if accepting its due. Then it angled upwards into the clouds and faded into water vapour.

      Lia barely noticed their rescue. Her healing sense shocked Bendik’s heart and pulled breath into his lungs, again, again. But his brain exhibited only a random glitter of nerve activity. Come on, she willed him. Beat on your own. Breathe on your own. But there was no answering pulse of life.

      “You a’right there?” One of the seafolk came over, a muscled youth who’d been one of those throwing the lifelines. “That was Anhame’s dragon just came to our aid,” he exclaimed. “I’d heard about it in stories; never seen it meself though. And the Lord of the Islands, sending us a current to take us out of danger, but there’s plenty here as have been rescued that way. The dragon only comes for the anar, though. It’s lucky you’re on board.”

      He came to a halt as Lia raised a bloodless face. “I can’t get his heart to beat on its own. He’s … he’s dead.”

      The youth backed away. “I’ll fetch the Captain. She’ll have to answer to the Lady of the Wise if one of the anar died on her ship. Don’t go anywhere.”

      Lia was bitterly aware that she had nowhere to go. She sat shivering as the salt wind stripped the remaining heat from her body. Cold, isolated and alone. It was what she deserved. She’d broken her vow, and now Bendik was dead. Was melding with her contaminated soulform really what had killed him? She knew that somehow his death was her fault.
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      Lia walked down the great Council Chamber of the crafthall of the anar. Slim columns of marble rose uninterrupted on  either side of her and fanned out into the vaulting of the ceiling high above. Banners of all the castles, clans and islands jutted from the spectators’ galleries, superimposing a chaos of colour on the dreamy marble. Between the pillars at ground level were niches occupied by life-size statues of men and women in anar colours. The air had the chill of vast space and the smell of stone.

      The nine Masters of the Council of the Wise sat at a C-shaped table on the dais ahead. Even from a distance, Lia could feel the power concentrated around them. It hummed in her ears like a taut string, setting her quivering in harmony. Lady Nadyr, legendary head of the Council, occupied the central chair, her raven hair framing dark-lashed silver eyes. She wore a huge merdrop pendant that cast green and silver gleams of light. Four Masters sat to each side of her. Men and women, young and old, they had soulforms whose shapes were spoken of in only the most ancient tales. The brown-haired Master on the right, who must be Bladelord Freyr, was the storm stallion that gallops through the skies on the trail of a shooting star. The Master on the left was the silvered hound that sleeps on an isle at the end of the sea and listens to the world and remembers. Strands of myth and history were woven into reality in these people, into a fabric that was the legends of the present and the future. Dazzled and intimidated, Lia had to force herself not to fade into her soulform, never to be seen again.

      There was a chair on the dais facing the table, but Lia knew better than to sit. She knelt before the assembled Masters as she would before her castle Council. Hands folded on her bent knee, head bowed, her heart was beating hard enough to make her shake. Would they divine her nature, turn her away from the only craft in which she might find a home?

      One of the masters to the Lady’s right, a blond man with a quicksilver salmon for a soulform, murmured, “Lia, none of the anar are required to kneel to the Council, not even the newest lyrian. The seat is for you.”

      The thoughtfulness should have reassured her, and it didn’t. She rose with the grace of long practice and watched her feet take her to the chair they’d placed there just for her comfort. She had told the boy who had greeted her at the gate that she was a lyrian, the lowest level of anar apprentice, but she wondered if the Council would have known anyway.

      “Welcome,” said Lady Nadyr, “to Anhame.”

      Well-come … come … come. The word echoed back over a thousand years to the Founding. Like a spoken incantation, the syllables called out of memory the shadows of past lyrian and, though fewer, the unseen shades of long-dead Masters joined the table to witness history. Lia could feel their dead eyes on her, glimpsed the turning of a face or the flicker of a hand, but she was here by right of power and potential so they watched without challenge. In the midst of this gathering, the Lady sat, unshadowed by her own wraiths of history, and when she spoke, the words were hers alone.

      “In the Name of the Founders, I place you under my protection, and that of the Council, for as long as you choose to stay within these walls.” Nadyr’s voice carried confidently throughout the chamber. “What is your purpose in coming before this Council?”

      Lia raised her eyes. She expected to sense the soulform in the shadow of the Lady’s mind, but the power gilding Nadyr’s face hid her nature from Lia’s divination. Having walked the length of a storybound hall to sit before the legends of her land, Lia wasn’t even surprised.

      Lia spoke formally, her voice rasping. “I … would like to join the craft of the anar, and … be permitted to undergo the trials.”

      “What level of the higher senses have you reached?”

      “The fifth. I have all five of the higher senses.”

      There was a stir among the Masters, astonishment quickly followed by delight, both of which were shared by Lady Nadyr. Nonetheless, she continued, “Which island, castle or clan were you born to, and who has held your allegiance for the years of your childhood?”

