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Prologue

 


The Forests of Urania

Nimue swayed in the dark; the wind, equally as cold
as the snow against her bare skin, glazed her exposed face with her
own frozen breath. In the dark a sapling found its way into her
flailing hand; she twisted around it, slipping on ice and not yet
frozen mud, barely able to prevent a fall. Something in her
shoulder screamed in pain and she expected that she have torn a
muscle. Any strength she had left was not enough for this flight
into the wilderness, and in truth, she had no heart for fleeing.
The appalling destruction of Neptunia with the resulting deaths of
so many, not just her fellow mages and friends, but the senseless
slaughter of the people had wreaked havoc on her psyche. The
universe she had long relied upon no longer existed, obliterated by
madness. Nimue had fought with all her learning, all her powers,
and all her will; and all had been less than enough.

In the end her few surviving friends dragged
her sobbing and damaged from the rubble of what once had been the
proud, although architecturally mundane, Citadel of the Mages.
Better that they had left her to die, her body had been battered
but her spirit had been devastated. Perhaps pride had been their
downfall. She certainly had been proud, a rare female mage, born to
a farming family in a village that was small and remote enough to
be both nameless and unmapped. Her gifts had allowed her to bring
her family, father-mother-siblings and their mates and children to
the city where they prospered. Those who had stayed behind had been
helped also. Now most of the immigrants were surely dead, victims
of Hemon and his cabal.

Imas, her intimate, her tutor, the mage who
had discovered her talents and nurtured her to maturity; the mage
who had expended an incredible inconceivable amount of his own
life-energy to heal her injuries, dead now too.

Her very guts seemed empty of all but pain.
Flesh she knew she could heal, but a soul, a soul once so severely
damaged, what could repair it?

“Nimue, we must hurry.” How Seathan managed
to find her in the dark and sleet surprised her. Why he had
bothered to come back to find her was also surprising. She was not
worthy of saving. Imas might still be alive had he not spent his
life-force to save her physical body. Her city might still live if
only she had been observant, been wise, been strong. But she was
none of these, a fact that caused her stomach to turn over – she
retched, but only dry heaves, there was no substance in her empty
stomach to expel.

To the east a horde of direhounds howled,
closer than she would have expected. Direhounds, wolves crossed
with the garms of the continent Euron, stood only a meter tall, but
often weighed over ten stone. They sported jaws capable of easily
crushing ox femurs. Worse, they had a taste for human flesh, and a
nose so efficient that the scent of prey could be followed from
many kilometers. Wily pack animals, they would take turns breaking
trail so that none would be exhausted by the rigorous hunt in the
deepening snow.

Panting from exertion and pain, still
grasping the sapling that saved her fall, Nimue extended her tired
mind into the ether, searching in the dark. Who ran these hounds?
Hemon? Surely not, he would have gone south with Idwal following
his victory, even though the victory had cost him more grievously
then he had expected. The garm blood in the hounds granted them an
immunity to most spells a mere mage could conjure. Not so their
handler, he, perhaps, she could harm. If she could find his spirit
in the ether. If only.

“Leave me.” She did not care, the taste of
her own demise, once as sour on her tongue as bile, sweetened her
senses like honey now. She pushed against the hand of her would be
benefactor. “Go.”

“Nimue, please.” Seathan, a mage of what
could be termed in the nicest of imputations, as of little
consequence, low in status, low in power, with no friends of
significance, she knew to be upright. His morals were unbendable
(which explained why he was here), and never had she heard him beg
as he was now.

“There are only five of us now, and you are
the strongest.”

What? Did he think that with exhaustion came
imbecility? She was shattered, not senescent. She could count.
Fighting despair she remembered who she was. Or, perhaps she did
not. A mage that might have challenged Hemon one on one once. Not
now, however. Never again would she be beautiful, nor powerful;
never again would the heavens open themselves to her wings. Even
“healed,” her spirit would still be crippled.

The handler of the direhounds remained hidden
from her faculties. She quit in frustration.

“I am not the strongest.” A statement which
was untrue and frightening in its mendacity. A lie with so many
faces that Lucifer would be appalled.

She could not see Seathan’s face in the dark
and the sleet. That was a blessing, just his very lack of a
comeback was demoralizing; she could not bear to see the distress
on his face. On some level, apparently on the level to which they
had fallen, there was truth in lies. A fact perhaps scarier than
death. Morals require a at least a toehold on the uncertain cliffs
of truth, or the soul would just slip away into the void.

