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The Mage's Toy
 

Chapter One: A Runaway
 
Jennia Wick brushed her russet hair--and much sweat--from her eyes. She'd run far enough that she was well away from Nuttalston, but not nearly far enough. She had to keep walking toward the western border; she'd already run as far as her legs would carry her. If only she'd managed to stay away from Master Romnel's son--no, if only that Willet weren't such a lout! She hoped the knee in the balls she'd given him kept Willet doubled over for days.
She peered out of the brush where she'd hidden herself to rest; the road was clear. Time to move on. Or should she wait until dark? It was early in the day; the sun wouldn't set for hours, and they'd be sure to catch her up if she didn't keep moving. A ditch ran alongside the road and it was dry this time of year. She would risk the daytime travel, keep a sharp eye out, and duck into the ditch if need be. Her brown cloak would give her some camouflage.
Her cloak. She fingered the fabric as she walked. Her best weaving--she'd fought hard to keep it and paid too high a price as it turned out. She'd given Master Romnel an extra two weeks as an apprentice in exchange for the wool and silk that went into it. Only a week had been left--she'd been so close to her Weaver's Guild certification! She knew more about her trade than Willet, as much as Master Romnel himself. If the constables caught her, she'd be sent back to Romnel with another six months added to her apprenticeship, a mark against her in the Guildhall and a losing battle against Willet. 
So she'd run. It meant she'd never become a Guild member, but giving in to Willet wasn't worth even that longed-for prize.
Jennia had one hope: that she could make it to Starret. They'd promised to one another years ago, when they were barely teenagers. Starret was a soldier now. If she could find him, they'd finally marry; then Master Romnel couldn't touch her legally and Willet couldn't touch her any other way. Apprentices of either sex who married during their contracts were freed, though in return they gave up the chance of their chosen Guild's membership. It meant the last five years of her life would go for nothing, but it was better than accepting Willet's constant attempts at molesting her, even if he called it proposing. She sighed in frustration and kept marching.
Harness bells jangled behind her; someone was coming! Jennia dove into the ditch, pulling her cloak around her and tucking her long braid inside it. The silk and wool twill over her head stifled her even in the coolness of the early morning, but she had to keep her hair covered. A horse's hooves thudded up the road; from the sound, it pulled a wagon. A man called on the horse to stop. Had she been seen? She wanted desperately to peek out from under her hood, but she held her breath, forcing herself to absolute stillness.
"What are you hiding from, brown lump in the ditch? Awfully warm day to wear a cloak like that over your head, however lovely a cloak," said the man. His voice was rich, deep and amused. Something in it almost compelled an answer from her, but she remained still and silent. "Come now, I won't hurt you or turn you over to the constables if that's who you're running from. What are you, a pickpocket? A murderer? A runaway apprentice?"
He knew--he'd been sent to find her! Jennia threw back her hood, jumped to her feet and scrambled over the far side of the ditch into a hayfield; behind her, the man's cry of surprise ended in a laugh. She ran headlong toward a copse of trees. If he were just a passing tradesman, he'd leave her alone at that point. Not worth the bother of a possible bounty. If her master had sent him, well, she'd figure out what to do then. Maybe she'd give him the same as she'd given Willet. Maybe she could bargain with him. He'd liked her cloak. Maybe--
The grasses rustled behind her. He was chasing her, was nearly on her, had her by the arm in a grip she couldn't shake. He spun her around, grabbed her other arm and pressed her close. "Well!" he grinned, "and aren't you a pretty thing to be getting herself all dirty and ragged and torn!" He looked down at her from a height; he was tall, trim and lean, muscles clear on the forearms his rolled-up sleeves revealed. Dark, somewhat shaggy hair framed his long, well-defined face; a neatly trimmed beard fringed his strong jaw and wide, quirked mouth. Something deep within her loosened and tightened all at the same time, and her heart beat fast from something entirely different than fear.
Nearly black eyes locked on to hers and widened until she could see the whites all round. He pulled her closer, and a suspicious length pressed against her belly. The grin left his mouth, leaving him almost slack-jawed. Did he recognize her somehow? Jennia could not break the gaze, and it seemed neither could he. "Well," he repeated, his voice huskier; it sent a shiver down her.
Whatever spell had held them broke; the grin spread across his face again and he held her further away from him. "You're likely not a murderer. Nor are you likely to be a pickpocket--you're too pretty to escape notice, and no one could forget hazel eyes like those." She cursed herself for blushing. "So I'm betting you're a runaway of some kind. Am I right?"
She wrenched against his grip, covering her fear in indignation. "It's no concern of yours! You will let me go this instant!"
"In a moment, in a moment!" he laughed. "It's no concern of mine, I agree. I'm something of an outlaw myself--or at least an outcast. I have no desire to bring a constable down on either of us. Promise me you won't run, and I'll let you go." She promised, and he released her. She rubbed her arms sullenly, though in truth he hadn't hurt her. "Now, shall we stop trampling this poor farmer's hay and return to my wagon? Dolf is probably getting impatient, not to mention thirsty."
That reminded Jennia she was thirsty and had no water--nor had she had any breakfast. "Dolf?"
"The horse. Come, you can at least get out of that cloak and out of sight to boot. You can ride just behind me in the wagon and we'll talk." She stood, still poised to run. "I have cheese, bread and fresh peaches, too," he wheedled. She gave in and trailed him back through the field. The road was empty but for his wagon, and she scrambled into and out of the ditch scorning the offer of his hand.
The wagon looked like a little house on wheels and had doors and porches front and back. She'd seen many a peddler pull into town in a wagon like this, but never one this richly painted: robin's egg blue body; gilded leaves framing red-silled windows, yellow wheels with red and gilt detailing, bright printed curtains hanging in the doors and windows. A riot of color, intended to catch and keep the eye. Over each door was painted the motto:
FOR LOVE AND MONEY
So he was a hedge mage. Wonderful. Well, then, he was less likely to turn her in, seeing as how he probably had to stay one step ahead of the Mage's Guild himself.
The front door was open. The man gestured her up onto the little porch; she climbed up and sat down out of plain sight just inside the door on a little padded chair that folded out from the wall. The man settled himself on the door sill, his feet on the porch. He took up the reins and clacked his tongue; Dolf the horse resumed his amble down the road, the bells on his harness ringing serenely.
Jennia stripped off her cloak. Despite the warmth of the day, a gentle wind blew, cooling her hot, grateful face. She untied her chemise neck ribbon and slowly fluttered the garment's opening in the breeze; she closed her eyes in bliss as the air hit her body. When she opened her eyes again, the man was leaning back against the door frame, watching her intently--hungrily. His gaze felt like a hand, slipping down her bodice to cup her breast...she found herself wishing it were, and her nipples tightened.
He was handsome, this dark stranger, and well-made. His shirt was open at the neck to the top of his low waistcoat, exposing a muscular chest lightly furred with dark hair. Buckskin breeches emphasized the long, lean muscles of his thighs and traced a substantial bulge tucked discreetly but clearly to one side. The hands holding the reins were long-fingered, graceful--and she already knew how strong they were. How tempting to loosen that ribbon even further, let the breeze blow back the linen chemise's edgings to show him her breasts. How tempting to offer them to his gaze, and to those strong, long-fingered hands--
What am I thinking, he's a stranger! Starret, Starret, I am promised to Starret. She hastily tied the drawstring.
"Oh, don't do that on my account," he drawled.
Jennia sat up straighter. "You promised me water."
"I promised you more than that, but only if you told me all about it. Let's start with names. Mine is Antony--Antony Onyx. And you are?"
"...Jennia Wick."
"And you are?" he persisted.
She chewed on her lip. "First off, you need to understand that I was driven to it."
"Murder, thievery or running away?"
"The last," she admitted.
"Why?"
She found herself telling him everything: her pride in her expert weaving, the cloak, the scant week remaining in her contract, Willet's increasing attentions, Willet's now-tender ball sac, and her flight from the village. Anthony gave a low whistle. "Breaking an apprenticeship. That's serious business. Couldn't you just have gone along with it until you got into the Guild? Putting up with a little slap-and-tickle seems preferable to abandoning your apprenticeship mere days before your certification."
"Slap-and-tickle?" Jennia cried. "How dare you call it that! The man was going to rape me!"
"Your pardon, your pardon," Antony said, spreading his free hand wide and bowing his head contritely. "My attempt at jest falls through. I didn't realize he was as bad as all that. He really would have forced you?"
"He told me if I didn't let him do as he pleased--if I didn't lie with him--he'd blackball me from the Guild," she spat. "And Romnel--a good master would never allow even a slap-and-tickle to be forced upon me, but Romnel was in on it! He wanted me to marry Willet. If I got my Guild certification, I might become competition, but if I married Willet he'd keep my work in the family. I decided if I couldn't be a Guild member it'd be because I chose not to, not because of those greasy bastards. I'd never lie with Willet--never! No matter the circumstances, no matter the loss. I wouldn't have anything to do with him if he were King of the North and made me Queen." She tilted her nose up at a grand angle. "And as it happens, I am promised to another, a wonderful man, a brave soldier who's been fighting in the west and is now marching homeward victorious. We've been promised since we were fourteen, just before I left for my apprenticeship, and I love him with all my heart!"
Antony's face hardened; his flirtatious grin disappeared. To her surprise, it dismayed her. She almost wished she hadn't told him. "In that case," he said, "why didn't he come fetch you and save you from this horrible fate?"
Jennia had wondered this, too. "Marrying Starret would have lost me my apprenticeship just the same," she said.
"Yes, but you wouldn't be on the run from your master and the constables he's bound to send to force you back."
Jennia's mouth was dry and her tongue bitter. "I don't know where Starret is," she admitted. "Well, I think I know where he is, but he hasn't answered any of my letters. I don't think they've reached him. So I'm on my way to find him, and when I do then we'll be married and my troubles will be over. Now I've told you everything. May I please have that water?" Antony directed her to the cabinet containing the food and the barrel full of water, a tin cup beside it in a tidy holder.
As Jennia ate her bread and cheese, she looked about the wagon's neat interior. It was as bright and clean inside as it was outside, cheerful yellows, reds, pinks, oranges, blues and greens tumbling over each other on every surface. The bed was folded down, blocking the back door; it was much wider than she would have expected, big enough for two but only just. It looked so inviting. She hadn't slept at all the night before, making good her escape before dawn. The back door's top half was open, its curtains pinned back; the smell of warm grasses, dirt, and a bit of horse dung wafted in to her, along with the peaceful jingle of the harness bells, and the chirruping crickets.
The sun was well up now. She crawled onto the bed and watched the scenery, eating a peach and carefully avoiding the eyes of the man behind her. How could she find him so attractive? She hardly knew him, and he'd been absolutely piggish about Willet. But she remembered the sudden hardness pressed against her, that deep searing look they'd shared. Somehow she felt she'd known him longer than she'd known Starret, and she'd known Starret all her life. She and Starret had been each other's first lovers, and while she hadn't been entirely chaste since they'd parted--one could make love many ways that didn't involve a penis in a vagina, after all--Starret was still first in her heart, the one she'd always assumed she'd marry and the only one she would allow to enter her.
Now, for the first time, she doubted. And on what grounds? Her attraction to an oaf she'd just met? She was being ridiculous. She could hardly marry him. No, she had to find Starret and get married as soon as possible, before Master Romnel and Willet caught up with her.
The peach spurted with each bite; though she did her best to hang out the window, the juice still ran down her chin, down her neck and between her breasts before she could stop it all. She stayed turned away from Anthony for fear that if their eyes met she'd tell him to come lick it off--or he'd come lick it off without asking. When she finished, she threw the pit out the back window, leaned against the sill and dozed off, finally ending up lying on the bed and dreaming fitfully of long-fingered hands slipping up her thighs.
 
