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Prologue

 


 


The wind pulled Jiana’s mahogany hair into long
streamlets behind her; under her the steady pounding of a
stallion=s hooves strummed against the
ground. The rhythmic flexing of the massive muscles between her
knees matched the intoxicating concert of the hooves against the
roadway.

She awoke from the dream with a start, as
though someone had called out to her. For a second she remained
still, opened eyes scanning the room to confirm that she was indeed
alone in her bedroom. She closed them again immediately upon seeing
the room empty and tried desperately to fall back into that sweet
dream but only managed to create a slew of mangled memories. She
had chosen Bellicose, or more likely, been chosen by the stallion,
when he was merely a yearling. A gift from her father on her
sixteenth birthday. After breakfast that morning he rose from the
table swiping a napkin across his lips and turned away. She
remembered her devastation that he had said nothing about her
birthday.

AOh. Oh
yeah,@ he half turned around. AI almost forgot. Go to the stable, you may pick any
horse you want.@

That she managed to mind her manners and
excuse herself from the table testified that at least some of her
training in etiquette had not been wasted. She grabbed her father
in a huge hug, kissed his cheek, and dashed without stopping the
entire distance to the stables. Emily, her maid-servant, arrived
breathless a minute later, by which time Jay had investigated a
third of one side of the building, walking down the aisle peeking
through the oak bars at each of the inhabitants.

Emily stood in the doorway with her hands on
her knees, panting, AWhat the
Hades,@ she gasped, AI never saw you run so fast.@

ALook,@ Jay answered pointing at a stall.

The coat of the stallion she indicated
nearly matched her hair color. Still barely more than a colt, he
already stood at least 15 hands. Except for white socks his coat
was a burnished russet. Deep chestnut would perhaps be the best
description. When Emily approached, the watched the two girls
warily but without fear. When Jay climbed on the rail, he arched
his neck and threw his head back, whinnying. He leaped forward at
the same time, rearing slightly and stamping his feet. The stable
master came quietly up behind them. Apprised earlier of the purpose
for her visit this morning, he spoke quietly, AThat one is trouble Miss Jiana. No one has been able
to ride him yet. He=s wild, he bites, and
he kicks. You don=t want a horse like
that.@

Too late the warning, because she did want a
horse just like that. This horse. More to the point, the horse
wanted her; she sensed that with some instinct beyond human
definition. She climbed the gate and dropped lightly into the
stall. The yearling pricked up his ears and stepped back but did
not accost her. The next moment she leaned close to him, gently
caressing his neck and whispering in his ear. Silly that she had
not thought to bring an apple or carrot, but in truth this stallion
would not be susceptible to bribes. She petted and spoke to him for
several minutes until his head lowered and he nickered softly in
response. With her free hand she slipped a set of reins hanging on
the wall and revealed them to the horse. Satisfied that he was not
afraid, she slid the bit into his mouth and motioned the stable
master to open the gate. The man’s eyes were nearly as large as the
horse=s but he followed her instructions
with a simple, AMy Lady?@

When they reached the yard, she spent
several minutes merely leading him around the perimeter. Eventually
he turned his head and nuzzled her shoulder. She lightly patted his
neck one final time and bounded upon his bare-back before he could
change his mind. He bucked forward on stiffened forelegs once and
reared high one time, more just to determine if she was worthy than
anything else. He turned as if to bite her leg, but just shook his
head. Bursting into a run he veered sharply and leapt the fence
with room to spare. Jay pressed her knees hard into his flank and
grabbed his flowing mane with one hand. She hung on in exhilaration
as he navigated through the castle at a rapid canter. Past the
startled guards and out the main gate where he broke into a gallop
for at least a league across field and stream and fence. Eventually
they came to a road that lead back to the castle. He stopped,
panting slightly. Waited for her orders.

The test was complete - Jiana had
passed.

Of course, her father had tried to renege on
his promise of, APick any
horse,@ after the stable master advised
him of her pick. But by sixteen, daughters are not without their
wiles for handling doting fathers. The horse became hers despite
his better judgement. AYou be
careful,@ he advised, Aif you get hurt it will kill me.@

She recalled laughing all the way back to
the stables. Then she had Emily pick her own horse.

AYou can’t do that,
Emily protested, Athese are not yours to
give away.@

AMy father gave me
a horse. So…he wants me to ride. Your job is to be with me… So...
you must ride too. So… you need a horse.@

APick a horse,
A she ordered when Emily still
hesitated.

