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Chapter I

	 

	As arranged, the meeting took place in the squalid gloom of the waterfront alley behind the fish market. The league assassin cloaked in anonymous black took cool stock of the nervous client. He heard the name whispered into his ear, then smiled with measured amusement. “Verrain?” he repeated, well aware of the victim just targeted by Koriathain. “That fancy sen Dient sprig who can’t keep his prowess buttoned into his breeches?”

	“You know him?” Nose muffled behind the expensive handkerchief that also did nothing to mask his styled, court speech, the young man ran on in effusive relief, “But of course. His rake’s reputation is scarcely a secret.”

	“We know everyone, puppy!” The league representative chuckled with acid contempt. “Cowering behind that fool face-cloth can’t hide you. No? Suit yourself.” Through the off-key quaver of a drunk sailhand’s singing, racketing up from the dockside, he added, “Half the whores in the district would sell your name for the chance of a coin they can hide from their pimps. But that’s obvious, stripling. Nobody sane wears embroidered silk stockings, splashing about in this midden.”

	“That’s cocksure bluster!” But the harried glance the client flicked over his shoulder made certain the warbling drunk staggered off without peering into the shadowed alley. “Your kind don’t dare shop their hires in the taverns.”

	“Maybe not yet.” The league man’s soft laughter mocked. Times were changing, the explosive balance of power shoved to the trembling brink. These days, he did his bargaining barefaced, while petitioners who wanted a mark taken down made their slinking approach incognito. “If our league didn’t keep a toehold in society, our discreet services would be of little use when you great folk need us.”

	The client stiffened, offended, no doubt. Dashingly young and certainly scared, he had no choice but to brazen his way through the underhand purpose that had brought him. “I won’t stint your fee. If you’re capable, let’s have this over with.”

	“Terms first,” snapped the league man, annoyed to be rushed. “Do you seek a death contract? A bully’s strong arm to intimidate? Or something else? Let’s be precise.” Secrecy might shroud the particulars behind this bravo’s predicament. But a wider unrest caused the incident: the Fellowship Sorcerers had packed off the cream of its crown strength to tame some uncanny crisis in West Shand. The king’s guard left behind in the wake of the problem now had its gauntleted hands full. Every contentious faction in Innish muscled to snatch for advantage. “Tempers are short, and shifting alliances have everyone edging their knives on both sides. I have to know just what unsavory business you’re jingling your wallet to buy.”

	The stiff silence signaled the crux where negotiations often unraveled. The breeze, thick with storm, combed the sour reek of sea wrack through the factors’ shacks lining the waterfront. The fretful wail of a child and the shouting fights crammed into the ramshackle tenements would remind the pampered client of the sordid depths to which he had strayed. Self-disgust might move him to straighten his spine. He could shoulder the honest consequence of his misplayed dilemma or else cave in to embittered victimhood.

	The league man looked on with cynical eyes. This boy’s struggle would be short. The Order of the Koriathain had sent him. Their arcane practice would have taken the measure of his moral weakness. Whether he sold himself out for a family misfortune, or a gambling debt, or the misstep of youthful exuberance, he dared not flinch now. The initiate sister who held his sworn debt scarcely cared how he sweated. Her order’s ironclad terms would be met. When trading for power, the witches’ bargains were merciless.

	“Speak,” said the league man, as ruthless himself. “Don’t waste my time. Whether you walk away, if you spurn my assistance, be sure the league will extract payment.”

	The rich client bristled. “I don’t bow to threats!”

	The league man shrugged, gloved hands stroking hilts of the knives lately used to cut the blood trophies exchanged for paid gold from the bountymen. “Suit yourself, bantling. I’d say you have. The thorny path that’s led to my company is not either upright or safe.”

	“I’m no killer!” the daisy insisted, as though tender principles lessened his danger. Stiff-necked, and a fool, he ought to be worried: stranded sailhands prowled these dim byways at slack season, when the summer trade moved by caravan. Such wolves always knew when the herd dogs were busy. They fleeced the unwary sheep, aggressively bold when the guard was preoccupied elsewhere.

	“Verrain’s to be discredited, not murdered or hurt,” the client disclosed in rife misery. “Just give me the leverage to cause his disgrace.”

	The league man licked his teeth. “That won’t be difficult.” He weighed up the worth of the sapphire pin that adorned the sprig’s jaunty, brimmed hat. Since the means to destroy a man’s life was straight commerce, he named his fee and refused to negotiate. After the opening pay had changed hands, he outlined a plan infallible for its simplicity.

	“Verrain may act the rake. He gads about as the happy court ornament, but trust me, his vulnerability lies in his unshakeable honor. Insult the woman he hangs on his arm—and no matter who his partner might be, or how casual their evening’s liaison—the fellow will declare his challenge before allowing the slur on her name.”

	When the client drew breath for a cowardly protest, the assassin held up a glib hand. “But, of course, you’ll use poison to finish the job. Not to kill, mind! An assignment completed on my advice won’t leave you charged with a murder. No, you must let Verrain’s steel blood you first. He’s skilled enough not to scar you for life. Let the cup of amity you exchange afterward seed his ruin. I’ll sell you a toxin to cause raving madness. All you need do, friend, is bleed with panache, then applaud the swaggering gallant until he sips from his wineglass. Then walk away. Leave his undoing to fate. As a lunatic, trust me, Verrain will unleash widespread panic in the court of Shand.”

	“Merry hell!” the client swore, awestruck.

	The league man stifled a shark’s knowing smile. The brainless fish had swallowed his bait. Where male self-indulgence would not look past the gaffes caused by profligate bed sport, Koriathain would have parsed every ripple of explosive impact. They selected their targets with surgical care. How many sensitive secrets had the strutting sen Dient gamecock overheard? Verrain was the son of a powerful trade factor. Also, the handsome darling of the well-connected circle at court. Even the most vicious rivals would shrink from poking a stick in that hornet’s nest.

	But if he should spill his guts on the street?

	“Imagine the embarrassment!” the league assassin enthused. “Verrain’s had—ah, how many, shall we say—indelicate trysts in the sheets?”

	His downfall was going to incite far more than a gossipmonger’s sensation.

	For quite different reasons, the Koriathain and the league desired the stranglehold on the trade guilds broken. The temperate influence that steered the peace between factions and obstructed an outright fracture was always the shipping family, sen Dient. Over and over, their suave diplomacy closed the breach between fractious trade interests and the restraints imposed by charter law. Never before had the crown been more vulnerable: the heart of Shand’s royal support could be smashed, a self-assured tomcat used as the foothold to break through a long-standing stalemate.

	The price to enact a kingdom’s demise became sealed, a moment’s exchange in hard coin. The league assassin bagged his steep fee. He provided the discreet packet of powder ground from selected dried rootstock. Then, his ambition veiled behind cool satisfaction, he went on his way in the darkness.

	By then the snake-venom sellers and charm stalls were noisily opening shop. The first evening revelers strolled at the dockside, where the streetside musicians tuned up their instruments and the brothels flung wide their doors. The bells on the whores jingled through the incense-soaked air, where the carmine glow of the candle lamps streamed through bead curtains and pierced, louvered shutters. Skulking rats squeaked and died on the claws of the fishmongers’ cats, while the rising moon plunged behind the scud of an inbound thunderhead. The deluge of rain hid the client’s retreat and obscured his features as he tore off the soaked handkerchief.

	Or his miserable grief would have showed, that the one to be sacrificed for his debt to Koriathain was a kinsman he admired and a close friend.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter II

	 

	The downpour hammered the port town of Innish under snarling thunder and a frenetic tantrum of lightning. Perhaps a harbinger of the storm yet to come, its brief violence scoured the sultry air. Far removed from the squalid wood balconies lining the waterfront, uphill from the raucous shrieks of the dockside bawds and the outbreaks of drunken laughter, the genteel district of Innish also glittered with lights. Candles shimmered off the rondels of the opened windows and splashed wax to the swing of the glass-paned lamps above the wet marble arch of the carriageway. There, the darling adored by the king’s court emerged, brightly talking and flushed from the dance floor.

	Verrain sen Dient did not have brute strength. His athletic fitness was not the impressive stature that captured applause on the practice field. Instead he had verve, a quick mind, and fair-haired good looks, solid enough attributes that took second place to the sterling grace of his kindness.

	He wore neat clothes with his usual flare, his topaz studs offset by a tailored white shirt and dark blue breeches that complemented his blond hair. Verrain left the palace ballroom that hour, clutching his ribs and gasping with mirth at somebody’s giddy joke. Too ebullient to imagine he might have attracted anyone’s deadly enmity, he returned the quip, wary of nothing beyond the predictable angst aimed his way by a jilted lover.

	Certainly this night’s choice of partner was unlikely to see him entangled in cutthroat male rivalry.

	She did not wear jewels and avoided perfume, adverse as she was to the discomfort of drawing men’s eyes, then bearing the quick dismissal as they removed their attention. Ungracefully large, rendered hopelessly awkward by the dapper charm exuded by her companion, she proved spitefully easy to insult, her connection to lineage not quite close enough to offset her square jaw and myopic blink. Lisianne held no illusions. Tucked into the fashion of frilled gauze and ribbons, her bony elbows and broad hips made her strapping frame appear ludicrous. Normally, she sought her contentment in solitude, curled up with her marmalade cat and a book.

	“Ath above, Verrain! Are you planning a waltz with that heifer in bed? Huge hands like hers ought to be on a farm pumping the teats of a milch cow.”

	Stupid, she was not. As the slang froze the laughter off Verrain’s face, and the shocked silence broke into murmurs from the appalled onlookers, Lisianne sized up the attack: an unprovoked spite from a sen Dient relative that was strikingly out of character. Quick enough in a crisis, she was first to respond. “Verrain, I beg you! Find out who pressured your flit-brained cousin to say that.”

	Verrain touched her lips silent. His steady brown eyes refused sympathy. “Too late, Lisya,” he rebuked gently. “I don’t suffer fools. No matter if they are kin, there’s no excuse for boorish behavior. My sweet, forget compromise. Your matchless heart by itself should make any man thankful to bask in your company.”

	He kissed her fingers. Ever the debonair gallant, with his collar and satin laces left artfully loose in the heat, he repeated a seamless twirl from the dance floor that spun her behind him. The protective hand cupped at her waist invited her leaning support. He had noticed the failure of her brave poise: the skirt of her ball gown, pressed into his calf, transmitted her trembling humiliation. The intimacy of her pain torched his blood, while his dark glance fixed on the importunate cousin who had ruptured a lifetime of trust.

	The lamp, with its spinning halo of moths, overhung the snap-frozen instant: as two well-dressed bravos squared off and stood bristling, with the plain lady sheltered in shadow, the back of her wrist raised to shield flaming cheeks. By now a crowd gathered, drawn by the excitement. This was Innish, the richest seaport on the southcoast, a trade crossroads for intrigue and renowned for the feuds of Shand’s wildest, youngblood society. Daily, small fortunes in bets were exchanged. The odds on this fight would be tallied up once the challenge was issued and the combatants retired to make ready.

	“Name your time, your place, and your witness,” Verrain stated without a sign of recrimination. Stunned wooden by the unimagined betrayal, rage had yet to displace his cool nerves.

	After all, the Koriani plot to steer him awry fell into alignment too easily. Whether by fate or invidious planning, or by the caprice of bad luck, the time would be midnight, the place, the town well, and the weapon of choice a plain long sword. The contestants would engage until first blood. If no one would die, the political damage posed dizzying stakes: the sen Dient family had been wealthy factors for generations. Their influence at Innish port ruled a trade empire; while the awkward young woman just derisively mocked was related through marriage to royalty. Even the salaciously riveted onlookers saw why the embarrassment must be pressed to closure.

	Verrain was quick to break off confrontation. He turned, single-minded with empathy, and nestled his partner’s stiff back into the curve of his arm. Neat as a rapier beside her gawky build, he whisked her down the wide marble stair and tucked her into the refuge of her lacquered coach, embellished with the crown blazon.

	There, he did not take the expected step back, or slam the carriage door and distance himself. His steering hand on her wrist kept firm contact. The embarrassment of her misery would not be abandoned to solitude. Compliant, again smiling, he regarded her face. Then his touch moved, untangled a mussed ribbon, and smoothed out her ruffled sleeve. “Don’t tell me you’re disenchanted already.” Before she thought of a clever reply, he tipped a coin to the liveried coachman and made his request loud enough to be overheard. “Carry on, sir! If you please? Unless the lady objects, I would finish the evening as we intended.”

	Verrain ducked inside, shut the door, and lounged in cat comfort on the opposite seat. He produced a clean handkerchief. “Lisya?” While his shaken companion dabbed at her eyes, he apologized for her savaged feelings.

	“Something’s not right,” she insisted. An interval passed, while he did not speak. That silence extended as the crushed linen was returned to him, thoroughly rumpled and damp. “Your cousin’s behavior was surely provoked. Any one of a dozen contenders might push to raise trouble at court.”

	All the more so, with the High King of Shand called away under summons by Fellowship Sorcerers. A tense year had passed since, and still no one knew what momentous incident had invoked the crown’s obligation. The sanctioned crown prince had been left behind to rule Shand, with her younger half brother brought forward and named as the next heir apparent. At fifteen years of age, Adlaize had been shoved into the direct line for succession a decade before his majority.

	Verrain must acknowledge the scared tension that gripped her. Fitful light as the carriage team clopped past the street lanterns flashed through the lozenge window and burnished his attentive expression. His direct survey measured her yet, attentive enough to flush her ravaged complexion. “Said is done,” he said finally. “Of everyone else, my relations and yours understand why I cannot back down.”

	Something bumped at the carriage. Hands scrabbled at the frame of the open window as a drunken gawker strove to peer inside.

	“You’re sotted!” snapped Verrain. Annoyed to a grim edge, he shoved the oaf away hard enough to throw him clear of the rolling wheels.

	“Ribald clod.” Verrain tugged the window sash shut. “It appears we’re beset.” He snapped the curtains closed on both sides. “Leave the leering clod to wallow in the gutter.” His smile resurged, a white flash in the gloom. “There are better enchantments.”

	Since her deflated mood was not ready to lift, he subsided to innate good humor.

	“And you,” he declared to the lady, voice subdued amid the moneyed scent of waxed leather, “you are quite unassailable, just as you are. Nobody has leave to twist our intimacy into a venal exhibition!” He took no one out dancing to bid for advantage. Never would prostitute any woman alive to cozen a palace favor. All the more, since his burdensome family connection forced the bitter need to stay guarded. No sen Dient grandson could overlook slander or permit the slipshod opening for a rival factor’s house to take liberties. Never, given Verrain’s carefree reputation. Suave as he was, and beyond generous in his enjoyment of bed sport, he had too many envious bravos nipping at his heels, as eager to shred him as circling sharks.

	“I’ve become a liability,” the lady said, saddened.

	That stung him. “You deserve to be proud! I won’t see you bullied for qualities that have nothing to do with great heart and exemplary character. You’re no man’s laughingstock! Never bow to ill grace or excuse my choice. I don’t abide thoughtless cruelty.”

	She sighed, resigned. “If looks didn’t matter, why rise to the bait?”

	For answer, he lifted her slippered foot and nestled her ankle into his lap. Anger quite dissolved, he teased at the ribbon laces. The humid darkness hid her coarse bones, better suited to a yearling draft horse. He flicked out the bow and massaged her bare sole. “You will not stay ashamed to be as you’re made.”

	Her wit found no answer. Tears escaped her restraint for the kindness that demolished her battered defenses.

	“I have not begun,” Verrain said, “to appreciate you.”

	“Liar!” His tickling turned playful and forced her to laugh. They had met many times prior to this for the joy of intent conversation. The dancing and music arranged for tonight had been Verrain’s frivolous gesture. He would please a spirit, he claimed, too often starved for such happiness. The lady had tried hard to dodge his astute guess. She had bumped along, fondly mocking his charm in the ballroom with banter. Her movement against him as he swept her across the wax-polished floor remained stiff. Polite resignation must bear her through the indignity of her clumsiness: she had been well taught to endure the pretense of poise demanded of her at state functions.

	There, her embarrassment had been outmatched. Verrain’s exuberance wore her down, laid siege to her longing, and captured the truth. She had been cozened to drop her reserve, lose her self-conscious image, and dance. Vivacious and vulnerable, she had felt weightless and carefree as the wind on his arm.

	Until a rude insult shattered the dream, she had been beguiled by fancy to foolishness.

	The carriage slowed and stopped by the curb in front of the wineshop the courtiers habitually frequented. The coachman left the box to tie up his team, expectant the evening would finish off with their usual hour of casual companionship. But Verrain sen Dient made no move to arise.

	Instead, he slid his warm palm up her thigh, leaned forward, and cupped his other hand under her dripping chin. His kiss savored her lips. Not demanding, his sweet attention stayed firm until, crumbling, she lost herself, dizzy. She gasped, caught his shirt to stay upright, while his softly expert touch slipped her stays and melted her, boneless, against his shoulder. Cool air bathed her skin, followed up by a feathery sensation that thrilled her exposed nerves beyond bearing. He had gathered a hank of her uncrimped hair. His sensuous strokes flickered over the breast just teased free of her laces.

	“My cousin was dead wrong,” he whispered into her ear, as her heartbeat leaped, then resumed, rushed headlong into ecstasy. “You are a treasure unlike any other. I would savor that marvel as the jewel you are if you’ll consent to allow me.”

	She said, hoarsely blunt, “You wouldn’t be doing this if not for a churl.”

	“No?” His murmur emerged muffled, as his lips traced the tears that slid down her throat. “Lisianne!” he scolded. “My dear, you also claimed you did not enjoy dancing.” The finger that slid underneath her peeled silk left her quivering, then gasping and breathless. “This is not any moment for thinking or dwelling on trivia. Why do we mortals exist in the world, if not to find love, or create it?”

	She suspected—no, she knew! He gentled her now because of his profligate kindness. But his tenderness was accomplished with such consummate care that the stars and the moon were laid at her ungainly feet. She had taken lovers before this. Once a fumbling, solitary librarian, adored first for his eclectic interests. Through the years, there had been other experiments, most of them disappointments transparently awful in hindsight. Too many suitors fixed their sights on her standing, or worse, sought alliance to further their fortunes. Wise enough not to fall for a dupe, Lisianne attracted few earnest liaisons. Saddest of all, her rare few admirers had not matched the strength of her attributes.

	Before this, she had never been taken by storm. Not ever experienced an exquisite male creature whose passion was not fired by frightened inadequacy or made desperate by unassuaged loneliness. Verrain seized on the profligate gift of her pleasure. Immersed in nothing else, he let the joyful cry of her bliss pique his response to untrammeled delight.

	Up until the last replete kiss, his skilled hands bestowed admiration. Beyond any doubt, Lisianne understood why most women wept, transported, after receiving Verrain’s attention.

	Seldom, if ever, were they cherished as themselves with such focused appreciation.

	Afterward in the wineshop, lightly rumpled and wearing a sparkling flush, the lady implored Verrain again to relinquish his public challenge. “At least refuse the charade of your cousin’s chastisement.” Her suggestion was sidelined, again set beyond argument. With brazen verve, Verrain kept her entertained in plain sight for an hour. Through the fidgeting whispers as folk came and went, eying them with impolitic curiosity, he kept her hands tied. Almost too late, he settled her back into her carriage, left her one searing kiss, then told her, forthright, to go home.

	“Until next time, if you are agreeable,” he said. “I ask for the honor. All night spent in bed with fair warning: if you accept, I don’t mean to waste one blissful second beside you by sleeping.”

	Women did as he asked. Never because he was overbearing or because he charmed the sense out of them. They granted his wish for respect since he did not dismiss their intelligent company lightly. Yet tonight, in the milk-warm darkness of the southcoast, history changed course as Lisianne became the striking exception.

	She permitted Verrain to shut her inside the carriage. Endured the demure pace of propriety, iron nerved, as her driver released the set brake and started the team forward. The rumble of wheels and jingling traces masked the click as she unlatched the opposite window and spoke urgently to the coachman. By instruction, he slowed the horses at the next turn. She seized her moment, slipped out, and ducked into the shadows, while the coach rolled off empty without her. Hard-breathing, alone, she veered down the puddled lane beside the pastry shop, wrapped in the smells of wet cobbles and cinnamon. Through the whistling industry of the baker’s boy stoking the ovens for the morrow’s molasses rolls, she heard the young men talking among themselves as they filed out of the wineshop behind her. They would be bound for the public well to watch Verrain seize his satisfaction. Faint through their fading voices, she picked out the distanced rumble of the carriage, the draft team whipped into the uphill grade toward the palace at a thundering run.

	Lisianne could not bring the guard in time to stop the duel. Verrain had cut his timing too fine. Breathlessly anxious, she turned the corner into the back alley. She squished through the midden, scattering rats. At the wineshop’s rear door, she pounded for admittance, hoping her presence could yet defray the unknown malice unleashed in the aftermath.