Antony watched the weaver girl from the corner of his eye until she fell asleep. He looped the reins loosely over the front porch railing and let Dolf have his head; the horse knew where they were going and wasn't one to frighten easily. Antony had fallen asleep and still gotten to where he was going, with horse, wagon and man all in one piece. If he didn't get to the next village in one piece, it wouldn't be Dolf's fault.
It would be this Jennia's fault. He was falling to pieces over her already.
He shifted on the door sill, in part to give himself a better view of the sleeping girl and in part to relieve the tightness in his breeches. Ever since he'd held her tight in that hayfield his cock had been at rigid attention. He'd told the unrepentant thing she was a stranger--a girl in trouble at that, and someone quite likely to get him in trouble if he didn't get rid of her soon. Antony was a member in fair if not good standing with the Mages Guild, but Jennia was a fugitive from the Weavers Guild. He might be liable if she were caught in his company, and jail was no place for him.
His cock had paid no attention to the lecture.
Antony looked back at the sleeping girl. She was a plump one, with full breasts that needed the bodice she wore. He bet they'd be heavy in his hands. What color were her nipples? Did they match that dark red braid of hers? These thoughts did nothing for his comfort, and he tried to turn them into more sober if still uncomfortable channels.
Women! he said sternly to himself. He had no business thinking of women! A woman was the reason he was traveling about in a wagon selling charms--half his magic gone, and frightened of losing the rest. Granted, his latest line of charmed toys was doing quite well...his eyes wandered back to Jennia's breasts. She had shifted in her sleep and twisted her bodice around; a dark, rosy nipple peeped at him through her chemise.
Wrong thoughts, wrong thoughts. If he kept this up, he'd have to use one of his toys himself soon.
He turned his back on her and faced the horse's placid backside.
Once again he tried to summon his wroth against women, and this time he succeeded. Perhaps it was the horse's ass that did it. Whatever the reason, Magda's pale, cold face rose before him. He'd sacrificed more than half his lifetime's supply of magic to save that woman's useless life, and for what? The ungrateful bitch left him with nothing, not even two coppers to rub together, and his magic so depleted all he dared do was enchant the simple love, sex and money charms he sold to make his living. Else how would he eat? He certainly wasn't fit to do anything else, and he was only in his mid-twenties. If he doled the magic out carefully, he might make it last to the end of his life. She'd robbed him almost entirely of his profession, and broken his heart in the bargain.
Dolf delicately lifted his tail and relieved himself with a plop; Antony laughed bitterly. "Too right, old friend. That's what women amount to." He'd learned his lesson from Magda. No partners--no sweethearts--no wives. He could always find a willing girl for a laugh and a fuck in almost every town he stopped in, especially after a demonstration, but he left them behind without a backward glance and if he saw one of them on a return trip he rarely bothered to greet her. He'd hardened his heart.
And yet his eye kept wandering to the spirited girl asleep on his bed. How lovely to crawl in beside her and let his hands roam.
It hadn't been that long since he'd bedded a woman. Just two nights ago, in fact, he'd had a sweet armful in Dallaberg who'd left him grinning and walking a little funny for a day and a half. He hadn't wanted to take her with him, though. He didn't even remember her name. He had a feeling when he and Jennia Wick parted company, he'd remember her name for a long time to come even if he never touched her. If he did have her, he ran the risk of losing his heart, that much he was sure of, but the ache in his groin kept repeating that not having her might kill him.
And then there was the problem of her betrothed. A betrothal meant she wasn't a maid--betrothals were sealed with more than a kiss. That made things more difficult; he'd have qualms about bedding a virgin, and qualms might steady his nerves, so to speak. Promised partners could do anything with anyone else that wouldn't result in a child, though agreements between the betrothed varied. Antony didn't know what kind of agreements Jennia and this soldier had, and he couldn't afford to find out; the sparks flying between him and the girl threatened to burn him alive.
He had to get rid of her. But if he got rid of her, what would happen to her? No, he had to protect her or he'd never forgive himself. But how to protect his heart? Dolf ambled over to a tempting patch of grass; Antony frowned and picked up the reins. "Hey," he said, flicking them across the big horse's back, "knock that off. Keep us on the straight and narrow track, friend." Dolf gave him as sour a look as a horse could give, twitched his ears and did as his master bid. "Good boy."
How was Antony to keep himself on the straight and narrow? Maybe there was a way to have her and not hold her, to keep her safe and yet at arm's distance. He'd had traveling companions, but he hadn't really thought of them as such. They were models for his business. They were paid by the performance, not in shares, and he found himself quite able to keep them at arm's length even though he'd enthusiastically bedded them all. When they'd gotten too clingy, he'd dumped them off the wagon in the nearest town--always with their pay but nothing of himself. Easy.
That's what he'd do. He'd offer Jennia a job as his model, just until she'd found her Starveling, or Starburst, or whatever his name was. The sex charms always sold well, but he sold out of everything--sex, love and money charms, everything in his stock--when he had a model at a showing. He could sell bags of dirt with the right girl. Jennia was that kind of girl, beautiful, passionate and lively. The role would place her in a tidy, unemotional, businesslike slot in his life. It worked out for everyone.
Antony gave Dolf an affectionate smack on the rear with the reins. "Let's up the pace, buddy, and find us a nice place to camp outside town while we sort all this out."