Emily chose a smaller and gentler mare, and
thanked Jay profusely.

Jay later learned that Emily had, when the
chance occurred, cleared the gift with Lord Le Baud. He told her
that from this point on she should always assume that
Jiana=s word was his word. And she was
most certainly welcome to the mare.

Her head back on the pillow, she closed her
eyes tightly, yet a few tears managed to seep down her cheeks
despite her best attempts to prevent them. Lord Le Baud was a
memory now. She could find her father now only in her dreams or
daydreams. Yesterday they had buried him.


Chapter 1

Titania, Capital of Ioneas




 


Of the four capital cities
on Terra, only Titania managed a reputation as attractive and
welcoming. Edon having had occasion to visit all four at least
once, saw no reason to disagreed with the common opinion, not that
he found the city devoid of character or intrigue.

The second capital city in eastern Ioneas,
Neptunia, from which Edon had just travelled, having spent the last
year patrolling harbor and shoreline against Viken raiders (at a
pay of two silvers a month), was more like a city-state tucked
between the eastern provinces of Ioneas. The higher province,
Saturia, was administered by Lord Herik Le Baud, and the larger
southern one was ruled by Queen Daniela, who technically ruled over
all the East including Herik.

The city of Neptunia, itself, was ruled and
regulated by the High Council of Mages, right down to the least
horse flatulence. That made the city very safe perhaps, but
everlastingly and incurably boring. Even the architecture was
boring, square and blocky, what the mages termed, Amodern pragmatic.@ If
questioned, Edon would have named it modern mundane. The other two
capitals, Sandia to the west, and Oslando, the Viken city across
the East Sea, Edon had long ago determined were best to avoid
whenever possible.

By default then, Titania came to be
Edon=s preferred locale for a furlough.
Vast, bustling, clean for the most part, Titania percolated with
the scents and flavors of a trading city and manifested the rare
charm of citizens who knew how to throw a festival. In addition, in
the early morning, when the sun rose over the East Sea, the gilded
spires of the nine temples of Isman bounced the yellow rays amongst
themselves until the sky radiated a golden hue. The first time he
had witnessed the spectacle, the younger Edon had associated the
glow with heaven itself. Of course, since he had run away to become
mercer at the age of fourteen - after taking the head off the
shoulders of one of his mother=s
Aman-friends,@ -
he harbored no expectation of seeing a real heaven. So, he had to
make do, even if heaven smelt of fish and salt-water some
mornings.

The prosperity of the city was due in large
part to the beneficent natures of the various queens who had ruled
the eastern half of Ioneas since the War of Fire. The current
queen, Daniela, was ostensibly much more interested in wealth than
in the acquisition of power. Wealth of course bought power, but
Daniela, grounded in the lessons of her predecessors, used her tax
appropriations wisely, keeping the streets cleaned daily by patrols
of uniformed, shovel-carrying slaves who followed ox carts into
which were dumped the refuse and trash from both animals and
humans. Daniela supported the bustling commerce with an
administration that was both as maximally efficient, and minimally
corrupt as she could contrive. The reins were loose so to speak,
but the grip was not lax.




The tavern Edon preferred to frequent when
visiting Titania, like the typical tavern, advertised its presence
by hanging a shield-shaped plaque above the door. On this
particular shield a painted knight in armor slowly peeled away, and
the lettering, A The Queen=s Knight@ was barely
legible. Edon was unaware who had named the tavern, or why, because
he was relatively certain that the Queen had never so much as
passed by in the street, and her knights most likely would have
never been inside - unless to drag out some miscreant for a
constable who might possess a warrant but who lacked the courage
(or foolhardiness) to venture inside.

Lawmen shunned the interior for good reason,
the dark barroom was a habitat for mercers such as Edon treating
themselves to a holiday, or ones who had ventured in searching for
employment. Mercers by and large carried a well-earned reputation
as truculent when sober, but when drunk, touchy to outright
impetuous. Dangerous quarry for a mere constable, even one backed
by several deputies. Furthermore, a good many mercers were wont to
rise in defense of a brother against any stranger. However, Edon
imagined that even the most drunk and disorderly warrior would
think twice before bucking the royal authority of a knight. In any
case, Edon strongly suspected that Hadwin, the towering ex-mercer
who now ran the tavern, would personally come over the oaken bar
with his oaken cudgel and beat a modicum of sense into any offender
who might be so stupid. Still, in a half-dozen visits Edon had
never seen a knight enter the tavern.