That void beckoned Nimue with the promise of
warmth and comfort, and she found herself loathe to turn away, even
knowing that the promise was naught but a lie. The hounds closed
in, crashing through the underbrush, the nearness of their prey
apparent even in the dark through the intensifying scent. Nimue
knew that the hounds could see in the total darkness better than
she could unless she expended energy which she could not spare on a
sight spell.

“If I stay, the four of you may escape. You
know I slow you.” The four remaining mages were all male, stronger,
larger and un-injured, they could travel at twice her speed.

“No.”

“Better one die than all. Follow the
foothills south. The remnants of Daniela’s forces will congregate
near Niteria. She has mercer forces there too. You can make a
stand.” As hopeless she suspected as her stand against the
direhounds would be. Better not to discourage Seathan, however.

“You will be killed,” he hissed as though to
prevent being heard. Although the act was natural, Nimue smiled in
the night, the hounds did not need to hear them to find them.

“I am going to turn toward the river. I will
take your scents to me, so they follow me only. “

“They are direhounds, they will see our path
in the snow.”

“Oh…Yes…What am I thinking?” So tired, if she
could just rest for a bit. Her body, of its own will collapsed into
a sitting position in the snow.

To his credit Seathan did not hesitate, a
mumbled spell to lighten the burden, (she was small anyway, and
recovering as she was from injuries, he knew he could lift her with
ease). The spell would not negate all her weight, he had to choose
carefully between expending physical and psychic energy and hope he
had chosen correctly.

Doran called softly for him, “Seathan, what
in Lucifer’s name are you doing?”

“Nimue is down, I am going to carry her.” The
female mage was unconscious, Seathan wondered just how she intended
to fight or to lead a pack of direhounds away?

Doran bumped into him, Isman’s mother,
could it be any darker? His hands clumsily pushed him ahead,
“Go then, I will follow.”

“Are you staying?” Doran had studied with
Seathan although he was a year older. They were not “great”
friends, but Seathan considered the slightly older mage to be more
than mere acquaintance. He was not sure he could tolerate the loss
of another friend.

“No, but I have an idea.”

“Better be quick then.” The howling had
morphed into almost a keening as the hounds sensed their prey to be
so near that satiation was at hand.

Doran pushed his shoulder, “Go, hurry. Don’t
worry.”


Chapter 1

 


Greenstone

Terse and straightforward, Biorn’s report might have
caused a lesser leader to show dismay. “Keison is leading them or
appears to be. They’ve gathered up Keirit and some of the engineers
and infantry that were scattered from the last battle. Most of the
remaining Heartstone forces are with them. Plus two companies of
Sandian heavy horse.” By now Jarrod knew that the former Heartstone
lieutenant had become one of his most reliable officers.

Jarrod nodded. Keison had assembled a sizable
force to attack the castle yet again. That was the bad news. The
good news was that it could be worse, and if Idwal insisted on
fighting him piecemeal, he was not inclined to object. Did he crack
a small smile? A tiny hint of relief?

Biorn grimaced, “There are Vikens anchored
just outside the harbor.” Thereby dashing all Jarrod’s brief fling
with elation.

“Shite.”

“Keison sent up a flag of truce.”

“By all means, bring them in,” the inflection
of Jiana’s voice might have cut the stones in the walls.

“My Lady. We cannot harm them under a
truce?”

“Of course not Sire Carro, not unless they
were to attack us first. Is that not correct Captain?” She patted
Jarrod’s arm.

“That is correct My Lady, but it would gain
us little.”

Patience child, you have won a battle,
several battles really- thanks to your Captain. Do not get
greedy.

Brielle, you’re a pain in my arse.

Her 1preceptor scoffed in answer.

 


The stateroom had not been set up for such a
visit, and after choosing, over the objections of her counsel to
meet them immediately, she also had no time to change outfits. Clad
in a daring, dark green, loose, pleated gown with a Blouson
waistline and deep V front and back intended to impress Edon, she
could not find in herself enough regard for her enemies to care
what they thought. Nor would she make them wait which was the
normal protocol presumed to put the petitioners in their place (so
to speak) and perhaps raise their anxiety. She held for them only
contempt, and by disregarding protocol she hoped they would
recognize that.