Chapter Two: A Bargain
 
When Jennia awoke, the wagon no longer swayed; they must have stopped. Was it safe to come out? She listened for sounds of people and activity, but heard only birds, a stream running not far away, and the occasional crackle of burning wood. Smoke and cooking came to her nose; she was starving, and whatever it was smelled delicious. She hazarded a look out the half-door; Dolf the horse was cropping the grass close by and stopped to give her a measuring look. Apart from him and a circle of trees, nothing and no one else was in sight.
 Her bodice had slipped down; she must have tossed in her sleep. She tugged it back into place and shimmied to settle her breasts into it. She thought she caught a glance of Antony peering through the front door of the wagon, but when she straightened up he wasn't there. Perhaps she'd imagined it. When she emerged from the wagon, blinking in the afternoon sun, Antony was sitting on a camp stool eating out of a bowl. "A little something. I don't know about you, but I'm too hungry to make it to the next town. Help yourself," he said, gesturing to a bowl and spoon sitting on the porch.
Jennia ladled out a helping of what turned out to be a thick porridge cooked with a handful of vegetables and chunks of ham. It went down wonderfully well, and the two ate in silence, concentrating on their bowls. "That was delicious, thank you," she said when she finished.
"You're quite welcome." Antony set his bowl down on the ground. "I wonder, though, if you'll thank me for my next proposition."
"Oh? What kind of proposition?" she frowned.
"I'm willing to help you find your soldier boy--wait," he said, holding up his hand against her thanks. "I'm running a substantial risk helping you. If I'm caught harboring a runaway apprentice, I'm liable. I can't pay the fine, so they'd stick me in jail. I'd lose my Mages Guild membership--"
"You're in the Guild?" sniffed Jennia. "I thought you were a hedge mage." His set jaw showed she'd stung him, and she resisted a strong urge to apologize. Whatever he was proposing was likely to be along the lines of Willet's little proposals, and she wasn't having it--though a little voice in the back of her mind said she wouldn't at all mind having it. "Anyway, what do you want?"
"If I hide you, you have to make it worth my while." Here it comes, she thought. "I need an assistant."
"What kind of assistant?"
"Someone to demonstrate my wares."
"How d'you demonstrate a love charm? Make someone in the crowd fall in love with you? Like you could get that to happen even with a charm."
Antony's glare held a strange sort of satisfaction in it. "Thanks, you're making this much easier. No, my sex charms. I'll give you your own set. They never wear off or stop working. You'll have them for life, and you and your mister will thank me for them even when you're old and gray."
"I've never seen or even heard of one," she said, blushing. "What do they do? I thought such a thing would be like a love charm."
"You've never seen or heard of them because they're my own secret spells." Antony fished in his pocket and brought out three balls; many colors winked and swirled on their surfaces, like opals. Together, they filled his palm.
"What do you do with them?"
Antony smiled, and she felt suddenly naked. "I should love to show you. But I'm not going to give these to you unless you agree to become my assistant. Demonstrate the toys at our stops along the way, and I'll pay you five silvers each time."
Jennia began to guess what such a demonstration would entail. "Tell me what I'd have to do."
"Your hair would be covered and you'd wear a mask. No one would be able to tell who you are," he said reassuringly. "But you can wear nothing else."
"Naked? In front of you?" Her sex grew warm and wet. She tried not to shift on her stool.
"In front of everyone," he purred.
To her horror, that thought aroused Jennia even more. "And then what?"
"And then you apply these."
"But you wouldn't touch me--you won't make me have sex with you in front of a crowd of people?"
 Antony's look pinned her to the spot. "If we ever fuck, darling, it won't be in front of a crowd." He waved the thought away. "But don't worry about it. I don't usually fuck my assistants. And the whole point of my toys is that you don't need another person."
She was profoundly aroused; so was he, judging by his breeches, but he didn't seem to notice or care. "How do you apply them?" she said.
"Do you agree?"
"How can I agree if I don't know how they work, or if they'll hurt me, or if they'll leave me bespelled or something?"
Antony considered the empty bowl at his feet for a moment. "Would you believe me if I swore on my Guild pledge?"
"Absolutely!" she gasped, surprised he'd say such a thing. Swearing on one's Guild pledge was serious business. No one would dare break a Guild pledge--or make such a pledge at all if they weren't a Guild member--for fear of bringing down the curse that went with it.
"Very well, then." Antony stood up; the sudden solemnity of the moment drove her to her feet as well. He took her hands. "I swear on my Mages Guild pledge that these charms will neither harm you nor leave you bespelled." They stared at one another. His hostility--his outright scorn--was gone, replaced with a searching intensity that made her knees weak.
"Antony," she faltered.
"Yes or no? Do you come with me as my assistant, or do I leave you in the next village?"
"If you leave me, Romnel will catch me!"
"Do you come with me as my assistant, or do I--"
"All right! All right! I'll be your assistant."
He smiled and dropped her hands at last, leaving the three balls in her palm. "I'll show you how these work then, shall I. Open your bodice."
"Right here?" she gasped.
Antony shrugged. "Unless you're the kind of girl who faints when she comes, in which case we'd better go in."
Coming in public? Moisture trickled down her thigh. Never had such a thing occurred to her. What had she gotten herself into? Whatever it was, she'd never been more excited in her life. "I--I think we'd better go in."
"As you wish." He followed her into the wagon.
Jennia sat down nervously on the bed, placed the three charms beside her, and undid the drawstring ribbon of her chemise with trembling fingers. "Must you look?"
"You're going to do this in front of a tentful of people. Get used to it." She let her chemise fall open and wiggled her breasts free of her bodice. Anthony's face was hidden in shadow. She dared not look at him anyway lest he see how very aroused she was, but then he had to see how hard her nipples were. "Put one at your breast."
How could she do that? The charms were round--was she to roll them against her? Jennia picked one of them up and placed it against her nipple.
The charm's cold surface began to warm against her skin, melting and oozing between her fingers like wax. It molded itself around her breast and squeezed, soft at first and then firm, as if a hand massaged her. Still squeezing, the charm began to suck at her nipple. Jennia cried out in fear, surprise and intense pleasure, staring down at the pulsing toy encasing her breast. "Now the other one," said Anthony; his dark voice went straight to her clitoris, and she trembled as she picked up a second charm and placed it against her. Instantly it flowed around her breast and she closed her eyes in ecstasy.
Strong, knowing hands and clever mouths worked at her, electric shivers ghosting over her entire body. Perhaps she might faint. She braced herself on the bed; her breathing came faster, and she flushed in heat. Her sex felt swollen, aching for touch. The charms suckled and squeezed, and she thought she might come from that alone. "The last one," growled Antony.
"Wh-where?" she managed to gasp.
"Against your clit."
Jennia frantically groped on the bed beside her for the third ball and finally forced her eyes open to find it--there. Her hand closed around its smooth roundness. "Do as I tell you," he said. She pushed up her skirts and placed the final ball between her legs.
The charm melted against her, a sensation she knew she'd remember in every fantasy she would have ever again. It stroked her lips, tickling inside them, slipping molten tendrils just within her opening. She fell back on the bed, trembling, and spread her legs wide to give the charm full access. Anything it wanted, anything. The charms at her breasts pulled and pinched, the suckling more demanding, and now the charm at her sex lapped at her until it fastened on her clitoris. She stifled her first scream until the tendrils exploring her coalesced, hardened and plunged into her. The second scream burst out with her first orgasm.
The toys worked at her as she thrashed on the bed; ghost mouths and hands mauled her breasts as the charm's cock fucked her. Anthony had sworn she would not be bespelled, but she thought she must be; she wanted to stay in this frenzy forever. The toy in her cunt fucked her harder, reaching deep within her to a spot that sent her arching up off the bed. She sobbed and cried as Antony's toys pushed her through orgasm after orgasm until finally she collapsed in a swoon on the bed. The charms gradually slowed, their caresses soothing, until they flowed from her body and remade themselves into three shiny balls sitting inert beside her.
"You'll do," said Antony abruptly. He turned and left the wagon.
Jennia lay there recovering her breath; her pounding heart slowed gradually. Never had she come like that before. It had been as if three men were making love to her at the same time, all of them matching her wants perfectly, knowing exactly how and when to touch her, to pinch her, to suckle her, bite her and fuck her senseless, when to be gentle and when to be demanding. As she drifted in the afterglow, she knew she'd imagined all three were Antony.
Her eyes snapped open. She'd said his name. When the charm entered her and she'd come the first time, she'd screamed his name. She prayed he hadn't noticed.
 
Antony walked double-time into the woods, as if he were going to relieve himself. In a way, he was.
As soon as he was out of sight, he fished a charm of his own from his waistcoat pocket, opened his breeches and pulled his cock free. Never had it been so hard. He put the opalescent toy against it, and it encased his cock and balls like a glove. The charm began to suck and pull at him, playing with his foreskin, rolling his balls. He groaned and flexed his hips in pleasure. Throughout the scene just concluded, Antony had barely controlled himself. He'd wanted to push aside the charms molded to the girl and taste those round rosy breasts himself. Yes, Jennia would suck his cock just like this, better, even--as good as his toys were, they were never as good as the real thing. She'd take all of him down her throat to his belly and she'd love it. And then he'd ram inside her cunt and fuck her until she screamed. Except he would make her scream louder, he'd make her scream his name--
She had screamed his name.
Antony braced himself against a tree, the bark scraping his long fingers. All he could see was the girl on the bed, moaning his name and thrashing, her skin flushed pink as she rode out waves of climaxes. Had she really said his name, or was it just a mindless, garbled wail? "Oh, gods, Jennia," he whispered through clenched teeth. He swallowed a shout and spasmed into the charm's grip.
"Dammit," he muttered as soon as he had enough breath. Any other girl, he would have taken his pleasure on her as soon as she'd finished. But not her. She was betrothed for one, and he didn't want her like that for another; fucking her wasn't enough. He hadn't even touched her, and that girl had her hooks deep into him. How had it happened? The sun hadn't gone down on them once yet.
The toy reformed itself, taking his sperm with it, and he rolled the sphere in his hand before he put it back in his waistcoat pocket. He couldn't abandon Jennia, and he couldn't leave her alone; if she stayed long enough he knew he'd make love with her and break her betrothal to the soldier. If she didn't marry the soldier, then she'd remain a fugitive from the Weavers Guild, or...or Antony would have to marry her himself. He walked back to the camp, shaking off the horrifying, appealing thought.
Antony had to get her to Starret before it was too late--for either of them.
 
