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Binding Spell, based on the Five Tenets that guide Wizardry

Earth :: Pearroc Seale, the Fae :: Serve and Pay, inked in gold and brown / Service

Fire :: Camisse, Alstera’s aunt :: Risk your Life in Sacrifice, inked in gold and red / Sacrifice

Water :: Romert, Alstera’s brother :: Free an Innocent and Live, inked in blue and silver / Freedom

Air :: Arendt, a healer of Clan Letheina :: Restore the Balance, inked in white and silver / Balance

Chaos :: Rombrey, Alstera’s great-uncle :: Refrain from Power to Atone, inked in black / Energy



Cherai’s Lament

ROSE PETALS SCATTERED `round

Fallen from the dried bud

Withered and mortal brown

Sorrowing, Sorrowing

Blackened tree on the ground

Sooty ashes for its heart

Burning fire brought it down

Sorrowing, Sorrowing

Night’s silence fallen down

Voices I hear no more

A hollow shell, without a sound

Sorrowing, Sorrowing

Dream of death has me found

Locked me in its cold clutch

Twined with roots, round and round

Sorrowing, Sorrowing
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Like an old ballad, Cherai’s dream sang the fragments of what she had lived and lost. The words and details changed, but never the melody. She dreamed of the past, of passion, each measure working her deeper and deeper, a haunting song that lured her in. Then the melody trapped her as the dream changed into nightmare.

She dreamed of her beloved. They lay together, her wish that life had never fulfilled. Rose petals drifted onto their bodies while jewels of sunshine sparkled through the arbor. Even as she dreamed, though, Cherai remembered the now. Her bitter lot was to love him and be hunted by him. The dragoons had nearly caught her, in the early days of her escape.

She still wanted him. She wanted the dream he represented. Lost now.

The dream shifted, a pearl-sheened flash that evanesced into glittering palace ball. She danced with her beloved. As he twirled her around the ballroom, his black eyes claimed hers, and she avoided her father’s disapproving frown at Guy DuBarrée. Guy had few lands and no title, yet he dared to ask the daughter of a king’s triumvir to dance. They whirled around the gold and white room. A rainbow of rich silks danced with them, and the mirrored walls and night-black windows sparkled like jewels.

Then the court dance turned. Her lover spun away. And Cherai crashed through the black glass. Shards rained over her, through her. The dream re-shaped itself into a nightmare. A marble-cold palace chapel. Shadows deep in the nave. Candles flickering at the altar. A bier, draped with black cloth. Lightning flashed beyond the night-black windows. Thunder cracked, crashing into her bones as the flashes forked into her brain. Painted statues with white marble eyes watched her. Four torchieres guarded the bier. An eerie phosphorescence tinged their flames with poisonous green, as if the storm’s eldritch energy charged them.

Cherai stopped at the penitent’s rail. She gripped the bar. “Please, please,” she prayed. “Stop the nightmare. Let me wake up.”

Yet the dream dragged her forward. It hauled her up the dais steps and towed her to the shrouded body.

A gust of wind guttered the torch flames. Shadows leaped down from the vaulted darkness to dance on the barren walls. “No one is here,” she whispered. “I have nothing to fear.” Still she shuddered, her fear stone-cold and bone-deep.

For the eon of a heartbeat, Cherai stared at the shrouded corpse. For many dreams, for the first dreams, her nightmare had ended there, standing beside the bier. She wished the nightmare had never advanced beyond that.

But it did. And she couldn’t stop its advance. No matter how she cried. No matter how she fought the dream. Step by step it continued, like the pattern of a dance, locked to the music.

She drew back the webby shroud. Years had rotted the crepe. The black cloth fell into tatters. And she saw her father, frozen by death, bloodless and stiff, pale marble skin transformed by the greeny phosphorescence.

Cherai clutched the shroud. She prayed and prayed and prayed that the dream would stop.

The corpse opened his eyes. Her father tried to speak.

“No. No, no, no, no!”

Green phosphorescence glinted in those dead eyes. Garbled words worked out of his mouth. “Cherai ... it is you. You came ... not too late. Not too late to save—.”

“You are dead,” she managed to say. She prayed to wake, prayed that the nightmare would end here, prayed that nothing more would happen.

“Not too late,” he repeated.

Scripted words, like a palace masque, written for the king’s jaded tastes. The first nightmare had set the pattern, and it never changed, only advanced deeper and deeper, one step, then the next, then another. A macabre dance, beginning in reality but spiraling into nightmare. Memory clashed with the dream, and she feared it would penetrate the pathways of her mind. The more times she dreamed of her father, the more memories the nightmare snared. As the snare grew, it caught up more memories, spinning a tangling web of fear. A web she could not escape, for she could not wake, not until the nightmare released her.

Her father’s glowing eyes transfixed her. His mouth twisted. Cherai touched his shoulder. The corpse was cold and stiff and wasted, as if he’d lain here, on the bier, the whole three years since his assassination. The stab-wound below his ear oozed black blood.

“What is it, Papa?” She spoke the patterned line, dragged along the steps of the dream, no matter how she fought.

And his answer came, another patterned line, the only difference from nightmare to nightmare was how far the dream would advance. “Not too late.”

“Papa, what is it? What can I do?”

“You ... keep it safe.” Black blood stained his parched lips. “Protect it ... for the little princess, for ... queen that she is.”

“The princess is the queen? But King Edvard is st-still alive and hale. What am I to keep? What is it?”

“Keep safe ... hid it ... hollow ... Muirée. For the little queen.”

“Papa, what is it? What did you hide? Where did you hide it? Papa!”

She grasped his shoulder. His eyes rolled back. Black blood bubbled out of his mouth and nose, his ears, the wound.

And Cherai jerked awake.

She lay frozen, breathless, muscles tight, joints locked.

Fearing what she would see, she opened her eyes.

To the black night.

Not the chapel. Not the ballroom. Not the rose arbor.

She wanted to weep her relief. She wanted to weep for her losses.

An owl hooted. The dying fire crackled. Blood pounded in her ears, nearly drowning the sounds around their camp. Like a frightened hare, she cowered under her blanket until the flames replaced the nightmare seared on her eyelids.

“A dream, only a dream,” she muttered, over and over, until her pulse no longer drummed through her brain.

She was awake, out of the dream. The nightmare released her whenever she crossed some preordained strand. Greater terror lurked ahead, and she had escaped it for yet another night. She still had her sanity—until the next nightmare.

Cherai levered herself erect.

On the other side of the fire the bundled mound that was Raul slept. They were bound for Feuton, and he had a scheme that would pay their winter’s lodging. Three years ago Cherai, Comtesse Muirée, had not needed to scheme ways to survive. Now, Cherai the bard schemed to keep cold and hunger at bay. For Raul’s plan, she would need quick wits and steady nerves.

Tonight’s dream had shattered both.

Fearing the nightmare’s return if she returned to sleep, Cherai wrapped an arm around one bent knee and fed twigs and small branches to the flames. The greedy fire licked over the new fuel. Sparks danced up, drifting and swirling, then winked out in the night’s chill.

She had to untangle dream from memory and nightmare.