      “My allegiance has been to Rei Sethan, who rules the people of Rath Keel castle in the west and who is the steward of all of the lands surrounding it.”

      “And which of our number has taught you to reach the levels of your power and sent you to Anhame for training?”

      Now Lia’s eyes wavered. “Erwine-an, fourth-level anar and the carlan, first among the anar of Rath Keel.”

      Lady Nadyr leaned forward. “Swear to me, Lia of Rath Keel, that you come to Anhame in good faith, and bear no ill will to any here. Swear that you will betray no trust and do no harm to anyone under my protection. Swear that you will be bound by the laws of hospitality and accept the judgement of the Council should those laws be broken by anyone under my jurisdiction. Swear it.”

      Lia replied, her voice barely a whisper, “I swear it.”

      The Lady leaned back in her chair, and the red-haired Master Vaylan said, “Lia, tradition dictates that you demonstrate your abilities to us.” She gave a little shrug as if to intimate that this wasn’t her fault. “If I think of an image, will you use your fifth sense to look at it and tell us what it is?”

      Lia nodded – the castle anar had warned her there would be this test. Even just looking at Master Vaylan through the rainbows in her eyes, Lia could see an inferno that was the power at the core of the Master’s soul, a golden blaze that roared around the feet of her firecat soulform. Lia allowed herself to look into the Master’s mind, seeking an image that wasn’t an image at all but a reflection. Shaken, Lia let go of the fifth level.

      “The idea wasn’t to scare the child out of her wits, Vaylan,” Master Freyr said acidly. “What did you show her?”

      “Why don’t we let Lia tell us?” Master Vaylan replied quietly.

      “You showed me an image of myself, Vaylan-an. An image reversed in the mirror of your mind. The mirror was framed by flames, but in the reflection shadows were beginning to gather.”

      The room stilled. Lia could feel the edge to the silence and imagined expressions in the faces she would not look up to see. She’d begged Fate to allow her to pass through this initiation without the Masters realising what they might be letting in to Anhame. The shadows had betrayed her. She was a plague carrier, hiding the evil that cankered within in the hope she could have a life among the uncontaminated. Bendik’s death had shown that, although no one knew to blame her. Lia braced herself for the words that would turn her into an outcaste.

      To her amazement, a chuckle broke the stillness as if it had merely been a pause. Lia looked up incredulously to see a lean, brown Master smiling at Master Vaylan with green eyes sparkling.

      “Did you give yourself away, lyrasson?”

      He used the endearment of those who’d exchanged soulform Names, which meant he must be Master Curomir, a Speech Master of the Council. Master Vaylan replied, curiously, “I didn’t think so …”

      Lia could sense no condemnation from anyone, and relief eased some of her tension. They hadn’t, after all, divined her secret; the evil she hid remained concealed. Master Curomir reassured her, “You’ve done nothing wrong, Lia. We’re all just a bit stunned at what you saw. That level of perception doesn’t usually come until after the fifth-level trial.”

      Master Vaylan clarified, “Mirrors usually reflect the senses so that the anar can’t see a coherent picture. It takes a great deal of power to see a reflection, and rather an unusual perspective to see the mirror as well. Who looks for a mirror when they can see an image?”

      The diamond-fair Master sitting next to Vaylan asked, echoing Lia’s thought, “So why did you show her something she shouldn’t be able to see?”

      “My role in Council is to test for potential,” Master Vaylan explained to Lia. “I asked you to look at that because I thought you might be able to see it.”

      Lia could sense how pleased they all were, and lapped up the approval hungrily. The Lady shook her head, smiling. “An unusual day it is when a new fifth-level lyrian appears out of nowhere to join the craft. Why Erwine failed to mention he had discovered such a treasure …” She was silent for a moment, keeping Lia on tenterhooks that she might want to know more. Nadyr shrugged, putting the questions off for another time. “Lia, most of the new students take the craft oath at my hands, but a few, the most talented, are sworn to the Master who is a specialist in their strongest sense. From today’s spectacular demonstration, no one can doubt your powers of sight, and yet …”

      Lady Nadyr glanced at Master Vaylan, who told Lia, “As far as I can tell, your strength is as great in the other four senses as in sight. That’s even rarer than being fifth level.”

      There was a pulsebeat of expectant silence, then the Lady declaimed, “In the name of the nine Founders, I call Maethin before this assembled Council to take Lia, once of the castle of Rei Sethan, to be his lyrian until the time comes for her to take the craft oath at his hands.”