Antony decided to stay put for the night. They ate more of the same porridge, heated over the fire and refreshed with red wine and herbs. Neither of them said much, avoiding each other's eyes. When the meal was finished, she took the bowls and rinsed them in the leftover hot water; he scrubbed out the porridge pot.
"That's the last of my supplies," said Antony as he put the pot back over the coals to dry. "I don't carry much food--I don't have room--and I wasn't expecting a second mouth to feed."
"Oh. I'm sorry," she said.
"Eh, I've got money and you don't eat that much. We'll stock up at the next town. I'm, ah, fairly sure that our presentation tomorrow will bring in plenty to pay your way."
This was the only reference made to the afternoon "training" session. Antony banked the fire and took a bedroll out into the clearing. "I often sleep outside on nights like this," he said.
"I suppose you want to keep an eye on Dolf, make sure no one steals him."
"No one is stupid enough to steal a horse from a mage, right, Dolf?" The horse opened a sleepy eye and shook his mane.
Jennia laughed. "It's like he understands you."
"He does understand me," said Antony. "He was the last guy who tried to steal a horse from me, huh, big fella?"
"You were a human?" gasped Jennia. Dolf dipped his massive head up and down. She looked at Antony with newfound respect. "I must ask--why are you selling charms on the road like a hedge mage if you can do magics like that?"
"No, in fact, you mustn't ask," Antony snapped. "Go into the wagon and get some sleep. Tomorrow is our first performance together." He lay down on his bedroll and turned his back on her.
"Fine," she grumbled.
Once in the wagon, Jennia stripped naked and climbed under the blankets, folding back the quilts until only the sheet covered her on this warm night. The bed smelled of Antony, a mix of fresh air, hay, smoke, skin musk and the lavender he must store the sheets in. The afternoon's events came back to her; she was almost tempted to find those wicked charms and use them again, but she'd never be able to stay quiet enough. He'd know, and she didn't want him knowing.
What she really wanted was to call him into the wagon and let him love her as his charms had. As good as they were, she knew sex with Antony would be even better. She thought he'd take her when the charms released her. But he'd made it clear: this was business. Fine, she'd keep it business.
She began to drift off into sleep, and so told herself the truths she'd forget when she woke. When she found Starret, she had to get rid of those charms. Antony's touch lived in them, either literally or in her fevered imagination. Either way, when they parted she could bear no reminders of him other than the ones she already carried in her heart.




Chapter Three: A Performance
 
They hit the road as soon as the sun peeped over the horizon, Jennia on the fold-out chair by the door, Antony on the doorsill and Dolf between the shafts, pulling them along at a leisurely trot. The next town was just three miles away, and Antony hadn't exaggerated: there was nothing left in the larder but cooking herbs, tea leaves, a chewy but edible cheese rind and a handful of nuts in the shell. "At least the horse is fed," said Jennia as they jogged along.
Antony cracked a walnut between the heels of his hands and gave her the meat. "We'll be there in an hour. Think you can survive until then?" A loud rumble from his stomach undercut his sarcasm, and he winced.
Jennia handed back the nutmeat. "Mustn't faint while you're holding the reins."
"Eh, Dolf knows where we're going." He popped the nut into his mouth and cracked her another one.
"Where are we going?"
"Rabny Ford. Haven't been through there in a year. Last trip, ah, that was a good time."
"Healthy sales?"
"Healthy girls!" he crowed. "Sales, too--sold out, actually--but the girls! I couldn't keep them off me! I ended up staying over for three days, just to give them all a turn."
"Name two."
Antony started and looked back over his shoulder at her. "Beg pardon?"
"I said, name two. Give me the names of two of those girls."
Antony turned back toward the road and shrugged. "I don't remember their names. Why should I? They don't matter. No woman matters to me. I don't fall in love, and I travel alone."
"So I'm not really here, is what you're saying."
"Not for long, anyway. And don't flatter yourself. I won't remember your name either." She scowled at his back. "Where d'you think this Starman is again?" he continued.
"Starret. I'm fairly sure he's near the western border and I know he's with the Fifth Regiment. The war's not been over long."
"And you're sure he's alive?"
"I would know it if he were dead!" she sniffed.
"Hm. I didn't realize you could have such a deeply spiritual tie when he hasn't come for you or written for how many years now? That's love for you."
"Oh what do you know?" said Jennia. "You're so coarse you can't even remember a girl's name." She fell into a sulk, chewing on her half of the tough cheese rind. When they got nearer the border she'd find Starret, and not a minute too soon.
When they pulled into Rabny Ford, the townfolk almost seemed to be waiting for them. Just as Antony had said, a small army of girls and women flocked around the wagon, flirting and generally treating him like a conquering hero. Some of them pointed at Jennia and nudged one another, but most of them pointedly ignored her.
Two muscular local men helped Antony set up a large tent that could hold about fifty people. Jennia had no idea where Antony had it stowed; she assumed it was a mage trick. She stood and watched them wrestle with canvas and tent poles, munching an early apple. "Hey," said a male voice close by her shoulder. Jennia turned to face three cheerful young men, all grinning. "You his model this year?"
A chunk of apple caught in her throat. "Er...no," she rasped.
The grins widened. The middle one said, "The last one was pretty enough, but you're--" He growled, licked his lips and laughed. "I'm getting in line early."
Jennia turned redder than the apple. "I said, I wasn't his model!"
"And alls I said is I'm getting in line early!" the young man replied.
Jennia threw the apple core where Dolf could reach it and stalked back to the wagon. "Hey! No one's gonna bother you! We're just looking forward to it, s'all!" one of them called after her. She slammed the door shut.
 
Two hours later, Antony found her sitting cross-legged on the wagon's bed. "I'm not doing it," she said.
Antony had visions of leaving Rabny Ford with a wagonload of charms and no money; he'd already been asked several times about the buxom redhead he had in tow. "But that was the deal! I get you to what's-his-name, you model for me!"
"I'm not doing it!"
"Then you get left here," Antony scowled.
"If you leave me here, you leave me here, but you promised me no one would know who I am. They've already seen me, haven't they? They already know who I am! I can't go through with it, and you can't make me!"
None of his other models had ever cared. They'd worn the mask during the demonstration, but it was all the same to them whether anyone knew who they were or not. Nonplussed, he said, "Why does it matter to you?"
"Wouldn't it matter to you?"
"No, I demonstrate the toys myself at every stop."
Jennia flashed a startled look at him. "They work for men?"
"Oh yes," he grinned. She flushed and lowered her eyes; Antony imagined they lingered for a moment on his groin, and he felt a sudden tug. He studied her face for telltale signs of interest, and then peered at her more closely. "You're crying. Jennia, why are you crying?"
He took two steps closer, but she held out a hand. "Give me a moment to collect myself and I'll get my cloak and go."
Antony's heart sank, but that's what he wanted, wasn't it--for her to model or leave? He tried to conjure Magda's sneering face and failed. "Listen, I'm sorry. I can't make you do the demonstration, and you don't have to go. I broke my end of the deal."
"You did?" sniffed Jennia.
He nodded. "They saw you. I promised they wouldn't know who you were, and now they do. So no modeling at Rabny Ford. You can start at the next town. All right?"
"You promise this isn't a trick?"
"If it were a trick, I'd promise anyway, wouldn't I?" he smiled. "But will you help me? Collect the money for the charms. Next town, you can stay in the wagon until show time or--or wear the mask and hair veil in the open. Deal?"
She pretended to consider before she nodded. "Deal."
 
