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Prologue

Graystone

In the night, in the dark… A noise? Edon, a
mercer who on first sight most would think too young to be a
battle-scarred veteran, opened his eyes and delayed any movement
until he had studied his surroundings by ear and nose and eye.
Nothing nearby. Early season clouds and mist obscured any potential
illumination from either moon, so he was reduced to using instinct
to guess the time, but no more than two hours since they had
decided to get some rest. Enough time however for Jiana to have
rolled against him. Her arm was over his chest and loose strands of
hair, mahogany in the daylight, had blown across his face. This
close to her, the slightest scent, reminiscent of spring, lilac
perhaps, was delectable. Gently he disentangled himself without
waking the exhausted young duchess.

On the street below them the silence
shattered, “Up there!”

Rolling silently to his feet Edon crossed the
roof to the chimney where the ancient Greenstone mage, Imas,
managed to slumber through the commotion. He shook the thin
shoulder gently, “Imas, wake up.”

Old even for a mage, but no stranger to
either intrigue or danger, the older man opened his eyes without
startling, “Trouble?” which really wasn’t the question he was
asking, he meant, just what trouble had come upon them?

“We’ve been discovered.” By now the
explanation was superfluous, from the road below they both heard,
“Conjuretus Agonuno,” followed by a loud, brief crackling and a sea
of tiny shimmering tiny stars falling around them; the stars
somewhat resembling the fireworks at the Two Moons festival, Edon
thought, very pretty, silvery-white, but cool to the touch. Or at
least they didn’t burn, he was not sure you could feel them at all
when they melded on your face or skin.

“Lucifer’s balls,” Imas grunted, “they have a
mage?” He knew for a fact that Inaxx had travelled with Graystone’s
forces when they had marched out.

“Oww,” Jiana sat bolt upright rubbing her
temples. “What just happened?”

By now Ian had leapt to his feet, leaving
only Emily sitting beneath the blankets.

“Someone has broken your spell. That can hurt
when you are not prepared,” Imas informed her. After a few seconds
of concentration, his long white eyebrows fluttering over his
closed eyes, he added, “It’s just a wizard, but a powerful one, he
should not have known that spell.”

Five houses down, on the roof of the Thorny
Rose Inn, a light appeared and Graystone guards began to clamber
though the hatch. Simultaneously the commander below bellowed for
his archers to notch. A second later, “Loose.”

Thankfully, with no direct line of fire the
archers were forced to blindly shoot up into a very dark night sky
in order to drop their arrows down on completely unseen targets.
With time to react Imas spread his arms into the night and made a
brief whirling motion with his hands and fingers, “Impetus
Tempestatis.” The resulting wind spun upward carrying even the fine
droplets of mist away and blowing hair and loose clothes every
which direction. Arrows scattered like the mist, clattering down
harmlessly around them and onto the nearby roofs.

Inserting his hand into a crevice created by
removing a brick from the chimney against which he had been
sleeping, Imas turned a hidden key. A door slowly creaked open in
the bailey wall, revealing a passageway.

“Hurry,” as if anybody needed extra
motivation as yet another hail of arrows fell like leaves around
them. Edon stood at the edge of the roof, his bastard sword held in
a two-handed crown guard, facing an officer and a squad of men who
hesitated to leap the last gap between them. Jiana faltered at the
opening, torn at the possibility of losing Edon, and deeply jolted
not only by the realization that as the Duchess of the province,
she might be required to ask some men and women to be sacrificed
for her and for Greenstone, but by the realization that she,
regardless of the propriety of it, had some feelings for this
mercer.

“Hurry,” Imas again implored, urgency lending
a bit of tremble in his voice.

Emily grabbed Ian by the arm, dragging him
away from the coming fight, “You don’t even have a sword.” She
pulled him protesting into the tunnel.

Jiana took one last look at Edon, perhaps
longingly, although she might abjure to admitting that feeling, and
followed the others into the escape passage. The wind from the
protective vortex ceased just as she entered. Fortunately, with
their own men on the roof the archers did not dare to continue
fire.