      Someone emerged from the shadows at the end of the hall where he’d been listening to the Council unseen. For a moment all Lia saw was an older man with kind, curious eyes and a watchful face. His litheness of movement belied his apparent age. Then recognition stirred. Surely this was the storyteller of her childhood who wandered between castle, craft, island and clan with a head full of news and tales to assure his welcome? She hadn’t seen him at Rath Keel for many years. His blue-green eyes twinkled at her as he approached, and she smiled, relief overwhelming her unexpectedly in this place of trepidation and testing. He was to be her master. She hadn’t even known he was one of the anar. But as he neared, she sensed the power that surged beyond the aquamarine gaze. As with the Lady of the Wise, Lia couldn’t sense his soulform.

      He took his place behind her chair, resting his hands on her shoulders in the traditional gesture of oathtaking. Lia shivered, the solemnity of the moment settling on her shoulders with the weight of his touch.

      Maethin said softly, “Before this Council of Nine, I take Lia to be my lyrian. I swear to guide her during her first month in Anhame, and to prepare her to take the craft oath at my hands.”

      With Lady Nadyr’s prompting in her head, Lia responded, “With the Council of the Wise as witness, I take Maethin as my master. I swear to work with integrity and diligence, following his direction, that I may become worthy to take the craft oath of the anar at his hands.”

      Maethin squeezed her shoulders. “Come,” he said, and Lia found herself walking beside him down the long hall, the Masters silent behind them. He pushed the great door aside for her and she went through in a daze, her mind full and her eyes unseeing.
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      Maethin accompanied her along the pale stone corridors of Anhame in silence. Light filtered through skylights covered by rooftop water tanks, but the moiré pattern it cast was brightened by glowing yellow globes along the walls. Pictures and tapestries brought colour to the sombre stone. They turned more corners and came to a long corridor, lined by doors of different coloured woods, that memory told Lia she’d never walked before. Her eyes were drawn ahead to a door of smoky ash, and it was that one to which Maethin led her.

      “This will be your room while you are a student of Anhame.”

      He followed her into the sitting room, smiling as she drew breath in surprise. It wasn’t the tiny box room she’d been expecting with space for a single bed and a cupboard; it was a suite, spacious and graceful. The pack that she’d schlepped with her from Rath Keel was propped next to the door, battered, dirty and entirely out of place.

      A deep embrasure formed a window seat, dappled with shadows from the rain-streaked windows, while a built-in settee with cupboards beneath occupied most of the right side of the room. The raised fireplace was a tiny archway into the next room so the flames could heat both spaces. A small fire had been set, which sent dancing light to play with shadows on the empty shelves beside. It was a room waiting for an occupier to give it character and definition.

      Lia frowned at the play of light with her smoke-grey eyes. An odd silhouette lay over the room like tissue paper sketches, carelessly overlapped. Her view shifted. The room came into a different focus, revealing what time had concealed. In the corner by the window glimmered a tall harp – its shadow curved along the floorboards, overlapping a rug woven of firelight and sea-gleam. Radiance from a ghost lamp created the table on which it rested and limned cushions out of the hazy rainlight on the window seat. The warmer glow of the fire wrought a music stand and a picture of a bald-headed rodent with browngold fur that watched her with a secret in its sparkling eyes. The mirror opposite, framed by glass reeds and the gleam of a dragonfly, reflected everything except Maethin. Lia blinked, but when she pulled him back into focus the shadows slipped away, leaving a room as new and bare as before.

      “It’s beautiful,” Lia exclaimed. Then recalling reality she added, trying not to sound uneasy, “Who will I be sharing with?”

      Maethin shook his head. “All yours.”

      As she stood in the archway to the other room, the shadow world revealed moonlight catching the edge of a sapphire-hilted dagger mounted on the wall. Shelves hinted at a silvery piece of tongue-shaped metal in a display case, and a nautiloid shell that glimmered with the ever-changing colours of the sea. Had whoever lived in this room last collected these treasures? Or were the images echoes of different times?

      “It’s as fine as any Rei’s apartment,” she said. Something occurred to her. “Are all the students’ rooms the same?”

      “They are of similar size, if not necessarily layout,” Maethin told her, picking up a globe as wide as his head and shaking it to energise the plankton within. It immediately glowed with bright yellow-white light, making the room more homely. “The sofian – students of the anar craft – decorate their rooms according to their tastes and means.”

      She was relieved they weren’t giving her this lovely room because she was fifth level. She’d rather sleep in a garret than live with the envy and resentment that special treatment would invoke. She asked, “Are there showers nearby? Some of this grime has been here so long it’s developed its own ecosystem.”

      He indicated the other door. “Your bathroom is through here. And crystal water comes running to you, rather than you to it …”

      Maethin explained the different functions of all the knobs, pipes and taps, and made it clear that all of Anhame’s water was desalinated. In a land in which all natural water was saturated with minerals, purified crystal water was reserved almost exclusively for drinking. There was an entire craft, the ular, for people expert in collecting and treating water. To use it for bathing … Lia had heard that the anar lived in sybaritic luxury, and had dismissed the stories along with rumours of drinking blood and culturing the plague. If this one was so clearly true, what did that say about the others?