	*

	The bar slid, and the stout panel scraped open a crack, watchfully blocked by the bulk of one of the establishment’s serving girls. Brought by the knock with a damp towel in hand, she peered through the chain the proprietress kept pinned to discourage pilfering. “Who’s there?”

	 “Maefe? It’s Lisya! Let me in. Hurry! Please, I need to borrow one of your plain shifts and a kitchen drudge’s string cap.”

	“Lisianne! Didn’t I just see Verrain sen Dient send you off in your carriage?” Chiding surprise changed to wicked delight. The confidante of countless young lovers, the barmaid unlocked the door, vivaciously chattering. “Mercy’s sake! Your slippers reek. And your lovely silk hem! What’s happened? Did you honestly have to spoil your clothes by sneaking in here by way of the rubbish heap? You won’t be in time to witness the duel if you’re wanting a servant’s smock for the escapade.”

	“No escapades,” Lisianne insisted, whisked over the threshold into the dusty storeroom, with its piled crates of empty bottles, and the slat stair to the wine cellar. “I’m staying,” she added. “Just lend me the clothing and a dim table until the fool gallant comes back.”

	“Ah! You’ve been promised an assignation!” Maefe giggled, already untying her apron. “He’s a sweet-hearted catch. Generous, too. Always tips in silver, does Verrain. Take my blouse. Yes, of course I’ve a shift underneath. Clogs, too. Don’t be daft! I’ll go barefoot. If you’ve caught Verrain’s eye, you don’t want to waste his attention picking out splinters. There’s the spare dress. The house keeps one for spills in the broom closet. Hang your gown in its place, the loan’s not a worry, but stay mum. That court accent’s a giveaway if you speak.”

	Maefe unloaded her bundled cast-offs, still warm and musked with the ambient reek of the tavern, then breezed away, too rushed to lend a maid’s help with ribbons and laces.

	Lisianne shed her finery without a pang for harsh treatment of ruffles and lace. She had given up, long since, masquerading in the trappings of the coquette. Already the ball seemed a fanciful figment, surreal perfection burst like a bubble against problems best handled by practical intelligence.

	 


Chapter III

	 

	The excited talk shared as the bravos returned said the midnight contest was dispatched in three strokes, with Verrain’s cousin scratched as a wrist-slap. By then, Lisianne sat at the dim table in the far corner. No candle burned, where the trapped indoor heat smothered the air from the streetside windows. With the kitchen cap bundled over her hair, and her big, ringless hands buffing water spots off commonplace crystal, she earned no more than a passing glance and captured nobody’s notice.

	The miscreant cousin had already stopped bleeding when, still stripped down to breeches and boots, he arrived with a noisy circle of friends. Inside the front doorway, he shouted for Maefe. “Bring out two glasses. The best bottle you have.” He demanded a robust Carithwyr red for the traditional cups to pledge amity.

	Strategic conspirator, the serving maid also dropped off a second tray of damp glassware. Her shadow masked Lisianne’s shy presence as Verrain came in, more subdued, though none the worse for his passage at arms. Fastidious by habit, he had replaced his silk shirt, though he had left off his topaz studs. The intricate laces that required a valet remained jauntily untied and dangling. Lisianne was blessed by a view of his back as he claimed a chair, stretched out long legs, and lounged with his arms crossed, replete. Faced by the paired goblets already poured, and the witnesses’ rapt expectation, he looked like a man prepared to be moved to indulgent forgiveness.

	Lisya never guessed, as she polished, that his absent expression masked a turmoil of thought from their interlude in the carriage. In fact, she had dealt him a heady surprise. Above and beyond her exemplary spirit, her sweet trust had lit the fire for a repeat assignation the beautiful women so seldom inspired. Their attention too often turned sullen, with possessive demands that fretted male patience. Verrain cultivated few constant companions. The most valued among them had never won him by the accident of their appearance.

	He could have walked out and been happier for it. The velvet humidity of midsummer night invited the pause for clearheaded reflection.

	Except the importunate cousin shoved the glass forward, insistent to hurry the aftermath. Visibly, Verrain collected himself. “Tell me,” he chided, “what raw sort of trouble brought you to that vulgar display?” He twirled his untouched goblet. Waited with fiercely elegant calm to hear out the explanation. 

	The cousin winced. Not from the mild sting of his wrapped wrist as he tipped his full glass in salute. “Drink first. I insist. Since we are slavishly married to form, I can’t properly speak until we’ve finished the ritual.”

	Verrain raised his eyebrows. He lifted the goblet. Touched the rim to his lips, quite aware of the risk, that the act of malice had sprung from forethought. A breached trust, after all, led to more of the same. To heal this, someone must be first to unbend. For the sake of family integrity, he did as tradition demanded.

	The mistake overtook him with dizzying speed. He had scarcely swallowed when his balance upended. Collapse crashed him into the table. The scarce-tasted goblet smashed in a spray of wine and fragmented glass.

	Lisianne saw, from across the room, the frantic confusion and fear flooded into his widened eyes. She launched off her bench. More glass broke, unheeded, as she slammed past the trestle in her alarmed rush to reach him. One of the male onlookers grabbed hold to stop her. She yanked through his grasp. Never so grateful for her burly frame, she crashed to her knees beside Verrain. She saw the crazed madness that seized his face the instant before he began shouting.

	Her large hand gagged his mouth. While he howled into her fingers and clawed, she kept her grip, desperate, and muffled his raving. Bystanders were staring. A few, tight with drink, were foolishly laughing, blind to the momentous threat. By a mere handful of ill-spoken words, the unassailable bastion of sen Dient integrity might become gutted in public. Lisianne crushed Verrain’s outburst to moans. Unaware of her tears, she used the coarse cloth of the tavern maid’s skirt to mire his thrashing. Her palm was bitten and bleeding, but still firm, when the king’s guardsmen dispatched by her coachman burst in. Their handling was direct, by brutal expediency. They gagged Verrain sen Dient with a ripped shred of tablecloth, then wrestled him flat, bound him hand and foot, and hauled him bodily away.

	Lisianne scrambled out of the puddle of spilled wine and splintered glassware. Her savaged hand stung. The pungent scent wafting off her soaked skirt spun her senses. If breathing the wine’s doctored fumes turned her head, how must Verrain be suffering? Plain sound hurt her hearing, and the movements of people about her seemed queerly slowed down. Perception appeared to flicker and pause, as though the lamplight wore gaps, by turns not there, or else searing her sensitized eyesight.

	“Treason!” she rasped. Steadied by outrage, she spun and accosted the unprincipled sen Dient cousin, who cowered amid his appalled cadre of friends and the cluster of riveted bystanders. “You’ve arranged everything! Poisoned an innocent man for the sake of somebody’s filthy conspiracy!”

	“No!” objected the young numskull who had used her for harm’s sake: whose callow insult on the public stair had been planned with malicious intent. “Verrain wasn’t intended to die!”

	That shrill protestation carried too far: the royal guards seized him into custody also, by which time Lisianne tossed off the serving girl’s apron. She shoved out the door in the borrowed skirt. The ball gown and pearl cincture abandoned behind would recompense Maefe since the loaned clothes bore the evidence of tainted wine, and the hem was a hazard, snagged with broken glass.

	*

	An hour later, Verrain lay sprawled in bed. If the nightmares that drove his convulsions had not eased, his fit was contained by kindlier ties of soft linen. Lisianne perched in a stuffed chair by his side, plying a compress of herbs in an attempt to soothe his furrowed brow. Poisoned sweat streamed off his fevered skin, spangled gold under the filigree lamp that burned on a lacquered side table. His fair, silken hair had snarled with damp. His eyes rolled in tormented delirium. The unpleasant restraint of the gag was removed. Whether his raving spewed damaging secrets, only trusted ears overheard: the wing used to house the crown’s winter guests was closed off at this season. The massive state furnishings loomed under drapes, and the windows were darkened behind louvered shutters. Isolated and kept under clandestine guard, Verrain’s straits could be silenced. But not for long amid the current unrest that chafed the guilds’ interests against the precepts of established law.

	The lady looked up as her younger half brother stepped in, a pinched frown on his earnest features. “Lisya, we have trouble.” His worried regard measured Verrain’s distress, then settled back on his sister. “Certainly more than we bargained for when you asked to dispatch the king’s guard.”

	“The lid’s shut too tight on the boiling pot,” Lisianne agreed, her deep-seated anger choked back from a tirade, just barely.

	“We’ve only deferred the explosion,” Adlaize agreed, shoved headlong into thickets of responsibility far beyond his tender years. Alone with his aging mother at Innish, he was a boy given nowhere to turn: the sullen buildup of tension against the land charter upheld by the crown fanned too hot in the king’s prolonged absence. Worse, for the first time in anyone’s memory, the caithdein who stood shadow for the crown’s justice had been called into service as well. Court authority, and the throne’s direct successor ruled from the ancient seat in the mountains of Vastmark. Which left Adlaize as the prince’s declared heir apparent to weigh tonight’s charges of treason.

	The timely arrest in the wineshop tonight had salvaged the spark so purposefully tossed on the tinderbox of unrest: damage sen Dient, and royal support could be fractured. Verrain and his cousin were just hapless pawns. Any one of a dozen disaffected guild ministers might bid to upset the compact’s ancient sanctions.

	“Which faction’s responsible?” Lisianne prompted, then said, “Hush,” in dismay when her touch failed to calm Verrain’s thrashing.

	Adlaize flipped back a dust sheet. He perched on the plush divan revealed underneath, an overblown, claw-footed antique, most likely the hopeful gift of a merchant angling for favor. The finials on the arms had carved lions’ heads. Their snarling jaws gripped a mouthful of silk tassels and dwarfed him, in his unadorned shirt and dark trousers. He had not inherited their father’s large build. Adulthood would never grant him the imposing strength of the uncle, who currently wielded the powers of royal attunement.

	Instead, Adlaize had the fidgeting, studious slenderness of the king’s sister’s son, who had sired his natural mother. His demeanor exasperated, he shoved back the springy brown hair tumbled over his forehead.

	“That bad?” whispered Lisianne. “What’s so wrong you’re too reluctant to speak?”

	Shand’s minor seal ring flashed as her brother banged an impotent fist into the furnishing. “Oh, you have no idea!” Changing from king’s tongue to the more lyric Paravian to thwart the gossip of eavesdropping servants, he added, “Beyond a conspiracy aimed at the crown? Koriathain now work hand in glove with the assassin’s league, whose extortionate work has taken a bold turn for the worse. Lisya, forget scared. Try terrified! Somewhere, we have a disaffected merchant who’s opened his coffers to incite clan repression! Verrain’s cousin overheard a braggart who mentioned a head-price being offered as bounty. An innocent accident—he went drinking in bad company at the wrong time and place. Apparently, he was savvy enough to realize the secret was hellbound to finish him off as a corpse sunk with a stone in the harbor. Rather than redeem the gaffe and tell his grandsire he’d fallen into a scrape, he ran to the witches and swore them an oath of debt in exchange for a protective talisman.”

	Horror and shock made Lisianne’s touch falter. The fumbled compress slid through her mauled fingers and dropped with a splash in the basin. “And the Koriathain forced him to target Verrain?”

	“By way of a league man, who arranged the details.” Adlaize paused as his sister digested the grim gist he had grasped a scant hour before her. “That takes the affray beyond common scandal, you know this. Given Verrain’s widespread reputation, his own family will be forced to disown him.” The fracture of sen Dient integrity might erode the tenuous solidarity of those few guild ministers of staunch character who still backed the throne.

	“Verrain’s no callous rake!” Lisianne swallowed, retrieved her soaked cloth, and applied another dollop of astringent paste, which balm thus far had done nothing to ease anyone’s agony. “What was the poison?” she broached at fraught length. “Nothing fatal, if tonight’s foul play aimed to loosen his tongue.”

	“My dear, I’m sorry.” The most brutal detail, deferred until last, wrenched Adlaize to redoubled anguish. His chilling expression no child’s, he revealed, “Your rag was sent to the half-breed seer who works for the herbalist. She scried to unveil the decoction.”

	Lisianne felt her heart constrict. “And?”

	The single candle seared the still air, while Verrain’s exhausted, hoarse sobs shrilled on like a cry against darkness. Adlaize shut his eyes. Opened them with pity for the mad stare of the bravo strapped down on the bed. “Your young man was dosed with a mixture of seer’s weed and bane root, laced into refined cane syrup and wine to speed absorption.”

	Which meant the crown’s enemies wanted Verrain healthy into old age but with his mind incurably broken.

	“Ath wept!” The ugly bent to his ruin did not stun Lisianne’s wits. “Our enemies have cruelly taken our measure!”

	The only court healer skilled enough to try mending the damage from a narcotic with arcane properties had gone to Earle with the High King’s retinue. That left only the witches themselves with the requisite training and knowledge.

	“After this?” Lisianne gasped, hammered breathless. “I would beg! Let the poor man not be exposed again to the suspect mercy of the Koriathain!”

	“Wise choice,” Adlaize agreed, strained. “The king’s guard would forbid you. Verrain’s a danger to all of us, now. Even his kin would kill to see him silenced. Lisya!” the boy shouted, undone as her stricken eyes fixed upon him. “Verrain cannot stay anywhere within civilized reach! You’ve measured the stakes just as I have!”

	“And his cousin?” Her voice shook. “He was foolish with panic, not criminal.”

	“He won’t be condemned. The sen Dient patriarch has pleaded. Expect he can be granted a stay on the promise he’ll be reassigned to the wool sheds in Vastmark until his weak character’s chastened.”

	Lisianne blinked. “You would dare to rule on this?” 

	“I have. Already.” And again, forced maturity firmed Adlaize’s poise. “Did I have any choice?” Since pride locked her tongue, he finished the question she most feared to ask. “Verrain will be remanded into the custody of the clans posted in the free wilds. If they cannot help, their escort to Forthmark must see him delivered to the permanent care of Ath’s adepts.”

	Lisianne stirred, her tear-streaked expression utterly lost.

	“Oh Ath,” cried her younger brother, pierced by the inherited gift of royal-born s’Ahelas insight. “You’re love-blind on him! After everything else, don’t you tell me you’ve entangled your heart!”

	Her gesture defeated him before her stripped words. “Those other women, the many he cared for, and even the ones who have pleaded to wed him? Where are they now when he needs them?”

	Urgency sealed her intention to travel at Verrain’s side. Adlaize recognized the set to her spine their late father had battled to routed exhaustion. His sister’s decision was unassailable. Adlaize surrendered with practical bitterness. He lacked the adult nerve, or else the stark cruelty, of using the palace guard to forbid her.

	 


Chapter IV

	 

	The rushed departure occurred well before the watch change at dawn. A priority dispatch case already scheduled was outbound for pickup by a free wilds courier. Four stout men-at-arms wearing the king’s colors saddled up horses as escort. Verrain was mounted on a docile mare, still gripped by the aftershock of his poisoning. Left light-headed by bouts of sweating and nausea, he raved, wild-eyed, or else languished, limp and unresponsive. His outbursts reflected no ordered intelligence, and perhaps never would. The loose tongue that threatened the realm’s strained stability would be given no chance to inflame further dissent. His outbursts of shouting were muffled. More soft rags prevented his frantic hands from tearing the knots in the gag. Lisianne trailed the mounted lancers on foot, her sturdy build decked out in stout twill and boots, with a suitable knife at her hip for rough country. Her charge, beside Verrain, was attending the pack animals bearing grain stores for their mounts since their route would traverse proscribed ground without farmsteads to sell them provision.

	In the charcoal dark, unbroken by lanterns, the small party moved out through the lanes that fronted the merchant’s mansions. Shod hooves rang unnervingly loud on the cobbles, and dew misted the shine on sheathed weapons and helms as the guard passed the odd light behind a lozenged-glass window. Innish was a port town and not an old site passed down from the ancient Paravians. No gate, no fortified wall, and no sentry challenged their egress. Past the last courtyard gardens and outlying houses, a snaggled line of plank bridges spanned the marsh at the Ippash delta. The warhorses blew snorts and curvetted, spurred between the incoming farm drays with their stacks of crated chickens and baskets of produce for market. The beasts Lisianne tended more sensibly plodded. If Verrain seemed calm, she herself wrestled dread, heightened by nervous exhilaration.

	Never before had she ventured abroad, though lifelong, the exotic lore of the territory reserved by the compact had fired her dreams, places Mankind was forbidden to tread, where the land’s greater mysteries flourished. Only birthright initiates, trained and tested for talent, might discern the safe glades from those with fair aspects both deadly and dangerous.

	Where the trade road wound left, the riders were met by the clanborn entrusted as bearer for the crown’s messages. A wiry woman, her weathered squint shielded the eerie, farsighted gaze that saw into vistas beyond the staid boundaries of human experience. Tradition, not vanity, styled her hair, the elaborate, patterned braid of her lineage seasoned with early gray. Her impervious survey accepted the surprise of dependent travelers without protest. No trace of vexation tightened the deft fingers at rest on her longbow. Since clanfolk used lethal force only to eat, her shoulder-slung quiver held hunter’s points, and another sheaf of arrows affixed with streamers and whistles for signal.

	She received the dispatch case sealed with the royal cartouche, then gestured, impatient to be away. Their designate guide as well as scout courier, she would steer their course well clear of a perilous encounter with the Paravian presence and undertake also the mindful assays to forage and curate the sites for their cookfire.

	Come nightfall, she would allow no pitched tents. Wet or dry, the party under her purview would rest, wrapped in their cloaks to leave minimal trace of their passage.

	Daybreak veiled the horsemen in gold snags of mist, where the tidal marsh ended and neap tide laid bare the shoals at the ford by the river mouth. The trade road for wagons crossed over the bogs of the Ippash delta and branched westward along the scalloped coves of the seacoast. But their path did not take that civilized route. Two of the guards drew rein by the thoroughfare, their duty completed. The remaining pair would serve under arms through the verges, an ominous change in protocol prompted by guild dissent.

	The clan scout had no desire to linger. If not for the lawful directive that targeted her for resentment, she appeared discomposed by the traffic. She departed the roadway at a brisk pace, veering into the scrub on the northeastern side of the river.

	Verrain’s last fit had subsided to quiet. He nodded in his saddle, perhaps dozing, while Lisianne juggled his reins between prods at the packhorses, who tended to amble and balk to snatch mouthfuls of grass. The assigned lancers brought up the rear, the jingle of harness and chain mail laced through their badinage and coarse jokes.

	Lisianne felt the fey regard of the clanswoman upon her as she slogged through the tufted bullrush and thorn and bypassed the snags of damp brush that loomed through the lingering fog. Her stride surely lacked the requisite fitness, given her sheltered upbringing.

	“I won’t let you down,” she snapped, doubtless measured behind the courier’s taciturn silence.

	Piercing eyes of gray hazel did not flick aside in disdain. Sun-browned features crinkled instead, alight with unabashed humor. “Not what I was thinking,” the clan scout said, by her lyric inflection fluent since birth in both king’s tongue and ancient Paravian. Typical of her breed, she moved like a predator. That, and her stark demeanor had masked the humanity beneath the discipline of her blood heritage. Mark of preeminent rank, her forehead bore the triaxial tattoo of uncanny experience: confirmed proof she was centered enough to withstand living contact with all three Paravian races. Unlike the clan spokesmen who advised the king’s council, she likely was among the rare breed detached from the seasonal roster and resident year-round within the deep wilds.

	Perhaps endowed as well with fey Sight, she answered to Lisianne’s musing, “I’m s’Daltier descended, called Edlie. I will take you as far as the Ippash encampment, after which my tasked assignment hastens me westward through Vastmark.”

	“On foot?” Lisianne had never beheld the crown seat, though the legends surrounding the Second Age citadel had tickled her curiosity since childhood.

	Edlie’s sidelong stare lost none of its edge. Nor would she discuss the urgent business that pressed her errand through rugged terrain. “If you’re wise, you’ll leave your young man to  my people, then ask for the grace of their escort to speed your return to your kinfolk.”

	Lisianne said nothing. But her white-knuckled grasp, leading Verrain’s horse, snagged the woman’s feral alertness.

	Indifferent toward the trailing guardsmen’s outburst of raucous laughter, Edlie amended her misplaced advice. “More than strong of body, you have a stout heart.” Her wry shrug seemed resigned. “Sufficient, I hope, for what lies ahead. I see whose cause has your staunch support. I’ll ask, if you’re unused to walking all day, that you tell me before you get blisters.”

	Lisianne grinned, unoffended, “If I don’t complain, you’d be stuck dragging a fortnight’s side trip on for a month?”

	“Something like that.” The clanswoman cracked an unexpected, warm smile, more relaxed as the road fell behind. “Though we may be obliged to take pause anyhow. Riathan still foal by the Ippash, even if, lately, the yearly migration’s grown sparse.”