Jiana turned in the entrance where Imas stood
holding a lever which she assumed would close the concealed brick
door. She saw Edon touch the flat of the sword to his forehead and
thought she heard the word, “Destiny,” whispered. The Graystone
soldiers were basically palace guards and they sorely resisted
leaping the gap to where Edon stood until they were literally being
pushed by the officer. The bright moon, Lunar, broke through the
clouds and Jiana could see that the officer was the same one who
had tortured Quasim in the street earlier. Some of the men were on
the roof with Edon now, but he had not moved. Imas was beginning to
pull the lever which would close the door and leave the mercer to
his fate.

“No,” she grabbed his arm, “wait.”

“We must go,” the mage pleaded, “they will
only be a few hours beating through the doorway now that they know
of its existence.”

The captain of the guards having leapt the
gap, he now exhorted his men to attack, and when they hesitated, he
bravely but foolishly lunged at the still unmoving mercenary. Edon
parried the captain’s blade downward and spun 180 degrees with a
waist high cut which sheared through the officer and his
lightweight mail. Jiana’s chest tightened as if something
supernatural might have occurred.

“What is he?”

Before the officer had time to access his own
death, Edon appeared behind one cluster of the guards and two more
fell. The balance panicked, running blindly, some dropping their
weapons, one sad soul missing the leap between the roofs to drop
screaming some fifteen meters to the hard paving below.

“I don’t know,” Imas thoughtfully stared at
the warrior before answering. Edon joined them before anyone in the
streets below could realize the disaster their compatriots had
undergone and resume the barrage of arrows.

“Where does this lead?” he assumed
command.

Imas closed the entry, “To the forest.”

“Well that should give them some pause before
they get organized enough to follow,” Imas added.

“Lux minimalis,” and a small ball of light
appeared over his outstretched hand. The yellow orb was just enough
to illuminate the tight passage through the bailey wall.

“And once we get to the forest?” Edon was no
woodsman and he knew it. There would be no escape for them on the
roads because of all the movement of the Emperor’s forces.
Wandering lost in the forest until they expired of exhaustion was
not his idea of escape.

“Petra and Peter know to meet us. They will
lead us back to the Bears’ Inn.”

“If they are there yet…and if they aren’t
already found.” He whispered to himself.


Chapter 1

Outskirts of Greenstone

Altogether, the journey from Graystone to
Greenstone consumed the best part of two months and came near to
exhausting the three travelers, with Imas, faring far worse than
the young women, visibly waning in strength each day. The constant
military traffic, most coming down the road from behind them, and
the incessantly inclement weather combined to keep them strung out
and uncomfortable. Imas had attempted, time permitting, to tutor
Jiana as she explored her newly discovered abilities, but a mage is
not a proper teacher for a witch, and time and circumstance had not
favored them, too much of his energy was expended in concealing
them from the patrols - either in by some variant of the spell they
had used on the roof in Graystone, or otherwise by sheer mimicry.
Jiana learned that all concealment spells were closely related, but
all used up plenty of psychic energy. She helped when she could,
but with limited effectiveness since she was only beginning to
comprehend the nature of reality.

The essence of magic as Imas explained, was
that normal people define reality as no more than what they were
able to see or touch, which made the more elementary enchantments
comparatively simple to construct. Actual reality, far broader than
meager human senses could account for, required energy and
knowledge to envision. Bees, for example, saw colors in flowers no
person would ever know existed, yet they were there. Common dogs
could locate objects by scent, yet that scent does not exist for
humans. Even bats steered in the dark by hearing, yet we cannot do
so. She would need to search her soul and join with the hidden
vibrations of creation in order to learn the depth of her gift.

During the few nights when they enjoyed the
relative comforts of an inn, he explained that he was merely a
mage, she had the makings of a true witch, and he was not the one
to train her. Still, he cautioned, there are dismal places in the
caverns of the cosmos into which one could become lost, never to
return to one’s mind, or worst to return warped and ugly. Such
things had happened to Chritic the Corrupt before the War of Fire.
And perhaps to Hemon also, the mage who had led the destruction of
Neptunia.

As helpful as he tried to be, Jay could tell
that as the days wore on, Imas wore out. Each night he communicated
with his intimate, who, while Jay now knew to be a female mage
somewhat younger than Imas; she had not learned the intimate’s
name. Jay knew the woman had suffered wounds in the battle at
Neptunia, but Imas had concealed the grievousness of the wounds,
and each night he transferred more of his limited supply of energy
into the ether for her to use in healing. His skin grayed as though
he were anemic, in the mornings his fingernails had a blue
tint.