The couple of patrons scattered around the
tables at this early hour were availing themselves of breakfast.
Edon sat behind the bar where he had a view of the entire room and
all doors (a spot no other patron would dare aspire to occupy).
Edon ate sparingly, a boiled egg, slice of black bread and a mug of
hot, black kaffe. Hadwin had grown somewhat since Edon=s last sojourn. Edon smiled at his observation,
growth of girth was not unusual for a man who retired into a line
of work less arduous than freelance soldering, plus one with
generous quantities of both food and ale available. Still, the
retired mercer wasn=t getting any shorter
and towered even over Edon=s two meters
and 15 stone, leaving little doubt that Hadwin could still wield
his staff with the same lethality as in the old days when they had
soldiered together in Tobias= Black
Angels.

AHow was
Neptunia?@ Hadwin=s voice was as large as the man himself, deep with a
nasal raspiness.

ADreary and boring.
The people there are stiffer than toy wooden soldiers,@ he paused remembering the drab beige block buildings
with people who avoided any eye contact, Aat least on the coast there was a bit of freedom from
the mages.@

AVikens?

ANo, we had no real
trouble, saw a couple of ships once or twice.@

AScared them away,
heh?@

APerhaps.@ Edon smiled and
pushed his stool back to leave.AFarewell
today, my friend,@ he added rising from
the bar.

AAnd you. Enjoy the
festival.@

Since the tavern was run by a retired mercer
courting former comrades as clients, the floors were clean, and the
women were entertaining (and equally clean), the food was good
(relatively), and the ale was excellent. By ruling the tavern with
a big stick, Hadwin ensured that the danger of theft or loss of
property when you locked your room was minuscule, which fact also
helped keep a reliable patronage. Regardless, before exiting Edon
had hid half his purse under a corner chest large enough to be
considered immovable. A four-foot-long, Viridis forged, steel
bastard sword he left on the mattress. The shorter curved Lorei he
secured on his left hip, and several knives of various purposes he
distributed around his person. Some obvious, many hidden. If asked
he would state simply, AYou never know
where your hands might be when you need a knife.@

The Two Moon Festival, the celebration that
marked both the new year and the end of the growing season, started
today. Masked parades and street bazaars, parties and balls, crazy
food-stuffs, wine and ales from distant places, Edon found all
fascinating enough that he tried to visit each year, but he
attended vicariously, more an observer, less than a full
participant.

Before exiting the inn, Edon paused in the
recessed alcove allowing his mind and body to shift into outside
mode. While his hazel-green eyes adjusted to the bright morning
light, he warily studied the street before him. Major streets in
Titania were constructed of tightly fitted white pavers fired from
a clay found only on banks of the Nital river, the southernmost
river in the province. The river ran some four hundred leagues from
the capital, consequently thousands of slaves and hundreds of carts
were employed at supplying this clay to the kilns for both new
roads and repairs. Summer heat took a devastating toll on the
slaves, and the monstrous sized crocs which inhabited the river
took another sizable number. So, the Queen, despite her apparent
benevolence toward her own people, had a constant need for captured
workers.

Although the Queen maintained a significant
Royal Army, it only boasted a thousand light horsemen that were in
any way suitable for slaving. Hence a commercial enterprise arose
to provide the needed labor. Human slaves captured from the nomad
tribes south of the Nital were highly prized because they were
already adapted to the stifling heat of summer, the best time for
building roads. Saxos slaves from the high mountains of the north
were less valuable in that they tended to drop dead from heat,
sometimes without ever working a full day. In any case, the north
of Ioneas as well as the northern continent of Glacius, were both
so sparsely settled that slave raids were scarcely profitable.
Human slaves from the continent Euron also resided in tropical
forests and were heat-tempered so to speak, but crossing the
unpredictable and dangerous ocean to obtain them was quite costly.
Not to mention the need to avoid the Vikens.

Over time, the slave industry fueled the
growth of numerous mercenary companies, comprised of men willing to
risk being served on a dinner plate if captured by the nomads, or
potentially crucified if captured by the Vikens, all for a few
silvers a month. The various territorial dukes also found the
freelance mercers useful for border skirmishes and patrolling.

At fourteen, a vulnerable child runaway,
Edon had allowed himself to be drafted into a group of slaver
mercers. (The alternate at the time being execution for slaying his
mother=s man-friend). After his year was
done, he vowed he would never go back to slaving.