	Adlaize had remarked upon the same trend, another concern heaped on top of the crisis that sequestered Shand’s sanctioned royalty. Yet the old races were a deep mystery, their ways beyond mortal knowing. Verrain’s plight posed the thornier problem. Tied to his destiny, Lisianne tugged the packhorses’ muzzles from a succulent clump of wildflowers. The last mist had burned off. Theirs was the only human intrusion as far as the eye could see. No footpath creased the sunlit vista of rolling meadow, alive at each step with the clatter of winged insects. Crickets and birdsong filled the humid air, intoxicant with the hay-scented warmth of late morning. The horses waded chest high through seed tassels and bracken. Their approach flushed explosions of pheasant and small game from the thickets and scattered foraging bees through the swales carpeted with pink meadowsweet, goldenrod, aster, and heal-all.

	Edlie insisted that Verrain’s restraints be stripped off at the first pause to water the horses. For the moment, he seemed content not to shout. While his mount shouldered up to the streamlet and drank, he sat his saddle with a glazed stare, fingers sifting through his mare’s chestnut mane with the sensuous bliss of a lover’s caress. Lisianne’s cheeks flamed as his reverent touch relived the rapt delight of their tryst in the carriage.

	Most wrenching of all, the intimate display bared the purity of his emotion. Lisianne clamped her jaw, while the shameless guards smirked over the sorry embarrassment of his predicament.

	“He leaks like a bucket!” The derisive brute slapped his thigh with his gauntlet. “Are we duty bound to witness his panting conquest until he fizzles off in his britches? Here, I thought he was banished to clap a tight lid on the cache of sen Dient trade secrets!”

	“You’re not likely to glean much extortionate gossip,” the clan guide declaimed.

	The men met her disgusted glare, unconvinced. Then the bearded one sneered, while his fellow fluttered his lashes in fatuous ecstasy.

	“You don’t understand?” Edlie visibly curbed her annoyance. “Verrain’s mind was deranged by a narcotic poison. He might seem pithless to you. That doesn’t mean his perceptions aren’t real. Removed from his accustomed setting, he won’t respond from his remembered past. His reactions relate to stimulus taken from his immediate present.”

	“You’re saying the pervert’s in love with his nag? Gag him anyway!” snapped the man who held rank. “I’ve no use for a foppish court ornament, even before he turned lunatic.”

	As Lisianne bristled, Edlie intervened in her chiseled clan accent. “The man’s affliction harms nothing and no one. To silence his voice impairs his free will. In that regard, charter law overturns your callous ignorance. Trust me! You don’t want to test my temper if you dare overstep on my watch.”

	The sullen lancers resumed the rear guard, chafed as their wretched assignment soured under the constraint of established authority.

	Best to change the sore subject, Lisianne felt, given the political fracture arisen between townbred bias and the ancient land rights preserved under clan oversight.

	“Will we encounter a marker stone?” she asked, hauling the stubborn packhorses away from the tasty bog grass that fringed the streamlet.

	“To define the free wilds boundary?” Edlie cocked her head as though words alone were inadequate. “Not here. The verge has a fluid line. The edge moves hereabouts with the seasons and storms, changed by the surge of the flux currents.”

	“How do you know, then?” Lisianne gestured ahead, where the powder-blue haze met the open sweep of the horizon. “When do we cross over?”

	“Blood talent hears it, or sees, or else senses the shift in the land’s pulse.” Edlie crouched with feral grace and stroked her palm down an exposed slab of bedrock. “Stone knows, if one’s ear has the knack for deep resonance.”

	Lisianne owned no such uncanny perception, nor any claim to an endowed descent. Around her, the birdsong and plant life seemed no different than anyplace else. While the noon sun blazed down overhead, she munched hard bread and cheese on the march and strove to coax Verrain’s listless appetite. Though sickness had purged the acute symptoms from the toxins during the night, the aftershock left an insatiable thirst and an unsettled stomach. Edlie took advantage of his convalescence to flank their slow progress and hunt, that nightfall should not find them hungry.

	And the afternoon passed, with only one brief, drenching shower before Verrain’s weakness and Lisianne’s tender feet forced an early camp. Edlie selected a grove on a hillock, shaded by a magnificent stand of crabbed oaks. Their broad, tangled canopy sheltered a swale where browsing deer had pruned the greensward of undergrowth. Edlie refused to burn even deadwood though fallen branches were plentiful. No fire would be laid inside a league since, she declared, Riathan disdained to graze where cold ashes did not originate from a lightning-struck flame.

	Lisianne plucked up a fallen acorn, nestled like a secret in the tasseled grasses. “Then this site sometimes falls within the proscribed wilds?”

	An elfin smile lit Edlie’s seamed face. “Days ago, yes. The surge at midsummer has barely withdrawn. This grove always quickens at the spring equinox. The seasonal ebb returns after solstice, which prompts the Riathan migration. When the unicorns go, the land’s greater vibrancy moves along with them. Always, the earth dances with the signature joy that endows the Paravian presence.” Wary, perhaps, of curiosity that might drive the sense-blind to folly, she added, “Watch your man for the change. He is bound to respond. Though be careful. Don’t let him wander. He has been ripped open to quickened perception. He will feel the cascade. But heedless as a child, he might thrust his bare hand into live coals without the awareness of danger.”

	Lisianne relinquished the acorn in favor of insight into Verrain’s condition. “What do you experience?”

	Edlie sighed, arms outspread. “Some see lights, or hear ephemeral music. Language cannot encompass the meaning. Though here’s wishing more townsfolk asked questions like yours. The effort toward understanding would lessen potential trouble on all counts.”

	“Count trouble!” yelled Verrain, jerked suddenly tense. He glanced behind and waggled his elbows. “Just as storm brings thunder, they stalk us.”

	His frothed agitation unsettled his mount. Lisianne firmed her grasp on his reins. “I should get him down,” she apologized to the clan guide. “I’m holding you up, and someone should help you bundle dry wood if your bagged game must be roasted elsewhere.”

	“Not too proud for rough fare?” Edlie’s elusive humor dissolved as she noticed the guards sprawled idle, helms doffed. Tousled heads pillowed on their dumped saddles with both warhorses turned loose to graze, the bearded one picked his teeth with a willow twig, while his fellow lamented the lack of a wineskin. “Kick those layabouts’ arses and put them to work, or I won’t be providing their supper.”

	Not oblivious, the bearded guard grumbled, “Fiends plague, woman, I’d go hungry before gnawing the gristle off a stringy haunch of scorched rabbit.”

	Edlie bowed to him, teeth bared like the edge on a knife, then slipped into the deepening shadows.

	Lisianne opted to ease Verrain’s straits without male assistance. Better to strain her back than allow contemptuous handling to goad him. Patience led him to dismount by himself, then to choose a soft hollow where he settled on his stomach, chin rested upon his laced hands. Content with an ant’s eye view of the world, he lay mumbling singsong nonsense. Lisianne unsaddled and rubbed down his horse, resigned to the discomfort of her scabbed palm. The groom’s work helped divert her anxiety. Although she was unfamiliar with harness, she fumbled with the lashed ropes, stiff buckles, and tight surcingles until she had stripped and unburdened the packhorses. The awkward bulk of the panniers made her stagger, a staunch struggle with self-sufficiency that amused the bored guardsmen.

	Lisianne ignored their heckling comments. When Verrain scrambled upright and yanked at his points with intent to relieve himself, she dropped her unwieldy armload and drew him away into seemly seclusion. The lancers hooted and voiced their ribald innuendo throughout. 

	“Fine stud that he is, dame, you might seize your chance. A bare-handed grope in his trousers might lead to a rowdy root in the hay.”

	His fellow guffawed outright. “Don’t bet your silver she’ll spark any heat. Yon broad’s got that prim little pinch to her lips. Ath’s my judge, she’s past prime for a diddling romp to shake up her natural instincts!”

	“Horse face like hers? Does she even know how? Built like a dairy cow in the hips, likely as not she’s still virgin.”

	“Well, dandy-cock there knows his stuff in the sheets. If she’s unbroke, let him breach her!”

	Lisianne clamped her jaw. Beyond shame for herself, she ached for Verrain, that such mockery bullied an innate sense of dignity stripped defenseless. “Strutting roosters! Since when has the lance captain recruited the thugs who brawl in the waterfront stews?”

	“Better men-at-arms serve the crown prince, though not the best.” Verrain maundered, fidgeting. His aimless effort had hopelessly tangled the points on his breeches. Lisianne sighed. She knelt, redirected his hands, and picked out the knots.

	Freed shortly to urinate, Verrain resumed his nonsensical patter. “The cream of the company went westward to Earle. Mist and spirits. Hate and horror. Hunger and greed beyond measure. They fight malice itself with the High King’s defense. The sun will be swallowed. The world trembles, despite every valiant sacrifice.”

	“Nobody knows what’s unleashed at Earle,” Lisianne chided in weary exasperation. “Adlaize himself wasn’t told. And besides, the Sorcerers’ business lies outside our depth. Why should your comment bend that way?”

	“Lies and deceits.” Verrain fingered her sleeve in distraught agitation as she tugged his britches to rights. “Do you not see the cloud? We are grievously shadowed!”

	Yet the earlier, afternoon shower had passed. The summer sky overhead was rinsed clean, the citrine cast of late sunlight gilding the hilltops before purple dusk.

	“I see no more squalls, love.” Lisianne cupped Verrain’s cheek, remiss for his crestfallen silence. “Though I don’t understand, I respect your vision. Edlie’s assured me your words aren’t groundless.”

	But Verrain’s attention already had strayed, caught by an orb spider spinning her web. Distress lifted, he stayed docile when she clasped his hand and steered him back to the campsite.

	“Bunny quick, that was!” the bearded guard jibed. “Or did your milquetoast swain just breathe through his mouth and jack off like a simpleton?”

	Irked when Lisianne stifled her reaction, his sallow companion thrust out his leg.

	Verrain tripped. Caught staring elsewhere, he crashed headlong and measured his length.

	“I will not abide cruelty!” Lisianne cried, enraged. “Help him up!”

	The bearded guard smirked. “Lie down with him, why not? We’d applaud the display.”

	When Lisianne gasped, Verrain methodically gathered himself. He sat up, spat out grit, and aimed a riveted stare at his oppressor. “You’ll be carrion by sunup,” he announced without heat. Then he uncoiled with galvanic speed and launched himself at the man’s face.

	His clawing fingers were batted aside. Slight as a fly before two heavyset brutes in mail byrnies, he had no chance from the outset. Muscular force punched him down. Pinned on his belly, one man’s knee gouged into his back, Verrain pitched and clawed with ferocious tenacity. He struggled, unresponsive to Lisianne’s pleas, howling fit to raise hair at the nape till his noise brought the clanswoman, running. 

	One glance kindled ire. Edlie slapped the bystanding guardsman aside. While Verrain thrashed against the other’s restraint, she dropped flat on the ground and cupped his contorted face between her seamed hands. There she held him, until his deranged sight had no choice but to look directly into her eyes. Unblinking, she murmured calm words in Paravian.

	Verrain crumpled limp, all his crazed fight undone, and lay prone in the grass as though sleeping.

	“Let him up!” Edlie snapped to the lancer too slow to withdraw his crushing weight.

	The guard moved, reluctant, then back-stepped fast as the lean clanswoman thrust herself upright. Her leathers stained in streaks by skinned greenery, she measured the pair without quarter. “What set him off?”

	“Unkind innuendo and teasing,” Lisianne interposed from the sidelines. Too humiliated to repeat the particulars, she changed tack. “How did you manage to quiet him?”

	Edlie stayed angry. “Healer’s touch.” Her dismissal was brisk. “Nothing I can teach. We minister to our own in that way if they fall into shock from a Paravian encounter.” Her irritation switched topic and tore into the swaggering lancers. “No more petty viciousness! This man’s suffered a massive overdose of seer’s weed. His senses are damaged. Torn wide open, do you hear? That means he’s acquired an initiate’s sensitivity, but disordered and warped out of true. He won’t have self-control. Can’t contain his unnerving experience. Savage him the wrong way, then beware! He won’t hesitate to stick you with your own knife and bleed you to death without conscience. Keep on, and my word on the promise, I’ll loan him my steel for the purpose.”

	The scolded miscreant shrugged, unabashed, his companion resentfully swearing. “How’d we draw the assignment for this bum lot, riding herd on a skinny barbarian, a prim bitch, and an idiot?”

	Shown Lisianne’s clamped fury, Edlie pulled her aside, then laughed with astonishing, quicksilver humor. “Sky above! Lighten up. You’d rather these scumbags nosed for your favor as the half sister to Shand’s next heir designate?”

	“I’ve no speck of influence,” Lisianne snapped. “No direct relationship to the s’Ahelas blood royal, and those brainless japes know it!”

	Edlie’s impersonal stare caught her short. “Well, how many garrison men see past the nob on their pricks? You have always been worthy. Only a feather-wit townborn could slight the paternal side of Adlaize’s lineage.”

	In fact, one had not: Lisianne’s chastened glance acknowledged Verrain, who sprawled yet in the grass, the fury that had launched the strike at his tormentor subsided to vacant oblivion. The sorrow struck hard, that the hatred and greed between contending factions should have lowered him to this horrid strait.

	“Never lose hope for him,” Edlie urged in straight kindness. “The world’s mysteries lie beyond human knowing, and take heart! Yon rabid curs who defile the king’s colors get sent packing the instant we leave the verges.”

	 


Chapter V

	 

	Night fell uneventful after an adversarial meal, where Edlie’s ultimatum prevailed and both insolent lancers went hungry. As much to evade their repugnant company, Lisianne retired. She doffed her girdle and knife, stripped down to her shift, and rolled up in her mantle with Verrain stretched out beside her. Although she had not rested through the prior night, ongoing stress kept her wakeful. Midnight saw her still sleepless under the glory of the summer stars.

	No breeze stirred the oak leaves. Peace ruled the deep, summer’s chorus of crickets in the velvet darkness, unbroken by the familiar rumble of late-going traffic and passing carriage lamps. Unused to the damp outdoor air and hard ground, Lisianne gazed upward, curious to know whether hearsay held true, that mage-wakened senses discerned the harmonic singing of the constellations. If the initiate mind experienced such wonder, might Verrain amid his confusion? Tomorrow’s passage through the free wilds sparked hope, if only to observe his rapt face. Perhaps such ephemeral joy might restore his spirited laughter.

	On that wishful thought, she succumbed to an exhaustion that smothered all memory of dreams.

	Lisianne awakened, disoriented, rousted by Verrain’s bruising tug on her wrist. Gripped fast by his mindless onslaught of panic, dragged headlong into the shocking chill of dewed grass, she cried out. Nobody answered. The stars lay veiled under clinging mist. Sight and hearing smothered by the heavy moisture made the surrounding grove feel deserted. Lisianne dismissed a stab of forlorn uneasiness. She perceived no immediate cause for alarm.

	Edlie’s clan instincts preferred solitude, and the lancers, saddled with unwanted guard duty, would scarcely bestir themselves to contain Verrain’s latest fit. Warned not to let him strike off on his own, Lisianne humored the problem. She abandoned her rumpled mantle and boots, allowed him to bundle her under his cloak and pull her along.

	Verrain bolted the instant she yielded. Unable to stem his crazed flight as he dragged her, Lisianne stumbled, towed headlong on her stockinged feet toward the far side of the grove.

	“Too late, too late!” Verrain gasped.

	Tact failed to disarm his frantic agitation. Wrenched by a sob, he vised her wrist tighter and harried her onward. Lisianne pressed to deflect him before they strayed too far afield.

	“We could hide,” she suggested. “Until you feel safe.”

	Verrain’s face cleared. To her breathless relief, he slackened pace, glanced about, and steered her behind the massive trunk of an ancient oak. There, his desperation seemed harmless enough. He released his manic grip on her arm, kept the cloak, and clambered up the tree bole into a niche where several gnarled branches joined the central trunk. Then he extended his hand and beckoned her upward. “Lisya! Please hurry!”

	His strident urgency rejected appeasement. If he ran amok and burst out yelling, the intolerant guards would retaliate. Edlie was unlikely to welcome the nuisance of a midnight intervention. An oak trunk eaten cavernous with rot posed the more innocuous diversion. Lisianne sighed and hiked up her shift. The contorted branches still wore living greenery, an easy climb despite the felt pall of mist. Lisianne resigned herself to skinned knees and more abuse to her scabbed palm. She scrambled upward, resolved to share Verrain’s paranoid perch until he calmed enough to be quieted.

	But that sensible plan unraveled the moment she crammed herself into the dank nook and peered outward. Torches streamed through the murk, moving abroad on the heath where no man-made fire should rightfully burn.

	Verrain whimpered. He jammed hurried fingers over her mouth to throttle her exclamation. His sweating terror was not groundless, in fact, but a primal reaction to danger.

	Distant clamor arose. The fog magnified shouts and the clash of bared steel, then the harrowing scream of a wounded horse.

	“Lisya! Hide!” Verrain seized her waist, shoved her bodily upward, and harried her toward a noisome cleft higher above. Cobwebs netted her cheek and her hair. Her groping hand splashed into a chill pool of catchwater, her squeamish gasp stifled as Verrain again jammed a sweaty palm over her lips. Wedged hard against her, he draped his mantle over them both, a breath ahead of the wheeled spears of light that pierced the gapped foliage below.

	“Hush, Lisya,” he whispered. Clamped immobile within his embrace, she cowered, scared to the marrow by the inbound drumroll of hoofbeats. Torch-bearing riders coalesced in the open, perhaps a long bowshot away. The grove’s canopy thwarted the count of their number. Flame bobbed to a fragmented smatter of voices, carried erratically through the mist. Then a male shout echoed, cut off in midcry. Whatever grim business occurred in the dark, the disturbance muted the crickets. Condensation dripped from the black clotted leaves through a suddenly ominous quiet.

	Paralyzed beyond reason, afraid even to breathe, Lisianne leaned into Verrain. The tense seconds clocked by to his raced heartbeat underneath her crushed cheek. His raw, nerve-stripped senses detected the dread rustles, first. More than one stealthy footstep approached through the dark. Not friends, the arrivals closed in from the site of the unseen carnage. Flame light sheared through the outer trees. Spurs and weaponry jingled. Scarcely ten strides away from oak where they cowered, a stranger’s rant tore the silence.

	“… easy job,” he expounded, his tone edged with frustration. “Four shod horses? Might as well have left me a blazed trail! Though my staked fee was too scant. Had I known that she-wolf could split hair with a bow, her stand in that ditch wouldn’t’ve cost half my dog pack.”

	“No blood on your hands. That was our agreement,” a deep-voiced henchman retorted. “Could’ve flayed off that clan bitch’s tattoo yourself. Claimed the bounty for her in your own right.”

	“Not me,” the excitable tracker demurred. “She cursed the hands bearing the weapon that killed her. Won’t have her haunt riding herd on my nightmares. And those lancers were king’s men! Foul tactics, the use of that staked rope to trip up their defense.”

	“No loss,” the assassin dismissed. “The assignment was foisted on blundering slackers. Dead serving their posts, or throats slit while asleep, the league wanted them done either way. Can’t leave any witness to trace the strayed dispatches or file a claim backed by evidence. No living proof rides our back. Who’s to say the courier did not go berserk and take down the lot for unsanctioned trespass?”

	“Dharkaron’s dread Spear! Your taste for slaughter’s not satisfied?” Closer, all but under the sheltering oak, the whiny tracker balked in protest. “Pay my fee, now. I’ll be on my way, and no party to your red slaughter.”

	The conspirators’ argument passed beneath the broad fork in the tree. A huge man, blood-soaked to the wrists and hefting Edlie’s purloined skinning knife, and his fidgety partner, redolent of damp dog and the rancid taint of the offal bought for kennel feed from the knacker.

	Verrain gagged, rigid shudders suppressed, while Lisianne clung to him, petrified. Heat and smoke from the torch riffled the oak leaves below, while the kinked shadows of the lower boughs swept across their overhead vantage.

	Moved past, none the wiser, the tracker still beefed, “… wasn’t hired to lead townbred innocents to butchery.”

	“Just the woman,” the league man corrected in cold ferocity. “The lackwit’s to live long enough to discredit his family.”

	Which caveat nonetheless raised objection. “Fatemaster avert! She’s no clan barbarian, armed to the teeth, or witch-bred to mother warped offspring!”

	“Then don’t look, ninny! Just snag us a saddle and round up a horse to pack out the prisoner. I’ll finish the female loose end quick and quiet and tidy the finicky evidence by torching the site with the bodies behind us.”

	The pause yawned after that, until the knife man stumbled over Lisianne’s shucked cloak, heaped beside her twill dress and boots.

	“They’ve scarpered! Fiends plague! That’s a pesky snag. Don’t expect to get paid before I’ve met my contract and bagged the flit lunatic.”