Despite that, he managed to shepherd them
home where they saw that he (Imas) had correctly intuited that
Idwal would divide his forces, although clearly Greenstone did not
seem the better for it. Approaching from the plains leading to the
cliffside castle, they were forced to remain a quarter-league
distant. To approach so near they were required to dodge numerous
patrols, and worse, Imas detected the presence of a mage within the
camps.

“A mage is with them. Inaxx, I think, but we
are just far enough that I cannot be sure.”

“Can he see us?” Emily worried.

“No. But if we get closer, he may sense any
spell we use.”

Hidden in an abandoned barn they were just
barely close enough to apprise the damage and the activities of the
besiegers. The town which once thrived on the bluffs in front of
the castle was empty and largely destroyed. Buildings not
demolished for construction materials needed to build the various
weapons, were torn down for ammunition for those weapons. Many of
those not demolished for material were destroyed by return fire
from the castle, or just to clear fields of fire for the attackers.
In the newly created lanes leading to the walls a few siege towers
and battering rams burned or were strewn on their sides, evidence
that at least one attempt to storm the walls had been repelled.

By now a line of trebuchets, ballistas and
catapults stood just outside the throwing range of the castle’s
weapons. A steady bombardment was underway, but it appeared to be
more for harassment than for advantage. Jiana watched with a
sickness in the pit of her stomach as one after another the weapons
would launch. A few seconds later the slaps and twangs of released
ropes and slings would carry to them, followed an interminable time
after, by the thunder of exploding rocks as the projectiles smashed
her castle walls.

“How long can the walls stand that?” not a
question so much as a statement of worry.

“A long time, My Lady. The walls are four
meters deep at this point. They are not even aiming at the gate, so
their point is more to instill alarm than to damage.”

“Those are Keison’s colors.”

“Yes. Except for the engineers, I believe
they are all your uncle’s forces.”

Another round of rolling denotations
reverberated over them.

The noise of their home being battered
disquieted Emily too, “We have to stop them.”

“How would you do that, there’s only the
three of us.”

“Magic.”

“Magic cannot do everything my child,” Imas
answered wearily.

“But there’s two of you.”

“Yes, but Lady Jiana is unschooled yet, and I
am old. They have a young strong mage. Inaxx would likely destroy
us both.”

Emily set her mouth in a grim line, “But they
will destroy our homes. Do you think we can get inside?” Pivotal in
the escape from Graystone, due to his magic and the depth of his
knowledge of the catacombs and secrets of all the castles, Imas
surely could get them in.

At Graystone they had traversed the dark
caverns without once doubling back and eventually exited nearly a
half league into the forest to meet the Bearslayer’s twins, Petra
and Peter. Jiana could have hugged them with joy had not the
constraints of lordship begrudged such an open display of emotion.
Emily bore no such burdens, she had hugged and kissed them as if
long lost brothers. Jay settled for a nod and a polite, “Thank you
for coming.” Ian slapped hands with them both, saying nothing, but
smiled that league-wide grin of his that Edon ofttimes found
annoying. Not so much today however, despite his apparent
nonchalance Edon was damn glad to see them. Imas, expecting them to
be there, made no comment, except “We must go, and we must
hurry.”

Their return trip to the Bear’s Inn through
the towering forest had been as unremarkable as the original
journey from thence to Graystone. They were hunted, but the twins
were experts in the forest, the hunters never came close. They
reached the inn in the faltering light of the third afternoon and
crept in though the stables. The twins left them ensconced in the
darkest corner of the building only to return shortly with bear
stew, bread and fresh water and the admonishment to, “Stay put,
there are soldiers in the inn.” Lyda did not appear, but she did
reach out to Jiana. I am glad to see you back little
one.

Little one. Why little one? Somewhat
indignant. Lyda could hardly call anyone else tiny.

No harm meant little one, you are young in
the arts, soon you will flourish. Such was Lyda’s fervent wish,
but she feared greatly the grave dangers that the young heiress of
Greenstone must overcome merely to survive.

Sleep now, in the morning the twins will have
your horses ready.

“We should sleep,” Edon stated, trying to be
certain that the flammable Jiana not hear it as an order. He saw
her look at him strangely, as though he had eavesdropped on a
conversation and thought she was about to lecture him, but instead
she merely shook her head, “Yes, you are right. Our horses will be
here in the morning and we can leave.”