After her father’s assassination, she had dreamed of him, strange dreams mixed with old memories, disturbing yet not nightmarish. In time, those dreams faded. Yet this season, as the land wept for the dying year, new dreams came to haunt her. Nightly she dreamed of her lost past, of people and events that she had fled. These beginning dreams gave her no reason to fear. All too soon, though, the wishful images fractured into the repeating nightmare that warped her memory with this grotesque insanity of her father’s corpse speaking.

When the palace guards informed her of her father’s assassination, she was at Muirée, days from the capitol of Lillunde. Scarcely snatching up clothes and coins for the road, Cherai demanded to be taken to him. Her greatest dread then had been his blood staining her lover’s hands. When she reached the king’s chapel with its fanciful gate, she clung briefly to ironwork, cutting her fingers on a sharp leaf. Night had fallen, but torchlight flickered in the chapel windows. She bade the guards wait. Then, with a racing heart, she entered the chapel. No sentries stood vigil with the corpse. The sanctuary was empty save for her and the body on the bier. When she drew back the shroud, she saw her father’s face, transformed into a lifeless serenity.

That was reality, and she clung to it, step by step, just as the nightmare tried to rip the truth from her, night after night after night.

Sometimes the transition to nightmare deposited her outside the chapel, the rain weeping on her and for her. In others, she shifted to the marbled sanctuary, as cold as her father’s corpse. No matter how her sleep began, that shrouded bier was her nightmarish destination. No matter how she tried to wake herself, she was compelled another step into the nightmare.

The first time her father’s corpse had animated, Cherai had screamed, in dream and reality, waking both herself and Raul on the other side of the fire. As weeks passed, she became inured to the abrupt transition to the chapel, to her fear of the time-webbed bier, even to the shock of his green-lit eyes.

If the nightmare were a vision or a visitation from her father’s ghost, what was his message? What was so important that she had to dream over and over and over, each time the same and each time one step advanced, gaining one line then another and another until she had all the fragmented sentences, until the corpse eyes rolled back, until black blood seeped out and the three-year-old shroud disintegrated into sticky tatters that tangled around her hands.

The corpse urged her to go to Muirée. There, far from where her father had died, she would find the reason for his assassination. Cherai yearned to obey. Yet she dared not go, not even to rid herself of this haunting.

Three years ago she had fled to save herself. When guards came to the estate to escort her back to the king, an iron-gloved inquisitor with them, she knew they would blame her. Until she discovered the ones who ordered her father’s assassination—and the evidence to prove her accusations—until then, the king would not remove the warrant issued for her. Her self-imposed exile must continue.

The nightmare was tied to her father’s position as a triumvir who advised the king. His assassination was tied to the subsequent execution of the queen.

How will I ever find the truth? How will I ever separate dream from nightmare? Why do I dream now, three years after? Why this season?

An assassin had stolen her father and destroyed her world. She had clawed out a life as a bard traveling Vaermonde’s roads, with a pack for her pillow and the cold ground for her bed. She would not lose that life for a rash foray to her abandoned past.

No matter what happened in the dream.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Alstera huddled in her cloak to escape the wind’s cold bite. Even a wizard with bound powers could spark a fire, but she dared not take the risk. In open country, the fire would alert people miles away. She had few protections against outlaws and none at all against her pursuers. She would be helpless before sorcerers and wyre.

She shuddered and wished for a fire, even knowing the risk. Autumn rains had soaked land and brush. To spark a fire on wet tinder would need more than flint. She would have to spark it with power, and any use of power would be like a signal fire to the wizard who had pursued her for weeks. Only a fool would miss that clear signal. Her great-uncle Rombrey would not have sent fools to hunt her.

Yesterday, sensing her two-legged hounds close on her scent, she had plunged into a marsh. She hadn’t wanted to. Not a week before she had crossed bogs pretending to be land. Her nights were spooked by eldritch creatures with glaring eyes and misshapen limbs. A dozen and more twin orbs as silver as the vanishing moon had watched her through the dark hours. She heard their claws clicking together, more lethal than feral animals, and she didn’t dare sleep.

This week, Dragon Moon rose high. She refused to return to the marshes, not with her bound powers, not alone. Her weak wards barely kept the strange bog creatures at bay.

Three nights ago she had faced a nightmare hunter with marbled eyes, red-tipped claws, and slavering fangs. It hadn’t crossed her wards, but it had tested them. Repeatedly. And Alstera decided then to get out of the Weirded Lands.

Tomorrow she would cross into Vaermonde. She didn’t know if she had shaken her pursuers off with her coiled and recoiled trek or if she had lost them in the marsh. She sensed nothing on her backtrail. The bogs, though, they could not be a respite from Rombrey’s hunters.

Shivering with cold, she reached for the sticks she had gathered. Hard-won caution stayed her hand, and she tucked cold fingers back under her arm. She hadn’t come this far to risk losing her head for a little comfort. She was well enough. It could be worse. It could still be raining. The bog creatures could be slavering in the underbrush. This little glen sheltered her very well.

She had stumbled upon the hollow after dark and huddled into its scant shelter while a strong wind swept away rain clouds. She could see no danger, nothing to trouble her at all, nothing except the tattoos shackling her wrists and her power.

Five tattoos, linked into chains around both wrists. Sometimes, when she had hoarded her little dribs and drabs of power, the five tattoos glittered with energy. Five tenets of wizardry, each one broken by her, each one a chain on her power until she served penance. Service, sacrifice, freedom, balance, and energy, the base potentials of each element. Reminders of the destruction she had wreaked when she tampered with spells forbidden to Enclave wizards.

She was lucky she still lived. Nevil, guilty of fewer crimes, did not. She was lucky her clan had kept her crimes secret and took upon themselves her binding and punishment. She was lucky the Wizard Enclave hadn’t ripped rank and honors from her family because of her crimes.

And if her pursuers caught her and dragged her home? Without her greater powers, how long could she evade a wizard-led hunt? Gage’s family wanted justice for his death. They had likely offered a bounty. Her lesser cousins would have leaped to earn coins for hunting her down. Ferrant and Allard, the so-honorable sons of her so-scrupulous uncle Raigeis, would disdain the gold and hunt her solely to redeem the family’s reputation. Rombrey had likely appointed them.

She wanted to wail her grief to the night. She wanted to scream that her punishment wasn’t fair. They had no right to shackle her greater powers then banish her. Yet she had wailed enough in gaol. She had screamed enough after they used power to ink the tenets into her skin and her soul.

Adjusting her cloak, Alstera looped her fingers around her left wrist to hide the gleaming symbols and dropped her head onto her bent knees. Before Rombrey escorted her from the Letheina compound, her brother Romert had slipped her a folded paper. She hadn’t opened it until she crossed into Gramina Aurus. And when she read of the sanctuary he had managed to barter for her, she had wept at his sacrifice. What had he given up so that she would have a safe place? What would be demanded of him if she used the sanctuary? The folded paper crackled in its hiding place beneath her mud-stained gown. The corners pricked, a reminder she didn’t need. She jerked at her bodice then again dropped her head.

Beneath her fingertips the tattoos itched. Sleep, she willed herself. She emptied her mind and chanted through the Enclave’s catechism, words she had learned in childhood. Wizard against sorcerer. Fae against dragon. Rhoghieri against Wyre. Those words were as sealed in her brain as the bindings were inked into her skin. Cold seeped beneath the cloak. She cast it out, as she had been cast out.