      “I will take you to meet some of the sofian tomorrow – including your armarian, who will be chosen to be your friend and guide during the month until you take the oath. But before I leave you to settle in, are you hungry? I could bespeak dinner, or if that is too much to contemplate, there is certainly some cake in the kitchens with your name on it by now.”

      Lia’s stomach was far too unsettled to accept an actual meal, but she allowed that cake would be possible.

      “I will have some sent, then. You will no doubt want some peace and quiet to call Erwine and tell him that you have arrived safely at Anhame.” Lia froze, but Maethin was already leaving. “I shall ask for a tray to be left outside so as not to disturb you.”

      As the door closed, she breathed in the still silence of her lovely new lodgings then headed off to investigate the room of crystal water.
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      As much as Lia would have loved to draw an entire bath of crystal water and just lie in it indefinitely, Maethin’s reminder of her duty had lodged a splinter of discomfort in her mind that destroyed any peace she might have enjoyed. She showered quickly – a whole shower in crystal water! – and changed into the clothes she’d had the foresight to get laundered in the town. Meanwhile, cake had arrived outside her door so she collected the tray and installed herself in the window seat.

      Bracing herself, she slid into the rainbow at the edge of her vision, expanding her perception deeper and broader and higher and longer and further until she reached the fifth level of awareness. The garden outside her window took on an extra dimension of wonder, and she allowed herself to be diverted – just briefly – by the flowers glowing with rainbow vitality, the bustling jewels of insect life flying from one source of nectar to another. Then she took herself up above Anhame to look at the building that until now had been hidden by shifting mists.

      The sprawling crafthall was defensively constructed part way up one of the tallest peaks in the Skyteeth mountain range; impassable mountain rose on one side and forbidding gorge plunged on the other. The whitewater torrent constrained by the steep, rocky walls was one of the larger waterways fed from the mountains which then joined the great Wishbone River. Coming up from the cable lift, Lia had first crossed a meadow to a broad stone bridge. A short path led from there to the crafthall gates, which were set in a high wall of glittering granite that encircled the building. Wrought of silvery metal, and gracefully decorated with the banner of Anhame, the double gates nonetheless appeared robust enough to keep out an army, and from what she knew of Anhame’s history, they had done so several times.

      Within its protections, the crafthall was a breathtaking jigsaw of turrets and towers, roofs and domes, with an incoherence of design that suggested it had been expanded over centuries. Between the buildings, tall plants and trees softened the architectural skyline, emerging from the many courtyards and gardens. The tallest of the towers was Lady Nadyr’s, a twelve-sided dwelling on the gorge side of the crafthall, with windows in every wall facing the twelve winds. Atop a slightly smaller tower, the banner of Anhame streamed from the flagpole, the silver dragon it depicted glittering in the evening sunlight.

      Aware she could easily fritter away the rest of the evening exploring Anhame – was that giant dome actually transparent? – Lia forced herself to engage with the final duty of what had already been a trying day. Calling Erwine-an was only made tolerable by the knowledge that this would mark her final contact with him. That and knowing that being accepted as an apprentice of Anhame meant he could no longer claim any power over her. Reluctantly, she sent her attention arrowing across forests and mountains and a broad channel of sea, to the castle where she had spent her childhood.

      Erwine-an was sitting at his desk in the tiny infirmary office, writing notes on the day’s patients by the light of a single globe. His handwriting, the graceful script Lia had been reading daily since the age of ten, brought back once-pleasant memories of times spent healing and bickering, of the smell of disinfectant and fresh dressings, of the fatigue-filled darkness of night watches. And more painful recollections. Lia forced her thoughts away from the bitter tangle of her history with Erwine and spoke his name in his mind.

      He looked, startled, towards the door behind him, as if expecting a grey-eyed young woman to have materialised in the shadows. Then he remembered, or saw that he was alone, and opened up his mind to telepathic communication.

      >Lia. I wasn’t sure you would call me. I didn’t … I thought I’d have to ask Lady Nadyr or one of the other Masters if you’d arrived.< Relief coloured his tone that he wasn’t going to have to. >Did you … how was the journey?<

      Lia pressed her lips together. No one seemed to be associating her with Bendik’s death but Erwine was the last person she wanted to talk to about the fear and guilt that cornered her in every inattentive moment.