She was just about as capricious as the west
wind in the winter he concluded. Far more alluring than the cold
wind, but often every bit as cutting. Likely as not why the Duke Le
Baud never managed to marry her off. Worse yet, now she was
developing into a mage or a witch - same thing either way. Edon had
nothing against female rulers, he thought Queen Daniela of Titania
was quite adept at running the country, particularly the capital
city itself, one of his favorite places. And he had nothing per se
against witches. But this gray-eyed, mahogany-maned vixen looked to
be the ruler of a province and a witch besides. A load too
unmanageable for any one man to bear. Still, when her hair was down
about her shoulders, and when she thought no one was looking and
let the iron in her gray eyes soften, and if she smiled, Lucifer’s
testicles, she as beautiful as the goddess Muse.

What in Hades was he thinking. She was a Lord
of a province, heiress of Greenstone, and he was a mercenary who
had slain his first man at the age of fourteen. On top of which, as
she was quite happy to point out, she employed him. Not that he
gave one whit about said employment for any reason except that
Jarrod, her military commander was his friend. As much as Edon
detested large scale conflict, for Jarrod he would ride into war.
For Jiana he would ride into…Into what? He rolled into his wool
blanket in the straw. Into nothing? Honestly? Would he ride into
Hades itself? It frightened him that she pushed his lust to that
extreme. He closed his eyes and tried to eliminate all thoughts of
her and just get to sleep. The last thing he remembered was
thinking, “Oh well, long lives are the most boring anyway.”

In the morning the Bearslayer and his entire
family greeted them. Lyda and the shorter twin, Peter, had brought
breakfast. Petra, the taller boy had their horses. Byan carried his
enormous axe and entered with a blue-roan Oldenburg saddled and
ready to go. This stallion was larger than Jay’s Bellicose, but not
a typical war horse. Still, the horse appeared capable and calm,
and powerful enough (if not necessarily fast) to carry the hefty
Bearslayer.

Somewhat to Jiana’s dismay Imas had cooked up
a plan to divide them into two groups. She and Emily would travel
with him back to Greenstone to see what, if anything, they could do
to prevent the castle from falling. Edon and Ian were following the
Bearslayer north through the forest to hopefully find Captain
Jarrod to tell him of Jiana’s whereabouts.

The parting turned out to be more awkward
that she would have expected. Ian hugged Emily as though leaving a
sister. She saw in his boyish face an urge to hug her also, but he
resisted and bowed, “Good-bye Lady.” He acknowledged Imas with what
Jay presumed was his impression of a manly nod.

Edon bowed slightly, “Ladies, Imas. Safe
journey.” Her gut clenched at the loss of him. She had not
admitted, not even to Em, but at night she had chosen to sleep as
near him as possible, and she would sometimes lie awake in the
dark, not touching, but close enough to catch whiffs of leather and
sweat, and to hear the soft passing of his breath in his sleep.
Foolish, foolish heart of hers. She was cousin to the queen, a
duchess and the heiress of Greenstone, mercers were
untouchable.

“There are the caverns you know,” Emily hoped
to answer her own question on the ability to gain entrance into the
castle and brought Jiana out of her reverie.

“To what point?” Imas queried.

Jiana was inclined to agree. More than
anything she wished to control the battle for her beloved home, but
the castle was holding without them, and once inside, they would
then be little more than prisoners.

“We may be able to get inside, “she mused out
loud, “but once in, we may never get back out.”

“Idwal has divided his forces. I don’t think
that is a mistake on his part, but it is the only leverage we
have,” Imas offered. “If we can find Captain Jarrod, we may be able
to break this siege from the rear.” That would be the next best
thing to a miracle he surmised, but miracles sometimes happened,
and he would not destroy whatever hope remained in the hearts of
his charges.


Chapter 2

Via Arborus

Ian’s pony Allegro and Byan’s blue roan both
proved to be more adept at navigating the difficulties of
cross-country woodland travel than Shade. Trained for battle Shade
managed to keep up, but a number of times he paused, ears laid
back, foot- stamping, tail swishing, leaving no doubt that he
preferred a solid and clear pathway. Consequently, neither he nor
his rider were unhappy to finally intersect the highway, the
stallion literally prancing with joy on the paved road. They turned
north, toward Heartstone hopeful that they would find Jarrod and
the squadron he commanded.