She received perched hawk like in her
Father’s throne chair, which she had previously considered to be
too elaborate for a mere Duke, although perhaps less than enough
for a king or queen. Waiting for the emissaries she appreciated the
dominance the seat accorded. The carved oak chair was uncomfortable
in a physical way, but as yet, Jiana felt like neither duchess nor
queen and she needed the extra confidence. Edon stood behind her,
his bastard sword, Destiny, unsheathed and resting point down on
the granite floor. The council was seated to her left, with
Brielle, Emily and her fiancé; Jarrod and Biorn standing to her
right.

1Cahsen led the enemy procession into the hall,
“Duke Keison, Lord of Heartstone, and company,” he introduced with
a bow and retired.

Keison wore his general’s uniform, scarlet
tunic with gold eagles on the epaulets, tan riding pants with black
seams, highly polished boots and a ceremonial sword. Keirit outfit
matched his father’s, showing that they must have had some time to
prepare before presenting themselves. Keirit was a little worse for
the wear however, a bruised cheek and a cut over his left eye
indicated that his departure from the recent battle had been
somewhat hasty and unplanned. Two regimental colonels in blue and
white Sandian uniforms accompanied Keison, along with two mammoth
sized and red-maned Vikens, clearly, judging by the resemblance and
the lines in the older one’s face, father and son. They were clad
in brass armor which Jiana surmised, having never met a Viken
before, to be more ornamental than functional, the ringlets being
actual overlapping brass coins. The pair wore matching halsbergen
over their necks and heads. Must be a bitch to keep polished in the
salt air she thought.

Keison introduced them, his son of course,
two sons of Emperor Idwal, 1Varmod Hjalkarson -Grand Dragoon of Euron - and his
son Swein, and last, a mage, Nilkandor, deceivingly slight and
self-effacing, hooded, black robed, a face as bland as baby food.
Solid green eyes with no discernable pupils.

 Do not be
fooled. Brielle warned. Inside she felt her child squirm. Her
womb felt like ice.

What have we hear? A little male witch in
the forging. So rare.

Whose? Nilkandor cast about. His?
How quaint. A mercer and a witch whore. The mage squeezed
eliciting a scream inside Brielle’s womb as her child felt frigid
tendrils wrap around his chest. Taken aback at the unexpected
attack, Brielle quickly responded, easily batting away the spell
forming in her innards and closing herself to further intrusions.
Rest Colyn, sleep my baby, he cannot hurt you, she used a
tiny bit of her power to calm the startled and crying baby back to
sleep. Nilkandor gasped vocally and doubled over spewing squirming,
rancid, greenish puke across the floor where it writhed and boiled
before dissipating into a yellow noxious puddle. Her claws squeezed
once more on his liver. Generating another flood of vomit, this one
slightly less generous in scope.

Touch me again and I will tear this out of
your living body. Her third squeeze only engendered a dry
heave, however, the accompanying scream made up for the abatement
of vomit.

Flukeworms. More to the point, the ones
that feed on psilocybin mushrooms. The ones south of the Nital are
full of copper, that is the green in his eyes. Brielle
explained to Jiana. It gives them some increase in power, makes
them able to cast faster more than anything else.

Attack their livers when you can, they are
poisoned and weak.

 Nilkandor gasped,
now on his knees in his own vomit, “I was just jesting.”

“I was not,” Brielle seethed, “I would prefer
to kill you now, but for the truce.”

Varmod, laughing, head thrown back as if he
were searching the ceiling, stepped back to get out of the puddle
of vomit, drawing a double-edged broadsword heavy enough to cleave
an ox head from its shoulders. He planted a massive leather boot on
the back of the distressed mage and shoved him face down into the
puke. “I wilt killt him. Uselesss if cannot deeffeat a woman.”

“Hold!” leaping form her seat Jiana ordered
the Viken. His eyes, marginally blue, a color like ice, so light
blue to be almost white, sized up Jiana calmly, and clearly
contemptuously. He did not take orders from a woman, regardless of
her status in this land of little men. For that one moment she felt
fear, as if all her powers had been drained away by his glaze.

Before she could react, Edon had moved
between them, Destiny still lowered, but flipping in his hand,
twirled by the hilt nearly faster than the eye could follow,
stopping occasionally to tap the point on his boot. A fool, or a
lesser warrior might mistake the movements as nervousness; Varmod
was neither. This man was nearly equal in size to the average
Viken, and he clearly was hungry for the battle, and more than
eager to engage; nor he did not fear the outcome, no manner the
results.

Varmod rested his sword on the granite, point
toward the mercer, his head inclined in curiosity. This was no
Leopold. “I know you?”