Today, the morning sun had just cleared the
towers and already the street was filling with celebrators,
hawkers, partygoers and pickpockets and tradespeople. Satisfied
that his quick but careful scan of the roofs, windows and walks
revealed no imminent danger, Edon ventured out. A couple of foot
legates clad in the standard umber uniform stood on one corner
across the road. They appeared to be trying to make time with
Sheryl, a working-lady from the tavern on her way home after a
night=s work. Even from across the street
he could see her bright teeth gleam as she laughed away their
advances. She slapped away a too venturous hand with another laugh.
Edon=s full lips pursed in a slight smile,
the two legates together did not own the coin to afford Sheryl. Nor
could they together, he suspected, handle her in a locked
bedroom.

Known for the ability to handle the biggest
and roughest patrons of the tavern, Sheryl had sent more than one
of her clients from her bedroom bleeding from a half-dozen cuts.
Most often to be stitched together by an intoxicated healer after
being tossed unceremoniously onto one of the inn=s tables. The legates had detained Sheryl for
questioning numerous times at the complaint of one of the mercer
Masters. Hadrian invariably bailed her out, paid the fines and
smoothed the ruffled feathers of the Masters. After all, what
Master wanted the word on the street to be that his warrior had
been chopped to bits by a tiny eight stone woman? Nor, it was
rumored, had Sheryl suffered the common indignities afforded to
most women in the dungeons. She emerged from prison each time with
her Ahonor@
intact.

Edon merged into the morning foot traffic
behind a tall dark-haired woman laden with a backpack reeking of
herbs and burdened across her shoulders with the typical
spring-board device common to the nearby provinces. The baskets
carried mangos and oranges plump enough to tempt Edon’s not full
stomach. Clearly a farmer=s wife, she
would be selling the produce to one of the stands in the town
center, likely at wholesale prices. Probably would make several
long return trips each day of the festival. A thin gold bracelet on
her left wrist denoted her marital status, and he addressed her in
the dialog of the provinces.

AMadia.@

She continued walking, although he saw a
slight movement of her head.

AMadia,@ he insisted, tapping her shoulder and hoping that
the move would not be an affront. At which point she stopped, eased
her load onto the sidewalk, and turned to face him.

Muscularly built for a woman, with the
bronze complexion and dark eyes typical of the southern nomads, she
scowled at Edon although it was obvious that she was glad to be
temporality relieved from the weight of her baskets. How she wound
up here married to a farmer intrigued him, but it was a question
which he could not ask without possibly causing insult. Most likely
a former slave purchased and freed to become a wife, but in the
long run, not his business. His business was simple enough; he
wanted an orange.

AWhat?@ She apprised his occupation from his garb and
armament and did not bother to disguise disapproval, but exhibited
no apprehension. Of course, there were two legates nearby.

AMight I purchase a
few of your oranges?@ Overly polite in
reaction to her disfavor.

She held his gaze for several seconds with a
clear,AAre you kidding me?@ attitude, that without a word clarified that she was
not prepared to sell on the street; she lacked sacks and did not
carry change. In other words, he was a big pain in her arse.

AHow much for two
oranges?@ he persisted, surprised that he
was all-the-more embarrassed, as well as amused at her ability to
create that feeling in him. He didn’t often or easily feel
discomfited.

ASixty
coppers.@

A price likely ten times what he might pay
later at a stall on the square. Robbery, but the oranges were large
and plump and now his stomach perversely insisted that he was
starving.

AA silver for
four,@ still a larcenous price, but less
than her initial request. He would stuff the extra in his pockets
for later.

ADone,@ The problem of making change solved, she could care
less how he carried them.

He proffered the coin, A I pick them,@ for that
price he would get the plumpest.




He quickly pocketed three oranges and arose
from the baskets with a fruit in one hand and a small throwing
knife in the other. Drifting back against the bricks of a nearby
building while paring the fruit, he scanned the wide boulevard. In
the short time he had taken his eyes off his surroundings something
jolted him as just out of the ordinary. The farmer=s wife scurried down the sidewalk now, making up for
lost time. Edon suspected that her husband would be furious if she
was late to the bazaar and failed to get the best price for her
first trip. He wondered if she would relate her good fortune with
the silver, or would she stash the coin for her own future use. Oh
well, not his problem, he would likely never be married, and his
experience with women was limited to mostly to his mother, who
hated him for dispatching the Aone true
love of her life,@ and a few of the ladies
at the Queen=s Knight. Not Sheryl though.
Definitely not Sheryl.