	“Can’t do!” snapped the tracker. “Not in the dark. Perhaps not at all, since that weasel’s arrow took my lead hound.”

	“You’ll run down my marked quarry,” the hired killer threatened. “Find them. Or else die gutted yourself some dark night in a stinking back alley. Bigger fish than the league wants sen Dient discredited. Whisper on the sly says a dark cabal’s using the unrest to break the crown charters. Koriathain are up to their necks in cahoots. Shirk your given task, you don’t want the likes of such enemies chasing your tail.”

	The tracker dredged back the semblance of pragmatism. “All right. Leave the hunting to me. The madman’s incapable on his own, and you swore the court heifer was useless. If we follow on horseback, they can’t get far. I can pick up their trail under daylight …”

	As the pair strode away, bent on securing their mounts, Verrain stirred. “Lisya,” he whispered. “I see blood on a knife. Not Edlie’s, but yours, before morning.”

	“Hush, love.” Sick with horror, Lisianne breathed deep. She found no second wind, and no courage. Civilized platitudes from her townbred life were useless to brace her wracked nerves. Both of the lancers assigned for protection were dead. Edlie’s corpse lay grotesquely mutilated. Bravado failed to quell her rank fear or bolster the dregs of her determination. She loosened her grip anyway. Ice-cold and trembling, she freed her shoulders from Verrain’s protective clutch. “Climb down. Slow and quietly. We’ve got to run. Now!”

	Lisianne saw no better option but to slip away before the fog lifted where a venal assassin might not dare to pursue. Across the ephemeral boundary of the verges, all but the time-tested lineages risked an unshielded encounter with the Paravian presence. Thin odds suggested the pithless tracker might shy from the prospect. Before being flushed from hiding and killed, with Verrain captured to reap the political whirlwind, Lisianne chanced the foolhardy flight through proscribed ground. Across the hazards of the free wilds, one narrow prospect held hope: the trade road to Ganish bisected Shand fifty leagues north of the southcoast. The inland route was well traveled in summer. Get there, and she could flag down help from a guarded caravan.

	“No rescue,” Verrain observed mournfully, as she shinnied down the oak bole and landed beside him.

	“That’s a problem for later,” Lisianne lied. Clad in naught but her stockings and shift, beyond desperate to silence him, she caught his hand and hustled him through the fog toward the perils of the open heath. Empty-handed, not brave, she renounced her connection to family and the prospect of civilized rescue from Innish.

	She and Verrain would be presumed dead. Edlie lay murdered, her crown dispatches rifled or burned. The clan enclave had never received the official, updated word to expect them. No one at court would hear of their straits or recognize their endangerment. Not in time to matter since their courier escort had been rerouted at clandestine short notice for Verrain’s sake. Edlie’s track should have passed westward through Vastmark on a solitary mission to the crown seat. Months might pass before Adlaize discovered his sent message had failed to arrive.

	 


Chapter VI

	 

	The morning dawned cool under lingering fog that thickened to a sullen drizzle. Lisianne’s sodden hose had chafed through and exposed her chapped soles. Verrain stumbled behind, set at odds with his natural balance. He preferred to walk barefoot and dug in his heels when she challenged his quirky recalcitrance.

	“My feet tingle. You don’t feel like you’re treading on feathers, tickling your toes at each step?” He reached forward and spun her in joyous abandon. “Makes me want to dance, or run rings until we fall down. Aren’t you giddy?”

	“No.” Lisianne calmly rebuffed the childlike enthusiasm behind his protestations. But the risen lump in her throat choked off speech when he pleaded in tender language to pluck wildflowers and twine them into a circlet to adorn her tumbled hair.

	“I would look ridiculous!” Lisianne coughed through her suppressed grief, and demurred, “Sillier than any lovesick dairymaid, may the poor spirits of those coarse-minded guardsmen find their final rest. Besides, it’s raining. Wet fronds of heather would drip into my face.”

	“The flowers adore you, no less than the women who milk the cattle to make butter and cheese.” Verrain cocked his head. “You don’t hear? They are singing.”

	“The milkmaids? Or the flowers? Let go. There’s not a civilized croft within leagues.” Lisianne pried her soaked braid from Verrain’s admiring grasp, more concerned that the league butcher’s tracker might be hounding them in pursuit. Desperate, afraid, she limped onward and tried not to think about Edlie, slain in cold blood for a plot that was none of their making.

	“Not the flowers.” Verrain persisted through her maudlin thoughts. “The raindrops lilt an exquisite harmony, too. They kiss your skin and adore your beauty as I do.” Thoughtful, he added, “We are not being followed.”

	“How can you be sure?” Lisianne splashed through a streamlet, forced to patience through the disjointed pause as Verrain stopped and bent to one knee.

	He drank from cupped hands, and her dangling question became overlooked as a ripple of unbidden rapture shuddered his frame. Brown eyes without guile, he looked up, surprised, then broke into spontaneous laughter. Edlie had foreseen such unfettered delight. That, and the bent of Verrain’s raving likely meant they had crossed the ephemeral boundary into the rarefied country of the free wilds.

	The land appeared unchanged to Lisianne’s eye. Rinsed to pallid gray under a scud that showed no sign of lifting, the dismal morning belied the notion an exalted presence ever had trodden this desolate vista or danced to the mystical harmony of the sunchildren’s crystalline flutes. The miasma of dank moss and earth clogged the air and shrouded the delicate scent of furled primroses. Hope ebbed under daylight, that the inherent perils of an unsanctioned trespass posed sufficient threat to deter the league’s murderous interests. One step to the next, through scrub brambles and wire grass, their clumsy flight seemed an act of futility. Lisianne’s spirits dragged, along with the frayed hem she tugged from the clutch of the undergrowth. Verrain’s incessant exuberance soon taxed her sawed nerves beyond bearing.

	When exasperation moved her to snap, one sidewise glance robbed her of the breath: the winsome spirit that was his very self shone through Verrain’s face like a beacon. Despite lank hair, however grimed and unshaven his profile, the spark of kindness that enlivened his eyes melted her distemper. His infectious pleasure made a pittance of rain. Wonder lit his expression at the startled flight of a bird, then bloomed afresh, dazzled by a scarlet leaf caught in his clothing. Almost, she entertained the daft folly of skipping in madcap delight alongside him.

	“We’ll just have to push through,” she determined aloud. The dire alternative did not bear imagining. She pushed onward. Against the long odds, despite her sheltered upbringing, she slogged knee deep through the scum-crusted bogs and thrashed through the tough grasses that lacerated her ankles. She slid, banged her shins on the moss-coated rocks, and picked herself up when she tripped over thistles and winced at the embedded thorns. Best not to dwell on the horror behind, or the memory of Adlaize’s overburdened responsibility. In fact, no hunting skills and no knife confronted her with starvation. Surrounded by trackless wilds under a leaden overcast that obscured simple orientation, Lisianne was forced to acknowledge her appalling ineptitude.

	“How do the clan scouts know which way is north?” she grumbled, loath to succumb into directionless circling.

	Verrain touched her arm, slid his hand down her wrist, then clasped her cold fingers and pointed.

	“How can you be certain?” she snapped in disbelief.

	He blushed, eyes averted, and murmured with injury, “The earth whispers the truth if you ask her.” When Lisianne sighed, confounded, he shrugged. “Not in sound. In colors and light, and a tingle of nerve ends, that winged creatures and hunting cats cultivate.”

	“And clan trackers?” she pressed, still irked.

	Verrain swept the horizon, then returned his regard, his brown eyes reproachful. “I see no clanfolk. Do you?”

	“No.” Lisianne stroked the beaded rain from his cheek, sorrowfully reminded his damaged cognizance could not handle abstract thought. Yet no matter how painfully far he had fallen, his sterling character stayed true. Lisianne’s flare of annoyance dissolved. Trying as he was, she could not berate him. As his insistent grip tugged her forward, she allowed that his moonstruck rambling at least sustained the cheerful pretense of purpose.

	The day passed to the gnaw of uncertainty, while the drizzle increased to fitful showers, then bone-chilling rain. By dusk, the refugees sheltered beneath the lee side of a boulder. There they huddled in misery throughout the night, warmth leached by the incessant whine of the gusts until shivering unraveled the fitful refuge of sleep. The first glimmer of dawn found them stumbling upcountry to drive off the insipid chill, with Verrain immersed in a maundering obsession with distant lights.

	“I see nothing.” Lisianne peered through the gray murk, tugged off-balance as his seemingly whimsical prank diverted her steps a sharp turn to the left. “What are we avoiding?”

	But he only stared back at her, eyesight unfocused and expression disturbingly vacant. An hour passed, strained by his estranged quiet. Lisianne watched the day brighten over rolling hills grown steeper and wider. No landmark broke the desolate view to suggest where they wandered. Not even a chiseled sentinel stone left by the centaur guardians to mark the perils of forbidden terrain. The immense vales were frost-burned, and the ridgecrests, still green where the risen sun gilded the clinging mist. Dew and yesterday’s rain dripped from the brush and darkened the trunks of the clustered young oaks.

	Verrain granted such groves of saplings a wide berth. When Lisianne asked why, tears spilled down his cheeks. He touched her lips silent, then muffled her questions under a prolonged embrace. Rocking gently, he clung, deaf to her pleas to push onward. He relented at length, not due to her badgering. Baffled, Lisianne could not fathom what cue directed his behavior. Meadowlarks sang undisturbed in the brush. Hawks carved their lazy spirals across the breaking cloud at the zenith. Whether from substance or whimsy, Verrain’s insistent changes of course became more erratic. He doubled back several times. When she stopped him to argue, he explained that strange lights closed down upon their position.

	“Searingly bright, beyond bearing,” he confided, distraught. “You might burn if we stray too near.” No words could describe the scent on the wind, an intoxicant fragrance that enhanced color and sound to the sensuous intensity of exotic perfume.

	“How is it you’re not concerned for yourself?” Lisianne teased, prepared to humor his peculiar obstinacy. “We are both made of flesh and blood.”

	Verrain heaved a vexed sigh. “We are not made of any such thing,” he corrected, immune to logic.

	Naught else could be done but accept Edlie’s belief that the vagaries of his affliction measured human existence by an unknowable frame of reference. Lisianne prodded him with gentle persuasion, tried in vain to move him along. Verrain stayed obdurate. Feet planted, he shook his head and tightened his hold on her wrist.

	“Lisya, no! Beloved, you have to trust me!” His pleas shrilled to a terror past speech to explain. “Lie down. Right now!” he entreated her. “Quickly. You must, love! No way else can I hope to protect you.”

	When she stiffened against him, Verrain smiled, mischievous, then swept her into a ravishing kiss. He teased her parted lips, urgent as never before. A lifetime’s finesse raised to consummate skill, he aroused her body through primal demand, then demolished the stays of reason until her torched flesh surrendered resistance. She gave to him. Softened, then unstrung by his ferocious desire, she melted against him, wrung breathless. While she clung, self-abandoned, he lowered her to the warm earth. His silken touch grazed her heated skin and slipped off the maddening barrier of her shift. Naked to yearning, regaled by the tender sincerity of his endearments, she drowned, swept away and shattered by need that destroyed every referent boundary. Then he blanketed her with all he possessed: the unshielded flame of his being.

	His steadfast love wrung her ecstatically blind: or so she believed, as her transported senses whirled and scattered. Seared by wave upon wave of explosive bliss, she cried out, undone, until the unbearable surfeit of ecstasy hammered her into unconsciousness.

	She succumbed to the velvet oblivion of release, quite unaware that the lights sensed by Verrain’s Sighted vision had approached and surrounded their helpless, entwined forms in a dazzling circle …

	*

	How could living consciousness measure the vista of dream, exposed to a deluge of wholeness beyond the realm of incarnate experience? Every harmony ascribed to music broke down. Vision faltered, attempting to grapple pure light, until the vast influx foundered clay senses. Thought failed, undone by the scope of what danced, limitless, far above the span of earthly substance. Cognizance drifted, stripped of compass or chart. The Paravian presence bridged a chasm too wide. The flood tide of sensation and joy overwhelmed, then torched the frail balance of mortal awareness.

	Hurled outside the confines of time, unraveled past meaningful memory, Lisianne woke to the sting of a backhanded slap, repeatedly striking her cheek.

	Halfway mesmerized still, wrenched away from a state of guileless abandon, she gasped, choked under the crushing, lead weight of the air in her chest. The shock to raw synapses magnified pain. The bewildering onslaught of agony jolted her back into human awareness. Sensation returned in a cruel rush, the dross of dimmed heaviness followed by sorrow that lacerated spirit and flesh. Exposed to the visceral quick, Lisianne keened, aware something treasured beyond life had left her abandoned and inconsolably bereft.

	“Get up! You must!” The demanding shout assaulted her hearing, painful thunder against brutalized eardrums.

	Lisianne could not move, could not think, but only collapse and retch, overcome by infantile weakness.

	Rough hands grasped her shoulders and gave the dense lump of her body a bone-rattling shake. “Move! Pleas to Ath! If you don’t, there is nothing more we can do to salvage your grip on survival.”

	Trembling, Lisianne stirred her jellied legs. Weak at the knees, she battled her swimming head, scarcely able to muster the equilibrium to sit up. Shivering, dizzy, she swayed and reeled backward, gouged like knives by the prickle of grass stems. The magnified torrent of stimulation lashed her galled senses like torture until she ached for the refuge of oblivion. Yet surcease eluded her.

	The man looming above her seemed hazed in blue light. She squinted, disoriented, then cried aloud as his callused grip seized her wrist, wrenched her upright, and braced her wobbling balance.

	“Start walking. Now! Movement will help ground you. If not, you are lost. Woman, do you hear? Our best speaker’s passed out, undone as she pleaded with the centaur guardian who challenged your rash act of trespass. Your companion’s out cold. He will have to be carried. We can’t move fast enough burdened down. Understand? Keep your footing or perish! A Riathan herd is bearing down on this place. The flux lines already blaze with their presence. You will be scorched stone dead beyond question if you lose your wits and collapse here!”

	Pushed forward, then badgered until her teeth hurt, Lisianne stumbled upon wooden feet. The hands driving her onward savaged nerves that felt flayed. Voices came and receded, drowned by surges of static. Her wayward eyesight seemed strained through a prism, assaulted by dazzling rainbows until even the scattered clumps of glimpsed wildflowers blistered her inflamed senses.

	The person who mauled her was shouting again. His hysterical urgency slapped through rampaging chaos, amplified to punishing noise. “Your man, what’s his name?”

	This time her shattered faculties answered. “Verrain.” Lisianne gasped, pierced through by heartbreak as the word on her tongue rang like cymbals and bells.

	Her skin stung. The cold air felt abrasive. She realized then, seared to blushing shame, that she walked in strange company naked. Her shift was gone. Tumbled hair snagged her nipples and clung to her breasts but left the intimate curve of her belly and buttocks exposed.

	Her gasp of dismay drew someone’s belated sympathy. Her crumpled shift, sandpaper coarse, dropped over her shuddering shoulders.

	“Don’t be embarrassed,” said a woman, nearby. Although unfocused vision could not place the speaker, her kindness lit the air like a beacon. “Was the partner who coupled with you your heart’s mate? If not, thank him anyway. His randy instinct in fact spared your life. The act of carnal release sometimes channels the derangement caused by the deluge of flux, easing the surfeit before body and mind become irreversibly ravaged by overload.”

	Weeping, bewildered, and cut adrift in desolate separation, Lisianne clung to the last loyalty left that held any meaning. “Verrain, and no other, has claimed my affection.”

	“Mourn, then,” snapped the woman, inexplicably brusque. “Because, to your sorrow, if love founded your union, you will have conceived.”

	Lisianne lacked the wits to wrestle the shock of the nonsensical puzzle. Why, when she welcomed the blessing of childbirth, should a possible pregnancy merit a warning? The conundrum eluded her. Then coherent focus unraveled. She had exhausted her strength. Shimmering dissolution buckled her knees. Through the sucking rush of inchoate confusion, she breathed the musk of hot horses. Then someone’s impersonal grasp heaved her astride a felt saddle without stirrups. Her wrists were lashed to a loop at the pommel, while a carping male voice admonished her not to sway and slide off.

	*

	Lisianne wakened an undetermined time later, light-headed and dizzy. She found herself cradled upon a crude pallet of animal furs in near darkness. Swimming vision deciphered the fusty confines of a tent. Encased by the congested weight of her flesh, she sweated in the throes of a soaring fever. A woman with a gentle touch dosed her through cracked lips with a restorative sweetened with honey. Lisianne’s restive movement met restraint: cloth bound her limbs at wrist and ankle. Worse, blisters scalded both of her palms. Inflammation throbbed the full length of her spine. Her head ached. Her parched mouth persisted, no matter how much medicinal tea her caretaker coaxed her to swallow.

	“Verrain,” she croaked.

	Nobody responded. The deafening roar in her ears resolved into the nearby clash of raised voices. A waspish old man and an elderly woman bickered in outraged vitriol over her bed, oblivious to the younger adult whose sensible protest upbraided them. “Stop this. At once! I asked for help to disclose their identities, not to see two overset strays condemned without any hearing. Let them recover the wits to respond before we assign culpability.”

	“They are townborn caught trespassing way out of bounds!” The old man stabbed a finger into a pile of rag barely recognizable as Lisianne’s salvaged shift. “There’s sufficient proof of their origins. And what blundering idiot born to the clans would set fire to a grove on a flux line?”

	“We don’t know whose hand set the blaze,” the healer stated, flat calm. “The Sighted trackers aren’t yet back with the evidence. Until they report, you might mind your manners. At least one of the poor folk has regained awareness.”

	The old man instead switched tongue and ranted onward in nuanced Paravian. “Don’t need to wait on the scouts. This pair was recovered upon proscribed ground, flagrantly unescorted!”

	Through mazed thoughts and discomfort, Lisianne mustered a rebuttal in the same language. “With all due respect, we left Innish under the proper guidance of Edlie s’Daltrie. The hand of her murderers defiled the grove.” 

	That name spoken with faultless accent and phrasing ripped a gap through the accusations. The stunned pause lasted a scarcely beat before the scorching clamor resumed.

	“Don’t spin us glib lies! Not under that lineage.” Shriveled as a walnut, with piercing dark eyes, the man glowered at Lisianne with seething suspicion. “The woman whose reputation you sully was dispatched to Vastmark, and nowhere near nose-leading two townbred gawpers on a jaunt through perilous territory!” 

	The hawk-featured crone demanded more facts, while the healer, unshaken, cupped a soothing hand on Lisianne’s forehead. “You needn’t answer before you’re strong enough to be heard with impartial formality.”

	“I beg to differ if blood has been shed.” But the old woman sat and gentled her tone in dogged pursuit of her inquiry. “Who are you? Where did you learn the old tongue?”

	Lisianne closed her eyes, her reply delivered through ringing ears and the onrushing spiral toward a blackout faint. “I’m the paternal half sister to Adlaize, who is second heir designate to s’Ahelas.” No further explanation was necessary. Brought up with her kin in the royal household, bilingual fluency began in the cradle. “Without apology, your assumption’s mistaken. Edlie’s assigned route to Vastmark was changed under official seal at short notice. I left home in the company of Verrain sen Dient to forestall a conspiracy against the Crown of Shand.”

	Around her, the inimical silence changed tack, spiked by the divisive tensions that chafed the tenets of charter law.

	Terse with dissatisfaction, the clan elder said, “You’ve still failed to explain your intrusion here, lady. Just what seditious entanglement risked one of our own at the cost of her life?”

	Lisianne’s tattered poise dissolved into heartbreak. “Verrain was targeted by malicious intent to upset the bulwark of the sen Dient family’s loyalty. A royal directive sent us to the clans in appeal for your help to restore his wits. He was poisoned,” she added in desperate appeal, before the fanned spark of distrust coalesced to intolerance. “An assassin’s mix of tienelle and narcotic broke his mind for the criminal purpose of stealing trade secrets and disrupting the compact.”

	“The vicious greed of the guilds and boneheaded town ignorance will be the death of us!” Disgusted, the old man barged out.

	The granddame’s reproof was equally blunt. “My dear, forget hope. No cure exists. If Verrain’s affliction was mild, your skilled herbalist would have found redress.” Fact stung, unequivocal: the known remedies to stabilize generations of royalty left beguiled by liaison with the mysteries had been exhaustively archived. “If our nuanced experience with disrupted perception may have tempered the severity of this case, I must tell you straight. Your young man’s current condition is intractable. While already deranged, he shielded you from a direct exposure to the Paravian presence! The backlash he suffers will never relent. Not on this side of Fate’s Wheel.”

	Lisianne yanked in vain against her restraints. “You’re saying he will be wretched for life?”