Edon shrugged, “No difference, fight, don’t
fight.”

Thorred, in what approached a whisper, said
something in their home language.

“You arr te Whissspererr?”

Whether or not that was a question, Edon was
not sure, he simply nodded.

“I willt kilt you at a better time. You
shoult tie

in batdel.”

Edon laughed heartily, “Perhaps I should King
Varmod, but mayhap you will not be the one to do it.” He nodded
slightly, not quite a bow, knowing that the tiny gesture would be
taken as respect by the warrior king, and would serve to defuse the
situation.

Which it did, the Viken stepped back with a
nod to his foe and a grin on his lips. Nilkandor had regained his
feet, if not his poise, and from the look on his face, Edon
suspected that the mage might slay Varmod before the he and the
Viken could meet in any battle. He would not want to be the Viken’s
food tester for the near future.

“Now that the introductions are complete,
perhaps we can get to the business at hand?” Keison attempted to
assert control of the meeting.

“What business might that be,” Sire Carro,
chief council, asked, managing not to spew spittle although the
heavy resonance of his voice reverberated from the walls. He still
had that power of that voice going for him Jiana realized, but she
wished that he had waited for her to speak.

“Surrender of the castle of course,” Keison
replied with just the tiniest chuckle behind a smirk that he failed
to hide. Her father’s older brother, Keison had forever been
discontented with her grandfather’s division of the province to his
three heirs. Jealousy against his younger brother’s inheritance
fueled Keison’s every move and thought. As a child Jiana had not
recognized that anger. The event of her father’s passing taught her
the true extent of her uncle’s malice. That malice was obvious now,
in the set of his shoulders, the flash in his eyes, the knitting of
his eyebrows, and the bitterness in his voice.

“Surely you are jesting Uncle, we just
scattered your army like leaves in the autumn.”

You are baiting the bull now child.

Fleck the bull, he rebelled against his
own people. But she did not have time to debate with Brielle as
Keison came back.

“A holding force only Jiana. Now that Daniela
is defeated and dead, Idwal will wrap up his victory in
Urania.”

Jiana felt a pang of sorrow on the news of
her distant cousin’s demise, but she quickly appreciated that her
uncle could be a font of information. She would have thought him to
be more circumspect about matters so important.

“He will bring the weight of twenty
battalions against you,” her uncle threatened, or boasted, she was
not certain, nor could she be sure of that number’s accuracy.

You realize that you could be queen?

What? It had not crossed her mind,
anyway, she had yet not mastered the art of duchessing.

Queen little one, Daniela had no
children.

Shitte.

Well that’s an interesting reaction.

“What terms?” Carro bellowed.

Isman’s flecking Mother, she thought, will
you just shut up.

“Lay down your arms, Keirit marries Jiana.
The castle and all are spared. Otherwise, the Vikens will destroy
the lower town, and we will raze the castle.”

Keison spoke to Carro, but he watched Jiana
intensely the entire time.

Lying.

Yeah, I see that. Why?

“Greenstone cannot hope to prevail
against the full might of Sandia,” Keison’s delivery of that
statement was singsong, nearly lilting she thought, as if his voice
betrayed some projection of hope? “You will be crushed like a
roach,” he ground a boot toe into the stone as if to emphasize his
statement. But did he seriously hope to avoid a battle?

“The terms are fair, on the face of it. How
much time?” Carro was about to surrender without her consent. Who
the Hades did he think he was?

“Shut-up Carro. I am marrying no one, least
of all that simpering loser.” She pointed to Keirit whose grin
slowly faded as he absorbed her message. The replacement mask was
one that should strike terror in any woman’s heart; momentarily she
quivered like a mouse under the paws of a cat. She stared into his
balefully hateful eyes, deep, dark pools like the tars which
swallowed animals wholly. Except the tar pits bore no animus to
their victims, Keirit harmed with a purpose, it gave him pleasure.
Jiana wondered had he been the one who had brutalized Emily at her
father’s wake?

Before her would be suitor broke his stare,
Sire 1Kerbriant,
her father’s seneschal,
and for now hers, spoke quietly, “Sire Carro may be right My
Lady.”

“Three days. Three days only, then Varmod
will lay waste to the town. After which, no surrender, we will
crush you. You will become Idwal’s toy and I will still rule
Saturnia.”

“Very well then. You will have your answer on
two morrows.” She would deus-damn well take advantage of the
offered time. Fool.