She drifted toward sleep, her mind dancing along the tattoos’ swirls and shadows. The coils twisted into gossamer strands as sticky as a spider’s web. They spun out to ride the wind. And Alstera jerked awake.

She recognized those sticky strands even though she couldn’t grasp them. A sorcerer’s casting, to ensnare a defenseless sleeper.

Her stomach revolted, yet she tested the webby casting, trying to read it without being snared by it. I’m serving myself, she admitted as she touched the dream-strand. I can help someone escape a sorcerer’s trap. I can fulfill one of my bindings. Free an innocent and live, her brother had chanted as he bounded her Water power, as her aunt had bound her Fire and her cousin bound her Air and Great-uncle Rombrey constrained her power with Chaos. And a Fae grounded the spell by binding her from Earth.

She boiled with anger at that memory, the nightmare she lived every hour, every minute, every breath.

But anger had served no purpose in her first week on the road. It disrupted her sleep and her thoughts and her hopes. She couldn’t live that way. She had forced the rage into a cage then, and now she struggled to stuff it back inside that cage. Then, only then, with her emotions cooled and her logic in control, did she reach for the sorcerer’s snare.

The sticky strands twisted in the wind, seeking, seeking. Crystal images drifted out of the casting, twinkling and glittering, to die like fire sparks. The sorcerer had failed to entangle the sleeper in his web.

Tonight he had failed. And tonight Alstera won, for she saw the first opportunity to fulfill a penance and free a fifth of her power from the Enclave’s shackles.
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I

Fire arced from the woman’s fingertips. White fire, wizard fire, leaping from her hands to the sticks and leaves. White sparks spattered over the kindling then winked out, snuffed by the wet.

Hidden beneath a leaf-shedding privet, Cherai strained to see what the wizard was doing. Her breath fogged in the cold air. She clamped her lips together and breathed slowly through her nose. Caution nagged her to steal away, but she lingered. The wizard couldn’t see her. The privet with its burden of tangled woodbine provided a good shelter. Nightfall would soon cloak the hillside with dark clumps and spindly silhouettes. She was safe.

This woman—a stranger and a wizard—she was doubly dangerous. She looked like an outcast noble. Remembering her own first days on the road, Cherai should feel sympathy for her. But a wizard—no. Vaermonde had outlawed wizardry centuries ago. The iron-gloved Inquisition quickly disposed of anyone practicing magickal arts. Cherai had enough trouble haunting her heels.

She should slip away before the wizard detected her. She should get back to the road, find another camp for the night. A dry camp, sheltered from that icy wind. While the fire snared the woman’s attention, she could slither away. Yet she ignored her prickled caution. Her cold, cold fingers dug into the wet humus. The power that jumped from the wizard’s hands might be fascinating, but it was the faint trickle of woodsmoke and the warmth it represented that captivated her.

Wizard fire again arced out to bathe the kindling with energy. The wet wood refused to catch. Smoke trickled up, nothing more. The woman rearranged the sticks then reached inside her dark gown. Wondering what magical tool she would produce, Cherai strained to see in the deepening twilight. The woman drew out something small and white. It unfolded into a sheet of parchment, and Cherai subsided with disappointment.

Lips pursed, the wizard scanned the words. Her mouth twisted. Then she shrugged and tore the paper across. She splindled the pieces for dry tinder. Then she jerked at the white cloth cuffs of her sleeves. She ripped them free and tucked them with the paper spindles.

Cherai used the noise to push off the wet ground. The lute strapped on her back bumped into her head. She shouldered it out of the way and shifted to her hands and knees. Ready to crawl out of the privet’s shelter, she glanced back at the campsite. That quickly, her chance died. The wizard had wedged one spindle against the kindling. She cupped her hands against the stacked sticks and conjured fire.

Reddish energy tongued the paper, licked across it. The burning edge grew into white flames. They raced over the paper then nibbled at the white cloth. A few licks tasted the rain-damp kindling. The woman fed in twigs, another spindled paper, and more crackling leaves until the magicked fire burned orangey red and began to nibble on the kindling. She added more twigs. When flames grew, she tucked larger sticks around the edges. The fire devoured the wood in earnest. Only then did the woman sit back and savor the heat.

Cherai yearned for that fire-heat. She was bone-weary and bone-wet. Last night she had dodged angry villagers. Today she had slogged through the mire and muck of the unrepaired road to Marsden, edging around the marsh. Intent on getting a safe distance from Feuton, she hadn’t stopped to eat. She was wet and tired and cold and hungry and alone.

Alone. She grimaced at the word. She was alone—because Raul was locked up in Feuton.

Although she began her wanderings of the backways alone, Raul had soon met and joined her. For three years they slogged back and forth across Vaermond. They took turns at watch and shared their hard-earned coins. With Raul shouldering half the road-yoke, Cherai had penned caution into a corner. He had dared anything, any game, any scheme, trusting to his quick tongue and nimble fingers to work them out of calamity. Raul wouldn’t have scouted the clearing. He’d have marched in and camped beside this woman, wizard or no.

Raul, though, was locked in the Feuton innkeeper’s cellar while Cherai crouched alone beneath the privet, watching a wizard warm herself at a favored campsite.

Alone meant caution returned, however cold the nights became.

After a last yearning look at that wizard-sparked fire, Cherai scooted backwards over sodden leaves and humus that sank under her hands and knees and seeped into the knees of her woolen breeches. The frayed cuffs of her buff coat soaked up the wet. The vine-twined privet dripped water and sticky leaves. The water dribbled under her collar, and she craved the fire even more.

Then a vine snagged her lute. The wood rasped across the strings and tangled into them. Cherai tugged on the instrument. The privet rained water and leaves, but the vine held fast. She shifted to one side then scooted forward. The strings whined. She checked the campsite, but the wizard hadn’t looked up from tending the fire. Still safe.

Bracing on one hand, Cherai reached back and blindly worked her fingers along the strings to the snag. The whorled vine was thick with age, leafless and hollow with death, yet it refused to give. One by one, she fumbled the strings free, slowly working each over the gnarled wood. The strings hummed as her callused fingers slid over them. The last, thinnest string had sawed into a twist of the vine. It bit sharply into her pushing thumb. She coaxed and prodded, but it refused to work free. A trapped feeling swamped her. Run, run, her brain sang. Desperate, she hooked a bent finger and jerked the string.

It twanged free.

“Who is there?”

Cherai dropped to the soaked ground. The lute’s tuning pegs banged into her head. She cried “ouch” into the wet leaves then risked a peek. The wizard scanned the hillside, searching with a slow sweep that covered the overgrown slope. She called again. Cherai hid her pale face in her sleeve. She didn’t dare breathe. The wizard couldn’t see her, not in this tangle, not in the dusk.

“Come out. I will not hurt you.”

She risked a look. The wizard remained by her fire, but her gaze scoured the vine-rampant hillock, lingering on bushy mounds like this one. Ducking her head, Cherai let her warm breath ooze into her sleeve. As long as she stayed still, the slipping time would aid her. Dusk rapidly leeched light from the day. In a few minutes, smothering night would cover her escape.