He used the knife to lever the first slice
of fruit into his mouth and savored the sweet juice - over the tip
of the blade he saw the cause of his discomfort.




Chapter 2

Castle Greenstone

 



JIana remained on the bed
until the tears began to dry, as though inaction might retrieve
some pleasantness from her despair. That failing, she retrieved her
gossamer thin nightgown with the toes of one foot, simultaneously
sliding off the carved four poster bed. The hideous carvings of
ancient mythical creatures (meant to turn away evil spirits)
decorated four massive columns which supported a frame holding
stained glass panels. Jay=s father had
never believed in spirits, evil or not, but the bed had been in the
family for generations, so the bed remained, although the original
glass panels had been replaced with scenes of wildlife and birds
when her Da had learned the originals were the cause of her
nightmares. Jay had always preferred to sleep only in her panties,
despite constant chiding by the numerous domestics/attendants, also
provided by her father, serially so to speak, as she had less use
for most of them than she had for the bed, and since as a child she
had learned that they (domestics) were more readily replaced than
furniture. The young Jay exhibited little to no interest in
becoming a lady during her childhood. Now, like it or not, the duty
was being thrust upon her.

She wriggled to shimmy the nightgown over
her head and down her body, where it draped her still attractive
frame - at twenty summers she was now officially past prime
marrying age - and provided barely enough concealment to allow her
to stand on the balcony outside. The castle manor was constructed
of the same green granite as were the exterior walls and
battlements, and from which the name Greenstone derived. Balconies
extended from all the bedrooms and guestrooms of the manor, hers
was the highest on the south side, allowing a view of both the
harbor far below, and the nearer farms and villas to the north. A
breath of wind carrying the scent of pines swirled about the
castle, whipping at her gown and stirring her uncombed auburn hair.
Wind from the west was unusual in the Month of Two Moons. Later in
the year such a wind would roll coldly off the mountains and drop
snow or sleet. The thought of which caused a shiver down her back
and induced her to scan the horizon and the sky. Only Lunas, the
green moon was still visible, Lunar, the smaller but brighter white
moon, had set.

She leaned on the stone railing worn to a
smooth polish from countless hands of her predecessors. The thought
struck her that she might be the last, since she was the only child
of a father who had never sired a son, not even a single bastard,
not even after her mother had died in childbirth. The Duchess’
death also took Jiana=s only brother, and
her father=s only hopes of a male
heir.

In the harbor far below her perch,
activities went on as usual. Ships were being loaded, and unloaded,
and the occasional loud bang or curse drifted up. As though nothing
out of the ordinary had happened yesterday. As if today was just
another day on a calendar with no markings.

But now there existed no official Lord Le
Baud, Lord of Greenstone, Grand Duke of Saturia. Only me, she
mused. Although the southern provinces had been ruled by queens
since the War of Fire, and the northern province owed allegiance to
Urania, there had never been a female lord or ruler of any type in
the three small territories of Saturia. Since the death of her
grandfather, at an age where she had been just old enough to
remember, the province had been loosely ruled by her father. Both
of his brothers were granted domain of one of the territories along
with the relevant castle which was the seat of territorial power.
None-the-less, the division had been poorly received by both
brothers, Keison because he was older and expected to be granted
the entire province. Leos just because he was perpetually unhappy
she surmised. Leos should have been content; he had inherited more
than his due by the laws of inheritance.

Her association with her uncles since
grandfather=s death had been limited, but
quite enough to realize that they were aggrieved with their shares
of the estate. On top of that, they had since sired a gang of
greedy cousins who might actually come a-courting she mused.
Lucifer=s balls she cursed silently, even
the uncles might come courting. That was not altogether unheard of.
Gross. She had no intention of becoming a side-saddle riding, gown
wearing, tea sipping ballroom and court decoration for some
half-witted relative. She would be Lady Greenstone she resolved and
steeled herself. Giving up all that her father had achieved to one
of his vile brothers would be as bad as burning it to the ground.
Not to mention being married to a cousin or uncle. Rather to leap
off the balcony now. Looking over the walls and cliff, she
adamantly felt no damn intention of doing that.