Night fell. The tent filled up, leaving a group of disappointed men and women twice as large as the group already inside the tent. "The farmers and shepherds come from miles around into town. That's why we stay two nights," Antony told Jennia. "The ones who don't get in, show up early the next night or next year if they're unlucky twice--I always have people desperate because they missed out."
She sat inside the tent to one side behind a table borrowed from the nearby tavern, charms stacked in neat pyramids in front of her: piles of yellow money charm bags; piles of pink love charm bags; and baskets overflowing with opalescent sex charms. "Do these actually work?" she muttered to Antony.
"You know they do."
"I meant the others," she blushed.
"The money charms--well, they're called money charms, but they're really about changing one's luck. Same with the love charms. You still have to work, and work hard depending on what you're trying to do. But if you do the work, you'll get what you want--even though it's not always what you think you want."
"I wonder that anyone would be without their heart's desire, then," said Jennia.
"You'd be surprised how few people will do the work. Speaking of. Show time." Antony strode to the front of the crowd and clapped for attention. "Good people of Rabny Ford, how happy I am to see you again! And how are all your charms working?" 
Laughter and clapping rose from the crowd. "Don't need my love charm no more, I got my gal," yelled a man.
"Hubert!" said the woman beside him. "Did you bespell me?"
"That's not how it works, ma'am!" said Antony. He launched into an explanation of how love and money charms worked, many of his former customers murmuring agreement: if you didn't do the work, the charm wouldn't work, either. All it did was pave the way. "But if you do your part, the charm does its part, am I right?" The murmurs turned to open agreement, and the skeptical in the crowd began to soften.
"Money charm didn't work for me," a woman toward the front grumbled loudly.
"Money don't stick to clean hands, Minnie," someone else called, and the people laughed.
Antony finished up his sales spiel. "At the end of my demonstration, this lovely young lady will be happy to fulfill your orders, and remember, we accept trade in certain circumstances."
"When's the girl gonna demonstrate?" yelled a voice Jennia recognized as one of the young men from that afternoon.
"She's not," said Antony. A rumble of disappointment rolled through the assembly, especially the male half. "Now, now, you'll see my toys in action, just not on a woman. Unless one of the charming ladies here wishes to volunteer? No? Not even a breast?"
A few hands shot up, and soon three giggling young women stood before the crowd, their left breasts exposed. "One way to remind the mage what I've got," a blond girl whispered to her neighbor. Jennia bristled inwardly.
"Or to make my Jules jealous," the second girl whispered back.
Antony handed each of them a charm and showed them how to use it. Within moments, all three were gasping as the toys suckled at their breasts, the charms molded against their skin pulsating in a slow, sensual rhythm. "Now, ladies, imagine that charm...elsewhere," Antony purred to the audience; a feminine muttering broke out among the crowd.
He took the charms back from the flushed, somewhat reluctant girls and ushered them back to their seats; to Jennia's deep annoyance, Antony kissed the hand of the blond and gave her a smoldering look. One of the young men who'd accosted Jennia was ruddy-faced and darting furious glances at the girl who'd said she hoped to make her boyfriend jealous. That must be Jules, Jennia noted to herself. She knew what he felt like.
"Now, you gentlemen who haven't seen one of these demonstrations must be wondering what one of my charms can do for you," said Antony. "To begin with, if you have a problem with...let's call it reluctance, one of these charms will help. Guaranteed. And if you find yourself in need of amusement, this toy will always be there to amuse you. Observe."
To Jennia's astonishment, Antony opened his buckskin breeches and pulled out his half-hard cock. He meant it, he really did demonstrate the charms himself! He stroked himself once, twice; his cock lengthened to a more than respectable size and hardness. Antony took a charm from his waistcoat pocket, flourished it like a juggler, and placed it against himself.
The charm encased him in an opalescent sheath. "At first, it feels warm, like a hand caressing you," said Antony. Did he bespell his voice? Its timbre always managed to vibrate at the base of Jennia's belly. "And then, once it knows what you want and how you want it, it begins." He gestured downwards. The toy was working him now, rippling up and down. "It feels like the most luscious woman or the softest mouth, depending on what you want--and it always knows." 
Sweat was beading on Antony's dark brow. Was he going to let the toy take him to his climax? Someone hissed a breath through his teeth, but otherwise the tent was silent as Antony kept going through his sales pitch, his breathing and speech becoming more ragged as the charm sucked at him; fat, almost violent waves coursed up and down his shaft.
Through it all, though he gave the appearance of engaging the crowd, Jennia swore his eyes kept returning to hers. He finally stopped talking as he drew close. Their gazes locked; his hips began to pump uncontrollably, and every thrust felt as if it were aimed at her. She could almost feel each one. Jennia's breasts ached, and her sex was drenched. Why couldn't she have him? She imagined his hard, thick cock in her hand, her mouth, her cunt. Nothing else existed but this moment between them. His intense expression turned pleading; as he roared out his orgasm she knew he came for her, and she nearly came with him.
Cheers and applause brought Jennia back to the tent; she realized she was staring at Antony, slack-jawed. He smirked at her and broadly winked at the blond who'd flirted with him. The smirk broke the spell: she'd imagined it all, the intimate connection between them had never been. Antony tossed the charm up into the air, caught it in his waistcoat pocket and fastened up his buckskins.
Buyers descended on Jennia's table so fast she hadn't a moment to think until the charms were all gone. At some point Antony had joined her, and now that everything was sold, he walked her back to the wagon. When he handed up the money pouch, it was so heavy she had to take it in both hands. "Where are you going?" she said.
"Where do you think?" he snickered. "You can come along too if you'd like. I saw a few young bucks who'd show you the town, or at least a cozy dark corner of it. Unless you're afraid you'll break your betrothal to Starret?"
"How kind, you got his name right. By all means, mighty enchanter of sex toys, go inhabit a dark corner of your own. You belong in them." She slammed the door shut, latched it and folded down the bed. The three charms rolled out; she made to kick at them but picked them up and stared into their glowing, winking surfaces. "Not tonight," she said and put them in her apron pocket. She hung the apron and the rest of her clothes on a peg, climbed into bed and tried to sleep.
Jennia's imagination kept returning to Antony's eyes as he came, and a cascade of shivers rose from between her legs until she shook. She couldn't sleep. She thought about fetching the toys, but all they would do is remind her of him. She finally stroked herself, doing her best to think of Starret, but in the end she could not stop fantasizing that the mage's strong, elegant fingers were making her come instead of her own.
 
Antony woke up early the next morning in a hayrick, his shirt off, his breeches unfastened and the blond girl--her name was Tassie--beside him. He'd drunk a lot the night before; he found it the only way to keep his attention on the blond. Sober, he kept thinking of Jennia. His head pounded. He untangled himself from Tassie, rearranged his clothing and walked off to the inn to see about breakfast. Alone among hangover sufferers he knew, Antony felt better with food on his stomach.
Once at the inn, he realized he'd given all their money to Jennia the night before; he wouldn't get much breakfast without it. Off he went to the wagon, picking hay out of his hair as he went and wincing in the sunlight. 
The door was latched from the inside. Knocking did nothing. Nor did shouting at the windows, and the sound of his own voice magnified his headache. "Is she in there?" Antony asked Dolf. The big horse gave the equine equivalent of a shrug and went back to his hay. "Dammit, I don't want to waste magic on the door latch!" He pounded on the door. "Hey you! Jennia! Wake up!"
"What do you want?" said a muffled voice.
"In!"
"What for?"
"I need some money for breakfast. Now that you're awake--"
"Who said I was awake?"
"Just get dressed. Bring some of last night's take, and let's get a decent breakfast. My head is splitting."
The latch slid back, and Jennia stuck her tousled head out. Her russet hair was all undone and fell over her bare shoulder; she wore nothing but a sheet clutched round her. It was all he could do not to tear the door open and fall on her, even as hungover as he was. "Do they not serve breakfast in Rabny Ford's cozy dark corners?" she said.
Antony detected a satisfying note of jealousy in her tone. "None I care to eat," he answered. "I don't think Tassie cooks, anyway. See? I remembered her name. Come on. Get dressed."
Fresh eggs, fresher river trout, crusty rolls, butter, plums and small beer made up the inn's breakfast board. Halfway through, Antony began to feel a great deal better, and his headache subsided. Jennia kept a sulky silence, but Antony could easily pretend not to notice; villagers continually stopped by their table to share success stories--brags, really--as to how well Antony's various charms had worked. One old man silently took Antony's hand in a fervent grip and pumped it up and down while tears welled in his eyes. "That's all right," murmured Antony, patting the old man's shoulder. 
As the man walked away, Jennia said, "What was that about?"
"He married a girl half his age a year ago--he couldn't keep up. I sold him a sex charm last time I was through. Apparently it did the trick."
Jennia's face changed as she watched the old man leave the inn. "I hadn't thought about those charms actually helping people."
"Seemed to help relieve your tension the other day," he snorted. Antony's headache returned as Jennia's face slammed shut; his careless words had hurt her. He became angry with himself, but his spiteful headache pointed his anger outward: "Speaking of. We're not going to have any of this coyness in the next town, are we?"
"Coyness?"
"No more of this 'oooh, they'll know who I am!' stuff. Because I'm beginning to think you're taking advantage of me."
"You think so, eh? You think so!" Jennia stood up and threw her napkin on the table, narrowly missing the butter crock. "All right then, tonight."
"What about tonight?"
"I'll do it tonight. I'll demonstrate the charms with you tonight."
Antony goggled; this was not what he intended. "I thought you didn't want anyone knowing who you are."
"Oh, what does it matter?" she snapped. "I'll never see these people again."
"But you were so worried about it! Jennia, I meant it, you don't have to do it until the next town. You can stay hidden--"
"Oh yes, staying cooped up in a stifling wagon with all the doors and windows shut till nightfall, that's the height of luxury! Sign me up for that! No, I'll do it, and then afterwards maybe I'll find myself a cozy, dark corner!"
Taken aback, Antony watched her stalk out of the inn. He wanted to push her away--needed to--but now that he'd succeeded he hated himself for it.
 