The wizard’s eyes slowly trekked the hillside while the blackness descended. She might have searched in earnest, tramping up the slope to beat out the watcher, but the young fire clamored for attention. She turned to add good-sized sticks to the starving flames, and Cherai seized the chance to slither from under the privet. She scrambled to her feet and sidled through the densely branched pines, the carpeting needles muffling her passage.

Despite her racing heart, she hesitated when she gained the mucky road.

Wispy clouds sailed across the rising moon, round and silvery bright. The road to Marsden lay bare and open. On one side, the marsh crept close to the road. On the other, trees shadowed the road to Feuton, offering hiding places for predators. A mile back and over a hill was a leaning barn, long since abandoned to birds and rodents. Going to Feuton might backtrack her into Raul’s trouble, but the dark and the barn and the open pastures seemed safer than the marsh or the forest.

A last look down the road to Marsden, then Cherai slewed around—and collided with a living wall.

She recoiled, but iron fingers had manacled her wrist. “No,” she cried and twisted away, but the grip didn’t break.

Her struggles dislodged the lute strap from her shoulder. It slipped down her arm, its weight dragging against her struggles, hampering her. Cherai clawed the hand cuffing her wrist. Her captor repaid the injury by ensnaring her other arm in biting talons. The grip was strong, her captor was tall, and fear rippled over her. She was shaken, a rattling of bones to get her attention. And it did, kicking in with logic as she realized her captor was the wizard.

“Hold still, boy! I will not hurt you.”

Boy. The wizard didn’t know who she was.

Cherai forced herself to be still. She stared at the hands gripping her wrists and remembered the white power arcing into the fire. Against such wizardry, she was nothing. She tried to slow her breathing, but fear had a long jump on logic. As she struggled with wild emotion, the wizard kept a hard grip on her arms. She acknowledged that sense on the woman’s part, but it sorely clashed with her renewed desire to escape.

“You were watching me? Answer me! Were you watching me?”

“No! I-I was—.” She scrambled to get her wits in order. “I camp here, whenever I come this way.” There, that was safe. What else? What should she add? She didn’t dare lie. Lore said that wizards could spot liars, and she was in trouble enough. Keeping close to the truth, she stammered, “I—I was—I wanted t-to s-see if it was s-safe.”

The rising moon reflected in the wizard’s eyes, shining like white-gold in her dark face. “How long did you watch from the hill? What did you see?”

“Nothing. I s-saw nothing. I s-saw your fire.”

“And you wanted to see who made it? If friend or foe?”

“Yes!” She snatched the proffered reason eagerly even as her road-caution mind worked rapidly. The woman’s accent named her outlander from far beyond Vaermonde’s border. A faint change of cadence, a soft muting of syllables. Who was she? Why was she in Vaermonde? And she remembered her recent nightmares. A shiver raced through her. Has she come to track me down? “I didn’t—I don’t want trouble, madame.”

The white-gold eyes swept over her. Moon-bright, they pierced the darkness.

Cherai straightened her shoulders and returned the scrutiny, undaunted by the woman’s height. No one had ever penetrated her disguise. The road had carved her body into an angularity unexpected on a female. Shoddy clothes and a badly cropped mop of curls hid any feminine softness. Her contralto, low enough to be a youth’s tenor, completed her disguise. And this woman had bought her disguise, for she called her boy.

The wizard’s fingers shifted to curl loosely around the jutting bones of her wrist, testing her racing pulse. “You are wet and shivering, boy. Tired as well, I warrant, if you have been on the road all day. You can share my fire.” With that, she cast off her hold and stepped back.

Share my fire. That sounded like a request, not an order. Cherai so wanted that offered fire, but prudence whispered, Beware. Her eyes blinked as her mind shifted, torn.

As her wavering stretched, white teeth flashed in the wizard’s dark face. “I am safe, boy, not some vulture who preys on younglings.”

That mis-reading of her hesitancy decided her. That and a desire to believe—for if she did, she would get to camp by the fire.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

And the fire was hot, bone-thawing and skin-searing hot. Her knees touching the ring of stones, Cherai savored the heat. Cold seeped away. Tension dribbled away with it. She closed her eyes, absorbing the heat and serenity.

Wood cracked. She leaped to her feet. The wizard, a broken limb in her hands, cocked a pale eyebrow before laying the wood by the firestones to dry.

Embarrassed, Cherai settled down, but her peace had shattered. She kept a wary eye on the woman. With the fire’s aid she saw more details than height and pale eyes.

The wizard might have sparked fire, but she looked as bedraggled as any wanderer this late in the season. Her unbound blond hair straggled, wavy but uneven, as if hacked away. Mud spattered her wet clothes, but Cherai recognized their cost. The dress was a deep grey velvet, slashed with primrose silk on the puffed sleeves and full skirts. An expensive gown, but traveled had crushed and stained the fabric and crusted mud around the hem. The fire revealed tiny rents and straggling threads on the wide bodice, and Cherai remembered how the wizard had torn off her cuffs to feed them to the little flames. Her only preparation for the road seemed to be her tanned boots. Although wet and muddy, they were soled and stitched, not the softened hide that Cherai wore.

The wizard’s clothes looked better than Cherai’s frayed and resewn garments, yet her patched breeches suited the road better than skirts. She envied only the woman’s cloak, spread over a pack to dry. It was dark, with threads hanging (more trimming fed to a fire?). The cloak’s was oiled to repel the wet. With winter nearing, Cherai would have bargained away her lute for that cloak.

The woman looked up and spied Cherai’s scrutiny. Her mouth twisted, but her question was a common opening. “You camp here often, boy?”

“It’s a good spot.” She shed her lute and her pack.

“You play?”

“I s-s-s—.” The damnable stammer made its appearance. She sighed and tried again. “I s-sing, too.”

“You are a traveling bard, then?”

“From one end of Vaermonde to the other, hamlet, village and t-town.” She tossed back the question, “And you?” When the woman hesitated, Cherai knew she sifted through several lies.

“I suppose you would call me a healer. Simple medicines, a few remedies gathered from here and there, very little that is special. It is a chancy business I have learned, so I also do a little sleight-of-hand, enough to earn a coin or two and the good will of the villagers.”

Sleight-of-hand? Is that what she calls fire-starting? Cherai ducked her head to hide those questions. “You’re new in Vaermonde? From where?”

The wizard motioned vaguely east, beyond the border at Feuton. Abruptly, she got up to break more wood over her knee, a boy’s trick. She set it drying by the fire.

As she poked the burning wood, Cherai furtively studied her. No silver streaked that blonde hair, but her light eyes had the weariness of those pushed without respite. The fire cast her face into stark planes and shadowed hollows, chiseled out by weeks without a substantial meal. This wizard might wear fine clothes, but something had disrupted her life enough to throw her onto the road.

Her own lean times were not so far removed that she’d forgotten what gut-empty meant. “Are you hungry? I have s-some food.”

The wizard looked up, her pale eyes reflecting the fire’s glow. Then she smiled, an open expression that relaxed the harsh lines bracketing her mouth. “I have been trying not to think of food since my supplies ran out. I cannot say I have been successful. Last night I had the most mouth-watering dream of succulent pork and sugared apples. The acorns and over-ripe berries that I gathered this morning were not as appetizing.”

Laughing, Cherai burrowed into her pack. “I’ve had those dreams. They go away only when your belly’s stretched with tavern stew and brown bread.”

“Hardly comparable to the dream.”