      >I came up to Anhame this afternoon.< She refused to talk inconsequentialities with him, conspiring to pretend everything was fine. >You can tell Rei Sethan that the Lady of the Wise has accepted me as a lyrian of Anhame. The Council decided practically as soon as I arrived.<

      Tell Rei Sethan, tell my parents, tell everyone at Rath Keel that I’m affiliated to Anhame now and that I’m not your lyrian any more. She was still numb with relief that she’d passed this first hurdle. She’d been afraid that anar Masters would sense the darkness she kept secret within her, know it for the evil it was, and that they would refuse to let her into their craft. Only as a member of the anar craft could she learn enough to pass through the trials that would transform her powers from a conscious exertion into effortless proficiency. And only as an affiliate of the craft would she ever be allowed to use her abilities for anyone but herself. Could she conceal her intrinsic nature for all the years it would take to complete her studies at Anhame? One step at a time, she chided herself. She had been accepted into Anhame: the next thing she had to do was convince the anar she was worthy to take the craft oath.

      >At whose hands will you be taking the oath?< Erwine wanted to know, his tone betraying his eagerness for her reply.

      >Not one of the Masters,< she answered, hoping to disappoint him. >Master Vaylan said I was equally strong in all senses, which is a kinder way of saying equally weak and not worth their attention.<

      >Who will be teaching you, Lia? The Lady?<

      >Thank the Powers, no! She apprenticed me to Maethin-an.< His response nettled her, the satisfaction of a guess confirmed and no surprise at all. She added, >He’s a good enough storyteller, I suppose, but he’s no Master.<

      Erwine snorted. >Who do you think taught the Masters, darkeyes? It wasn’t the Lady.<

      >Maethin-an taught the Wise?< Dismay coloured her voice. >Not only them, surely he’s had normal sofian as well?<

      Erwine replied dryly, >I think Lady Nadyr taught Master Silvyn – she’s a powerful Speech Master as well as an earth mage – but Maethin was master to the rest. As for other students, well, I was one of his too.<

      Lia went cold. Erwine’s master. Maethin had been Erwine’s master. She wasn’t closing the door on that episode of her life, she was just transferring over. Nausea rose from her stomach to her throat in a wave of bile, and she swallowed repeatedly, then reached to the tray to swoop up the glass of water and drain it. Erwine couldn’t sense her reaction, since they weren’t melded, but he could guess at it.

      >Lia, don’t judge the master by his worst student. He is a far better teacher than I; I can lay my responsibility down with an easy heart.<

      Rage clogged her throat. How dared he speak of responsibility who’d failed in the task himself? But the accusations she wanted to hurl at him would not crystallise out of the chaos of emotions. She groped for some way of finally articulating everything that had been bottled up for so long, but the words she might have used slipped out of her grasp, wisps of ocean mist absorbed into the turbulent swell. His presence and the weight of memories made her mute.

      >Lia …< He ran his hands through silvering hair, forced himself to continue. >You must discuss your soulform with Maethin. He’ll know what to do, how to help you.<

      >As you did?< she murmured.

      He flinched. > I know you understand why I behaved the way I did.<

      She wouldn’t give him even the forgiveness of her understanding. >My soulform is not an issue that Maethin-an need concern himself with,< she stated.

      >Of course it is. I gave him mine.<

      That threw her. Soulforms offered such an intimate insight into someone’s true nature that in many circumstances their revelation was the promise of a lifetime commitment.

      Aware it was the only way she could get him to listen to her, Lia tried to match his rational tone. >If I can see soulforms, the Wise must be able to, and they accepted me in spite of my dark nature. They can warn Maethin if they think it’s necessary.<

      She could sense his rising annoyance that she, a child, was presuming to argue with him. He snapped, >If you don’t promise to tell him, I shall call him and tell him myself.<

      A chill shook Lia, the tremblor that presaged the earthquake. Erwine feared her dark nature with an instinctual terror, and rightly, for she had the power to extinguish his soulform if she chose. Shuddering, she pushed away the thought that was not even temptation, only a reminder that she was not defenceless against him.

      >You lost the right to do that,< she replied softly. >Once, when you were my teacher and my master, you might just have had the right to tell someone my Name, but now, now …< She choked on revulsion. After a long moment she said hoarsely, >You will tell him nothing without my permission and I do not give it to you.<

      His eyes flashed that she was daring to challenge him, but after a moment he drooped in defeat. >No. But tell him, Lia. He can save you if anyone can.<

      >Goodbye, Erwine.<

      She released the sight level and let the rain-freshened garden come into focus in front of her. Exhausted from one trial too many on this long-dreaded day, fear and misery engulfed her and with them memories that she was never able to leave behind.
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        * * *

      

      Lia had been sight sensitive for more than a year when she’d finally told Erwine she could sense soulforms. She’d been reluctant, anticipating his profound shock that fifth-level anar could trespass on people’s deepest secrets without their consent. What she hadn’t anticipated was his corollary. Being able to sense his soulform gave her power over him, if only of knowledge; hence it was only right that she tell him her own soulform.

      In her childhood daydreams of family and future, she’d imagined that the first time she exchanged Names it would be with someone with whom she wanted to share a lifetime bond of trust and joy. Not this man. Apprenticed to him against her will, the years of teaching had not brought her to love or trust him. But in the months following her revelation he’d badgered and pestered, and her twelve-year-old self hadn’t had the certainty to resist. Against all her instincts, she’d told him her soulform and begun to explain what that symbol of her being meant to her.