	The clanswoman sighed, at last softened to pity. “Holding him is an unspeakable cruelty. Kindness would plead for a swift end. He has one set foot past the veil already. Grant him the release to catch up with himself. Ath’s Adepts are befitted to ease his last passage. Entrust their wisdom to send his fractured spirit to wholeness through a natural transition.”

	“They would dispatch him like a wounded animal?” Lisianne exclaimed, appalled.

	“The white adepts do not condone murder! You’ll save naught by dwelling on ignorant sentiment.” Tried past patience, the clan elder arose, the silver gleam of her chieftain’s braid a stiff line down her upright back as she departed.

	The abandoned healer faced Lisianne’s upset and sought to temper the blow. “Your beloved has splintered his consciousness far past the range of human experience. Waking and sleeping, his tormented perception grapples with ephemera incomprehensible to an incarnate identity. Let him find himself and be reconciled! Best if he makes his crossing with grace, eased on his way in compassionate care under an initiate’s guidance.”

	“No!” Charged to revolt, Lisianne rejected the ruthless expedient. Visceral instinct insisted the best-intentioned advice was in error: as though some vibrant aspect of the world’s weave would be dimmed if Verrain’s bright nature became extinguished untimely. Too bleak and too final, a future devoid of her gallant’s unparalleled empathy. “No matter how well-founded, I cannot support Verrain’s demise or permit an appeal made on his behalf to Ath’s brotherhood. If Verrain sen Dient had wanted to die, I’m convinced he would have embraced his own destiny.”

	“You will be his keeper, then!” Pushed beyond sympathy, the clan healer turned aside and tidied her satchel of remedies. “You’ll discover your selfish mistake in due course as you wash his befouled linen and spoon-feed the gruel that will not spare him from wasting starvation. He will become emaciated, then jaundiced and riddled with sores. Come the day when he’s too weak to travel, you’ll beg for the knife to serve mercy.”

	Sound echoed, as though words spun away into distance. The close air became suddenly too dense to breathe. Vanquished by eyelids grown leaden, Lisianne battled her ebbing faculties too late. Either she had succumbed to embarrassing frailty when she most needed her adamant will, or the herbalist’s treacherous, medicinal drink had been laced with a soporific.
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Chapter VII

	 

	No matter that the Sighted tracker’s report cleared the blame for Edlie’s murder and the illicit fire set in the grove. The friendless trial that followed soon burst Lisianne’s idyllic assumption she had reached the comfort of a safe haven. The lifestyle that sustained a free wilds outpost by necessity did not favor a leisurely convalescence. More, she discovered her town-based acquaintance with clanblood left her woefully underinformed. Not even the connected awareness demanded of the royal family or her scholarly grasp of the strictures that ruled the Paravian interface prepared her for the field enclave’s relentless austerity.

	Existence here left no leeway for disability, ignorance, or slackers. No trees were axe cut where Riathan foaled. What scant fuel the children gleaned from deadfalls, and the law-bound constraints set upon proscribed territory, prioritized the limited use of open fire for cooking and tanning. Every hour of every day was dictated by the unremitting demands of supply. The added needs of an invalid posed an onerous burden to the able-bodied. Through the prolonged light at the ending of summer, the concerted bustle of industry flowed past while Lisianne lay prostrate, wracked by bouts of disjointed delirium. Dreams trampled continuity, steeped in the agony of unrequited loss that followed exposure to Athera’s mysteries. Time’s measure was clocked by the diurnal reports of the watch scouts who tracked the proximity of the Paravian presence that might set the camp on the move at short notice. Hours blurred together, steeped in the fragrance of birch smoke, strained honey, and bramble-berry jam, or the less appealing, rancid taint of brain-tanned hide, and flensed trout being smoked into jerky. The clan young ran wild as lynx kits, the intervals between their instruction by elders filled by raucous tussling, or boisterous contests of stickball that raged hither and yon through the tents. Their rampaging play received little censure. Often, Lisianne wakened to a circle of toddlers crowded against her fur pallet. Curious, inquisitive, they clambered over her legs, lively with chatter until their rumpus drew notice and a laconic adult sent them packing.

	Lisianne let them toy with her long hair. Soon, one or several agile sets of fingers roped her down, immersed in the serious practice of braiding the elaborate patterns that identified their birthright and heritage.

	No chance arose to share the traditional games recalled from her own childhood. Once Lisianne regained her cognizant focus, the healer’s word in the tallymark’s ear assigned work for her empty hands.

	“Clothing, first,” stated the earnest young man sent to assess her destitute straits. “Fabric tears to rags in the wilds. Your shift can be salvaged, cut down as a shirt. The leftover scrap will patch Verrain’s smallclothes. After that, you’ll draw hide from our common stores for two sets of field leathers. Nothing else will withstand the rough wear. I’ll send someone skilled to help strip out the lacing and demonstrate use of an awl for a lockstitch.”

	If the task blistered genteel fingertips raw and stretched Lisianne’s patience like punishment, she rose to the challenge. The demands of survival spared no one in camp. Verrain’s broken mind burdened resources already strained, and to her fell the charge of his upkeep. She had rejected the wisdom of counsel. Therefore, she must bear the brunt of the consequence.

	Learn promptly, or break, or withstand expectations, Lisianne would be held accountable for the full measure of his support.

	Her lack of complaint at least earned the grace of uncritical silence. Soft hands chapped to callus, she mastered the technique to scrape and cure hides, to spin flax and pound out soaked willow for baskets and withies. Her share of the labor earned her an allotment of sleeping furs, a tent shelter, and leave to nurse Verrain in his infirmity. Once her mentors withdrew, she was left alone to muscle the folly of her conviction. While no one belittled her or broached her adult privacy, the enclave’s gregarious children did not cross her threshold or badger her company as they once had through her stay at the healer’s.

	Lisianne weathered the loneliness, accustomed lifelong to being the awkward outsider ill-suited to society. Here, where elegant dress and exquisite appearance did not matter, her willful resistance to a strict code seemed cause enough for the clanfolk to shun her.

	She withstood isolation, day after day, chary of facing disdain or worse if she dared to seek frivolous counsel. Each morning, the hunters left her the day’s rations: wrapped packets of raw game, summer berries, and what greens could be foraged in harmony with free wilds strictures. Between meals, she boiled Verrain’s soiled linen, combed his fair hair, and kept him shaved and tidy. She spoke to his absent wits, no matter that he lay limp and stared, unresponsive. While communal chores busied her hands, she described the books they had shared, the bait fish stashed in the exciseman’s tea caddy as a prank, and the beauty of the formal gardens maintained by his ascetic grandmother. She reminded him of his talent for swordplay, and the firebrand contests that amused his best friends.

	She sat with him, anguished, through his wakeful nights, and massaged his slack limbs with astringents.

	“I won’t abandon you to this fate,” she repeatedly vowed, no matter how often the promise rang empty.

	And patience rewarded her over time. One evening, her peripheral vision caught the furtive flicker of his opened eyelashes. As though he stole sidewise glances at her when he thought she might not notice. She slept by his side, always, wrapped in his shared warmth, and woke to the night sentries’ change in the watch. Her tender hands shifted his inert form to forestall the onset of bedsores. Yet tireless devotion could not stem the inevitable. The fit symmetry of his body softened with atrophy just as the healer forewarned. The tears came then. In the privacy of the dark, she jammed back breathless sobs and whispered in his ear like a litany, “I’ll stay with you always, beloved. Believe it.”

	And Ath’s pity prevailed: the grim prognosis relented a fraction at the dawn on the twenty-first morning. Verrain stirred and sat up. Expressionless, clumsy, he undertook the rote effort to dress himself. He did not speak, that day or the next. His smile stayed wrenchingly absent. But under Lisianne’s assiduous care, he found his voice, finally, an inchoate maundering that began under the pale gleam of the full moon and continued until the constant strain wore him hoarse.

	Still no one intervened or offered encouragement. The healer kept her prim distance. The cultural barrier wore down Lisianne’s spirits worse than a verbal reproach. Anyone who bothered to look must acknowledge the steady improvement achieved through persistence. Yet nothing changed. Verrain grew stronger and fed himself. If his unsteady hand and drifted focus could not wield the sharp knife to shave, he sat without fuss through Lisianne’s ministrations and managed disposal of his own night soil. However far he wit-wandered, the life in his veins still moved him to kindness. He helped her haul the wash water and stretch the cured hides. His balance returned, then his laughter.

	Bruised by the spark of a spontaneous joy robbed of meaningful depth by his ravaged intellect, Lisianne exploded with a vehemence her brother Adlaize would never have recognized. “Dharkaron’s two-eyed vengeance! Do these insular, stone-hearted rustics have to treat him like a pariah?”

	“You are not left alone as a punishment!” a chance-met female hunter exclaimed, shocked to surprise by a quiet approach inadvertently brought within earshot. “Our young are not left to commune with the mad because, drawn to sympathy by their blood heritage, they lie at risk of beguilement. Unformed and untrained, their talented senses might stray into a dangerous state of empathy.”

	Relief flooded Lisianne’s red-faced apology. “Forgive me. I didn’t know.”

	Invited to mingle with the adults, Lisianne quickly encountered the drawback: the presence of others tended to drain the light out of Verrain’s eyes. Precious little remained of his genuine character. Since she could not bear to watch his ebullience stifled back to vapid quiet, Lisianne continued her caretaking in solitude. Days became weeks that extended to fortnights, and summer’s wane fell away like hazed glass under the stiff gusts at the change in season.

	Come autumn, the enclave seethed into upheaval. The families rotated out of field service packed up for their return to town residence. The arrival of their appointed relief brought the disruptive influx of new faces. Lisianne wrestled to cope, permitted no pause to assimilate. The urgent preservation of food stores laid in against the privation of winter occupied everyone not stitching cured pelts into cold-weather garments. The bustle, the stirred dust, and the acrid reek from the smoke shacks drove Lisianne to shelter her charge well away from the stressful activity.

	If not peace, she found refuge in quietude. Sun still warmed the ground in the hollows. She sat with Verrain’s head in her lap, lacing the sleeves of a deer-hide jacket. Surrounded by billowing grass, and soothed by his ear, nestled against the quickened swell of her belly, Lisianne basked to his crooning contentment, wont to extend for hours on end. But this day, without warning, he shot erect and uttered the first semblance of coherent speech.

	“Lisya,” he cried. “Her spirit has left us!”

	Startled into pricking herself, Lisianne sucked on her thumb before a splashed bloodstain marred the unfinished garment. “Whose spirit?”

	The ache always struck her to the quick when Verrain’s adult features crumpled like a tearful child’s. “Our unborn babe’s, the wee bright bantling. Lisya, she’s gone. Too much sorrow overburdens the world for her exquisite light to withstand. Just like the Paravians, no exalted offspring are born during a time of darkening.”

	“The dark’s nothing to fear.” Aggrieved to sorrow under clear sky, Lisianne laid aside her piecework. She had felt nothing. No pang troubled her womb. Since Verrain’s susceptible nature was apt to storm through changeable moods, she urged him to his feet and directed him toward the meadow, where the late blooms of wild asters salted premature snow through dry grasses. Soon enough, the colorful flit of the last butterflies distracted him to delight.

	Lisianne thrust aside her wave of sadness. Her body harbored no sign of discomfort. Verrain’s odd outburst seemed groundless, until night, when she woke, cramped and soaked by gushed bleeding. Her shattered cry brought the healer to her tent at a run.

	“Miscarriage,” snapped the woman, no lamp needed to interpret Lisianne’s affliction. Others arrived. Helping hands brought hot rags and wrapped her tortured frame in clean blankets, while someone took competent charge of Verrain, against her strenuous protest.

	“Be still! Your distress only upsets your man. Were you deaf to my warning? Conceptions under the Paravian presence seldom are carried to term.”

	Lisianne shook her head, hands pressed to her face to stem tears. “For Verrain’s issue, I clung to hope. What else do we have left between us?”

	“Bear the sorry misfortune. Mourn as you must! But don’t fault yourself for your sanity’s sake.” The healer sighed. “The babe is better off slipped from the womb. The rare few born breathing stay sickly and weak. They die within months, not resilient enough to withstand the trauma of survival.”

	Lisianne lay back, numb, cared for by kind women who brought warmed herbal compresses to ease her discomfort. She swallowed their brewed decoctions to stem her bleeding and mend her internal trauma. As much for Verrain, she had to endure. Carry on through her shredding grief, that a healthy child begotten between them might have salvaged the echo of their plundered happiness.

	“You are strong and young,” the healer observed. “Recovery will set you right, with every chance for a successful pregnancy.”

	But while her flesh knitted, the wound to her spirit cut deeper as Verrain slipped into despondency. His laughter withered, then his ready smile as his nights grew sleeplessly restless. Restored to his company, Lisianne lit the grease lamp. She strove to lend comfort, while he shook his head, first with arch patience, then with frustration, as if her effort to soothe their shared bereavement carried no meaningful urgency.

	“Weep for our loss, which is genuine. But the life we quickened between us is not any less for her choice to depart.”

	“A daughter?” Lisianne dabbed streaming eyes. “You’re certain?”

	Verrain traced a finger through the air, as though he caressed the intangible. “Her spirit is blessedly whole, a joyful spark in the boundless light that Names us beyond the veil.”

	Lisianne reeled in stunned disbelief. “You know her?”

	But Verrain’s changeable focus moved on. Brow furrowed, he relapsed into singsong nonsense. “I see mist and shadows shrouding the south, an invasion vicious with gibbering shades darkened by hunger and rage. Northward, under a fog that is natural, unsavory things stir within the black pools where no posted sentry is watching.”

	Lisianne flipped back the tent flap. Beyond hung the night sky, studded with the diamantine brilliance of the late-rising constellations. “The moment is tranquil,” she pointed out, while the windless chill braced her bare ankles.

	“Singing,” Verrain agreed. Except that his rebound to distracted contentment soured back into fretful unease. “But not elsewhere.”

	Yet he settled to rest, or so Lisianne believed, for once granted the respite of unbroken sleep.

	That fragile complacency shattered at daybreak. Lisianne woke, alarmed to discover Verrain’s rumpled bedding abandoned. Her panicked search of the field camp found all of his accustomed haunts empty. No scout she questioned had seen him slip away. To a man, the night watch reported no sign of him, which concern scalded the clan elders to brittle annoyance. Not only for the field outpost’s lapsed vigilance, but for the indulgence of Lisianne’s earnestness that brought the failure of her promised oversight.

	The misjudgment was called to account on the heels of the sentries dressed down for their inexcusable negligence. Lisianne stood before a tribunal of elders, all of them strangers since the change in the roster. Shaken, she steeled herself for a humble apology, backed by her heartfelt conviction that Verrain’s honest nature did not turn wayward without cause.

	But the hardened chieftain at the head of the council rapped the haft of her dagger against the lodgepole for silence.

	“Madness that sees past the veil is not raving. Nevertheless, we cannot permit erratic behavior, or leave a moonstruck adult roaming at large like a beast.”

	Her decision brooked no specious argument but issued brisk orders to chase down the stray. “The north downs require our most hardened tracker.” To the teen kept at hand to run messages, she snapped, “I want Sethant. Is he back in from the dawn patrol?”

	“Just barely.” The wiry young girl weighed her task with reluctance. “He’s in a vile mood.” 

	But her hesitation received short shrift from an elder too vexed to prevaricate. “I don’t care whether he’s green drunk as his brother and puking his guts upside down on Dharkaron’s Revenge. By glory, he’ll stir his arse quick for a mandated summons!”

	A short sprint fetched the obstreperous person, not from overindulgence but straight from the saddle of last night’s lathered mount. He arrived in a horse-smelling gust of contempt and let fly in scathing annoyance.

	“No one’s read sign of Riathan in that territory all summer! Damn all to the pestilent inconvenience, the madman’s belike to break his neck in a ditch before getting thralled into rapture.” Stopped inside to a rattle of weapons, he saluted the elders, fist snapped to his breast with a crack that echoed off weatherworn canvas. “Scarcely calls for a thrice-seasoned scout to play fetch. Find a ten-year-old with a collar and leash to shoulder the errand.”  

	Lisianne did not wait for the elders’ rebuke. “A child escort’s unqualified. I’m going along.”

	Astonishment halted the man in his tracks. No diplomat blessed with Edlie’s wry kindness, Lisianne confronted a leathery veteran, short neck and bulldog jaw spiked atop a build squat as a siege tower. Shadowed by a murderous bundle of javelins, his sable clan braid glinted with gray. Ruthless eyes raked her person in turn, pinched into a permanent, cantankerous squint after decades spent sizing up hazards.

	A twig rammed erect in the path of a bludgeon, she insisted, “Verrain’s my charge. I’m responsible.”

	Not Lisianne’s cheek, but the councilor’s objection drew the lightning of the scout tracker’s ire. “I don’t give a spit in Dharkaron’s eye if yon woman is townbred. I’ll find her loose end. But no way I’ll nursemaid an infantile mind. Let her cajole her vapid swain through the bothersome course of retrieval.”

	“His name,” Lisianne declared with brazen offense, “is Verrain sen Dient! The misfortunate fact he was poisoned exposed a plot to undermine Shand’s lawful sovereignty. Such a sacrifice suffered for your s’Ahelas liege at the least merits the pretense of respect.”

	The scout stiffened, bared blunt teeth, and coughed out a ground-gravel laugh. “You’ll do very well. I’m called Sethant. Henceforward, be sure I’ll do my wretched best to sand off my rough manners.” He settled his slung weapons with a rueful shrug and gestured ahead. “Shall we? Unless I’m mistaken, your Verrain’s toddled off that way.”
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Chapter VIII

	 

	Beyond the trampled turf of the camp, Sethant’s expertise found the trail, last night’s trodden path a shadowy line stitched through the sunlit dazzle of dew-drenched vegetation. Verrain had gone north straight as a bowshot arrow, with none of his habitual meandering to poke into clumps of blooming sedge or chase after the raucous flocks of migrating birds. Lisianne matched the scout tracker’s pecked strides, pushed to make time before daylight dried the obvious sign to bent grass. Sethant qualified further, in testy language, that the noon lane tide’s crest flushed the eddies their quarry’s passage left stamped in the flux.

	Lisianne frowned as they traversed a hollow, frothed with the upturned heads of white yarrow, the late blooms laden to nodding with foraging bees. She encountered no evidence of plucked flowers. Not a single telltale dimple left flattened by Verrain’s penchant for lying prone, mesmerized by the clicking grasshoppers.

	“You’re certain he’s not hunkered down in deep shade immersed in a daydream?” Lisianne shaded her eyes from the midday glare. “Sometimes he’s so still, it’s easy to miss him.”

	“No.” Sethant curbed his impatience with her misled ignorance, since a townbred man marking time could not be overlooked. “He’s a naked target, unschooled at shielding. The longer he stays in one place, the more loudly his presence will imprint the flux.” The clan tracker relied on that ephemeral disturbance to unravel the faint, hurried path that crossed the meadow without deviation.

	“We should have found him by now,” Lisianne fretted. “As long as I’ve known Verrain’s peculiarities, he always wanders. Snagged by distraction, he’ll dawdle for hours, sunk into reverie by every small beetle and dragonfly.”

	“Well, he did pause here.” Sethant squatted beside a fieldstone slab, scoured by weather and speckled with lichen. “More than likely just a short breather taken to settle his spinning senses.”

	Lisianne regarded the bare stone, baked under the sun and without the least trace of a scuff mark. “How do you know?”

	“The ephemeral subtleties speak to those who can see, and an imprint in stone is infallible.” When that laconic explanation failed to lift her frown, Sethant qualified. “Each of us has an electromagnetic signature, infused in the charge of our auras. Where we go, we leave a stamped trace in the flux currents spread like a reactive web over the land. The patterns tell all to us through trained talent.” Sethant stabbed at what appeared empty air. “Verrain sings, does he not?”

	“For his own pleasure, yes.” Lisianne gazed, perplexed, where the scout tracker pointed.

	“His joy rippled a standing wave of clear resonance, which lingers until time dissipates the impression. Weather also disrupts the flow. These traces, here, are unstable and transient, sown while he moved, and not strong, if he’d settled.”

	Sethant’s skill led them on, his ability beyond Lisianne’s perception. She followed as directed, two paces behind, until Verrain’s muddy tracks through a streambed stitched up the far bank without deviation.

	“We should have found him, long since.” Lisianne bent to pick burrs from her leggings while the scout snatched the chance to replenish the water skin. “This determined course of travel doesn’t fit his fretful habit of wandering.” 

	Sethant stood, droplets flying as he corked the filled vessel and slung on the strap across his barrel chest. “Today his aimlessness had a purpose.” Arisen, mouth clamped, he strode ahead without the courtesy of a glance backward.

	Lisianne followed, wrestling dread. The allure of the water ought to have kept Verrain’s attention enthralled for hours. If Sethant’s set shoulders discouraged talk, her worry refused to stay silent.