That night, Jennia undressed in the wagon. She tied a half-mask round her head and tucked her long, russet braid into a snood that fully covered her hair; its long green ribbons framed her face. Over her nakedness she wrapped her dearly won cloak. She clambered down from the wagon. Unaccustomed to freedom, her breasts bounced as she walked and her hard nipples brushed against the cloak's silk and wool. It was the sort of night she would normally think of as romantic; the air was warm and kind, night-blooming flowers from the cottage gardens near the tent generously shared their perfume, and the star-littered sky was ablaze. Tonight it was all conspiratorial, as if the world had decided to seduce her into something dangerous--perhaps fatal.
 Jennia waited on the far side of the tent for Antony to call for her; in her sweaty hand she held the three charms. She watched him through an opening as he went through his spiel: the love and money charms worked but only if you did your part, testimonials from satisfied customers in the audience, la la la. She didn't get many chances to look at him without him seeing her, and she took her opportunity; she let her eyes run across his long, lean body and his eloquent hands that always said more than his words. His dark eyes sparkled in the bright lantern light, and his white teeth flashed in a smile that bordered on a snarl. Last night he'd appeared relaxed, in his element; tonight he vibrated like a strained rope about to snap.
Antony pulled his own pearly sex charm from his waistcoat pocket, flourishing it before the crowd before he rolled it juggler-style over the top of his hand, up one arm, over his shoulders and down into his opposite hand. He undid his buckskins and she waited for him to call for her. But he didn't. He set the charm against himself and let it begin its magic.
Antony wasn't going to call her on stage. He was going to be chivalrous. Or he was planning on kicking her out and was going to use this as his excuse. The hell with it, she said to herself. She pushed through the opening in the tent.
Surprise, dismay and anger chased across his face, a professional facade bringing up the rear. "My lovely assistant," he smiled. He stepped behind her. "I told you to stay away tonight!" he hissed in her ear. Jennia simply smiled at the audience and gave a little wave. "Very well," he said, "you asked for it." He peeled the cloak back over her shoulders.




Chapter Four: A Story
 
 Her smile wavered.
 She was completely naked before strangers. She grew wetter, and she wondered if her sex looked as swollen as it felt. The crowd gasped; loud, pleased murmurs and applause broke out. To her amazement, the women seemed as excited to see her as the men. "I've gotten a head start on you, darlin'," said Antony. "Show the good people everything the charms do for a woman."
Her trembling hands put a charm at each breast; they spread and latched on to her nipples. "See?" said Antony, his breathing a little harder than it had been at this point the night before. "The charm will cover even breasts as generous as these." The toys began pulling and sucking at her nipples; they gripped her breasts harder than they had the first time. An involuntary cry escaped her, and a drop of moisture slid down her inner thigh.
Antony stood two paces away from her, half turned toward the crowd. The charm was already rippling relentlessly up and down his thick, stiff cock, much sooner than it had the night before. He was as excited as she was. "The third one now," he said through tight jaws.
Jennia wanted him inside her, not the charm, but she obediently placed the last shining sphere against her clit and braced herself against the table. It spread to cup her sex, formed a thick, curved shaft and with no further caress forced its way inside her in one powerful push that knocked her against the table. The charms above mauled her breasts, squeezing and biting hard at her nipples; the charm below fucked her so hard she knew she'd have trouble standing when it was done with her. Through it all, she and Antony never stopped staring at one another, arousal linking them though neither was in arm's reach of the other. Antony's body arched toward her in a long, agonized curve as he spasmed in the charm's grip.
The cock inside her throbbed and grew. She wailed in time with its thrusts. The world outside her body fell into a blur.
 
The charm remained wrapped around Antony's cock, gently squeezing, gauging his readiness for a second bout. He paid little attention to it, transfixed as Jennia came over and over again, juices spurting around the charm buried inside her. That should be me, she belongs to me, his mind whispered. Were they alone, Antony would let himself become aroused again and would fuck her senseless, but he was a professional. He gathered the reluctant charm into a ball, and performed his customary flip-and-catch into his waistcoat pocket.
No one noticed. Every face in the crowd was red and intent on the girl, restrained only by social convention from attacking her, one another or themselves. The charms would continue until their owner either removed them or was spent; some women might be an hour or more at it, and Jennia looked as if she might be one of them. Her orgasms were unceasing, and though they might take a ribbing the next morning from their neighbors, several of the men had taken out their cocks.
Antony had made twice as many charms that day as he had the day before, and if his audience satisfied themselves before Jennia finished he might not sell them. "Now, now, darlin', save some for me!" he called, breaking the crowd's concentration. He stepped between Jennia's legs, blocking sight of her from the crowd. He grabbed the charm and slid its length from her; wetness drenched his hand. He'd never get her musky scent off his fingers--at least he hoped not. Jennia whimpered, and the charms at her breasts shrank and dropped away until she lay gasping on the table top, her legs dangling over its edge. Antony wrapped her tenderly in her cloak and guided her to a hay bale behind him before her knees crumpled.
When the night ended, not only had he sold every charm, he'd turned people away. "Next year, friends, I'll be back next year!" he told the disappointed crowd.
"Will you be bringing her back?" called a man.
"Come see me and find out!" he laughed.
The tent emptied out. Tomorrow he would take the tent down and stow it in its magic box--he'd paid another mage to make it for him after the Magda disaster--and they would move on toward the western border. Now, he had to stow Jennia in the wagon and walk away before he did something rash.
One thing he did know: She wouldn't be doing that again. Antony couldn't keep her; she was promised to someone else, and he wouldn't be foolish enough to entangle himself again, however much he might yearn to. But while he had her with him, even if he couldn't have her himself he wouldn't let anyone else have her, either--even like this.
When he finished counting the take, Antony turned and found Jennia still sitting on the hay bale wearing her disguise, her cloak wrapped tightly around her and her eyes on the ground. "Jennia? Are you all right?"
"Fine. I'm fine," she whispered.
"You don't look fine. C'mon." Antony put his arm around her, helped her up and walked her toward the wagon.
"What about that girl?"
"What girl? Tassie?" Antony glanced back over his shoulder; Tassie stood by the tent, waggling her fingers at him. She was really rather a sweet one: a farmer's daughter, generous in and out of bed, easy-going and uninterested in romance. This wasn't the first time they'd shared a hay rick in Rabny Ford; he liked to pretend he didn't remember the names of his women, but in actual fact he never forgot. He waggled back at her. "She can wait. Let me get you settled."
Antony helped her into the wagon and followed her inside. "You're going to want to latch the door tonight. Open the skylight for air. I don't think anyone will climb onto the roof to get in, and besides, Dolf will keep an eye on you."
Jennia shucked off her mask, snood and cloak, and pulled on her chemise; her breasts rose and fell as she put her arms over her head, and he groaned inwardly. She climbed onto the bed to sit cross-legged. "I suppose I should get used to it, being stuck in the wagon."
"No, you won't. This is your first and last performance."
"What? Why?" she cried, scrambling off the bed. "Have you changed your mind? If you're going to send me on my way, give me my share and I'll go right now while it's dark!"
"No, no, no, sit down. You didn't enjoy it. Well--" He put his hand to his nose, and her rich scent curled his toes. "All right, you enjoyed it. But you didn't enjoy it. Do you know what I mean?"
"I don't understand you."
"Well, you obviously got excited, but--"
"No," she said, "I understand what you're saying, and yes, you're right. I did...and I didn't. What I don't understand is how you can be so mean to me one minute and so kind the next. I think on the whole you're a kind person trying to be mean for some reason." He shifted uncomfortably on his feet, and an uncharacteristic tightness seized his throat. "What happened to you?" she whispered.
Antony flinched. Might as well tell her. Perhaps it would drive her further away when she realized just how damaged he was, both as a man and as a mage. He pulled the fold-out chair down from the wagon wall and sat down. "A woman happened to me, that's what."
"Tell me about her."
"Her name was Magda." He rubbed his eyes, and Jennia's scent enfolded him again; it stifled the fine black wrath he preferred when telling the story. "She was beautiful, one of those pale, slim girls who looks like a moonbeam come to life."
"Very poetic," Jennia smiled.
"Yes, isn't it? I was all poetry and she was all prose. I suppose that was the trouble."
"So you were in love and she wasn't? Did she turn you away?"
"Oh no, she was my betrothed, or so I thought. We'd already begun building a life together--saving money for a home of our own and so on. She was holding the money for both of us. I was traveling a lot, but not like this. I was visiting small towns that didn't have their own mages. It was my practicum after I was accepted into the Mages Guild. I used to come here a lot--Rabny Ford is one of the few towns I still go to that knew me when. I avoided it for a couple of years after what happened...happened." Antony sighed. "I should have been a weaver like you. Weavers can work their whole lives, they don't run out of weaving."
"Our hands stiffen with age," she replied.
"Yes, but mages--we only have so much magic in us. When it runs out, there isn't any more, and that can happen at any age if you're not careful. I'm getting ahead of myself. Magda stayed behind while I did my practicum, until a messenger found me: she was ill, in fact, she was dying. I rushed back and sure enough, she was on her death bed."
"Couldn't someone do something for her? A doctor?"
Antony shook his head. "They'd tried everything. The only thing left was magic, but it would take so much magic that no one was willing to do it. It'd cripple a mage. But...but I loved her. So." The tightness in his throat choked his voice back, but he hadn't let himself cry over this in a long time and didn't want to start now. "So. I healed her. It took more than half my magic, but I loved her. I couldn't just let her die when I could save her. My magic didn't matter." He got up and drank a cup of water from the barrel to cover his emotion.
"And then what happened?" she prompted.
"And then...then she left me. She'd been planning it since before she got sick--she'd planned to be gone by the time I got home from my rounds. Before she got sick she'd cleaned me out, every cent we had worked together to save. I had no claim against it--I'd trusted her with it, given it to her. It was hers by law. As soon as she recovered enough, she told me she'd fallen in love with someone else while I was gone and was marrying him. And then she left. Even though I'd just saved her life. She took everything, my heart, my money, my magic..." He looked at the ceiling, blinking back frustrated tears. "This is all I can do. I'm no good at anything else. I'm only twenty-five and I have the magic of a sixty-year-old. I have to make it last the rest of my life. So I do this," he said, the sweep of his weary arm encompassing the wagon, the horse, the tent, his aimless existence. "The charms don't take much magic each, and I figure that as long as I'm healthy enough to travel I can make a living. And when I can't, it won't matter." Antony got to his feet. "Anyway. That's how I ended up like this--crippled--more a hedge mage than a Guild mage. She took everything from me." He paused heavily. "Well. Those troubles are past for me. You have troubles of your own right now. I'll leave you alone."
 
