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Thank you both for not only helping me find the will to rewrite this book, but for helping me through my darkest year to date.
The Golden Fox

Chapter 1

Adrian Fultham raised his hands and reached within himself to the energy that flowed between all living things. In golden tendrils, it wrapped around him with a warmth rode the line between comfort and discomfort. With a flick of his wrists, he funneled the energy from himself to the tattered curtains that framed a window long since shattered by spring storms.

Controlling the magic was much like spinning thread; too little power and the thread snapped, too much and the thread became unstable with lumps of power. When he was careful, like he was now, then he could spin the magic into threads that could mend cloth, stone, or even flesh. The fabric came together slowly, the air wavering between him and the curtains with each pulse of energy. Threads of cotton formed, repairing and strengthening what had been frayed by time and nature. Holes were filled and tattered edges mended. Finally, faded colors were brightened as if the cloth had just been dyed weeks ago instead of decades.

Adrian's usual use of magic was keeping tabs on the goings on of his house, but he enjoyed the challenge of creation magic. Something like broken pottery required an entirely difference process. For a broken cup, the shards had to be reverted into clay so that all of the pieces could be rejoined together, then the cup had to be magically fired again to return it to a finished state. It was useful, especially when the treaty allowed for only the most minor repairs of the five noble houses. Even if they could sneak a few timbers for damaged walls, mending with magic was too exhausting for most spell-workers to handle. 

Even with the additional magic afforded to him by his blood, Adrian felt the drain eat at him. He surveyed his work, noting the weave that he had created was looser than that of the original material. The next curtain he repaired, he would have to keep that in mind. Perhaps fixing one small hole first would let him correct the weave for the rest of the piece. 

The window, like many of the others, could only hold the wind and rain at bay by wooden shutters. The glass, once a point of pride for the family, had long ago cracked and fallen through. There were a few shards trapped in the frame, shards so small that Adrian hadn't noticed them until he leaned against the window frame. 

He pulled back sharply, looking from the pinpoints of blood under his arms to the window. Some of his blood had been left behind on a jagged piece, giving him an idea. Blood was a material just like any other, and the blood of spellworkers was potent as a source of magic. Raising his hands again toward the window, he focused on the shards. 

Glass, it turned out, had a much different feel to magic. It was hard, but brittle. Solid, but not. It was as if a sea of crystals had been frozen in time, the flow and depth captured in a single moment. In that frozen sea was a memory: it was of a time before the piece was cracked and broken. Golden energy flowed from his shallow wounds, the cuts closing as the blood was burned away by the magic. Taking hold of the memory was like summoning a ghost; it had its own memories of other ghosts, with each new ghost having it's own collections of memories. 

The shards responded to the memories and the energy mimicked the shards. Slowly, like new limbs on a tree, new glass began to form from the aether he only new as the Shom. What was once a ghost became real, and the colors of stained glass began to fill and return to fill the space. 

"Adrian."

What glass he had managed to form crumbled away. With a sigh, he turned to the matron of House Fultham. His mother was neither tall nor short but held the remarkable trait shared by all Fulthams—eyes the color of molten gold. They were a color shared by him and his sister. Now those eyes were looking at him with thinly veiled trouble. 

"Adrian, please," his mother continued. "Let the house keepers do their job and come with me."

"Is there something the matter?" There was always something the matter; taxes needed to be paid to a king, servants needed fed and paid, and Lily's visions needed to be interpreted. He hated that she took so long to get to the point of what she needed. Nonetheless, he kept a soothing voice—rushing her would only drag the interaction out making it take longer before he could fix the issue and return more personal pursuits.

"We need to get you ready. Matron Feyse has requested directly that you take the shoshyuh blessing for her house."

Adrian paused in the doorway of the sitting room. His mother flitted about, straightening books and ringing a bell for tea. "What?"

"Don't pretend deafness, I have enough on my plate with Lily. You have been chosen by the Matrons to become the shoshyuh for House Feyse. The ritual will be tonight and we have much to prepare."

“I refuse.” He was the last heir. He couldn't just be sold to serve another house. 

“By the Sisters," he mother said, turning sharply. "You can’t refuse. It would shame our line.”

Adrian crossed his arms, shaking his head as his mother sunk into a nearby chair. She rubbed her temples as if they were having a disagreement over what to serve for dinner instead of the possible end of their house.