	“What’s different today?” Given nothing, she prodded, “Normally Verrain would take off his shoes. He’d be soaking his feet, entranced beyond sense by the ripples and broken reflections.”

	“Water holds resonant imprints as well.” As if that reluctant disclosure sufficed, the scout’s gaze swept the horizon, then fixed on the stony rise carved by the meltwaters during spring spate. “No telling what else his crazed awareness may have been hearing.”

	“You must have a theory.” But the question rammed into an unfriendly silence that only fueled Lisianne’s anxiety. She chose to provoke the scout’s maddening reticence for the naked relief of distraction. “Did you always aspire to become a scout tracker?”

	Sethant turned his head and regarded her, stone-faced. “Choice is a luxury townsfolk enjoy. My uncle tested my cousins and me the moment we learned to speak. The gift endowed by our ancestry determined the course of our training thereafter. Affinity directs our fate like cold iron.”

	Faced forward again, he shrugged. “Denied the grace of a nondescript heritage, I’d have ransomed my spirit to work in a teahouse. Service does not reward us for brutal nights in a driving rain, or restore the damaged nerves in frostbitten toes nipped by a Vastmark blizzard.”

	Lisianne blushed, beyond words to salve the bitterness jabbed through the unwonted confidence; and more, unwilling to share the particulars imposed by her kin ties to the royal house.

	Even an apology seemed out of turn, pinned under the scout tracker’s avid regard, that relentlessly mapped her embarrassment.

	Then Sethant grinned sidewise. “A teahouse? Sweet Ath! Your soft heart makes you gullible. My taste doesn’t run to pithless decoctions! Forbye, I’d perish of boredom clapped inside four walls with a roof. Though for preference, yes, I’d enjoy a smith’s trade. I’m happy to tinker and shoe the odd horse when I’m not sent out after strays.”

	The mischievous glint in his eyes did not quite release his defensive, bunched shoulders. Or sidestep the sting implied by the council elders’ snide reference to drink.

	Sethant smashed the weight of her silence, and snapped, “Disappointment drove my little brother to ruin, though Fatemaster knew, he likely needed no reason to slide into the morbid temptation.”

	“I’m sorry,” said Lisianne with feeling. Verrain also had come to grief for family connections not of his making. Since shared ground for sympathy seemed rife with thorns, she retreated into a neutral silence.

	Noon came and went. The sun’s angle shifted. Puffed clouds scrawled shadows across the burnished flanks of the hills when the scout tracker stopped between strides. Head raised, he listened, intent. Twice over, his narrowed gaze raked the northern horizon. “We need to move on.” Touched to disquiet, he muttered, “Now!”

	“You’re concerned about a Paravian presence?” Lisianne puffed, sprinting to match stride with his sudden urgency.

	“No.” Sethant slackened until she caught up, his glance stark as a brindled wolf sizing up prey. “Any active sign’s faded.” No florescent shimmer of excited flux lingered to suggest their recent proximity. “At this season, if the Riathan ranged here, the herd should lie west toward the river. Far enough off, they would not afflict the course of trade bound through Ganish.”

	Tension clipped his already brisk consonants. A tired man dispatched off a nightlong patrol only would have been pressured to serve because his exceptional skill was indispensable. The sen Dient trade secrets might call for such care. Or perhaps something else more alarming.

	Lisianne shoved through a scrub thicket of hazel without concern for ripped clothing. “The road’s close?”

	“That’s the problem.” Sethant’s curled lip showed disdain. “Council fools should have issued you sturdier leathers.” Circled back to irritable concern, he resumed, “May have to commandeer mounts if your swain’s wrangled a lift with a caravan. You can ride?” His drilling glance measured her build, unlike his own, with stout thighs apt to blister astride: perhaps the true source of his irritation.

	“Don’t slacken for my sake. I won’t fall off.” Reckless speed seemed the least of Lisianne’s grief. Her past life lay abandoned, behind. She had suffered and lost far too much to agonize over her future. More afraid of the threat to sen Dient integrity, she would break her neck on Verrain’s account before a conspirator’s insurrection snatched the windfall of a late victory.

	“You’ll blister your dainty feet before then. Bravest, we must run like foxes!” Sethant hefted his javelins and settled his knives. “The post relay’s over two leagues away, and your tender heart must stay the course.”

	Lisianne set her jaw. She matched the scout’s blistering haste, too well armored from life as the butt of contempt to lose skin over any rough clansman’s dismissive remark.

	*

	The brute trial saw Lisianne astride the hard saddle of a courier’s mount bred for endurance. Still mounted into the late afternoon, she flanked Sethant’s fierce pace, a short length behind his blowing horse when he jogged up a steep rise and drew rein at the wind-whipped crest. The overlook revealed the taupe track that crossed central Shand and moved trade through the crossroads at Atchaz. Autumn’s haze wore smudged smoke, drifted westward where the notched towers of Ganish nestled at the horizon. Everywhere else, the golden broom rippled over the downs that buffered the secluded breeding grounds of the Riathan. Yet no echo of blessed harmony gilded the flux stream on this day. Instead, the breeze carried the strident dissonance of human argument.

	Annoyed voices rebounded from the hollow below: with ripe oaths aimed at a riderless horse whose high-tailed flight threaded chaos through a jumble of ox wains stopped short in snaked disarray. Breathing clouded dust, a sizable caravan from Atchaz crammed the roadway, balked on its westbound course. The compacted snarl spilled onto the verge, with frustrated teamsters, jammed wagons, and restive pack mules forbidden by free wilds strictures to stray off the established thoroughfare. Clear over the fracas rang Verrain’s appeal, accosting blunt rage in urgent Paravian to turn the waylaid column around in its tracks.

	More than words backed his outrageous demand. The dumped outrider picked himself up from the ditch spitting fury and blood, just divested of both sword and dagger. Verrain wielded the man’s pilfered weaponry, his murderous skill as a duelist pinning the irate road master at bay.

	A reckless impasse about to be quashed: already the hired guards spurred their mounts, several with swords drawn in earnest to clear the deterrent that balked their scheduled arrival at Ganish.

	“Ath wept, they’ll skewer him!” Lisianne gasped.

	“Likely.” Annoyed for the harsh use of tired horseflesh, Sethant spurred forward. “But your gallant’s dead right. If no one listens, to the last man and beast, the wretched lot will be slaughtered. Red ruin will take them behind the town walls after the gates close at sundown.”

	“What?” Lisianne reined downhill at a gallop, puzzled until her belated translation caught the gist of Verrain’s tirade: methspawn stirred from the mire at Mirthlvain and ranged southward in mass migration. “You’re saying the beacons weren’t lit?”

	Sethant’s anguish confirmed, flung back through pounding hooves and the rattle of his shoulder-slung weaponry. “Dharkaron Angel of Vengeance take all for the idiocy of townborn arrogance!”

	Trade guilds of late took their rights of passage for granted. Too many disregarded the ancient perils. Worse, Ganish’s populace, and the croft families who tilled the outlying countryside faced an outbreak of lethal danger unwarned.

	Sethant’s widened lead swerved the outriders’ rushed charge. Before they regrouped their scattered formation, he reined up in their path, shielding Verrain’s rash stand with reckless adamance. The shout snapped in the teeth of the road master’s rage should have silenced contention.

	A clan scout’s authority demanded unquestioned compliance within the free wilds. Charter law brooked no exception. Yet the prolonged suspension of crown arbitration had eroded the ironclad custom.

	Sethant stared down a wall of resentment and steadied his breathing. Not from hard exertion, but to temper the havoc as human discord savaged his tracker’s senses. Thrust headlong into the unfiltered clamor of the disgruntled caravan, he braced to repress the barrage of raw fury that pushed him to resonant empathy.

	Yet no such whiplash recoil harrowed him. The livid flare settled, dampened as though the localized flux lines had become viscously thickened. Sethant’s startled search for the cause met Verrain’s dark eyes, fixed upon him. 

	Then Lisianne’s arrival thrust in between and snagged Verrain’s volatile attention. Sethant’s timely snatch caught her mount’s trailing reins before her flurried rush vacated the saddle. Tumultuous worry drove her into Verrain’s arms. As he pressed himself, trembling, against her, the odd suspension that had seized the volatile atmosphere faded away. Discord resurged like fell vengeance with the disarmed guardsman’s demand for punitive restitution.

	“Damn all to the gate of Sithaer’s ninth hell if that yapping lunatic hasn’t caused enough bother to keep us another dismal night under canvas!”

	While a scruffy boy collared a barking herd dog, and a flushed matron scolded a wailing child, Sethant urged Lisianne to steer her fey charge clear of the tumult. His hand on the bridle spun her winded horse to shelter their retreat. Then, from astride, his surly command punched through the swirled dust and commotion. “Listen up! Now! Methspawn are swarming southbound from the mire. The way through to Ganish will become overrun. For safety, your caravan must turn around! Push these people as far to the east as you can before sunset.”

	A derisive bystander questioned the need, given no signal confirmed the alarm.

	Sethant shrugged with disgusted indifference. “Quibble, or get your people on the move. I’ll be riding ahead to survey the watchtower, then to bear forewarning to Ganish. Get clear, or stay as you please on your knucklehead merits. Mercy won’t wait. Dharkaron’s Black Spear will take the hindmost for carrion.”

	Protest withered. Verrain’s obstructive infraction was dropped. The outriders spurred away to wring order from mayhem, while the whipcracks and yips of the teamsters heaved the stalled wagons into reverse. Sethant commandeered remounts from the fresh string, then told Lisianne to remain under guarded protection.

	“Stay with the caravan. Do as the guard captain says. I need Verrain with me. His rogue Sight may become critically needed, and my obligation to secure Ganish claims absolute precedence.”

	Lisianne tensed, dismayed. Verrain seemed oblivious. His nonsensical mumbling had lapsed back into serenity as if naught under sky was amiss. Sethant’s clan prerogative could not be gainsaid. Nor would Adlaize’s decree sanction the reckless risk where Verrain’s guileless tongue posed a fresh liability to the edifice of sen Dient probity. Caravans thrived upon gossip. Too many knowing, sharp ears parsed the details of commerce for cutthroat advantage. Nonetheless, the prospect of parting distressed Lisianne beyond words.

	Her nervous concern keyed Verrain’s response to the cruel priority. He took her hand, and for that fleeting moment, the tattered remnant of sanity steadied his level regard. “Wherever I go, however far from your side, I’ll return. For the lost child we made together, I promise, we’ll conceive another. The love shared between us will birth a new spirit to fulfill the joy your steadfast heart deserves.”

	“Please, Ath, make it so.” Lisianne swiped away welling tears, choked up beyond further speech. Happiness pierced her for the unexpected, sweet gift. Verrain’s generous nature did not value constancy. His virtue never had embraced permanence. No other partner from his countless trysts had received the honor just laid at her feet.

	Overcome, she savored Verrain’s kiss in farewell. Then she watched him mount and ride off with Sethant, her brave demeanor composed as cast porcelain amid the upended rattle of tumult.

	Only after her beloved vanished from sight did she seek relief for her lathered horse. Around her, complaints and arguments flared in response to the imperative haste to reroute the caravan. Teamsters entrusted with perishable freight expressed their abrasive displeasure. Others dragged their feet, grumbling through the brute labor of backing the recalcitrant muscle of the yoked oxen. No matter how fearsome the dread inspired by rampaging methspawn, everyone down to the last crying child vented spleen for the inconvenience. Lisianne squared her tired shoulders, resigned. Before she sat idle and stewed into a frazzle, she presented herself to the road master and volunteered to make herself useful.

	 


Chapter IX

	 

	Sethant spurred westward, driving Verrain ahead: beside the erratic benefit lent by his deranged Sight, the precaution kept the lunatic’s vagaries clear of the road master’s urgent directive to reach safety. Methspawn in most forms were predatory. Bloodlust whipped them to frenzied slaughter when a mass migration broke from warded containment. Insatiable, they killed with an unparalleled viciousness. Twisted crossbreds, spawned from the botched anomalies warped into being by the whims of past dragons, their unnatural shapes spanned the gamut: anything from venomous serpents armored with barbed spines to parasitic insects that scourged the countryside in stinging swarms. 

	Clanfolk had witnessed horrors aplenty: gutted kills half-devoured and left still alive, to hamstrung carcasses dropped into rotting, flyblown heaps. The aftermath scenes were the rank stuff of nightmare, fit to peel the most hardened of nerves.

	If the centaur guardian on watch at Methisle had dispatched due warning of the escape, the fact the chain relay stayed dark raised harrowing questions. Sethant pushed the pace as fast as he dared, merciless on the horseflesh under him.

	The strenuous pace at least forestalled Verrain’s wit-wandering through the first league. Yet the moment their winded mounts slackened to breathe, the touched fellow twisted his head and glanced back. Sethant spoke to him, patient words of encouragement. Heart and spirit, he worked his trained talent and tested the flare of the flux current. He had only one mindful task: to reach the nearest manned beacon as swiftly as possible.

	Yet Verrain’s crazed priority rejected sense. Shouting nonsense, the madman clenched his fist on the bridle and tried wheeling his horse to return to Lisianne.

	Sethant cast off his slung javelins and launched from the saddle. Both borrowed horses were outriders’ mounts, trained to stand unattended. They slewed to a halt with slack reins, while his flying tackle knocked the raving man down.

	Entangled, the clan scout and the townbred maniac slammed into the furrowed roadway. A bone-jarring tumble across hard-packed ground flung them both to a wrenching stop. Sethant moved first. He grappled without pity, punching Verrain’s frenetic struggle to earth and flattening him underneath his bent knee. Then he swore murder in dialect, aggravated by the terrible fact he dared not defer to a lunatic’s fancy. Necessity forced the inhumane remedy. Sethant slipped off the braided sinew of his belt and noosed Verrain’s wrists. Then he boosted the headstrong swain back astride and strapped him down at the thighs with the stirrup leathers. “Fellow, I’m sorry. I’ve no better choice.”

	Spitting grit, nursing scrapes, the scout tracker recovered his jettisoned weaponry. Remounted and burdened with two sets of reins, he redoubled the knots on the lead line, ears closed to Verrain’s pealed protests.

	“Your Lisianne must fend for herself, at least until after we’ve lit the beacon.” Sethant snubbed the ponied mount’s nose to the pommel and set frantic heels to his horse.

	A league farther on, he turned off the road, guided north by the Paravian way marker. Southwest, the tiled rooftops of Ganish diminished, the flux song to his attuned awareness thinned where the terrain sloped in mild descent. Scrub islands patched the free wilds broom, the frost-turned stands of crowned marsh maple and willow punch-cut against the low country unfolding toward the mudflats beside Methlas Lake. Sethant rode, subtle senses engaged and eyes strained for traces of methspawn. No stirred grass riffled. No sign suggested an emergent migration. Yet the spurious crash of flushed deer and displaced pheasant stayed eerily absent. Silence gripped what seemed desolate country, the stark dearth of birdsong unbroken by aught but the thud of the horses’ hooves, passing.

	The quiet subdued Verrain’s demeanor as well, when at length the beacon tower hove into view. The round spire speared upward, windowless walls of fitted stone block raised a hundred spans high by the might of the centaur masons. The finish gleamed to a gray granite polish beyond reach of human artistry. Unease ruffled Sethant’s forearms to gooseflesh. The log tinder beneath the copper-clad cupola etched the vacant sky, unlit. No hawks few. Not a carrion bird circled. The black maw of the entrance loomed one story up, the access ladder still propped in place. Worse, the scout tracker’s wary approach found the stout trapdoor gaping open.

	Sethant’s unease deepened. Methspawn ranged at large should have seen the stacked timber ablaze and the iron-strapped portal barred shut. He drew rein under the tower’s chill shadow, secured both horses to the fixed tie rings, and tested the knots. Concern tensed his shoulders as he settled his javelins and checked his blades.

	Verrain’s calm broke before he completed his cautious survey. The madman fought his trussed wrists, exploding the flux to unreadable static. While his manic tussle wrenched against the restraints, he tipped back his head and burst into inconsolable keening. As though mortally wounded, he wept and cried Lisianne’s name.

	The racket roused no shout of inquiry. No sentry inquired from the doorway above, and no movement flickered in the cupola at the tower’s height. Sethant required no further evidence that the beacon relay was abandoned.

	Since some strains of methspawn were drawn by the flux-borne imprint of agitation, Sethant did as he must. His practiced blow struck the raving man’s nape hard enough to slump him, unconscious. Then, sickened by ruthless necessity, Sethant scaled the ladder at speed. He crossed the unguarded threshold and sprinted between the dim shelves of gear and packed stores, then up the steep spiral stairwell beyond.

	The spartan living quarters above at first glance seemed deserted. The messenger pigeons roosted, unnaturally quiet in their slat loft. The oddity niggled, that their crates had been swathed under blankets. Sethant noted the cot stripped of bedding. He located the desk, strewn with an upset inkwell and pen, then the curl of paper whisked astray by the breeze and snagged on an overturned candlestand. The disarray suggested the inscribed report had been interrupted by violence.

	Sethant resumed his hurried assessment. And the bloodless form he found curled on the carpet quashed the straw hope that the sentry’s lapse had been voluntary. Female, her wax limbs locked into rigor, she had fallen perhaps ten hours before. Not to the oblivious blessing of death but into the scarce-breathing, agonized coma caused by the most virulent methspawn of all. Acrid burns holed the rug. The pits leached into the floorboards beneath sealed the graphic proof. Whatever fanged horror stirred past the walls surrounding the sink pools of Mirthlvain, the invasive strain packed the incurable threat of cierl-ankeshed venom.

	“Daelion’s almighty cock!” Sethant swore, aghast. He bypassed the sentry’s suffering rictus. Callous because he had no second to spare, he charged the upper stair to the cupola, and with fingers that shook, struck the readied torch in the bracket alight.

	Who knew how many hours delayed, he fired the beacon that should have been lit to dispatch advance warning to Ganish. A sideward glance over the rail disclosed Verrain stirring on the restive, tied horse. Sethant fumed throughout the dreadful, stretched moments until the stacked tinder flared up. He endured, blistered by the oil-fed heat as the signal roared into full conflagration. Then he squinted through the westerly glare until, pale against lowering sun, the distant beacon in Ganish twinkled alight in response.

	“Ath’s living mercy and Dharkaron’s vengeance,” he pleaded, hoarse, “let the overdue warning raise action in time.”

	Back down the tight staircase, he bolted the trap, plagued by a nag’s chorus of questions. Since the stricken sentry was beyond response, he retrieved the message strip for more information.

	The single, scratched word on the paper shot tingling fear down his spine.

	Quetzals.

	Winged serpents, evolved to hunt after dark. The posted watch had been felled by an outlier preceding the mass onslaught. Sethant wasted no moment to question why the Paravian signal had failed. If mishap had waylaid the centaur guardian stationed at Methisle Fortress, by sundown, the aberrant swarm would take flight unchecked. The horde would mob the countryside in black clouds to strike and feed upon anything living. The watch at Ganish, just alerted, would mount their defense for a land-based assault, not an airborne plague deadly as this one.  

	A free wilds scout flinched to measure the murderous scope of the crisis. Sethant revised his ruthless priorities. He righted the inkwell, dipped the pen in the dregs, and scrawled runes for ‘urgent’ and ‘delayed word,’ then appended the glyph in the emphatic form for ‘fatal toxin.’ Next he snatched a sleepy pigeon from its crated perch, bound the message scroll to its leg, and filched the pillow slip from the tumbled cot. He shoved the befuddled bird inside and tied off the crude sack at his belt.

	Since nothing could save the felled sentry, he knelt, stroked her hair, then covered her staring eyes. “Go in grace,” he murmured. “My surety under Dharkaron’s redress, I will see your duty completed.”

	The keen edge on his belt knife was beyond reproach, and his stroke, fast and sure, that ended her excruciate suffering. Her fate, without mercy, had been unthinkable. Left helpless, her envenomed flesh would have suppurated, agony extended for days before death released her last breath.

	Her sorry remains must be left as she lay.

	For the living in Ganish, Sethant raced down the tower stair. He cut loose the sack at the lower threshold. Tossed the bird on the wing with a breathless prayer that no methuri predator swooped down to snack on the feathered morsel. Chased by the looming shadow of dusk, the scout shouldered the exigent burden to make sure the emergency message got through.

	He must gallop, unburdened. Care compelled his last choice. The lunatic townsman threatened crown stability and could not survive in the open. 

	Sethant ached for necessity. He unslung the block and tackle and rigged the supply sling to hoist Verrain’s bound person inside the watchtower. Deaf to the madman’s piteous pleas to be freed to return to his Lisianne, the clan scout locked the steel-strapped door to the stairwell and pitched the key. Then he ransacked the stores bins for spikes and a bundle of lath. From an outside stance on the ladder, he secured the main portal with cross-bracing, hammered in place.