Antony climbed down from the wagon. Jennia let him go, though she dearly wished to take him to her, kiss his dark brow and show him not all women were ungrateful and bitterness should be in the past. More, she wanted to show him that he was worthy of love himself, for she heard what he really said. She wasn't sure what the future would hold--would he want her to stay with him?--but she knew her thoughts of marrying Starret were over. Antony had taken his place in her heart, a place she had to admit had been vacant all along. She went to the door to call Antony back.
He was standing by the tent with his arms around Tassie. "No, she'll be gone soon, and I'll be glad of it," his voice floated back to her.
Jennia retreated into the wagon and latched the door. She'd be gone soon. He'd be glad of it. By the gods, she would be too. She brushed traitorous tears from her cheeks until she fell asleep.
Antony woke her early the next morning, and they ate a silent breakfast at the inn. He packed the tent back up with the help of the two burly men who'd set it up, hitched Dolf to the wagon, and the little entourage moved on to the west and the next small town.
 
That night, two travelers arrived at Rabny Ford. One was a rangy young man with sharp little eyes and a dull little chin. The other was an older woman, gray-haired, beautifully clothed and sternly majestic. The innkeeper was suitably impressed, in any event. "What'll it be, gentles? Will you be needing rooms for the night?"
"Possibly," said the woman.
"What she means is, it depends," said the man.
The woman rolled her eyes. "We're looking for a girl, a runaway apprentice. We have reason to believe she may have come this way."
In a nearby corner Tassie and her father were nursing ciders after a long day's work; her ears pricked up. "Girl, eh?" said the innkeeper. "What did she look like?"
"She's very pretty," said the weak-chinned man. "Comes up to about my shoulder, taller than Guildmistress Hamblin here by a good three inches I'd say, dark reddish hair, nicest hazel eyes. Prettiest girl I ever saw. Marrying her, in fact--"
"Be quiet, Willet," said the exasperated Guildmistress. "She may also have in her possession a distinctive fawn brown cloak, very richly woven."
The innkeeper scratched his chin in false uncertainty. "Mm, I'm not sure I've seen a girl like that, and this is a small town--"
"Eh, Trompkins," interrupted a tipsy man at the end of the bar. "What about that girl who came with the mage? Came with the mage! Ha! S'funny! She had red hair jus' like that, and tits like this--" he made his hands into big rounds in front of his chest-- "and come to think on it, she had a brown cloak on. Couldn' tell if it was nicely woven or not, wasn' really lookin' at the cloak--"
Tassie quickly crossed the room and took the tipsy man by the elbow. "Stop bothering the gentles, Alber. That girl's eyes were blue, not hazel, and I think the cloak was gray."
"No, t'was definitely brown, and her eyes were hazel like yours, Tassie, but not so brown as yours. Your eyes are nice too, even so. They were headin' west to Fairhill. I asked. He won't be back till next year, though, gentles, so you'll have to wait. S'worth it, though!" Alber cackled.
"You're drunk, old son," frowned the innkeeper. "Go off and sit with Tassie and her da now and stop bothering us. Beg pardon, gentles. Can I get you anything? I have a private parlor and two good rooms, and we can even get you up a fine dinner if you please. Roasted capon, mutton chops, a bit of fish? I have a fine local plum wine in the cellar, too."
"Yes to all of it," said Guildmistress Hamblin. "The two rooms, and dinner to be laid on in the parlor. Bring the wine now, it's been a long day. Oh, what is it, Willet?" she snapped.
"Shouldn't we be off to find Jennia, though? That had to have been her! If we stop here tonight we might lose her trail, mightn't we?"
"Not likely," the Guildmistress said, detaching his tugging hand from her sleeve, "and if a mage is involved then we need to send back to Nuttalston for a Mages Guild representative."
"But that will take forever!" Willet whined.
"This town is often used to change horses, yes?" said the Guildmistress. The reluctant innkeeper admitted it was so. "Then you'll have a post boy who can take a message for me. I'll pay you just as any carriage would." There was nothing the innkeeper could do but take the money.
Tassie swore to herself. She waited until the Guildmistress and her companion were ushered safely into the private parlor to smack Alber in the head. "You just made terrible trouble for Antony the mage, idiot!"
"Ow! I was on'y tryin' to help! Hey, where you goin'?"
Tassie hurried up to the innkeeper. "Trompkins, can you spare another post boy? We have to send word to Antony and that girl!"
"Aye," he nodded, "I'll light him along right now. Mister Onyx can't be more than three hours away--I'll send Ernie. I'll tell the other boy to take his time going off to Nuttalston, but they'll be back by morning. And they're on horseback. They'll catch Antony up even if he leaves Fairhill tonight."
"If they get caught together, it's marriage to that oaf in t'other room for her, and jail for him. Antony told me so. He loves that girl, Trompie. He never said, but I know him."
"Ain't you sweet on him yourself?" said Trompkins.
Tassie shrugged wistfully. "He's a fun one, Antony Onyx, and I'll miss seeing him his once a year. But I'm not for him and he's not for me. Time I married anyway and ended my wenching ways." At the innkeeper's hopeful expression, she laughed, "Get that boy down the road to Antony, Trompie, and I'll consider it the start of your wooing--but I've told you, I won't be a barkeep's wife."
"If you marry me, I'll take up your father's farm, Tassie, and work myself to the bone for your sake!"
"Then get that Ernie down the road!"
Trompkins the innkeeper hurried out the door, calling for his post boys.




Chapter Five: A Sanctuary
 
Dolf had pulled the wagon into Fairhill late enough the day before that Antony hadn't pulled out the tent. Instead he'd found a comfortable spot in the stable's hayloft for his bedroll and left Jennia alone in the wagon with Dolf to watch over her. They had said very little on the journey--she'd had better conversations with Willet. But it didn't matter. They weren't so far from the border. Starret had to be along here somewhere; this was the main route to Nuttalston, and he had to be on his way home. Didn't he?
She'd been asleep a few hours when a frantic knocking on the back door right beside her head woke her. She looked out the window; a boy about twelve years old stood on the little porch. She opened the window. "What is it? What's wrong?"
The boy tugged his forelock. "Tassie's compliments, miss, I been sent from Rabny Ford. There's gentles as is lookin' for you."
"Gentles?" she said, waking up fully. "What kind of gentles?"
"Tassie says to tell you," and here the boy screwed up his face, eyes straining upward so that he might remember the message clearly, "she says the Guilds are comin' for you and himself, and you better hotfoot it out of Fairhill this instant."
So the Guild had caught her trail. "Guilds? Did you see anyone? Which Guilds?"
"It's a lady from the Weavers Guild. I don't think the man with her's a Guildmaster, leastways he doesn't look like one."
"What does he look like?" At the boy's answer--no chin, small, blinking eyes, nasal voice--she knew instantly it was Willet. "Jon got sent to Nuttalston to the Mages Guild. Guess Mister Antony's in trouble, miss, though I don't know what the Weavers Guild wants with 'im."
Jennia reached into the purse by the bed and pulled out a silver piece. "Thank you, boy, and thank Tassie for me. Now go have a lie-down and buy yourself breakfast in the morning before you go home. Don't worry about Mister Antony, I'll take care of him." The boy gave an astonished, big-toothed smile, tucked the silver in his pocket and ran away. 
Taking care of Antony was, in fact, her first priority, though not in the way the boy thought she meant. As soon as the child was off the porch she closed the door's window and got dressed in the dark. From her apron pocket she took the three sex charms and left them carefully centered on the bed. She then took her share of the money in the purse--he'd never have cause to complain as he did about Magda--and climbed down from the wagon.
Antony had lost so much already, he couldn't go to jail for the sake of a girl he only wished to be rid of. She loved him enough to leave before the Guilds caught them together, though leaving him might break her heart. With luck, she'd find Starret first. If not, it was six more months of apprenticeship under an angry master and then a lifetime of marriage to Willet. She started down the road in the moonlight, heading west away from her pursuers and her heart. Antony would forget her, and she'd do her best to forget him though her best was nowhere good enough.
 