      Interrupting her, Erwine had sprung from his seat, sending it clattering against the wall. His expression was one she would never be able to forget.

      “Darkness. Your soulform … evil … corrupted.”

      Shock had been swiftly followed by terror, and he’d fled, leaving her shattered into imperceptible pieces.

      It was three days before he called Lia to see him. Erwine looked haggard, his long face sallow, brown eyes dark and sunken and his thin lips bloodless. His brusque commands were a cover for a bubbling fear of her that he could barely keep in check.

      “Lia, we must face up to the … the problem of your soulform. Frightening though it no doubt is for you, it is a danger that I, as your teacher, dare not leave unchecked.”

      He hated to be interrupted, and Lia had learned to keep quiet through his long prefaces, but inside she quailed.

      “When you told me your Name, I was … appalled, appalled and disturbed. I’ve never heard of someone having a soulform which is so … well … innately evil. Now I know” – he held up a hand against imagined protests, although she hadn’t moved – “I know it doesn’t reflect the person that you are now. Fate knows, the things you’ve done with this life so far haven’t been bad. In fact it’s to your credit that you’ve managed to hold out so long against the seduction of the darkness. It’s just that for a child, an innocent-appearing child, to have such foulness within …” He shuddered, and Lia’s empathy sensed revulsion twisting his stomach. “I’m only relieved that you’ve told me early enough that I might be able to do something about it.

      “I have to take measures, you understand that I’m sure. You’re far too powerful to be allowed free rein with this corrupted power. I’ve thought long and hard about this, and there are two things you must do. Firstly, you must not meld. The darkness within you is akin to the plague: touching other minds and passing the contamination on to other people would make you as immoral as any other plague carrier.”

      Lia shuddered in visceral horror. Plague carriers were the worst of society’s criminals. Those too cowardly to isolate themselves and their disease became responsible for the deaths and suffering of thousands of people. Could her soulform really be an evil that could infect others?

      “Secondly, and just as difficult: you’ll have to reject your own nature. Every time you want to use the power that comes from the darkness – to heal, to call – you must resist the temptation. Your power is evil, and the more you give in to it, the further you’ll stray along the darkest path up this mountain.”

      Anguish and denial rose in Lia. She contained herself with grim will until her master allowed her to speak. She tried to frame her objections rationally, knowing that reason was all he would accept, but he ridiculed her every protest. Tears streamed down her cheeks, for if she couldn’t prove to him what only instinct assured her, she would have to accept what he was convinced of: that her own nature was wicked, the darkness she loved a temptation she must renounce. The more he responded with cool, contemptuous logic, the more impassioned her arguments became. Frustration built inside her, a volcano pressure. She jumped to her feet screaming that Erwine was wrong, that he was jealous of her power, that she wasn’t going to listen to him ever again. Without warning, there was a thunderclap of white noise and she lost consciousness.

      When she came to, only minutes later, her body was prostrate on the little rag rug on the office floor, and her muscles were twitching, jerking, firing randomly as a side effect of the speech bolt which had felled her. She was aware of Erwine in her mind. Reflexively, she tried to go up to the fourth level to speak to him, but then forgot that she wanted to. His face came in to her circle of ceiling and skylight, thin and strained.

      “You see now, Lia, how easily you give in to the darkness in your soulform, if you’re prepared to use your speech sense to possess me, during a rational argument, only in order to get your own way?”

      “What?” she gasped. “I didn’t. Master, I really didn’t try to take over your will.”

      “But you must have done, Lia. I almost gave in and I would never have done that if you hadn’t compelled me. Perhaps it was instinctive, but that only makes it worse. Don’t you see? If you don’t fight against the darkness, it will rule you, and the consequences will be terrible.”

      Ice flooded her veins at the idea that there was a taint inside her, warping and contaminating her in spite of everything she could do. If she’d done what Erwine said she had, if she’d done it without intending to, without even knowing …

      “All right,” she whispered. “I’ll stop using the darkness to source my power. And” – she forced it through tears of grief – “I will never meld with anyone again.” It was condemning her to isolation, cutting her off from that close and joyful union of minds which was her only remaining antidote to the loneliness. “I give you my solemn promise.”

      Erwine shook his head. “I can’t leave it there, not when you’ve shown that you might accidentally do something as forbidden as compulsion. Don’t you see, Lia, you leave me with no choice. I’m going to have to bar you from the speech level.”

      But … the sight level could only be reached via the speech level. It was as if he stood in front of her with a knife, sadly telling her he was going to have to cut her tongue out for her own good, without even mentioning that that would mean blinding her as well. Terrified beyond thought, Lia tried to lash out in earnest, but nothing happened. She realised that, to prevent her fighting him, Erwine had taken over her will the instant she awoke.