“Just as filling. And much easier on your purse. There’s not much,” she warned. Only the little she’d scrounged before fleeing Feuton. The biscuits were hard and tasteless, the meat salty and greasy, but it was food. She passed it over.

When the wizard stretched out her hand, her gown sleeve shortened. Firelight flickered on her exposed wrist, revealing an unusual tattoo around the fine bones. Vivid with colors, the inks writhed like entwined snakes in a strange bracelet. Surprise halting her hand, Cherai looked up.

Those clear eyes watched her.

She handed over the bread and meat then dug back into her pack, pretending to look for more food.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Raul shifted on the up-turned wooden crate. It was a hard seat, but the hard-packed dirt drew heat from him.

He didn’t know which part he hated most. The irons on his wrists or the ceiling so low he couldn’t stand straight or the unrelenting cold. Little daylight penetrated the thick cellar walls.

They’d thrown him down here two nights ago. The mayor had roughed him up, as was his right. Raul had quite satisfactorily tupped the man’s wife. Ten minutes later, and Raul would have been gone, heading back to his holey blanket in the hayloft. Ten minutes earlier—. He whistled. The cellar wasn’t so bad. He could be dead.

The mayor’s wife kissed as delightfully after as before. Raul didn’t begrudge his time with her.

He did hate cowing to the mayor. Snatched away in the middle of a kiss, Raul had shaped air, preparing to whip it into a storm. His mind kicked in before instinct let the power fly out, and he’d remembered Cherai. He’d left her in the loft, sleeping. He didn’t want to give the villagers a reason to turn on her, so he released the wind and hunched in to guard against the mayor’s weak punches.

Where was Cherai now? As long as he didn’t know, he couldn’t use power to escape. They would kill her. Not because he tupped the mayor’s wife. No, they would kill her because he used magic. Vaermonde outlawed power. The friend of a wielder could expect the same lethal treatment in a rough village on a backroad of the realm. Even if they merely hurt her, Colonel Guy DuBarrée would skin him alive. Twice dead.

By the time he realized she was gone, wisely enacting Lady Caution, he was in the cellar.

Raul could have brought the house down and won his freedom. He might could have. Sometimes Air wouldn’t come to him.

He looked around the cellar, faintly lit by sun through the cracks. No breakfast, and only soup and a heel of bread at noon, delivered by the innkeeper rather than his wife or daughter. Were they going to starve him to death?

Cherai had warned him, but he’d seen the lingering look from the mayor’s wife, younger than her husband who had buried two previous wives. When she brushed her ample bosom against him as she poured cider at supper, Raul forsook caution. He sneaked out of the tavern. She sneaked out next and found him behind the woodpile. Not a word passed to make the tryst.

Now he sat shackled and unfed and wondering how long he had to endure the cellar before someone pointed out that tupping wasn’t an official crime in Vaermonde.

Stomping across the floor above awoke his hopes. The mayor shuffled. The innkeeper clomped. The women were light of step. If he could convince whoever came to slip him a bit of iron, he’d pick the locks and be off, just a day behind Cherai. Away from the village, she’d dawdle to give him time to catch up. This wasn’t the first time he’d been delayed. As Lady Caution, she kept their careful hoard of coins. He could even abandon his pack.

The cellar door opened. Light shafted down. The light brightened, a lantern adding to the sunlight. Ears told the hefty innkeeper came down. A firmer tread followed.

Screwing up his eyes, Raul stood, unwilling to be on his arse if he faced judgment. His shackles clanked. His head came close to a floorbeam as he tried to see who came down the steps. The second man was taller, slimmer, booted rather than peasant-clogged. Then Raul’s eyes adjusted to the growing light, and he saw the uniform of a king’s dragoon. His hopes soared.

Col. DuBarrée braced a gloved hand on the stair frame and scowled at Raul. “Yes. I know this man. He’ll have to be freed.”

“Jayce won’t hear of it,” and Raul realized the innkeeper had brought the officer. “He wants him flogged.”

“Take off the shackles.”

“Big pardon, Colonel, but Jayse is our headman. He won’t like it. His word’s law in Feuton.”

“I gave you an order.” That curt voice threatened violence for any disobedience. Raul’s negligent stance became less act and more reality as he anticipated his freedom.

“Yessir, but—.”

“The man works for me.” His left hand pushed forward his swordhilt, as if relishing the wielding of it. Light gleamed on the steel.

Raul eyed both steel and man warily. Ruthlessness, not patronage, had fueled the colonel’s meteroric rise in rank.

His cold voice cut as sharply as any blade. “Get those chains off. Or will you disobey a king’s officer?”

“Sir.” The innkeeper set down the lantern and produced a simple key. The key rattled in the lock then clicked. As the manacles dropped, the man braved an excuse. “We didn’t know he was your man, Colonel. He don’t look like a dragoon or any kind of king’s guard. Begging your pardon, but we never would have treated him so rough. What work can he do for a regimental officer? He’s a rogue that travels the roads. He lies and cheats and—.”

“The king has eyes everywhere.”

“In palaces and grubby alleys,” Raul chimed in. “On main roads and forest tracks.”

“Shut up,” DuBarrée said, without heat. “This arrest will be recorded in the capitol, innkeeper.”

The man stuttered. “He deserved arrest, sir.”

“What crime did he commit?”

When the silence lengthened, Raul said, “Enjoyed the mayor’s wife.”

DuBarrée’s mouth twitched. “My captains can’t be locked up for that, either. Vaermonde doesn’t recognize that as a crime unless the lady cries foul. I don’t hear her crying foul.”

He stepped aside for Raul to go up. The innkeeper, coming last, whined, “It was a mistake to arrest him, I see that. We’re good subjects of the king, Colonel. We’re loyal. No one says aught against the king, no matter what he trumped up to get the queen executed.”

The colonel stopped and looked down. “You’re saying too much, innkeeper. I know this was her home province, but that’s enough for the Iron Gloves.”

The lantern shook, scattering light. “No, sir. I won’t say no more. We’re sorry, sir.”

“Enough, innkeeper. I understand you didn’t know. The error is now rectified. No one needs to be punished.”

No one waited in the kitchen above. Raul wondered where the innkeeper’s family was. From DuBarrée’s few words, he knew the mayor’s wife was with the dragoon captains. That disappointed him a little. A lot, when he gave it second thought. But then, he hadn’t bothered to ask her name.

After the musty cellar, the air flowed fresh, welcoming him back to life. Raul breathed deeply.

The dragoons had taken over the common house near the forge. Lights gleamed from the tavern, and laughter and singing spilled out. DuBarrée turned in the opposite direction, and Raul matched his strides. He expected a reprimand. He deserved one for getting caught.

The colonel started with a simple question. “Where’s Cherai?”

“Gone.”

“Gone where?”

“On ahead.”

“You know this for fact?”

“That’s what we agreed. One of us goes on. The other catches up when he’s clear of trouble.”

“When you’re clear of trouble. I don’t see Cherai stepping into it. It’s you, fighting or gambling. Bedding the headman’s wife, that’s a new one.”

“Not so new. Getting caught at it is new. What I need never comes up in our talks. And my interest don’t stray to Cherai because she’s yours.”