They found Uman first.

Up to that point the day had been typical for
this atypical autumn, alternately misting and raining. With
visibility less than a hundred meters, they were reduced to riding
in a shrouded netherworld, void of humans or their scat, except for
an occasional neglected hovel or casually discarded debris.

The appearance of the first two of Uman’s
riders in the mist was far too close for comfort and Edon drew
Destiny from its sheath to lay the bastard sword across his saddle.
Byan untied the covers from his axe blades.

“Ian, stay behind us.”

Ian could not argue with that logic; he had
no sword since Edon had tossed the short sword they had
appropriated from the dead thief. Not that he harbored any desire
to engage in swordplay. He recognized that he was small of stature
(typical for a twelve-year-old) and short of skill. Neither were
favorable prescriptions for longevity when engaged mortal
combat.

The two original riders had stopped
advancing, allowing their comrades to catch up. The company now
formed three ranks deep across the road. The vivid Heartstone
colors, a red tunic and cape with the twin moons pierced by a lance
were menacing in the fog, the blood-red capes surreally enlarging
the wearers.

Edon was not certain what in Hades the emblem
was supposed to represent, who could spear the moons?

“Shite,” Edon commented.

“Spoiling for a fight would you say?” Byan
asked.

They pulled up about ten paces before the
formation. Edon raised his sword and touched the flat to his
forehead. “Destiny,” he whispered.

If there was a slight shimmer in the air, or
if the mist had temporarily parted, it was so small to be
imperceptible to nearly all watching.

“Gentlemen.”

Uman rode out from between the ranks. “Well
Isman bless my arse, look what we have here.”

“I owe you Bearslayer - and you too mercer. I
will have your heads mounted and presented to Tryan.”

“That’s no way Captain, to greet wayfarers on
the highway,” Byan noted. “I did you no wrong.”

“Bit ignorant, I would say myself,” Edon
added. “Heartstone men. Your legal duty is to Greenstone and
Saturia. Drop your colors and retire, we can discuss terms of
amnesty.”

“Greenstone has fallen and Keison is Lord of
Saturia. Do not listen to this fool.”

Edon tried one last time, “Heartstone riders,
it is not too late, walk away and live.”

“Are you jesting? You are outnumbered ten to
one,” Uman pointed out, more to assure his troops than to scare the
two before him. The imperturbable attitude of both the mercer and
the innkeeper disconcerted him, and he desperately needed to
conceal that from his troops.

Heads were turning, and whispers were shared
in the ranks before him, so Edon tried one more time, “Why would
you fight for a foreign king? Lady Jiana is your rightful
Lord.”

“Jiana is a woman,” Uman spat.

“And a queen rules Urania. So, what.”

“Troop! Draw swords,” were the last words
Uman ever spoke. From behind them Ian, using the advice he had been
taught by the mercer, “Point, and shoot,” loosed a bolt perilously
close to Edon’s ear, striking Uman directly in the heart, felling
him without another word before the swords of his troop had even
cleared their sheaths. Edon and the Bearslayer cleared the distance
between themselves and the first red-clad rank in one massive leap,
striking the lines on the extreme right to minimize the ability of
the others to surround or strike back. The force of the attack
drove the horses and riders of the first rank into the rear ranks
and within seconds nearly half the force was tangled on the ground
in a pile of cursing men and flailing mounts. Edon cleared through
the third rank using a skillful delivery with the flat of his sword
against the last rider, dismounting him, then turned to attack from
the rear if necessary. The massive Bearslayer had lifted the last
rider opposing him with one hand, summarily tossing him onto the
ground.

The first pass had dismounted more than a
third of the Heartstone men but left none permanently harmed. The
reminder were struggling to turn about to face the two warriors, or
alternately to disassociate themselves from the fray. Edon and Byan
were facing merely five troops, none of whom looked too thrilled at
the prospect of a battle – or at least, not this battle. A quick
sidelong glance showed him that Ian was safe, standing next to his
pony, bent over and retching up the contents of his stomach.