Chapter 2

Greenstone

 After the delegation took
its leave, Jiana remained seated surveying the room. Carro and
1Kerbriant did not even
attempt to hide their displeasure at her management of the
deliberations. Rheumy-eyed and bent, 1Kerdon refused to look up from some paper he
studied intensely, thus avoiding any immediate commitment. Botrell,
who she hoped would be at least neutral, gave no evidence of his
opinion or of even having such. A smallish silver coin flitted
between his fingers, disappeared from time to time, only to appear
in his other gloved hand. Sometimes she could swear that it seemed
like the man himself might disappear right from in front of her. A
handy trait for a spymaster.

Someone had to take it upon themselves to
speak, Carro broke the silence, “Clearly Duke Keison can claim
sovereignty of Saturnia. The best option here is for Jiana to marry
to Keirit.”

1Kerbriant stood, perhaps feeling that his
height offered some advantage to his assessment. Paper-thin, he had
a voice reminiscent of a reed, but just as Carro, he was ever
convinced of the accuracy of his judgement. “Ahem… I have said…I
told…pleaded with Duke Herik, 1 that a girl should never be treated
like a boy, it is unseemly and likely to lead to mischief. And here
we are, about to be destroyed because of a girl with no experience,
and these,” he waved his arm to indicate her companions, “spurious
counselors.”

 “Sire Kerbriant is
correct I’m afraid,” Kerdon still did not look at her, and she
gathered from that that he at least suffered some discomfort about
offering her up to the not so tender mercies of her cousin in
matrimony.

Jarrod scoffed, “When did I become
“spurious’? Who here is ready to believe Keison? Do you not realize
that had Keirit taken the castle you would all be dead? Lady Jiana
would be better served to have rocks for counselors. At least those
she could throw at her enemies.”

Botrell now had two coins flitting
ephemerally, like a mis-matched pair of shiny insects, one gold,
one silver, in and out between fingers and hands, “Some of them are
not ready to fight.” Botrell never smirked, nor for that matter,
smiled, but were he ever to do so, he would now. Somewhat sallow of
complexion, with a thin-lipped seriousness and deep brown eyes that
begged one to trust him, Botrell generally forswore speaking, at
least until there was something to be gained or learned from the
effort.

“Who? Who will not fight?” for Jarrod such
news was more valuable than the two (yes, he had changed coins
mid-speech) gold coins flipping in the dark man’s hands. Jarrod
would have liked to smack the distractions out of the spymaster’s
fingers, he could not say his angst against the man amounted to
distrust, but while such men and their operatives were a necessary
part of governing, they all tended to be a bit pretentious and
self-serving. Those who dealt in secrets were not the easiest to
trust.

“Keison’s men. At least a third of Heartstone
forces would back Jiana. But not if we attack them directly.”

“The disposition of the Heartstone soldiers
has no bearing on the legitimacy of the province sovereign,” Carro,
despite his senility, still had a voice with all the power and
implacability of a tidal wave, which often became intensified by
the projection of spittle from his aging lips.

“We must take Keison’s terms.”

“Carro, you decrepit old fleck, you are
stupider than a sow’s arse-hole. Why for one second do you imagine
Keison or Keirit will let you live. You’ve got a farm – you’ve got
a manor on the bluffs – you’ve got gold under the floor in the
manor, all that will go to Keison’s chosen. Oh, and he’ll kill your
grandchildren too. You deus-damned dolt.”

Carro’s hand shook visibly as did his voice –
no one knew about his gold. He pointed at the spy, “You lie, you
lie about everything, you always did lie. The Duke should have had
you hung years ago. Lady Jiana,” he turned to her, do not listen to
fools, Greenstone will fall, and we will all be uselessly killed.”
He shuffled toward the doors, “Do what you will, I am too old to
stand for this shamelessness.” He waved a hand in dismissal as
though she were naught but a child.

Kerbriant again rose from his seat, Jiana was
beginning to realize that men with a weakness always developed
compensations with which they attempted to conceal their
vulnerability. Carro bullied with his certainty, Kerbriant relied
on his commanding height to look down on others and thereby
intimidate. Both were afraid of Idwal, and of Keison too for that
matter. And perhaps they feared the politics of advising a woman
ruler, and of course, the condemnation of the Ismanis who had never
really supported Danielle. “Sire Carro is right, but we have two
days we should adjourn and cool off. I will bring him back in the
morn.”