DuBarrée’s head whipped around. His eyes had narrowed to moonlit slits. For the first time in all their encounters, Raul had truly surprised this man experienced in the cruelties of both war and court life.

“I never told you that Cherai is mine.”

“You didn’t have to. What’s a comtesse to a dragoon officer?” Then he wished the words unspoken as the sharpness returned to the man’s face.

“In a rose garden I met a young lady as alluring and as thorny as a rose.” Then his mouth compressed, and the hawkish look returned. “Does Cherai know of our arrangement? No? Keep it that way.”

“I remember your threat.” They walked a few paces more. Raul realized DuBarrée headed him toward the road. “How did you know I was in that cellar? I’d say that mayor didn’t advertise where he’d stashed me.”

“I asked the blacksmith. I always ask the blacksmith. As makers of locks, they know who’s been shackled.”

“You expect me to get into trouble?”

“What did the innkeeper call you? Rogue. Liar. Cheat. Thief.”

“He didn’t say thief.”

“And I know the man I pay good coin to.”

Rau shot his cuff and looked at the swirling tattoo on his inner forearm. “So, the seeker didn’t work. You just asked the blacksmith.”

DuBarrée undid four buttons on his jacket. He withdrew a metal seal scribed with the same swirl. He touched a corner of the metal. Raul’s tattoo burned while greenish light flashed along the lines, centering itself in the design.

Raul jerked his sleeve back down to cover the light. “That’s powerful magic.”

“And I can find you easily. Just as well if your weirding breaks out.”

Words that Raul didn’t want to hear.

They walked beyond the cluster of cottages and outbuildings. No one roamed the harvested fields and orchards. Cows and oxen had settled down in the pastures. Laughter drifted on the wind. The dragoons were drinking up the village’s supply of hard cider. The other cottages were closed up tight, shuttered against the regiment. Stabled horses nickered then quieted.

Raul didn’t counter DuBarrée’s comment about the weirding. A Rhoghieri’s power was benign, but no one in Vaermonde cared. Reclusive Rho or bloody wyre, beneficent wizard or baleful sorcerer, didn’t matter. He’s seen only one escape, a Fire Rhoghiera, adept enough to transform into her element and burn out the very flames set to burn her then blaze her way to freedom. Few were that strong. He wasn’t. And if the villagers had discovered exactly what they had chained in the cellar, the colonel would have found a dead man. Who would he have sent then to look after his precious Comtesse Muirée?

“Anything you need back there?”

“Cloak. Blanket. Pack.”

He reached into another inner pocket and produced a small pouch. Coins clinked when Raul caught it. “Buy what you need in the next village, Rho. This one’s seen enough of you.”

“I expected you to tear a strip off me.”

“Just find her. Keep with her from now on. You’re paid to protect her.”

DuBarrée’s troop was never more than two days’ ride from them. How did that king’s officer manage that? He kept his regiment roving around Vaermonde’s backroads with never a base. Raul knew better than to ask. “If Cherai discovers how close a watch you keep on her—.”

“She won’t. She might have, in the first months, if she had ever retraced her road. But she dared not stay more than one night, and you kept her on the move after that. How are your reserves?”

Here was a chance to get a little ahead with coins. “Running low,” he lied. “We got winter coming up. I planned to settle us in Vagraens near the Tebraire border. A good large town, easy to get lost in. She’ll be safe.” Close to his old haunts, he didn’t add. Close to the safety of the Haven that had banished him if anyone suspected Cherai was the missing countess and they had to flee. In winter, DuBarrée couldn’t keep a close watch on them.

“No. Not Vagraens. Keep her away from the border. Go south, near Lillunde.”

“People know us in the south.”

“They know your habits, you mean.”

“They know us. They know more about Cherai than I like. And they will remember. Or do you want rumors that the missing comtesse Muirée is sheltering near Lillunde? That will bring out the troops with inquisitors eager to use their iron gloves. We’ll go to Isterre Province.”

“I don’t like it.”

“You don’t have to like it. Best place, believe me. We’ve rarely ventured there.”

“That’s near her home. What if someone recognizes her? She’ll head straight into the Weirded Lands.”

“She ain’t left Vaermonde’s borders yet, colonel. She won’t then, especially not into the marshes. She’s got a regular spook about the Weirded Lands. This marsh between Feuton and Marsden, it’s just a finger of the main one, but she don’t like it.”

“And you believe she headed on to Marsden when she had to pass the marsh alone.”

“She will. She agreed with my plan. She don’t like to backtrack and raise questions any more than I do or you want. I’ll catch up to her, just like I said.”

DuBarrée didn’t respond. He dug into that inner pocket and produced another small pouch.

Raul caught it, hefted it. “This is a little light for winter.”

“You find Cherai, and you’ll get more.”

Knowing more argument was useless, he pocketed it. He had won the only point that mattered, wintering in Isterre. “If Cherai ever discovers I’m working for you, she won’t like it. She’ll never accept me again.”

“She won’t explode. She’ll flee. That’s what she always does.”

“Know her that well, do you?” He thought they’d only had one summer together, at court. Could a man learn a woman’s willfulness in that short a time?

“Worried about losing your sinecure?” The mockery riled Raul until DuBarrée added more darkly, “You should be worried what I’ll do to you if you let her find out. I don’t want her alone on the road.”

“I don’t know why you let her be on the road at all. It’s a rough life for a woman, rougher for a comtesse. She’s adapted, but she still don’t suit it.”

“Her life’s in danger. I can save her from outright murder, but not from any trial on trumped-up charges. And if the Iron Gloves get her into their bloody tower, I can’t help her at all. Once they start tortures, she’ll admit to anything. She holds the key to her father’s assassination. Until we discover why that happened and why a hunt for her was immediately launched, Cherai the comtesse Muirée is not safe. Cherai the bard she must remain. To keep her out of the Inquisition’s hands, Rho, no more arrests for you. No more attracting attention that will get a king’s authority looking at her. The writ has been renewed early. I’ve got a seeker of the Inquisition posted in my troop. All of the regiments have. Keep her safe.”

“You can’t keep her hidden forever. Three years is a long time, Colonel. And there are more dangers on the road than a king’s authority.”

“I pay you to keep her safe. Or do you plan to renege on your contract with the duc?”

“I’m still Orlesse’s man. He still playing ducks and drakes with the king?”

“None of your business, Rho. Your business is keeping Cherai safe and hidden.”

The curt words put Raul in his place, lackey of a dragoon officer who was knave to a duc. A weak card in any hand. “What’s to do next?”

“You catch up to her. I’ll take the troop to Marsden. You find her and keep her off the main road for the next fortnight, until my patrol passes to the next desmesne. Hear me?”

“I do.”

The colonel strode away.

Raul watched, wondering not for the first time whose man DuBarrée was. King’s or duc’s? His loyalty divided, he walked a blade’s edge, in as much danger if he were found out as the Comtesse was, suspected of hiring assassins so she could inherit.

In the three years since Raul had put his bloody thumbprint to Duc Orlesse’s contract, he’d gleaned only a little information about DuBarrée. Born in a far north desmesne, he somehow owed loyalty to a southern peer, the most powerful in Vaermonde. Dragoon officer, rising rapidly up the ranks, and swearing blood oath to protect king and kingdom. How did the colonel reconcile his divided loyalties?