	The ruthless pound of his mallet strokes drummed to the barrage of desperate, lashed fists banging the stout wood from within. The frustrated tantrum earned Sethant’s bleak scowl. He hardened his heart against sympathy. Methodical, he sunk the last nails. No matter if Verrain’s frantic tirade shredded flesh from the bones of his knuckles: trapped inside without recourse, the fellow might stay alive until morning.

	“If I live,” Sethant vowed in surly distress, “Dharkaron Avenger bear witness, once I’m certain the town is safe, I’ll return for you!”

	Barely an hour before twilight, the scout tracker seized the leads of both horses. He vaulted astride and pounded at speed for the gates of Ganish with certain death at his heels.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter X

	 

	Darkness unleashed all the horrors of nightmare, a blood-frenzy barrage that besieged shuttered windows blocked airtight with stuffed rags and barred doorways plugged with burlap sandbags. Folk huddled in stifling root cellars and smoke shacks. Others battened themselves beneath washtubs or cowered under stacked mattresses. More shivered with dread, packed shoulder to shoulder in the barricaded cells of the magistrate’s dungeon. Hours passed to the screaming panic of latecomers caught in the open streets, while the Ganish town garrison fired oil barrels and torches to repel the ravening swarm where incursions broke through the barred keeps and braced portals. By midnight, the paralyzed stricken lay piled in heaps. Scared children wailed through the sobs of the bereaved, while the beleaguered living fought to keep order and suppress outbreaks of berserk panic.

	Many and bitter were the complaints. None understood why the Paravian sentinel who kept watch and ward over Mirthlvain had failed to contain the disaster. An emergent strain of this magnitude ought to have been nipped with the first breeding pair. Town folk paid for that breach with their lives. Some blamed their betrayed trust on the delinquent lapse of the High King’s liaison, while others reviled clan oversight.

	Help came at last in the black hour before dawn, too late for the dead and the dying. The town walls were stripped of defenders long since, when the centaur guardians dispatched from Methisle’s focus swept down from the north. The rumbling force of their charge shook the earth and rattled the splintered wood and smashed glazing stormed to wreckage through the assault. The deep blasts of their dragon spine horns reverberated for leagues, a clarion cry of deliverance beyond the endurance of mortal flesh. Humankind wept and muffled their ears, or went mad, thrashed witless by the raw surfeit of ecstasy. The imperative summons also commanded the assistance of a Fellowship Sorcerer. By then, the desperate survivors crammed into inadequate shelter were traumatized beyond measure. Trembling, unstrung, they clung to one another while the world’s greater powers raised a barrier shield and drove the methspawn into recoil.

	The mighty working that scythed over Ganish tapped the direct force of the lanes and ignited the regional flux currents incandescent. Blue static crackled in searing waves, flared to an adamant blaze where the heightened electromagnetics sheared across the etheric web of Athera. The resonant spike could stop hearts, stun the mind, and disrupt the frailty of human awareness. Adept healers would be overburdened for days, tending the hapless victims deranged by hallucinations and dosing the ones wrung to raving sweats in the soaring fever of backlash. The tried bloodlines were few, hardened to withstand the grandeur of Athera’s mysteries. Of the scant handful left standing, none could be spared in the wake of the aftershock.

	Yet the free wilds scout whose heroic sunset ride had enabled the town’s ragged salvation did not stay to extend his experienced help. Instead, Ganish’s overset mayor faced the brusque demand for a saddled horse.

	“You’re leaving us? Now?” The harried official blinked, caught aback. “For what urgent reason?”

	Sethant snapped, “Don’t make me repeat myself!”

	The Lord Mayor rubbed his pouched eyes and surveyed the leather-clad mainstay whose bunched frown included the triple tattoo of time-tested rank. “Need I point out the strict curfew in place was imposed for protection?”

	Sethant’s impatient glower intensified. “Must I remind you town law does not bind me? Against your obstruction, I’ll go on foot. Consider the consequence if that happens.”

	The mayor sighed, loath to part with a heaven-sent asset square in the pinch of a crisis. Nonetheless, his tired shout flagged the garrison captain for fresh orders. “Conscript the best nag we have left for the scout.” Then he nodded to Sethant with grudging respect. “You’ve served us beyond the call of your duty. Go on your way with my gratitude.” 

	Prioritized obligation bestowed by crown law passed the clan tracker through the quarantined gate. There he steadied the borrowed horse in the bridle and spurred in pursuit of his prior tasking.

	Sethant fared by way of the road, forced often to deviate where the excited flux still shimmered above the safe threshold of his tuned perception. The direct course he preferred was impossible, struck through by swaths of pooled resonance. He skirted the telltale mercury sheen of ionized charge, thrown off where the measures to thwart the malignant swarm recoiled over the countryside. Sethant encountered no Fellowship presence. Unusual for such a broadscale event, the afflicted district had been left to cope unsupported during the aftershock.

	Foolish arrogance might try to fathom the ways of the Seven. The Sorcerers redressed Mankind’s affairs only through the invested High King and rarely wrought a direct intervention. For a decade or more, even that reticent influence had been withdrawn. Whatever sustained, arcane threat had demanded the might of the conclave at Earle, Sethant’s innate practicality avoided pithless speculation. He faced dire peril enough on his own, stressed by short sleep and wrestling the brutal distortion of overstretched senses. The surrounding flux sang too loud in his ears, fired by the shimmering purity of the harmonics unleashed through the night. The excited forces jangled nerves already cranked to the verge of a febrile backlash. He dared not invoke his sensitive talent for tracking under that volatile influence.

	The pocketed fluctuations grew worse past the turnoff that wound toward the watchtower. Three times, Sethant had to abandon the path where the upshifted energy spun rainbow gyres past even his tested tolerance. No help, that the erratic surges reamed the localized currents clean of meaningful sign. The lure of such ecstatic beauty itself bewitched mortal eyesight. To succumb to beguilement here was to forfeit his promise to Verrain.

	Nor would the clan scout press his pace at the risk of uncanny danger. When his snorting horse crab-stepped, he cracked a vexed oath and surveyed autumn’s husked undergrowth, wary. His assay detected nothing untoward. Not even the furtive rustles of small game.

	“Mincing coward,” he chided, hand firm to curb the gelding’s unease. “On you go, and no sidling nonsense no matter what bothers your instincts.”

	Heels closed on the animal’s quivering ribs, he bypassed the suspect thicket. Jostle the wrong branch, and a quetzal contorted by death throes might tumble into his lap. Ath protect him from the fatal mistake. A methspawned strain outcrossed from serpents and bats could strike through stout leathers in posthumous reflex.

	Morning’s slant rays lit the watchtower’s cupola over the lace crowns of the trees. The leaf-stripped branches dripped, breezeless. No birds sang or took wing. The beacon fire lit the past day had gone cold, burned down to smokeless ashes. Sethant reined up in a clearing strewn like tide wrack with methspawn. The reek of scorched flesh clogged the still air, rank with the taint of acid-burned grass and dead foliage razed to viscous slime from sprayed jets of venom. Unnatural corpses heaped the stone foundation like storm wrack, the sheen on jet scales shuddered by movement where entangled, muscular coils twitched yet in contortions.

	Quetzal aberrants all, most had serpentine forms armored with serrated dorsal spines and razor-spiked tails. Triplicate pairs of webbed wings clothed delicate bones like a bat’s, but there, uniformity ended. Some carcasses had rats’ heads, or vestigial clawed limbs. Most mutations were fanged, the more common viper’s hinged jaws rowed with needle-sharp teeth. Their ravenous hunger looked to have perished unslaked, though the trapdoor’s nailed fastening was left viciously chewed from the concerted assault.

	Sethant snubbed his mount to a deadfall, well clear. He snapped off a dry branch, pruned the twigs, and trimmed the tined ends. The crude pitchfork let him fling the carrion out of his path and clear the downed ladder. Further precaution required a rag soaked in springwater to swab the fouled rungs before he dared risk the bare-handed contact to climb to the boarded entrance.

	No sound disturbed the quiet to be certain if the moonstruck sen Dient remained alive. Hardheaded fatalist, Sethant retrieved the mallet tossed aside the evening before. He worried out the first spike, hard-braced for whatever grim sorrow awaited.

	At best, he might find a man helplessly bound, denied the grace of humane relief until he soiled himself. At worst, another incurable victim awaited dispatch by the knife. Sethant yanked the next nail and pried the first splintered lath from the latch. He held no illusions. Death might have invaded the watchtower through any broached opening, neglected above. The Ganish folk spared did not ease his regret. Haste had disallowed even a cursory inspection for vulnerability. The quetzal forerunner that slaughtered the sentry might have lingered, concealed until dark in a crack or dim cranny. Just one horror trapped beneath the battened upper stairwell was enough to inflict a fatality. And if not the macabre rictus of poisoning, the grotesque number of methspawn razed down outside bespoke the proximity of lane forces raised far past the limit of townbred endurance.

	Sethant clawed another board free, heartsick through his methodical labor. Lisianne’s fury might never forgive the harsh choices that compelled his absence.

	Verrain’s broken mind had been ruthlessly stripped, defenseless before the close impact of a Fellowship Sorcerer’s working, or the shearing ecstasy raised by a centaur guardian’s unshielded presence. Once exposed, twice vulnerable: the wretch in his state might become catatonic, his naked cognizance hurled through the veil, until the stretched spirit fragmented, shredded across the grand arc of eternity.

	The last nail gave way. Sethant pitched the freed plank. He yanked the latch and flung the door wide. Sunlight speared into darkness too deep to pierce until eyesight adjusted. The stilled air bore no stench. Only the expected musk of oiled canvas and the metallic taint of the sand kept to scour rust from the hinges. Objects surfaced slowly through the pervasive gloom: the corner of a bronze-bound chest, sacks of flour, supply casks defined by the gleam of hooped steel, and the plies of spare rope packed in coils. Then, past the basket-weave bulk of a hamper, a tentative stir of movement.

	Sethant made out the sheen of blond hair, followed by the impression of folded arms and clenched fingers. Verrain huddled in a rigid knot, rocking in mute distress.

	The scout surged through the doorway, groped for his striker, and kindled the sconce by the entry. The flame took hold and illumined the evidence of a travail fit to wring tears from the hardened grain of experience.

	Verrain sen Dient had not soiled himself in infantile helplessness. Instead, through his lonely ordeal, he had battered himself against the shut hatch. Defeated when forehead and fists were bruised bloody, he had persevered and chafed through the rope on his wrists. Chisel scars gouged the stout wooden lintel, coherent enough to have unseated the slide bolt had the mallet not been beyond reach. Yet the frenzied rush to escape never came. No crazed assault pressured Sethant’s stance at the threshold.

	The desolate prisoner met his warden’s return with a succinct accusation. “Too late.”

	“Not entirely.” Approached for a cautious assessment, and finding abrasions but no broken bones, Sethant qualified, “Because of your vision, the warning got through. Ganish town suffered a toll of casualties. But a mere fraction beside the families the garrison’s effort managed to save.”

	“Too late,” Verrain insisted. He ducked beyond reach and scrambled for the ladder before the clan scout could scrounge a basin and rag to cleanse his contusions.

	“Lisya,” Verrain declared, resistant to sense through the tussle that failed to deter him. Sethant had no stomach left for brute force. Patience, he hoped, would outmatch the poor fellow’s fixated will. Yet no kindly deterrent sufficed. Verrain’s focus stayed adamant. His badgering weathered the undignified hoist that hauled him astride behind Sethant. Not even the shimmer of the heightened flux turned his head through the eastward course pressed at speed for the open road.

	*

	Too soon, the scout tracker and his forlorn charge encountered the plight of the caravan forced into open flight. Sethant read the torn ground and took cold stock of the wrecked freight tossed aside in the aftermath. Either the road master had failed to grasp the severity of his predicament. Or else, delayed by recalcitrant teamsters, the outriders sent to bolster the rear guard had been slipshod at rounding up strays. Whatever shortfall had sown wrack and ruin, the disarrayed column had split. Pack trains and the more maneuverable mule drays appeared to have bolted for safety. The more ponderous ox teams, slowest to turn, snarled the verges, bogged down in the ditch. Bales and barrels of burst goods scattered the sunlit vale, loads spilled from torn canvas where more laden wagons had overturned in stampede.

	No living sorted through the strewn cargoes for salvage. None gathered to succor the casualties sprawled like threshed rags in the grass. Still yoked into harness, stricken draft animals lay collapsed in taupe heaps. Not a single animal grazed on four feet. The handful that moved gouged the turf on their sides, convulsed by the onset of paralysis.

	Sethant glanced sideward, through dazed horror aware the sen Dient townsman regarded the vista of catastrophe, shivering. “Your Lisya won’t be among them,” he ventured in gruff consolation. “She’ll have heeded your warning. My instruction should have sent her ahead with the vanguard.”

	The attempted assurance fell short. Verrain’s distress burgeoned into inconsolable agitation. He broke free of the clansman’s oversight, vaulted from horseback, and plunged down the rise at a breakneck sprint.

	Sethant spurred at his heels, too late.

	Verrain did not pause to examine the fallen or sort through the impact of last night’s tragedy. Straight through the pathetic bundles of carnage, he ran to the sole one that mattered. For kindness had kept Lisianne at risk with the benighted stragglers. Verrain found her, unerring. Drawn by who knew what uncanny instinct, he buckled to his knees by her side. In the furrowed shade of an upset wagon, scarcely visible under the wreck, the ungainly frame that had made her the butt of male taunts sheltered the blanketed bundle of somebody else’s small child.

	Verrain groaned. His exquisite touch caressed her contorted limbs. He eased her onto her back with the reverence that once had awakened a happiness beyond her wildest dreams. Her glassy eyes remained unresponsive. Recognition stayed blank as he cradled her head in his lap. When Sethant reined up behind, Verrain sat stroking her hair with the heartsore remorse of the trusted partner who had failed her.

	Stunned, the scout tracker slid off the steamed horse. “Here,” he pleaded, choked up. “Let me see.”

	But a cursory glance informed him already. Nothing more could be done. Livid weals marred Lisianne’s neck, face, and hands. She had been repeatedly bitten. The seizures inflicted by cierl-ankeshed venom had dropped her in place, followed by agony as convulsive rigor seized her muscles in fatal paralysis. Her torment might linger for days beyond natural relief. Sethant knelt, sickened, and reached for his knife without hesitation.

	Verrain looked up at that terrible crux, his soul in his eyes. Past question, he embraced the love of his life, incomparable to all others. “She knows,” he admitted, lacerated by sorrow. “Be fearless. Grant her release with both of our blessing.”

	Sethant had never regretted a mercy stroke, dispatched to deliver a painless passage. But the swift cut that finished Lisianne’s suffering, while Verrain clung to her, weeping, seared him deeply enough to haunt all of his days. Tears blurred his sight. His nerveless hand shook as he wiped his blade clean on a grass twist. The toddler’s need also must be redressed. To break now, unmanned, was unconscionable.

	Sethant bent to the necessary. Gutted by horror, he extricated the mite’s traumatized body from the folds of Lisya’s  mantle. His blood-smeared fingers bared a girl child’s suffused face from the muffling fabric. The wail raised by his handling shattered the quiet. Warm and vociferously unharmed, a small fist flailed at his stubbled jaw.

	Sethant recoiled, his startled gratitude stymied by the stark complication. Verrain’s anguish, perforce, must be sidelined again. The burdened scout had no one fit to relieve him of the hysterical child. Not likely that he would find another survivor huddled amid the wreckage. Ath forfend, the rest of the caravan may not have escaped, and the strapped garrison at Ganish might take days to dispatch a patrol.

	With no help at hand, Sethant wrapped the forlorn child in the discarded cloak. He had little choice but to blindfold her eyes through the gristly task thrust upon him.

	*

	Sundown brought two of the road master’s outriders to round up the laggard survivors. The scout tracker detected the quiver in the local flux before they rode into sight. He met their approach, hands just barely rinsed from dispatching the tormented casualties, two-legged and four-.

	Forthwith, he shucked the cloth sling off his back and surrendered the wailing child.

	“Merciful Maker! That’s Frinn and Marega’s wean, run off amid the confusion.” The incredulous guardsman gushed on, shaken by the carnage that littered the road on both sides. “Feckless parents! Had to rope the pair down to contain them while that dowdy court jenny lit off to search. She’s alive to acknowledge her undeserved luck?”

	Then irreverent words died, pinched off as the man’s nervous chatter smashed against Sethant’s stiff countenance.

	“Rest her spirit. I’m sorry.” Sobered, the outrider bowed to Lisya’s bravery. “We owe the lady for her selfless kindness, and more.” For by the narrowest margin, the rest of the caravan’s people had outpaced the swarm. “The mule trains and most of the wagons took flight soon enough to reach a safe distance.” The road guard cradled the crying child, rattled to sincere acknowledgment. “You’re due an apology for our rough treatment at your intervention. Past question, our lives would not have been spared without that lunatic’s timely warning.”

	Sethant scrubbed his stubbled jaw with his wrist, wooden-faced with exhaustion. “Saved most of Ganish town also, poor wretch. Though he’s gone beyond anyone’s gratitude now.”

	Whether stricken by the backlashed shock from raised resonance or crushed by unbearable bereavement, Verrain sen Dient had slipped away into catatonia. Clanbred and well versed with the derangement that afflicted mortal frailty within the free wilds, Sethant recognized the intractable symptoms. Verrain’s strayed spirit had unraveled too far. Pale as wax, scarcely breathing, he lay on the blood-soaked turf with Lisianne’s head pillowed on his chest. His vacant, glazed stare reflected the sky, while forsaken, his limp flesh sank into a coma from which no human effort could rouse him.

	Bound yet by that sorrowful obligation, Sethant finished his report to the outriders. “Naught’s left to be done for your dead hereabouts that can’t wait until after the girl’s restored to her kinfolk.” His gesture of brutal summary encompassed the lumped forms weighted under the salvaged tarps. “I’ve covered your fallen as best I could. Wolves and buzzards will scavenge the unsecured animal carcasses for maybe two days before the bones are picked clean. You have that long to recover the bodies for final rites.”

	“What of yourself?” the lead outrider asked, while the man with the child remounted. “Cook wagon at least could stake you a meal.”

	But Sethant shrugged off the kindness. “I’ve work left yet, here.”

	He built Lisianne’s pyre with his own hands from the lumber of the upset wagon. Then he laid her out like a cherished bride, her magnificent shroud cut from a bolt of the jacquard silk loomed in Atchaz. The luxurious fabric masked her dull brown hair and softened the awkward frame that had blinded all men, except Verrain, to her sterling character. The kindly shadow of twilight blurred her sturdy features and ungainly hands. Quiet lent homage to the steadfast gift of her loyalty. Then Sethant kindled the torch.

	Alone, he set her bier alight and delivered the tribute to honor her passing. “The light of your courage humbled us all. May the grace of your love, joined with Verrain’s, inseparable, clothe your spirit in glory beyond the veil.”

	Sethant kept the solitary vigil for Lisianne. When the embers collapsed to gray ash and spent smoke, he crossed his arms in formal salute and pronounced his personal elegy. “Take my vow, since my guidance fell short, I’ll not rest until I’ve brought your Verrain all the way home.”

	Last, he laid a neat campfire on the heath. Hands better suited to butchering game cleaned and settled Verrain’s insensate hulk in a salvaged blanket. By starlight, unhurried, the scout roasted the haunch of a bullock and smoked the leftover meat into jerky. For grief and for gratitude, at sunrise next day, he fashioned a drag litter from two wagon shafts strapped together with abandoned harness. A month’s journey in stages nursed Verrain sen Dient’s comatose husk one hundred and fifty leagues overland to the foothills of the Kelhorn Mountains.

	Sethant shouldered the desolate passage, pierced by a remorse that welcomed no company. Not just Lisianne’s absence, but the loss of her beloved’s ebullience carved what felt like a hole in the air. To a tracker’s trained eye, the bright dance of the flux seemed subdued, as if Verrain’s wasted flesh cast a pall that hushed the world’s mysteries to a mournful silence.
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Chapter XI

	 

	A female initiate of Ath’s white adepts met Sethant at the gate beneath the cliff stair that fronted the ancient stone hostel at Forthmark. Gusts raked off the barren heath, tossing the yellowed stems of the bracken and whetted to the keen edge that foreran oncoming snow.

	Yet no frost chilled the air in the woman’s presence. Surrounded by an unnatural calm, she slipped back her hood, and in the velvet vowels of desert descent, welcomed the traveler come to the Brotherhood’s threshold. “How may our order answer your need?”

	Given Sethant’s appeal in Verrain’s behalf, she knelt by the litter and asked for the petitioner’s birth name. The scout’s faculties perceived the ephemeral light that trailed from her fingertips as she ran her narrow, dark hands down the length of the wasted, unresponsive body.

	Calm inflected her inquiry. “He grieves for the departed, a woman he cherished with all of his heart?”