Edon returned his sword to the ready position
and faced the five would be fighters. The Bearslayer held his
massive axe in one hand, allowing it to droop beside him where it
reached nearly to the ground, leaving no doubt in anyone’s mind
that the first swing would be a mammoth and murderous arc. The
unelected leader, who by accident found himself foremost in the now
lessened ranks, looked back to his compatriots questioningly, then
dropped his sword. The battle over, the only sound on the road was
Ian vomiting.

“We strike.” the leader who happened to wear
the three-lance insignia on his shoulder indicating the rank of
sergeant declared.

“Are you the ranking officer?”

“No, that would be me,” the young lieutenant
from the encounter at the Bear’s Inn rode forward from the group
which had declined to fight from the outset.

Edon slide Destiny back into its sheath
behind his saddle.

“I presume you surrender?”

The officer nodded in agreement, “Yes.”

“Bury your dead,” he pointed to the only
casualty on the road, Uman, and bury your Heartstone capes with
him. You are now sworn to the Lady Jiana, Lord of Greenstone and
all of Saturnia.”

Silence greeted him, “Any objections?”

There was a chorus of low no’s and some
shaking of heads. “Well get to work.”

“Your name?” Edon pointed at the officer.

“Biorn... Biorn Atkyn, “the lieutenant
stammered.

“Well, Biorn, get them working,” he waved at
the still unmoving men, “We have a war to fight,” with that comment
the fact that he had sealed his fate to Jiana forever despite his
desire to remain independent, should have caused him some sort of
dismay, but if he felt anything, it was only chagrin that he was
not dismayed. He shook his head slightly while guiding Shade over
to Uman’s unattended mount. Clearly well trained, the bay had not
moved from his fallen owner’s side. The saddle and bags, darkly
dyed soft leather with thick even stitches, easily cost several
gold coins, quite expensive for a mere captain. Edon picked up the
reins and rode over to Ian who had finally thrown up everything but
his actual stomach and stopped retching. The boy wiped his mouth on
his sleeve.

“I threw up.”

“Yep.”

“Again. Does this happen every time?”

“I hope not. Anyway, nice shot. That was
perfect timing.”

Ian heaved into his mouth, but with nothing
left to regurgitate, shivered violently.

“I killed him?”

Edon harbored a slight pang of regret for the
boy who, after all was only twelve years old, but he - they - were
now caught up in circumstances not of their creation, circumstances
that were bound to harm many innocent people. That was the nature
of war, and why he generally went out of his way to avoid it.

“You did. And in doing that you may have
saved our lives and the lives of many of his men.”

“But he’s dead? He might have a family,
kids?”

“Possibly. But so does Byan. So do many of
these men I am sure. If you dwell on that, you will bring nothing
good onto yourself. This war is not of your doing, the best you can
do, any of us can do, is fight for those who can’t, and try to
survive ourselves.”

Ian did not look convinced.

“Ian.”

“What.”

“This is yours,” he proffered the reins to
the bay.

“I have Allegro,” he countered, I don’t need
another horse.

Edon did not point out that the bay was not
technically “another” horse Allegro being, in point of fact, a
pony. “We have had this discussion before, Uman no longer needs the
horse. The saddle is much better than yours,” he pointed out.
Although in fact the saddle was likely too large for Ian’s pony.
“Sell it and use the money.”

“I will find his family and return it.”

“That would be a fine thing to do,” Edon
agreed although he suspected that even if Uman had a family, it
might be a long time or never, before they crossed paths. He kneed
Shade to move away in order to deal with the new recruits to
Jiana’s army.

“Ian....Thank you. You saved many lives
today.”

He trotted over to the hole where Uman was
already being interred. For a boy that had grown up on the streets
of Titania as a pickpocket, Ian had a soft and honorable heart.
Edon only hoped that would not prove to be calamitous for the
youngster.


Chapter 3

Greenstone

Edon stood on the balcony with his back
turned to her, the bright white of Lunar sublimely outlining his
head and shoulders. He wore knee-length, woolen breeks only, and
his feet were bare on the cold granite. His breath condensed in
clouds in the frigid air, and when he turned to enter her bedroom
the wind followed him in as though he had been holding it back. He
did not bother to close the door, there were more important things
on his mind, and he crossed the distance between them with that
preternatural grace and speed that never failed to astound her. A
moment of fear followed him in like the wind; powerfully muscular
and nearly as tall as a Viken, she knew he could physically crush
her in his hands.