Maybe Orlesse had promised DuBarrée money or an additional desmesne once his niece the princess Aisdeinne rose to monarch—but that was a probably, not a given, and DuBarrée wasn’t a man who swore allegiance on a hope rather than a given. Maybe the alliance was blood-based?

Raul shook his head and set a ground-eating pace along the road.

Only once had he and Cherai ventured into the far north, DuBarrée’s home province, when the king’s dragoons had inundated the roads. That was not long after they met, and he’d pretended a need to evade the increased patrols. With its steep ridges and steeper mountains that created a natural barrier to other lands, the northern region lacked easy access to the merchant and artisan goods. Raul hadn’t minded the rough places they’d stayed, but even with a year on the road, Cherai had hesitated at some of the taverns. The DuBarrée manor itself, honey-colored stones washed with strong rains, centered an estate that looked well managed. The village lacked the size needed to raise a cohort if the colonel were called upon for the king’s army.

So, Guy DuBarrée and Orlesse kept the runaway comtesse safe from the king’s Inquisitors. Political reward or a hidden blood alliance? Raul remembered that unexpected softening of the colonel’s harsh features. Maybe more had happened than that rose garden? Maybe the predatory DuBarrée had had his heart stolen?

Too many strings tangled the snarl, and Raul didn’t know which one to pull to untangle them all.
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II

With food in her hand, Alstera leaned back and tugged her ragged cuff over the tattoos.

This pretend boy had ignored the tattoos. That revealed the hard wisdom learned from traveling the road. No questions about the past, no questions about her clothes that were too fine for rough travel. The bard would keep her distance and part ways when the company no longer profited her.

Alstera could only pray that the bard hadn’t seen the wizardfire. In these foreign lands, wizardry was a lethal bane, not a boon. The bard could turn an easy coin by betraying Alstera to the first troop they encountered.

The fire hissed and crackled for conversation, and Alstera let her mind flicker as busily as the greedy flames. She would also ask no questions, but this reed-thin bard was cloaked in them. She could understand how a young woman, traveling alone, would disguise herself as a boy. If she had to travel along much longer, she would also resort to that disguise.

The bard was a mystery. Bright youth was not usually so cautious. And she was no coarse-born babe. Even with that stutter, she spoke clearly and well. She carried her head up when she didn’t know she was watched, and she used her hands with grace. A traveling bard raised in the gilded ranks, educated in voice and manner, tutored in music—yes, she was a riddle. And beyond that, Alstera sensed secrets and danger and a great weariness.

A bare two months ago she would have probed the bard’s mind to get her answers. With her cleansing and binding still raw, the idea revolted her.

Yet she counted the commonalities between them. And dry bites of bread helped her swallow the questions she longed to ask. You do not want to know about this bard, she scolded herself. After tonight, you will never see her again. Never mind that the road is lonely and empty. Never mind that. Keep to yourself.

When the meat and bread vanished, the bard again burrowed into her pack and produced a honey-glazed bun. She tore it into two. Wiser this time, the wizard reached without stretching. Their eyes met briefly in the sharing. Her gaze flickered to check Alstera’s covered wrist then quickly shifted away. So, she will be wary. A lesson I should learn. Yet she didn’t feel like a prudent traveler when she bit into the sweet bread. She grinned like a little girl.

The bun disappeared quickly. She licked her fingers, hunting the last sticky sweetness, then wiped her hands on her skirts. “Thank you. That was good.”

“That’s the last of it. It’ll be Marsden before there’s more.”

“Where is Marsden?”

“You are an outlander. A day’s walk. A neat little village, all white-washed and trimmed. They have a weekly market and a king-loyal baron whose laziness keeps his people happy.”

After the strangeness of the marsh and the weeks on a muddy road, a neat little village sounded heavenly. Alstera remembered her two-room suite in Letheina House. I have come down in the world. “A good place to live?”

“For a while. A good place to winter, that’s certain. Much better than Feuton. The Marsdens like a good s-s-song, with a bittersweet love, a little s-swordplay, and a betrayal. They’ll pay more than a few coppers for that on Market Day, and the host of the Red Dog Inn usually has a dry place for me to sleep.” Humor twinkled in her dark eyes, dancing with the fire’s glitter. “As long as I don’t mind the mice.”

The addition surprised a laugh from Alstera, a hearty burst that dissipated too quickly, reminding her again of how far she’d fallen. “You are going to Marsden? Will you stay long?”

“Two days, longer if it turns wet again, but no more. It’s never good to outstay mine host’s welcome. If there’s a minstrel troupe, I won’t be there but the night. Which road for you? Marsden or Feuton? Or will you go overland?”

She re-arranged her steaming skirts, pressing out wrinkles where she had wrung out the road-wet.

“Are you bound for Lillunde, the capitol?”

“I do not know which way I will go. To Feuton, to Marsden, to this Lillunde.” Certainly not back into the marshes. She didn’t fake her shudder. “Perhaps back over the border. Marsden sounds like a good village. I could replenish my supplies, earn a few coins.”

Her words dropped into silence. The moment for the bard to offer her company on the road to Marsden hung suspended. We do not know each other, Alstera soothed her stinging feelings, even while she smarted with hurt. She is cautious. I do not want her to discover my wizardry. All to the good.

She added another broken stick to the fire. Resin and water popped and sizzled out of the jagged ends while the flames charred the bark. The bard shifted restlessly. Pretending to be busy with the fire, Alstera studied the young woman. Stark shadows flickered over her hollowed face. She looked haunted and weary with it. They both had too many secrets.

“A favor, boy, to make me forget the muddy road. Would you play a song?”

Her lashes flickered, then she nodded. She shifted to accommodate the lute on her lap. “Is there one you would hear?”

“No. Please yourself.”

The bard tuned the lute, the strings made temperamental by today’s rain. Well acquainted with instruments, Alstera knew the lute would prefer dry taverns with smoky air, not day-long rain and mucky roads. Although the lute looked banged about by its travels, the first notes promised a crisp, bright sound. Here was another clue for the mystery, for this was a finer instrument than most traveling bards could afford. The more pedestrian instruments offered dull, muffled notes.

She ran through a series of chords, more evidence that the young woman didn’t belong on these backroads. Those brief changes bespoke a master lutist who had a rain-soaked hollow for a concert hall and the empty night for an audience.

The opening chords had the quick rhythm of a gossipy peddler’s bawd. Recognizing it, Alstera leaned an elbow on her pack and relaxed, expecting to be pleased. Yet before the bard took her first breath, the rhythm altered. The changes shifted to a minor chord. And she sang a well-known ballad of lost love.

Hear, o hear, of Thomas Cantrear,

A man plain and true to the king.

He had no lands

Nor coins in his hands

And left Mary who wore his gold ring.

`Tis deeds of fame that make a name,

That earn lands and coins for a man.

It takes the brave,

For some `tis the grave,

All for Mary who wore his gold ring.

Where are you bound, Thomas Cantrear?

Where are you bound, my true love?

My arms ache to hold you.

My heart weeps to lose you.

O where are you bound, my true love?

He rode in spring to join the king.

By summer he’d seen battles’ gore.

He stayed to fight

To gain a birthright,

All for Mary who wore his gold ring.

Hear, o hear, of Thomas Cantrear,

A man plain and true to the king.