All the relatives were either still in the
guestrooms several floors below, ostensibly mourning the demise and
subsequent interment of the Lord Le Baud yesterday; or more likely,
at this hour, the pigs would be in the dining room already,
scarfing down enough food to feed an army. She wondered how long
she would be required to extend hospitality to that crew of
rapacious gluttons. One full moon cycle was standard. While the
wealth of the family had been distributed equally between the three
sons of her grandfather, only the middle, her father, had truly
prospered. Grandfather had left her father the traditional family
castle, but he granted his other sons more money. Despite the
money, relegating them to the smaller castles was just one more
serious point of contention Jiana mused.

With less money her father had quickly
recognized the advantages of creating a relaxed partnership with
his people. A generous crop sharing plan was initiated, and Herik
paid for talented children to attend school or apprenticeships so
long as they committed to stay on the estate for five years. Which
most of them happily did, most marrying and staying to this day.
After the loss of Jiana’s mother, he had scoured the continent for
the best mid-wives and healers he could find, and as a result the
province had mostly avoided the worse sicknesses which had stolen
away hundreds of children from neighboring lands.

None of whom could repair his broken neck.
Lord Greenstone was buried. Her father buried. She fought against
crying again for as long as she could, assuming that tears
represented a weakness from which others might gain advantage. But
alone on the balcony she could not contain her feelings. Hot and
angry tears flooded down her face and dripped over her gown.

The Lord of Greenstone, dead at a mere 49
summers from a fall off his horse.




In no way could she comprehend the magnitude
of the loss. Her Da had been a magnificent rider. Swordsman,
farmer, horseman, seer, he was everything. In not one thing could
she remember him ever deficient. That he would have fallen while
hunting deer on the steppes below the castle was as likely to her
as capturing lightning in a bottle. Impossible. And to fallen from
Starfire his favorite hunting horse?

Impossible. And yet they had buried him
yesterday.

AMy
Lady?@

AOh,@ Jiana jumped.

AEmily,@ Jiana turned, dabbing with the sleeve of her gown at
tears still flowing down her cheeks.

ABeg your pardon
Lady Jiana. I knocked, but no one answered. I am so sorry to
startle you.@

To Jiana Emily appeared more upset than
merely startling her would account for. A dark bruise marred the
smooth white skin on her left cheek. And ALady Jiana?@ Could she be a
Lady without a Lord? Jiana mused. She could - she had no
choice.

Emily=s eyes
fixated upon Jiana=s chest, not that Em
was unfamiliar with Jiana=s body, having
been her maid-in-waiting for years now. They had been together
since Jay was twelve. Emily, also twelve, by order of
Jay=s father, had been educated alongside
her charge. A move that turned out to be one of her father’s most
brilliant; since Jiana had fought against every single governess he
selected, he decided to substitute a person nearer her own age. The
ploy had not worked perfectly, while Emily did tend to pull Jiana
toward the ladylike side as hoped, Jay tended to pull Em toward the
more tomboy side. Herik had decided that was as good a result as he
could hope for.

Em=s gaze reminded
Jiana that she was somewhat indecent. The cooling west wind and the
tears which had drenched her gown combined to cause her nipples to
enlarge and poke at the thin fabric.

AOh.@ she covered her breasts with a hand, eliciting a wan
smile from her friend.

AYour face? What
happened?@ she diverted the attention from
herself. ALet’s go inside.@ Now goose bumps were raising on her arms and neck.
She needed to dress.

ANothing my Lady. I
ran into something.@ Emily had never been
able to lie convincingly - at least not to Jay. Sometimes she tried
(for Jay=s sake) to lie to
Jiana=s Da. Again, with limited success.
It was a skill Jiana had tried often, without success, to incubate
in her friend.

ABear scat. Anyway,
when did I become >Lady
Jiana=? Overnight? I am still
Jay.@ And had been Jay since they had
first met. Deep in the thick olive groves, their favorite childhood
hideaway, eternal friendship had been solemnly sworn. Apples and
cheese and bread were carved up for a picnic lunch, washed down
with the remains of a flagon of a dark red, earthy merlot. When
finished Jay picked up the knife she had borrowed from the kitchen.
She had taken it the day before in order to hone a fine edge on the
blade just for this special purpose. She intended to use it to
consummate a ceremony she had watched many boys do. Cut their palms
and swear blood brothers. Jay had no siblings, so Emily would be
her blood sister. For eternity. The act had taken some convincing
on Jay=s part, but they both now carried a
small scar on their left palms. Left hand because it was closest to
the heart.

ATruth. Your
face.@

AA fall My...
Jay.@ She
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