“This is a wonderful opportunity, Adrian.” Her voice was soft, as if pleading would earn his cooperation. “House Feyse is without a shoshyuh and they have no spellworkers strong enough to fill the role. This speaks volumes about the strength of our line: two children of the same generation given the calling.”

There could never be a house without a shoshyuh—the Pact of the Sisters demanded it for the sake of peace. Still…If Adrian went by precedence then his human body would be stripped of him and in it's place would be a form suited to the Feyse motif, an animal that is a hunter by nature. The exchange was that the magic he already possessed would swell, a process that could destroy a weaker body. Traditionally, it was a child of the house blood, but in the cases of infertility or premature deaths, other citizens could be used.

The first born was always sent to the King, tribute for losing a war no one had living memory of. The second was to become the heir of the house. Any other children filled the pact or worked the grounds. They were always chosen as children, young minds were the most malleable to the change. Those between the ages of three and five were the most preferred for their ability to not only survive the ritual, but to forget what and who they were before it.

Though…in the case of his house, Lily was chosen less because of the number of children and more because she was a twin: twins naturally had a strong connection to the Shom, and a female child naturally fit the role of “the maiden”, the Fultham motif.

"You're leaving our house without an heir," he cautioned. 

"Lily will provide." She waved a hand dismissively, but it was trembling. Her cheeks were pale, and her eyes kept looking anywhere but him.

"…if her gift did not take her womb like it did her voice." 

"The ritual does not steal your voice, Adrian. It just…"

"It just turns you into a conduit for the Shom." He finished for her. "Mother, what does the Feyse have over you? Shoshyuh don't just die. They can't."

His mother stood, a blush of color rose to her neck and face as she threw her hands up. Still, she did not look at him. "Well this one did! And I'm honestly not surprised. The wolf was made of a consort, not of the bloodline. Nothing has been right since the bear—" She stopped, and pulled in a deep breath before lowering her arms. Finally she looked at him and met his gaze. Behind the shine of unshed tears, her golden eyes had become a void. His mother wasn't there—not mentally.

"By the blood we share, Adrian Fultham,” the Fultham matron intoned. “You will perform the duties of your house; you will become the Feyse shoshyuh."

The command, empowered by a thin, unwavering line of Shom, tightened around him like a noose. Arguments died on his lips, the choice wasn't his any longer…it never had been. 

Again his mother sank into her chair, a tear rolling down her cheek even as she began to tell him what he was to do for the ritual. It wasn't a pretty process, he knew that. No spellwork that affected living flesh was "pretty". But even though he knew the process, he was made to stop and listen. She couldn't let him feign ignorance, couldn’t let him slip out of the ritual even though it was forbidden by the Pact of the Sisters to make a shoshyuh from an unwilling person. 

It took well over an hour before he was released to prepare himself. Rage boiled in his veins, but he hid it behind a tense bow and a sharp turn that gave him no time to reveal his thoughts to her. The light touch of his mother's hand found his arm. She said his name, but he couldn't look at her. Not now. Not without breaking the thin veil of calm he had pulled over himself. She let him go and it took every ounce of his control to close the door gently behind him. 

He knew little of how the other houses treated their shoshyuh. Rumors circulated the towns and villages and ranged from complete isolation to blissful pampering. The only consistent thread was that a shoshyuh was owned by the house it served. It was an artifact, an item of immense power and pride, not a human bound to eternal service. Lily, the Fultham shoshyuh, was the only shoshyuh allowed to retain a human form; despite her outward appearance, she was kept locked away, her visions used as a tool for the house, her freedom limited to whichever land needed a spell of health or protection. Even now, as he walked past tapestries riddled with moth holes and cracks in the old wooden floors, he had more freedom than her. 

Not for long, he thought. The ritual was in less that twelve hours. Then he wouldn't see Lily again. He hastened his step. Lily would be were she was always kept between escorted outings, but seconds now felt like needles beneath his feet.

Lily's room was a small study filled to the brim with books on history, agriculture, and spellwork. Her bed and bathing areas were neatly tucked away behind painted paper walls, her clothes kept elsewhere for servants to bring to her as the occasion required. Today, she lounged on her reading sofa with a heavy tome. Her face was puffy and red, her cheeks still partially wet. When he shut the door behind him, she turned and the silent knowledge of what was happening passed between them as if she had been at his side when his mother gave the horrid orders. 