      “But what you’re doing, that’s compulsion too,” she shrieked. “Why is it so wrong for me to do it, but all right for you?”

      “Sometimes it’s necessary to do wrong in order to prevent a greater evil from being perpetrated,” he responded, and then submerged her in the mist of the comet’s tail so he could work on her mind while she drifted in helpless anaesthesia.

      When she regained consciousness, she was on her own bed and alone. With trepidation, she reached for the depth of the healing sense, the breadth of empathy, the height of the listening sense. But when she went further and tried to shift onto the fourth level, revulsion assailed her. She recognised that the feeling was Erwine’s, but each time she tried to reach her speech sense, loathing prevented her. She was mute and she was blind and would remain so until and if Erwine believed she could contain the danger threatened by her soulform.
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      The night that Erwine had barred her from speech and sight, Lia had dreamed of melding. She was in the hospital at Rath Keel, surrounded by rows of patients who were coughing or moaning in pain, more patients than they usually had to treat all at once. Erwine was there, and the other anar healer, Querentin, who had lived and worked in the castle for more than thirty years. Lia gathered them into a meld as she always did when they had to undertake something major. Usually it was a joy to connect so closely, but the pleasure swiftly turned to panic as the darkness of her soulform seeped into their minds. She read the fear in Erwine’s eyes, felt the uncomprehending betrayal rising in Querentin as he struggled to prevent the blackness sapping his vitality. In her dream, she tried to heal them, but that only amplified the taint. Powerless, she watched as the people she had touched withered and died alongside the patients they had intended to heal.

      The following morning, Lia had roused herself from the cold stupor of misery in which she’d spent the night and dressed herself in the oldest, raggedest clothes she had. She took off the silver infinity-link chain her parents had given her when her soulform manifested and draped it over the box of special things by her bed where they’d find it. She tidied the bed, then headed out of the castle. A few people were about that early, but no one paid attention to one miscellaneous craftling. She followed the path through the edge of the Broken Forest and began the scramble up Razorback peak, the highest of the mountains adjacent to Rath Keel.

      The early morning was chill, dawn light shining on furry-leaved plants gilded with millions of tiny dew droplets. Thoughtlessly she tried to shift up to the fifth level, seeking the beauty of her rainbow-touched vision. Aversion overwhelmed her and she doubled over, retching. Panting and weak in the aftermath, she sat heavily on a rock by the path to recover.

      Her sight was gone. The wonder and connection that made living bearable, gone. An ugly fury rose in her, a scream of rage against Erwine who had done this to her. But it was her fault. She’d tried to take over his mind. She hadn’t meant to! She hadn’t even known she was doing it. But Erwine had known, had stepped in to stop her committing an unforgivable crime. She could not bear it. She grabbed a rock and threw it as hard as she could at a nearby boulder where it exploded into shards. A shatter-fragment grazed her leg. Reflexively she reached for the first level and healed the scratch. She could still heal. She could still be useful until she was somehow able to prove to Erwine that she was worthy of the only things that made living bearable. Months? Years? She could imagine no way of enduring the frozen isolation of it. Resolutely, she had a drink from her water bottle and forced herself to her feet.

      The path upwards was softened by drifting mist. Although she was fit, she had not been able to eat much over the days she’d awaited Erwine’s verdict and the steep gradient sapped what reserves of strength she had. Patches of mud and scree, mist and moss-slippery rocks, plants that quested after her blood, the effort of progressing kept her distracted from the despair that plagued her.

      It was midday by the time she reached the ledge near the summit. The sun was bright, but this high up the cold crept into her heart. Was anyone missing her yet? Her parents would assume she was with Erwine, and Erwine would assume she was avoiding him while she came to terms with what he’d done. What she’d done. It could be days before anyone noticed she wasn’t there. And would any of them care, really? Sobs tightened her throat at this reminder of how utterly she was now alone.

      Dashing tears from her chilled face, she stood on the edge of the cliff, looking down on the tiny castle below. It lay on the broad Huntsman River that brought goods and traders to Rath Keel – she could see the little boats docking and casting off, so many matchsticks floating on the current. Above her, white-banded hawks called their piercing cries, a sound familiar to her since the cradle. This castle was her home, but the sights and sounds stirred no resonance in her. She wrapped her arms around herself, aware nothing would loosen the grip of the cold. Below, far below, the hungry rocks waited, a row of broken teeth. They would chew up her body and free her corrupt soul from the suffering and misery that lay before her on this path. It would be easier, so much easier, to take the step than to face living without speech, without sight. Release was only a decision and a moment of courage away.