“Yes…Yes, by all means, you do that.” What
she wanted to say was, “The both of you go jump into a cesspool,”
but she congratulated herself for her newly learned diplomacy. In
fact however, she silently fought her own dismay, against the might
of Sandia, how could one small province prevail? A shiver ran down
her spine.

Contrary to all protocol, in plain sight of
everyone, and disregarding the possibility of rejection, Edon, who
had moved to be slightly behind and beside her during the
discussions, took her hand in his. From such a man, solitary to the
point of legend, the gesture was more than support, more than
devotion or bonding or marriage or just plain love, it indicated a
fusion of his life to hers, dedication, even deference, but
deference sans servility. Edon was ready to die for her, or to live
for her, whatever befell them, however Fate decided. Her heart
nearly dropped out of her chest, she burned with joy, if it took
their deaths to gain his love, that price was small enough; where
than did she pay Lucifer?

Oh my, you’re gonna have-ta fleck him
now!

Have to? Really? Oh you silly, silly
little witch. That felt sooo good, calling Brielle “little,”
payback for all the times her teacher had called her
“child.”

“There is more.” The coins had disappeared
and Botrell’s hands were now hidden in his voluminous sleeves;
Jiana eyed him, what else she wondered (as she had often as a
child) did he hide in his sleeves and his mind. Did she need to ask
as to what he referred? She waited for him to be forthcoming.

“Duke Leos is in the wards down by the docks.
With about twenty men. He seeks sanctuary.”

Edon squeezed her hand, only slightly, but
she had no idea if that meant he approved or not. She looked to
Jarrod and the fury in his eyes said,” No,” before his mouth opened
to confirm that sentiment. She hung her head for a moment, dismayed
by her list of enemies, and hurt that the list included most of her
relatives. Would she win a kingdom and lose everyone? Strands of
hair escaped her coiffeur, cinnamon colored in the late light
coming through the colored glass above, and dangled before her
eyes. She swept them back and looked up, decision made. She would
have to trust Leos, she could not deny a relative, regardless of
his past sins.

Brielle noticed her discomfiture, “Well, we
do need all the friends we can find.”

“We only need friends we can trust,” Jarrod
scoffed, “Leos is a snake.”

She wanted to look at Edon, to read the
expression in his eyes, although she knew that would only be an
admission of weakness on her part. Instead, she returned his slight
squeeze, and let go his hand. “I will see him,” she equivocated,
“if you can get him inside.”

“I can My Lady,” Botrell’s brown eyes
reminded her of kakao, a drink made from rare dried beans found
only below the Nital River. Combined with honey and milk, drunk
warm like kaffe, the swirling brown liquid had a soothing effect.
So too the color of his eyes seemed to swirl, softening his affect,
offering soothing consolation, lulling one into not worrying,
leading one into acceptance, dispelling all reluctance.

He could sell fire in Hades, Brielle
interjected.

Jiana sighed, Are we in Hades
Brielle?

Let’s hope not. Otherwise you died a
virgin.

I am… not. Not dead. Not a virgin I mean.
Not your business anyway. All you think of is sex. I don’t need a
damn sex counselor.

Jealous?

She was, but there was absolutely no way she
would admit that. Strumpet.

Edon moved back behind her chair, a distance
the four visiting Ismanis approved with gentle nods to each other.
Jarrod paced, his boots click-clicking on the stone, not trusting
of either Leos or the spymaster. He stopped mid-step, and looked at
her, suddenly realizing that his circle of trust was becoming
smaller daily. That was an attitude that could only lead him to
insanity.

“Alright, but only through one of the upper
gates, I don’t care if it’s a damn parade through the main gate,
but upper only.” Jarrod had no intention of allowing the hidden
passages leading under the cliff walls to be compromised for that
little weasel. But he would not vocalize that opinion in front of
so many, some of whom did not know of the exits. With any luck his
order might cause Botrell to fail, and Keison would eliminate the
whole problem – Botrell, Leos and all. Too much to hope for he
guessed.

Botrell was not an idiot, he recognized both
of Jarrod’s motives. He shrugged, or at least some of the observers
would have said he did, “No doubt. Perhaps you thought we intended
to scale the cliffs?”

He was about to say, “Sire Botrell, I don’t
care if they sail over the walls on flying pigs,” but he saw
Jiana’s distress and decided the better of it. “Good then. We need
to break, perhaps after supper,” dismissing the proceedings even
though it was not his prerogative to do so.