The book was forgotten on the lounger, as Lily flung herself into his arms. Together the twins sunk to the floor, his silent tears falling into her golden waves. She was shaking her head, rubbing her tears into his shoulder. Her hands gripped his tunic tighter, wanting to sign but unable to let him go to do so. The rage that had seemed so all-consuming crumbled. In it's place was a pit of fear. 

"I don't have any choice," Adrian said in a croaked whisper. "I'm being sent away."

She shook her head more fervently. Goosebumps raised over their arms, the Shom had been disturbed by their distress.

"I don't want to go." His breath came out in a foggy puff. 

Reflexively, he held his sister tighter against the cold. Lily relaxed and turned to look at him with one watery eye revealing the deep gold of her iris had been divided by a silver ring of light. A vision had come upon her. Adrian tensed, and pressed her forehead to his, willing her magic to show him what she saw. He couldn't remember when they learned she could share her visions with him. Though it was an invaluable skill for the house, it had infuriated their mother to no end. He was the only one able to see the visions first hand, and thus was key to interpreting them. 

When this one over took him, the room faded to black. The chill deepened. He lost feeling in all but his face. When he did see again, it was the golden fur of an animal shoshyuh. Blood seeped from it, soaking the ground and turning the grass crimson. He tried to move, tried to pull away, but nothing changed. Instead, the shoshyuh rose to stand on blood soaked paws. It turned, a red void of viscera greeted him where a head should have been. 

"Remember what you are," a voice whispered through that void. "Meat and blood. Fuel…"

Lily pulled back, releasing him from the vision. A shudder tore through him. Death, it seemed, was the only outcome Lily could see for him. 

The creak of the attic door sounded behind them, a serving maid’s gentle voice summoned him to the event hall. Again, Lily signed at him not to go, to send someone – anyone – else in his place. It must have been a startling sight to see his sister so out of sorts as the servant gasped. Adrian wasn’t thrilled about having to calm the servant as well as his sister, but it bought him time.

The amount of time he needed, however, was far more than what he could scavenge. It was cut even shorter when he shared Lily’s distress with their mother. He was barred from seeing her until after the ritual. Lily’s frantic objections only strengthened her resolve, her haunted gaze absent of any remorse for sending a second child of hers to die.


Chapter 2

Bound by his mother's will, Adrian walked into the room with nothing but a silver feather that Lily had braided into his short, chestnut hair. A farewell token—one that matched the feathers braided into his grandmother's hair on her burial day. It was the only thing they had convinced their mother to permit.

For all her bravado, the way she held herself with a stiff sense of purpose was enough to tell him someone was forcing her hand in this. Perhaps, if he cooperated, the answer would show itself. If he escaped and survived, perhaps he could even return home and remove whatever threat was being held over his family. It was a long shot with Lily’s vision, but even if he was doomed to die, he could at least do something useful before the end came.

The ritual room was empty save for the salt mixed with dried herbs that had been poured around five lit candles. Four of the five candles were held by women of an ageless state, their golden amulets displaying their house symbol: the tree, the bird, the steed, and the beast. Behind him, his mother almost seemed a child compared to the other matrons for she lacked the lines of age on both her face and hair. Around her neck, the symbol of the maiden glittered in the candlelight.

Windows, small and barred, only gave enough room for the smoke to escape from the smoldering incense bowls. The four matrons that had been faceless to him until now did not seem like an avenue of escape either. His mother and two of the women seemed complacent with dull gazes that saw through him and everything else. One, elder Catherine of the Feyse, stared at him with what seemed to be a cruel satisfaction in her coal black eyes. The wolf-like beast on her amulet had been cast in a permanent snarl, but Adrian could swear it was watching him with pity. 

The last, a thin woman bearing the symbol of the Oak, also held pity in her countenance; but it was a resigned pity. She could not, or would not, help him here. It sent a shiver down his spine when she gave him a consoling smile.

He stepped over the arcane writings on the floor. The mixture of fool's gold and magnesium spiraled and wound in the ancient language of the old kingdom and spoke of chains, terrors, and protections. At his mother's order, he stepped into the center of the writings and laid down. He suppressed a shiver, the chill of the stone bit through his clothes as surely as the heat of the arcane markings bled into him. it was old spellwork, slow to charge but dangerous in it's power. He should have known the markings would already be charged with magic. It was the only way to quicken the spell. Next would come the offering, one potent enough to strengthen the spell and bind it into the target. 