He gave his life

In man’s futile strife,

All for Mary who wore his gold ring.

Where are you bound, Thomas Cantrear?

Where are you bound, my true love?

Your blood stains grasses green,

Spilled by th’ sword-edge keen,

O where are you bound, my true love?

O where are you bound, my true love?

––––––––
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. ~ . ~ . ~ .

AS THE LAST NOTES DIED, grief welled up in Cherai’s throat. Why, o why, did I sing Thomas Cantrear? She hadn’t played the ballad for three years. Not since her father had requested it, weeks before his blood soaked a grassy walk of the king’s parterre.

“Good. Very good. I liked it.”

The wizard’s voice planted Cherai in the wet present. Water sizzled out of the burning logs. Flames painted the woman with light and shadows, macabre slashes of orange and night, while her own face burned from the fire’s heat and resurfaced grief. As the woman continued her praise, Cherai ducked her head to hide the tears that the ballad had evoked.

“That’s a good song, with just enough sentiment to stir the heart. You play it well. The chord changes lifted it above the commonplace. And you sing well, without a stammer at all. Your voice is as clear as a young woman’s.”

She flushed, partly at the unexpected praise, partly at her deception. The wizard critiqued like a connoisseur, yet another indication that she belonged in a world far above the bare bones of the road, a world Cherai could no longer inhabit. Rather than meet those crystal-wise eyes, she rubbed the flaked paint beneath the sound hole with a callused finger. “My thanks, but you over-rate me. I’m not good enough for the nobility, and that’s where the money is.”

“Your music touches the heart. That is what matters.”

She looked up with a wry grin. “Flattery, outlander. It s-sounds nice, but it doesn’t fill my belly. That is what matters.”

“True enough.” The woman leaned against her pack and closed her eyes, looking more tired than the aging year.

Holding the night’s chill at bay, the fire’s heat stole over Cherai with an insidious whisper. Relax, rest, sleep. Warmth and weariness washed over her in equal parts, the one offering comfort which the other needed. She had walked all day and much of last night. She hadn’t slept the night before, wasting it in a futile argument with the innkeeper to free Raul. And the night before that one she had dreamed.

Contentment vanished. Unwinding her legs, Cherai cupped the lute’s neck, snagged a packstrap with her other hand, and uncoiled to her feet.

“Are you leaving? When the fire is so warm?”

The wizard’s eyes had opened. Lit by the fire, those crystal-clear eyes had a diamant shrewdness that made Cherai’s convenient lie taste stale. Earlier she’d been rude, and this placid question made retreat seem ridiculous. After a three-year hiatus, her manners smarted with a hornet’s stinger when they should have been well forgotten. “I thought—I thought I’d just—. I don’t even know your name.”

“Nor I yours, boy.” The wizard rose fluidly. She extended her right hand in common-folk fellowship. “My name is Alstera.”

That extended hand represented commitment, a trusting she wasn’t ready to give to a stranger. Cherai shied away from it. The wizard had acquired her finery in a court as rich and decadent as Vaermonde’s own. A court that had exiled her for who knew what crime. Her clear eyes opened no window to her motives or plans. Wizards were subtle and dangerous. From her tattooed wrists to her mud-spattered finery, this Alstera reeked of trouble.

I should leave. That’s safe. Traveling alone might be dangerous, but it’s safer than camping with this woman, this wizard—especially since wizards are banned. Traffic with one can drop my head into a basket.

And she hasn’t figured out I’m not a boy.

That disguise was her survival. The few who knew beyond it—to her femininity although not her noble background—already those few were too many. Yet Cherai’s pack thudded to the ground. Her right hand clasped the wizard’s, shocking Cherai to her core.

Alstera smiled. Deep lines slashed beside her generous mouth. “And your name?”

“Cherai.” Flustered by the instinct that had undermined caution, she tugged her hand free. I can always steal away after she goes to sleep, she consoled her offended prudence. Her feet had rooted to the ground, to this camp, and to this foreign wizard.

“Take that frown off your face, youngling. I told you: I have no taste for children.” She turned her back. “You had better sleep by the fire. It may rain again tonight.”

“I will, madame. And you?” for the wizard was leaving the circle of firelight.

“I want more wood before I turn in. Sleep well, Cherai.” The night swallowed her.

The west wind strengthened, kicking sparks off the fire. In this dank air, the sparks winked out before they reached the wet, shivering leaves overhead. Beyond the firelight’s reach, Alstera stomped around on the sodden leaves and dying grasses. Listening to the racket, Cherai shook her head. The wizard would never make a woodsman—or else she’d learn when necessity demanded it, as it had of her.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Shield did not look in Master’s face. He could not, especially when Master wore the dragon-scale gloves. He hardly could bear the gloves themselves, shimmering reptilian leather, each scale a piece of armor that not even Shield’s fangs could penetrate.

Master waited for the priest, and only Shield recognized his agitation, revealed by the minute jiggling of his right knee. Shield saw it because he looked for such signs. He had learned to be wary of Master’s temper. For the last seven-night, Master’s anger had tipped over daily and nightly. He glanced at the priest and wondered if the black-robed man knew Master had a loose leash on his temper.

“I am waiting, Medreaux.”

The priest started. Shield laughed inwardly, for the human had not recognized the danger. He heard it in Master’s voice, though, and Shield caught the first tang of fear. He could have warned the priest, but Master did not let him speak with many humans and certainly not with sorcerers.

“Even with the writ renewed, we have not flushed the comtesse from hiding, my lord.”

“I know that, priest. The Iron Gloves posted with the troops report directly to me. You, however, said you had a plan when last we met. Have you implemented it?”

The priest shifted, his slippered feet a susurration on the floor. Shield titled his head but did not take a defensive stance. The man was too soft for a physical fight, and he would not dare attack Master when he wore the dragon-scale gloves.

“Are we still unable to attack the princess directly? Sickening spells are easy enough to craft. I can do so.”

“They are easy to craft and easier to discover and protect against. The princess is warded against such spells. You are new to this battle, Medreaux. I am not. I have fought it for many, many years. Princess Aisdeinne is surrounded by protective spells.”

“Ointments and balms. Perhaps in her very clothes,” the priest muttered. ‘Have you attacked the spells directly?”

“You think me a fool? Twice I have tried. The investigation after the second attempt came too close. My inquisitors were too eager to root out all hint of power. I lost not only my sorcerer but my plant in the princess’s apartments. I impress upon you the need for secrecy, Medreaux. Thwarting the dragon is not wise. Failure can happen many ways. You said you have a plan to bring the Comtesse Muirée out of hiding. What is it?”

“A sleep snare—.”

“Pah. More child’s play!”

“No, my lord. The snare is drawing her in, just as I planned.” The priest leaned forward, eager to share how his power worked. “The dreams are working.”

“Dreams! Pah! What good are those?”

“In a dream influenced by my sorcery, she can be lured into speaking the truth of this letter you seek. It is a better method, Lord Selbourne. Your Iron Gloves can be too efficient in extracting information, so much so that their victims will say anything to stop the pain. Eventually, their minds or their bodies or both break, often long before the truth is revealed.”

“The Iron Gloves have their methods; you have yours. I care not which is successful as long as that letter comes to my hand. Muirée entrusted her with it on the very day he began his journey to the capitol. His daughter knows its location.”
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