His breeks bulged obscenely when he turned to
face her and when he untied the drawstring she nearly gulped; he
was going to invade her with that member? But she had never heard
of a woman dying from sex and she rose to meet him eagerly.
Callused hands swept under her nightgown and clasped her shoulders,
pulling her tightly to his chest. His kiss roamed from her lips to
her neck and shoulder, greedy for her taste and she took the
opportunity to bite his neck. His skin was tantalizingly sweet with
the night mist and a slight sweat. She bit into him hungrily,
insatiable. He lifted her so her feet stood on the settee and with
one hand free tore apart her gown as though it was only paper. Her
breasts free, her nipples engorged against his chest and the tingle
spread rapidly into her groin. His mouth slowly traced a path to
her freed right breast, circling the fullness and suddenly, without
warning cupping the nipple with his tongue. She felt her vagina
flood with readiness, and she ground herself wantonly against his
leg, his hardness slamming into her belly.

“Do it, do it, put it in me, “she begged
breathlessly, and he was so hard she thought he might break.
Moisture from his member wet her belly, but he abstained, instead
his lips left her nipple and began a journey down her belly and
into her…

Jiana was suddenly awakened pre-dawn by a
renewed series explosions against the granite walls of Greenstone.
A fine mist saturated the light, turning into ice where it touched
tree branches and structures, thus continuing the worst autumn
weather Jay had experienced in her twenty years. A small firepit in
the center of the barn failed either to relieve the chill or dispel
the mist but was enough for Em to boil porridge for breakfast. Some
honey or fruit for the oatmeal would have been nice Jiana
reflected, but nice things were becoming scarce in their new
reality. While the meager meal barely warmed Jiana’s stomach, it
did bring a bit of color back to Imas.

“Nimue is well,” with a sign of relief Imas
finally dropped the name of his intimate.

Jiana wondered if he had just named the
female mage by accident, and why he kept the name to himself for so
long, but set the question aside, if his mage friend was well, Imas
would no longer be draining himself to heal her from long distance.
Jiana had worried the strain would prove fatal to the old mage;
that would have been disastrous for her and Emily during the
journey. “I am so glad for her,” but the obvious cost to Imas made
Jiana doubt her own veracity.

“Nimue is retreating west to the mountains.
There are four with her, but she thinks a few others have escaped
and scattered throughout the countryside. None of the old ones
lived.”

“How?” Jiana could not fathom the dozen old
ones on the council being all killed.

“As best anyone could determine, Hemon and
others created a spell over several months, slowly building it so
to avoid detection. It was a trap incantation which when completed
only took a minor spell casting to collapse the entire High
Chamber.”

“All of them?” Inconceivable.

“Dead, or missing,” Nimue saw none in the
battle that ensued.

Jiana had no doubt that Idwal’s immense army
was nearly unstoppable by itself. But with high mages? Impossible.
Urania fielded a decent army, but Danielle ‘s court mages and
handful of healers could not match high mages. “How many?” Meaning
how many mages were involved in the attack?

“Hemon has at least five high mages with him.
A couple might have been killed in the insurrection. Nobody knows
how many adepts were killed, fled, or converted to the rebels.”

“If Titania falls, they will have all of the
east except Greenstone.”

Imas grimaced, she was right, and unsaid was
the fact that Greenstone could never stand against the forces now
massed and moving.

“It would be better for me to surrender,”
Jiana reflected.

“No, they will kill you.” Emily
protested.

“They will more likely marry me to one of the
cousins. It would seal their own legitimacy.”

“Lady Jiana is right. About what they would
do… not about surrendering,” Imas asserted. “They will enslave our
people; I do not believe that would be what they desire or expect
of their leader.”

“What then?” despair she found, had a taste
much like bile in the throat.

“Nimue will gather whatever mages and adepts
she can but they will have to move southeast to Titania if there is
any chance to save the city.”

Another round of booms from the walls put
punctuation to Emily’s anger, “That does not help us.”

“Nay Lady Emily, that is true, we must find a
way now to help ourselves. Our best hope now is to reach Captain
Jarrod.”

“We don’t know what’s between us and Jarrod,
and he has only at best a full company. Then there’s that,” she
waved her arm to indicate the steady launch and strikes of the
siege weapons.

Imas reached over and
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