Adrian knew what the offering was for a shoshyuh blessing. He had tried to prepare himself for it, but his stomach still twisted as the door opened to the whisper of bare feet on stone. He made himself look, made himself meet the fearful faces of the servants. There were two, a boy and girl that looked to have barely begun their entrance into adulthood. Together they kneeled on the edge of the circle, opposite of each other. Seeing him there, their heir, their lip strained to give him an encouraging smile. They would have chosen this, but that choice did not remove the fear from them. That fear, the haunted knowledge of what would come, stayed. It stayed as two blades appeared from the shadows to bite their exposed necks. It stayed as their heads were pulled back to allow blood and viscera to flow freely into the ritual circle.

And it stayed to haunt him as the ritual powder caught fire and blinded him. The world vanished in an array of white and black. Pain set deep in his bones as his body original body was burned away by the magic. His scream lost in the melodic chanting of the five matrons and the retched fumed of charred flesh. It was a small mercy that the world, with its horrors, faded away. But those faces, silent with the fear of death, haunted him even in oblivion.

As the transformation finished, the pain that throbbed through every sinew and bone returned. Adrian took one shuddering breath, and then another before coughing. A mass of gray and formless phlegm landed between his paws. The mass that had undoubtedly been part of his original body broke down further, becoming a gray pool of slime and then a smear of dust in the middle of the ritual circle.

He staggered to his feet, now covered in black fur that was rapidly changing to the gold typical of all shoshyuh. His claws scraped against the cracked stone. The room, already large, was now even larger. The five women towered over him, their candles nearly burned out as they chanted the final lines of the ancient incantations. The herbs that he had been able to smell on entering the circle, were now sickeningly pungent. Basil, rosemary, and sage blended with the burning of tallow and twine into a putrid attack on his senses.

The room tilted as Adrian’s legs gave out beneath him. The ground was more forgiving to this smaller form. As expected, he had become a carnivorous beast of some kind, but his body was small, too small to be an adult wolf or bear. Adrian suspected the end result of his transformation wasn't as controlled as it should have been. The Shom had to remain flexible to merge with his soul.

With the ritual complete, they would be expected to bring the new shoshyuh to the feast where all of them could eat and regain their strength. Perhaps, if he was clever enough, he could find a way to slip away and find Lily. Whether or not she could do anything didn’t matter as much as getting to see her one last time.

As one, the house matrons sagged. The matron of the oak gave a sidelong glace at the Feyse matron.

“That certainly took more energy than last time, Catherine,” she said.

“You’re just getting old.” Catherine couldn't hide the fatigue that shadowed her just as much as the others. Unconcerned, the matron of the beast turned to his mother. “Marianne, my carriage is ready. It would be better to set out immediately.”

The lack of emotion in her voice sent shivers down his back, causing his hackles to rise in a line from shoulders to tail. Adrian turned his head sharply, glaring at the beastly woman. Her agelessness had faded; wrinkles had deepened, her eyes had become far more sunken. The others, aside from his mother, also seem to have aged with the fatigue. 

The woman with the branches in her hair exchanged a look with the two house matrons that had yet to comment. They shrugged and began cleaning up the ritual space.

“We've come this far to keep appearances,” His mother said. “Let the shoshyuh enjoy the celebration before you take him home.”

Adrian's ears flattened against his neck even as he tried to express gratitude to his mother. He wasn't sure what chance of escape he had attending the banquet, but it was a chance nonetheless. As he laid on the cold stone, Adrian couldn’t help the sense of camaraderie he felt with old kitchen rags, those articles that scrubbed, rinsed, and were twisted until the edges had frayed to nothing.

The matron of the oak knelt beside him with a sigh. Her gentle scratches beneath his jaw, though unexpected, was not unwelcome. Andre hoped his clicking whine of appreciation translated well.

The elder gave him a sad smile. “If it’s any consolation, Shushyuh Adrian, you make a very adorable fox.”

A fox. So that was the form given to him. A warbling whine was all he could manage to show his gratitude. When he regained some strength, he needed to see if he could alter his form. If he could at least give himself the ability to communicate, his situation would improve. 

The crone grit her teeth, a vein bulging along her jaw. A low growl, something he had never thought a human could do, did nothing to stop his attendant. “Stop coddling it, Ellen. That shushyun belongs to my house and I’ll not have you turning it into a lapdog.”

Ellen sighed and tucked a lock of silver hair beneath her branching hair ornaments. “A little less disdain would be a pleasant change, Catherine. We already know that the bear and the wolf didn't pass naturally, giving this little one, this young man, a proper send off is the least we could do before you take him.”
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