	Sethant nodded, reluctant to speak despite his obligation to relinquish custody. “He was beloved as the darling of Shand, before he was moonstruck by malicious poisoning. An unshielded encounter with the Paravians increased the severity of his derangement. His chosen mate, Lisianne, died in his arms, paralyzed to extremis by venomous methspawn before a mercy stroke ended her torment.”

	The white adept stroked Verrain’s blond hair. Her tender touch brushed his hollowed cheek, that devotion had maintained to his fastidious preference for a shaved jawline. The spare, handsome beauty and sterling care that once pleased the women was gone, worn skeletal with atrophy. Yet initiate vision saw past surface form. Shown the whole cloth of the inner being, the adept’s regard held genuine reverence.

	When at length she arose, she gathered Sethant’s callused hands into her own. “Regret binds you, clouding your requite acceptance, although on all counts your compassion followed right action. Let go of remorse. Your friend has drifted beyond mortal suffering. His spirit was bonded with Lisianne’s, you see, still entangled with hers when she crossed the veil.”

	Sethant swallowed, past speech. His clenched fists hardened. However sincere, the adept’s wise assurance left his brutal grief beyond consolation.

	“Wholeness is not of the body,” the white adept chided gently. Her stainless robes shimmered as the flux in her presence flared silver. “This young man’s affliction won’t answer to healing. Verrain has strayed too far to respond. But our help could restore the free will stolen from him by cruelty. His innate choice may be reestablished through the path of self-recognition. Will you allow us? His conscious release can be found, beyond pain, in the grove at the heart of our sanctuary.” 

	Sethant yielded the straps of the drag litter, wrung by the savagery of his helplessness. “Lisya would ask that.” One lingering glance surveyed the flaxen hair and stilled mouth that had inspired her remarkable, intimate constancy. “Grant Verrain sen Dient your exalted protection through his last passage.”

	The adept bowed her head. “Rest assured, for your peace, I will not leave his side through the course of transition.”

	Sethant perceived no visible signal. No summons disturbed his scout’s instincts. Yet two more white-robed adepts emerged through the uncanny, carved pillars at the hostel gate. They acknowledged his loss. Through an obstinate frown that wrestled back tears, the stern clansman rejected complacence as the burdened litter entered into their custody.

	After all, he could not turn his back when the dusky adept raised her hood to depart with the entourage.

	“I intend to stand vigil,” he blurted, the accolade a man would bestow on a brother.

	The white-clad initiate measured his pain with the sorrow that his wait for closure would be brief. “The young man’s aura has already thinned.” Like the blown candle still warm to the touch, the flame of his spirit had vacated what amounted to an empty shell.

	“He’s past the point of awareness, I know.” Yet Sethant stayed firm as the sole, living witness to what Verrain had sacrificed to spare the crown and the people of Ganish. “I will stay the course until Fate’s Wheel has turned. Afterward, I owe a friend’s courtesy to bring word to his family.”

	The adept cupped Sethant’s cheek, perhaps brushed by the shadow forerunning an unwritten future. “Don’t shackle yourself to the limited arrogance of supposition. There are no absolutes. Our existence inhabits the eternal present. Come the moment, Verrain must be left free to underwrite his own destiny. The White Brotherhood does not steer the world’s course. We abide what occurs, although rarely, sometimes, the storms in the world drive the outcome.”

	*

	Verrain sen Dient did not feel the tender compassion behind the strong hands that bore him up. He did not respond to the resonant shift that unsettled most visitors who crossed through the outer gate. From the crystalline brilliance of winter’s low sun, then into the cast shadow of the cliffs, he was conveyed up the narrow, steep stair and past the open-air archway that marked the sealed bounds of the hostel’s interior.

	The steadfast advance of his escort carried his stilled flesh across pale, marble floors veined in delicate blue. Through hushed gloom illumined by nothing beyond the glimmer thrown off the adepts’ refined auras, he passed the soaring pillars that marked and measured his final journey. The stones on both sides were incised on their polished facets with ciphers that first glistened, then brightened, shining with evanescent rainbows and shimmering light. Insensate, he was presented to the aspect of the sentinel posted at the portal to the inner sanctuary. His case was impartially weighed. A silent gesture granted his admittance.

	The stone lintels beyond swallowed visible light, black and sheenless as the primordial void, except where arcane runes glittered, the flecked sparkle of living energy like captive starlight. Here, where solid form melted into swirls of mutable force, the conscious petitioner escorted on foot often buckled into collapse, awareness sheared intact from the flesh by the heightened resonance at the verge of the veil.

	Passage through the gateway beyond stripped the mind to a state of total surrender. Some wayfarers encountered the mysteries therein as the disembodied experience of a lucid dream. Others endowed with initiate mastery transited with the knowledge they spiritwalked into the realm of the volatile ephemeral.

	Only the stricken, the mortally wounded, and the disconsolate weary who sought requite surcease were borne unconscious across the last threshold. Those cases were ushered with hushed respect into the innermost sanctuary. None entered here unattended. Whether in spirit or flesh, they came under the guidance of a white adept: for beyond that dread gateway, the live charge of a petitioner’s unshielded consciousness directly imprinted the reactive, stored reservoir of virgin power.

	Free will directed the fate that unfolded. The female custodian who gathered up Verrain’s slack form advanced into what first seemed a fathomless void. Her footfall did not sink into dissolution but encountered the burgeoning fabric of substance, sunk ankle deep into lush grasses spangled with dew. The pure wellspring of the Prime Source glimmered silver ahead, heartcore of a haven spun down by the white initiates and anchored through millennia by their meticulous stewardship. Steered by that compass, the adept bore her burden toward the melodious gush of clear water over white stones.

	Around her, in analogue symbol and form, she trod the ripple of change as Verrain’s mortal being unfurled the true glory of a Named psyche, underwritten by the chord of light and sound that scribed the grand arc of eternity.

	Verrain’s waxen pallor acquired a pink flush as the matrix of his conscious self coalesced. The effects of his wasting illness dissolved, his youthful bloom reshaped into wholeness. The drenched grasses blossomed with bluebells and buttercups, asters and foxglove alight with the gossamer flit of jewel-toned butterflies. There, in the lush fragrant carpet of meadow grass, the robed adept laid him down. She stepped back, leaving Verrain to set his own course. His sweet nature, once touched by the Paravian presence, already Saw past the veil. Buoyant with the surfeit of light, he required no outside counsel to shed the detritus of dark, buried fears his shattered life had left unexamined. Instead, the forthright grace of his nature took ebullient root. The massive bulwark of a copper beech laced into existence above his blond head. Shafted sunlight struck through mild air alive with melodious birdsong.

	Verrain’s closed eyelids fluttered. He stirred beneath the shaded canopy, wakened to the wonder of Shand’s court garden, humming with bees and in rampant bloom. Bemused, he shoved back gold hair. No longer emaciated, he braced himself on a cocked elbow. His pearlescent skin seemed reborn, every sensuous nerve end tingling with ecstatic vitality. The surge of his joy drew a battle-scarred marmalade tomcat out of a tangled stand of red poppies. The bold creature strolled to his side and rubbed against this propped arm.

	The silken warmth of the animal’s coat sparked his spontaneous gasp of delight. The cat accepted the homage nonplussed, and sat down, paw raised to polish neat whiskers.

	 “I know you,” murmured Verrain. “You were the comfort curled in Lisya’s lap when she sought refuge in the tower library.” The sensuous fingers renowned for bestowing female ecstasy in the sheets riffled through the animal’s cinnamon fur. The tomcat ceased grooming, emerald eyes slitted with pleasure. Burst into a rumbling purr, he stood on four paws and arched against Verrain’s touch.

	“Our best beloved died saving another man’s child,” Verrain confided, his wistful flush of happiness dimmed by remembered sorrow. “I was not there to look after her safety. She was taken from us before I could honor her loyal heart.”

	The game little cat slid through his fingers. Tail high, impatient with maudlin talk, the creature minced through the flowerbeds toward the wellspring, where placid waters now jetted into a fountain that flung diamond spray through the intoxicate play of the breeze. Yet for Verrain, the radiant elements paled before sight of the woman who waited in stillness before the shimmering pool.

	The orange cat weaved through her ankles, too coarse for her stylish slippers. Rough as she amid the beautiful setting, the tom batted the fancy, ridiculous flounces of her lavender ball gown. Refined fashion had always made Lisianne look awkward, the long, gauze-lace sleeves and styled waistline cinctured with pearls ridiculous on her homely frame. Drab brown hair piled and pinned in elaborate loops disastrously emphasized her heavy jawline and dimpled chin. Yet here, illumined by her kindness of spirit, she outshone the sun and the moon.

	Verrain beheld the love of his life with an adoration that transcended worldly appearance. “Song of my heart, did you believe me? Every word held the truth when I said your womanly virtues lay beyond all compare. Regret leaves me forlorn. I’d have adorned you with a rose-quartz pendant, not the timid pallor of pearls, then held and cherished you only, forever, if not for my cousin’s treachery.” 

	Her smile bespoke indescribable longing. “For one night, you granted me a pure happiness that brightened all of my days.” She extended her hand in radiant welcome, inviting him to step into the fountain and embrace his transcendent release. “Come. Let all meaningless care fall away.”

	Verrain stood erect. With one painless step all that lay between an emptied life and the flame of requite redemption, the bravo who had been the gallant of Shand accepted her clasp. He turned her palm and bestowed a kiss of adoration on the inside of her wrist. “My dear, I am sorry. I cannot forget the horror that ruined my promise and destroyed the bequest of our child to fulfill your future.”

	Empowered by the unconstrained might of the Forthmark sanctuary, Verrain sen Dient glanced backward.

	The flora behind no longer reflected the fair aspect of the royal garden in summer. Instead, the flat, pewter gleam of Mirthlvain mire unrolled, tufted reed hummocks and steaming, peat pools agleam with the wisped flare of marshlights. Methspawn stirred ripples from the black depths. Denned under the contorted roots of willow, cypress, and swamp maple, venomous snakes and aberrant predators continued to crossbreed their vicious stew of warped malice.

	Like a reopened wound, murky water boiled to froth as their methspawned hatchlings resurged. The wardings maintained at the boundary wall failed under the onslaught of mass migration. Again, the savage scourge of the swarm took flight and invaded the defenseless countryside.

	The watchful adept reacted, too late. Her tempered influence drowned, overset by the violent maelstrom. Her wise grasp slipped as the forceful, raw power of Verrain’s repressed agony unleashed the manifest nightmare. Winged quetzals stormed forth, a murderous horde raised from the fury of human regret and unleashed to wreak bitter havoc by an incarnate emotion too fierce to repress.

	A brutal entrapment, rendered vividly real, should Verrain succumb to the morass of self-punishment. The vast power of the sanctuary did not discriminate. The unreconciled, trapped anguish coiled by Lisianne’s fate impelled a destructive course if his twisted desire sought annihilation.

	Yet the shout torn from him as the quetzals swooped down did not wring the heart with recrimination. Love instead ruled that moment, unbridled by relentless rage and betrayal. The dauntless impact of Verrain’s cry lashed the sanctuary’s volatile interface incandescent with accusation. “Where was the delinquent Paravian guardian who should have been stationed at Methisle Fortress? Why, when hapless lives were at stake, did no Fellowship Sorcerer deliver a stay of protection?”

	Verrain’s kindled wrath for that shortfall blazed and burned beyond historical precedent, outstripping the disciplined guidance of Ath’s white adepts.

	“I will have my answer!” Verrain demanded. The prepotent alignment of all that he was forged his will into singular focus. “Else the scourge that struck down my beloved might rise again and the grief of her loss will have been for nothing!”

	The cumulative reserve held latent for centuries exploded into conflagration. A shattering blast, fugitive as white lightning, reaped the whirlwind and seared into the after-clap of leaden silence.

	The rattled adept recouped her shocked wits, dazzled blind and thrown onto her knees. Cold under her hands, the bare floor had reverted to the featureless polish of tessellated marble. The reactive dance of the mysteries was absent. Conscious thought manifested no living matrix of analogous form. Forthmark’s sanctuary was drained. The connection to virgin power—once spun down and nurtured by the White Brotherhood’s secluded devotion—had burned dry at a single stroke. Naught remained of their generations of enlightened tenancy but a hollow echo laced through mountain bedrock. Even the fount of the source spring was gone, reduced to an empty cistern laid open to the winter sky.

	Lisianne’s spirit had departed the world in transition, and Verrain sen Dient had vanished.

	The adept sat back on her heels in stunned shock. Aghast, she rallied her faculties. Fearful to encompass the radical impact, she steeled her nerve and expanded her Sighted awareness past the limitation of surface appearances. Yet her assay encountered no cataclysmic recoil. Instead, she sank into the silence of peace ruled by unbounded compassion.

	She had not lost control of her given charge. Nor had change been catalyzed by the rampant influence of runaway fear: Verrain had not shredded his being to destructive oblivion after all.

	Neither had his spirit crossed over Fate’s Wheel and joined with Lisianne’s through the natural course of a mortal release. His incarnate form instead had translocated, rebirthed by free choice and heart-deep dedication through the crucible of transmutation: hammer to anvil, the wild ripple unleashed by his cry for requital reforged his true Name on the face of creation …

	 


Chapter XII

	 

	The shift did not shock like the fall of a lightning bolt, or hurl Verrain through blackout unconsciousness. Rather, he drifted as gently as a wisp of thistledown wafted airborne. He winnowed to rest on his feet, clear of mind and restored to vitality. Around him, felted in shadow, he surveyed the expanse of a hammerbeam chamber built on a scale to diminish humanity. Air stirred by whispered echoes and drafts smelled of mildew and damp, residual peat smoke, and the underlaid fust of ancient books and inked parchment. Ahead, the pinprick flame of a candle glimmered atop a massive stone slab, spanned across the spread wingtips of two gryphons carved by no human hand.

	A partridge-plump scholar with white hair perched in a raised chair, eating breakfast, his stature dwarfed by a setting proportioned for the nine-span height of a centaur guardian. He wore a full-sleeved robe of dull gray, rumpled by distraught exasperation as he lectured what seemed empty air but was not. A discorporate entity filled the space opposite, spiked to a rapt vortex fit to drill bedrock.

	“Vacuous shade! You’re skimming over the pertinent facts, which begs a recurrent shortfall.” The heated debate took pause as the corpulent speaker bit into a buttered muffin. Flushed cheeks bulging, he chewed as if the contested point curdled his palate. He swallowed at length. Cleared his throat and resumed, his stentorian voice huffing crumbs through the beard spilled down his barrel chest. “We haven’t begun to quarter the sinks in the mire’s north quadrant, besides.”

	“I don’t need your tedious list,” the shade retorted in acrimonious correction, “to know that I’ve burned the last nest of quetzal eggs from the deeps.”

	A cough of disparagement punctured the claim. “Might as well waft your feckless breeze off to fly kites! Other aberrant spawn are sure to breed in the vacancy left by scant oversight. With Paravian strength anchoring the defenses at Earle, how long before we face another outbreak as ugly as this one? Strapped with an unsavory inventory, we’ve no spare time or resource to complete, you might apply yourself to the situation.”

	“By watching you park on your rump eating pastry?” The discarnate entity snorted. “Why should I listen while you pontificate? The festering snags that might trouble the future are today’s irrelevant theory. Just admit you won’t budge till the muffins are gone.”

	The studious speaker blotted his lips with a napkin, his dignity immune to the jab. “My bodily need for sustenance aside, the Mistwraith’s advance will be shredding our wards of constraint while we deliberate. You’ll admit the lost ground cannot be regained.”

	“Butter won’t melt on your fatuous tongue though a quake in the flux shakes your fundament!” Recoil whistled a gap in the draft, chased by a waspish retort. “Shut your mouth for one breath, and you’d realize we have a visitor.”

	Targeted by direct reference, the eavesdropper’s presence fell under the shade’s piercing scrutiny. More, Lisianne’s orange tom apparently had tagged along in feline curiosity. He rubbed his scarred head against Verrain’s shins, then stalked with his tail held shamelessly high to scavenge the crumbs on the breakfast plate.

	The flummoxed diner stalled in mid-diatribe. When the tabby leaped foursquare onto the tabletop and butted past to lap at the butter, he clapped quivering jaws shut and blinked. “Who let in the cat?” Suspicious, he swiveled his ample torso. His disconcerted regard fastened on Verrain: no bookish old man’s but endowed by a Fellowship Sorcerer’s masterful presence.

	“Ath on earth!” he exclaimed. Then, remiss for bad manners, he slid off his seat and strode forward. “You must forgive Kharadmon’s mettlesome japery. I’m Luhaine of the Seven. Do come and sit down.” A plump hand extended to steer the remarkable guest to a chair, the Sorcerer peered through his bushy eyebrows. “You’d be Verrain sen Dient, or I miss my guess? Tell me, what cross-grained tangle of circumstance brings a merchant’s son to lay claim to the keys to Methisle Fortress?”

	But the mild assessment quite failed to encompass Verrain’s altered identity. The gallant torn away from the life he had known, and the sacrifice that parted him from Lisianne’s eternal affection had defied the fulfillment of mortal transition. What he had become surpassed belief, seen through the eyes of a Fellowship Sorcerer. Light blazed through his aura like a small star, untrained as yet, but annealed by the fires of the Forthmark hostel for the momentous destiny laid ahead of him.

	“By glory!” Kharadmon crowed in breezy delight. “There’s a fortunate twist to upend bad odds and confound an inveterate pessimist! Since the paragon fit to shoulder your obsessive hunt for emergent methspawn has dropped from the ether into your lap, I’ll be away to grapple the bad odds on the battlefront in West Shand.” 

	Luhaine shot a glare at his invisible colleague. “An invasive threat to this world is scarcely a frivolous joke. As for spitting into the teeth of a blessing, like the wet blanket, I’ll rejoice in the gift of your absence.”

	Yet Kharadmon’s irksome presence did not vacate the cavernous hall at Methisle straightaway. Stilled into invisible silence, he lingered, mollified to witness the historic event as Verrain presented his formal request for a spellbinder’s apprenticeship.

	“You realize what you’re asking, young man?” Luhaine squared off, chest puffed with gravity. “The seal of a Fellowship Sorcerer’s consent will alter the framework of your mortality.”

	Kharadmon chuckled with breezy sarcasm. “As if that piddling constraint isn’t moot!”

	For in fact, Verrain’s will had been graven by forces beyond earthly precedent. Already, his adamant choice was not revocable. Dedication bound him to the perilous course of initiate mastery, to be guaranteed every step of the way by the Seven’s meticulous oversight.

	In the ancient keep raised by Ilitharis Paravian masons to stand watch over Mirthlvain, the pledge was completed to stand in defense against the perpetual threat of the methspawn’s predation. Verrain sen Dient knelt before Luhaine and embraced his affirmed destiny as Guardian of Methisle Fortress.

	“Rise,” Luhaine declared at the close of the ritual. When his steady hand raised the man he would mentor, he braced to field Kharadmon’s sniping comment.

	But by then, the Fellowship’s most irreverent spirit had slipped on his way unremarked.

	Kharadmon arrowed southward on the winter wind. He went to rejoin the perils of the ongoing engagement to stem the Mistwraith’s incursion at Earle, though not as directly as his colleague’s humorless ethic might wish. The discorporate Sorcerer’s imperative journey meandered to sate his inquisitive interest. He passed Sethant, en route to Innish bearing word of Lisianne’s death to Adlaize s’Ahelas. Paused at the crown seat, he broke the first news of Verrain’s disposition at Methisle Fortress.

	“The man’s volunteer claim to the post was forged in human grief and annealed by the anguish of crisis. Nonetheless, his commitment is heartfelt and true.” Verrain would defend the land’s weal for centuries after his Lisianne’s inspiration faded from common memory.

	Other scars remained in the weave of the mysteries, never to be recouped. Ath’s White Brotherhood withdrew from their inert hostel at Forthmark. Some of the displaced adepts joined their brethren in Shaddorn. Others, Kharadmon passed afoot on the northwest road to resettle at Spire, with the edifice carved into the Vastmark foothills abandoned behind to fall into ruin.

	None knew which centaur guardian erected the monument stone on the trade road a half day’s ride east of Ganish. The polished obelisk cut from rose quartz stood twelve spans high, capped with a notch that marked the rise of the brightest star on the anniversary of Lisianne’s death. Caravan men and road masters’ families left tokens there through the years, braided-grass charms and copper coins dedicated for luck and safe passage. Every autumn, over the course of millennia, came a lone figure in a weathered cloak. He bore an unadorned staff of gray ash in chapped hands, scraped and bitten and scarred from the repeated handling of methspawn. Fair head bare to the elements, he always left a posy of lavender and white lilies tied with silk ribbon, and sometimes a burl of marsh maple whittled into the shape of a marmalade cat.
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