Jarrod played that surrogate father card on
her, but this time Jiana found herself thankful. If she were
required to be this strong all the time as Duchess, what then if
they made her queen? Ten times the apprehension, one hundred times?
How did anyone prepare for that? Every thought, every word could be
life or death for someone. Death for a father or a son in a useless
battle, devastation or starvation for a family. Who was she to
decide such fates?

Emily appeared in front of her like a blond
apparition. Jiana felt a moment of vertigo and shook her head to
clear it. Em’s fiancé, Lieutenant Jude was with her. Their presence
was deemed yet another breech of protocol that her council found
unforgivable. The two were looking at her as if she had the pox,
what was wrong with them? The young officer had grown a semblance
of a mustache, faint and barely filled in over his almost delicate
upper lip. She found it cute. Emily had a mustache too, well not
exactly, but she did have fine blond fuzz on her cheeks and over
her lips: we are all just animals Jiana suddenly realized, and
passed out, dropping face first toward the granite tiled floor.


Chapter 3

Greenstone

Lieutenant Jude was just deft enough to catch Jiana
by one shoulder before her full weight stuck the floor, saving her
from serious injury. Brielle leaped from her seat with an alacrity
belying her condition checking her pupil’s neck and forehead for
pulse and temperature. Closing her eyes she reached in the Void for
Jiana’s psyche, the younger witches thoughts roiled in a state of
disarray that Brielle could not breached. “Exhaustion,” she
diagnosed, “She needs to rest.” But something she could not quite
place troubled her.

Two guards carried the Duchess to her room on
a litter, Emily and Brielle following, Botrell, with more
forcefulness than Jarrod would have expected from the tiny man,
pointed to the Ismanis and other observers, “Out. All of you. Out,”
he waved to the door. “We will inform you of the Lady’s condition
as soon as we know.” The group filed out, separated by faction as
they left, many grumbling to one another, but none willing to buck
the spy-master, especially since Jarrod had refrained from comment,
and Edon stood next to him, eyes gleaming like an eagle hoping to
pounce.

“They are not all going to support Lady
Jiana,” Jude observed.

“True,” Botrell conceded, “But they are a
distant problem, and should they be presented with no option, most
of them will happily relinquish whatever qualms they may have in
return for peace and prosperity. Particularly prosperity. Money
conquers all.”

While Jude processed that, Botrell turned his
attention to Captain Jarrod, “Keison will not wait the full three
days.”

Jarrod was not without his own suspicions,
but he always wanted as much information as possible, “And how do
you know that?”

“How do I know that Lunas is green? I know it
because it is. I have been able to find the exact time for their
attack, but it will not be three days hence.”

“Isman’s Mother, what use is that?”

“Give me time Captain, give me time.”

“Anyway, I know you don’t trust me, don’t
like me for that matter. But I served Duke Herik faithfully and he
treated my family kindly. I serve him still, through his
daughter.”

Jarrod waited, face impassive, determined to
intimidate the smaller man if possible, in any case determined to
let the spy spill his guts in the hope that somewhere in his
gabfest some kernels of truth would spill out.

The contours of Botrell’s thin lips fashioned
themselves into a wry smile, “You don’t like me, you don’t like
what I do or how I do it, but you need me.”

“What I need is four companies of
heavy-horse,” Jarrod yawned as if bored by the conversation, “tiny
little snoops I can’t trust, maybe not so much. Why would you break
with the other counselors?”

“Are you hard of hearing?” Botrell risked a
slight insult hoping to at least grab the attention of the Captain,
but knowing that if it backfired, he would be in trouble, “I told
you, I will serve the Duke’s wishes past his grave to my own. You
will not stop me; those clowns who just left will not stop me.
Jiana will rule like her father, as kindly and wisely as she can.
Keison and Leos are greedy, cruel and foolish. Keirit is a pig only
good for raping the unwary. I am not a soldier. I am not brave. But
I am not stupid.”

“I think he’s trustworthy,” Biorn interjected
in the spy’s behalf. Then when Jarrod gave him a look that might
have cracked a slab of granite, he balked, “What choice do we have
anyway?”

“I don’t remember asking for your opinion
Lieutenant; however, you are in this instance probably
correct.”

“Get Leos inside, if you can,” the very words
clogged his mouth like the acrid drying sensation one got from
wandering too close to a skunk. “And find out when they plan their
attack. That would be actually useful.”
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