      A glint of sunlight snagged her attention. A silver dragon appeared in the clouds over Rath Keel. It was almost on a level with her, so high was she above the world. It wove in and out of the clouds, random bits of dragon visible through the fluffy haze. Noon sunlight gleamed along silver scales as it played in the air the way seals played in water, gliding, basking, turning. Then it shook itself. A shower of water droplets became a cascade of diamonds in the sunlight.

      Wonder blossomed in Lia’s throat and tingled along her muscles. The sun-burnished dragon, the waterfall of jewels, was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. It was as if the vision had opened a window in her mind. There was still grace and brightness to be found, even in a world devoid of rainbows. She stepped back from the edge.
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        * * *

      

      For two months after she had been barred, Lia crept about her duties, a misery-ridden ghost excommunicated from the interacting world. She spoke only to gain permission from her patients to heal them. Her days she passed in the infirmary, exhausting herself so that she did not have to think. Evenings found her in a deserted tower attic, harping her anguish to the starry sky. When her fingers blistered and bled she healed them; when her muscles trembled with fatigue she infused them with the strength to keep playing. Better to wear herself away physically than to give vent to her torment by releasing the dark power that she had to make herself repudiate.

      To avoid company, she would go down to the kitchens after mealtimes and collect a plate of whatever had not been sent up to the dining rooms. The elar in the kitchens had no objections to her helping herself to food, but neither did they regard this spectral anar child as any of their business. So much greater was her surprise, then, when one of the men stripping a roasted fedory carcass commented, “You should eat more than that, you’re whittling away to bones. Here, take some of these as well.”

      Lia accepted the bowl of little cakes he grabbed from the nearby table. She gave him grave thanks and began walking towards the exit. He added, half to himself, “I suppose you can’t be ill, can you, because you’re anar and you’d heal yourself.”

      She halted, as if lightning-struck, then continued, walking fast, faster, half running up to the attic room.

      She could heal herself! Why had it not even occurred to her? Probably because nothing in her relationship with Erwine suggested that undoing a punishment he had imposed on her would end in anything but terrifying fury and worse punishment. Even thinking about it made her stomach churn.

      She put the idea aside – she was getting practised at that – and ate roast fedory and some mixture of green vegetables. She nibbled her way through one of the little cakes, starting at the bottom and working up to the icing, then wiped her hands and pulled her harp towards her. But the harp reminded her of when Erwine had convinced her mother that practising music was getting in the way of Lia dedicating herself to becoming anar. At his request, Rowen had taken all her instruments away; they belonged to the adults in her family, after all, not to her. The only reason Lia now had the harp was because she had refused to wish for or accept any other present on every subsequent birthday, solstice or celebration where children were customarily given gifts. After months of her intractability, her parents had given in, but she had been warned that she would only be allowed to keep the harp for as long as Erwine continued to be satisfied with her dedication to the anar craft.

      So if she healed herself, at the very least she would lose the harp. She pulled it into her body, hugging the varnished sound box, her jawbone pressing against smooth wood. Tears slipped down her cheeks. Not being able to play wouldn’t be worse than not being able to use the speech and especially sight senses. But it would still be close to unendurable. Music was the only other outlet she had for the wild, desperate passion that she was forced to suppress in every other aspect of her existence.

      An invidious thought occurred to her. If she healed herself, she could use her fourth sense to make Erwine and her parents forget that they had forbidden her the harp. More tears seared her eyes as she was inundated by almost kinaesthetic recall of the beating she had endured the one time she had committed this violation. More than the injustice, it was the memory of pain that lingered, pain that had continued for weeks afterwards because Erwine had forbidden her to heal herself. And if she had crossed him, had healed her twelve-year-old body of the welts or at least eased the pain, Erwine had threatened to take her back to endure the same thing again.

      It had been due only to bad luck that Erwine had discovered her misuse of the speech sense; had the isar who imposed it not mentioned the punishment to him, Lia would have got away with it. She plucked the bottom C string on the harp for the feeling of the vibrations running through the soundbox and into her body. If she had got away with altering memories, she would never have known how wrong it was, and most likely would have carried on doing it. She plucked the C and the E at the same time in a major third. That was how anar turned evil, like the Puppet Master in stories of the dark ages. Moving a pedal, she shifted the E down to an E flat, which turned the interval into a minor third. The air around her took on the menace of the harmony. Maybe the Puppet Master had begun possessing people as a child because it was the only way to exert influence in a society in which children were expected to be obedient. She added a G to make a minor triad, and played the three strings in chilling repetition. Was that how she was going to end up too, reviled and eventually killed because of the evil in her soul?

      No, it wasn’t. She slapped her hand onto the strings, muting the sound. She refused to let Erwine force her into a situation where the only tolerable option was to corrupt her power. She began to play major arpeggios, flowing from the bottom to the top of the harp and back again. She may not be able to change her soulform – and couldn’t bear to anyway – but she could decide what she would and wouldn’t permit herself to do.

      Permitting herself to access
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