Antony was up early the next day; he'd never been a late riser, and he had work to do today. He had to get the tent up, make the rounds to drum up interest, and cast the enchantments for the various charms he'd sell tonight. Jennia could ask after her soldier while he worked. First he'd bespeak breakfast for them at the post house. But when he came into the taproom scratching his head, his bedroll under his arm, the owner's wife cried, "Oh, Mister Antony, I thought you'd gone last night!"
"What? Gone where?" He ran to the door; Dolf and the wagon were still there. "Where am I supposed to have gone?"
"Why, the boy was sent to tell you to run! Did he not give you the message? Ernie!" The woman stomped into the kitchen; there was a loud squeak and a protesting voice Antony recognized as one of Rabny Ford's post boys insisting that the message had been delivered and please to let go of his ear! The owner's wife stomped back in; her fingers were clamped on Ernie's ear, and she dragged him along in her wake. "You rascal, he says he ain't heard nothing about a message!"
"I told it to miss at the wagon when I got here, I swear it!" whimpered the boy.
"Softly, softly, goodwife, now let him go," said Antony. When the boy stopped sniffing, Antony said, "Tell me all about it, Ernie. What's happened?"
The boy recounted Tassie's message again. "I'm sorry, sir, she said she'd take care of you and I just figgered she told you. I figgered you were in there yourself!"
"Damn that girl," muttered Antony. He pulled a silver piece from behind each of the boy's ears. "For you, son, with miss's and my compliments, and here's another to buy Miss Tassie and the taproom a round when you get home. Take some of that for his breakfast," he said to the owner's wife.
"Pay for Ernie's breakfast? Why, he's my cousin's boy, I wouldn't take a copper!" he heard over his shoulder as he sprinted toward the wagon.
Antony had a fair idea he'd find it empty, and he was right. "Dammit, Dolf, you were supposed to look after her!" he shouted as he wrestled the big horse into harness. Dolf eyed him reproachfully. "I know, how were you to stop her. Well, we've got to go get her. There's no way she can outrun the Guilds--they've got to be right on our heels!"
 
Jennia looked around for somewhere to rest. She'd been walking since the boy had woken her in the night, and she hadn't gotten much sleep beforehand. The next town was further away than she'd thought, and she was hungry. She'd thought about stopping at a farm house and buying something to eat--she had money--but she didn't want to get anyone else in trouble or to answer any questions. She'd just have to wait till she got to wherever she was going. She'd never been this far west.
Something drew her eyes to a small path into a thicket of trees, standing like a great leafy island in the midst of the fields lining the road. Perhaps there were some berry bushes in there. If nothing else, she might rest in the shade. She couldn't stay long; the Guildmasters couldn't be far behind. She was on foot, and they were bound to be on horseback. At least Antony hadn't come after her. Did that comfort her or pain her?
At the end of the path she found not berry bushes but a shrine. She couldn't imagine anyone even knowing it was here; the path through the thicket looked as if no one had come down it in some time, but the shrine itself was well-tended. She approached it cautiously. Ghosts haunted such places.
"You look tired," said a soft voice. Jennia jumped with a shriek. To one side of the shrine stood a white-haired old priestess. Her skin was smooth as paper and looked just as fragile; her voice was gentle, and her smile amused. "I won't hurt you, child. Come. No one will find you here." She turned and walked further down the path.
Not knowing what else to do, Jennia began to follow. She hesitated at the shrine. It was to the Wood God. A figure of a laughing, bearded man with a great, jutting phallus had been carved out of a tree root silvered with age. His hand cupped a pile of coins before him, tarnished almost black. She reached into her purse. She could leave a copper, for in her pride she hadn't taken much from Antony at all and needed what she had, but something told her to leave a silver instead. It winked in a sudden tiny shaft of light, and the little god's smile seemed broader.
Around a curve in the path stood a little one-room house; the priestess beckoned to her from the doorway. "Come in. Rest. You're safe here--I offer you sanctuary. No one can touch you here." Jennia entered the house, ducking to get through the doorway. The room was bare, but clean and comforting all the same. Two bowls of soup sat on a low table before a couch that doubled as the priestess's bed.
"Oh, you're expecting company," Jennia faltered.
"Yes, and it's just arrived," the priestess smiled. "Perhaps you can help me. Do you know anything about weaving?"
Jennia blinked. "Yes, I'm a weaver's apprentice."
"How fortunate!" said the priestess. "Can you untangle this for me?"
In the corner, Jennia saw a tapestry loom leaning against the wall. The work on it was the finest she'd ever seen, a warp of linen in a fine dent and a weft of the most exquisitely dyed fine silk. The silks were hopelessly tangled. Were it work of hers, Jennia would have cut them, cried a few tears and gone on, but this was not her work. "I'll do my best, Lady, but I can't guarantee I'll succeed."
"Just try," said the priestess.
Jennia's nimble fingers went to work. She could see each thread and where it led in and out of the great tangle more clearly than she ever had. Though she never broke the threads she cried a few tears of her own as she struggled. After what seemed like hours, her fingers cramped and stiff, Jennia sat back. She expected it to be dark already, but the sun appeared to be in the same place as it was when she'd entered the hut. She had done it. The silken threads lay neatly along the tapestry, awaiting their weaver. "What is it going to be, Lady?" she said.
"You will see," smiled the priestess.
A faint jingle of harness bells sifted through the green leaves. Jennia leaped up. "I'm sorry, I must go, I can't let him find me!"
"He has found you, and that's as it should be," said the serene priestess. She took Jennia by the arm in a much stronger grip than the girl would have thought possible and pulled her down onto the couch.
Antony's footsteps crunched up the path, and before Jennia could compose herself he barged into the little house. "You," he panted, "are in big trouble, missy! Do you know how hard I've been looking for you? They're right on your heels, they'll be on us in less than an hour!"
"You didn't have to come," she said. "You've probably brought them down on me!"
"There's only one road west, Jennia, and everyone knows that's where you're headed."
"Well, now you've found me, but why you've come I don't know. There's no reason you should be punished for helping me. But I suppose if they find us both here," she said, nodding at the priestess, "you could offer him deniability, Lady Priestess?"
"They know we've been traveling together," said Antony. "It wouldn't matter what the Lady said."
"You could say I lied to you about being a runaway."
"They wouldn't believe me."
"Oh, why did you come after me?" cried Jennia. "Saving you from all this is why I did it in the first place!"
"I told you I'd get you to Starfish if you worked for me. You worked, and now I'm getting you to Starfish!"
The priestess raised her head. "They're almost here. I have a proposal for you, children. A solution to your troubles, for now." She knelt down beside the couch, graceful despite her age, and pulled out a small writing desk. She opened it to reveal brushes, ink and a familiar set of legal documents. "Marriage."
"Marriage!" the two said at the same time.
"I can marry you both right now. Neither Guild can touch you." Jennia was so distraught she never thought to ask how the priestess knew who was chasing them.
"But I'm betrothed to someone else," said Jennia in an uncertain voice.
"And I don't want to marry anyone," added Antony.
"Just for now," said the priestess as she dipped her brush in the inkwell. "When the Guilds are satisfied, you can burn the contracts and go your separate ways as if you'd never met. Really, I think it's for the best, don't you? Why don't you tell me your names." All the while the priestess filled out the certificates as if they'd already told her.
Despite his demurrals, when the priestess presented him with the brush Antony signed his name on both copies with no hesitation. Jennia held the brush over the inkwell and stared at his bold, sprawling signature. She wanted to marry Starret, didn't she? No, she wanted to marry Antony, but he didn't want to marry her. What should have been sweet, her heart found bitter.
Shouts pierced the canopy of leaves. "They're almost here," murmured the priestess. Jennia dipped the brush, signed her name to both contracts and sat back against the couch's wooden frame, trembling. Which was worse: the Guilds about to descend on them, or this farce of a marriage?
"Jennia? Jennia!" shouted Willet.
"C'mon, let's get this over with," said Antony, pulling her to her feet. The priestess assured them the ink was dry; they each took their copy of the marriage contract and went out hand in hand to face their pursuers.
First was Willet, running willy nilly down the path. He skidded to a stop. "Jennia! We didn't know what had happened to you, we've been so worried! Why did you run away?"
"Why? You know very well why!" She stomped her foot. "Always pinching and pawing me--I tell you to stop and you just ignore me!"
"I thought you liked it," Willet blinked. "We're going to be married, what's the harm? I thought you were just being coy."
"I'll never marry you, Willet Jomnel, not even if you blackballed me from the Weavers Guild as you said you would."
By now, Guildmistress Hamblin and a stocky man Jennia assumed was the Mages Guild representative had caught up with Willet. "What's this about blackballing?" said the Guildmistress.
"He said if I didn't marry him he'd blackball me."
Guildmistress Hamblin glared at Willet, her brow blackening by the minute. "We'll take this up later, Mister Jomnel." To Jennia she added, "Why didn't you bring your complaint to the Guildhall? And why would Master Romnel agree to such a scheme?"
"I'm a better weaver. They didn't want me setting up shop and competing with them," said Jennia. "Master Romnel would have said anything. You wouldn't believe me over my master for a minute."
The Guildmistress bit her lip. "Be that as it may, the fact remains you ran away. We're here to fetch you back. This adds six months to your apprenticeship and a black mark against you, but if you perform well--"
"It doesn't matter," said Antony.
"You're in trouble yourself for harboring a fugitive, Mister Onyx," boomed the Mages Guildmaster.
"Beg pardon, Master Herbit," Antony said, "but I'm not harboring a fugitive. I'm harboring my wife."
"Your wife?" cried Willet. "I thought you said you were betrothed to a soldier! Er--" He winced, and Guildmistress Hamblin stared at him.
"I lied," said Jennia.
"Let me see those," said Guildmaster Herbit. Antony and Jennia gave over the contracts; the mage peered at them, muttered a cantrip and studied the glowing results on the page. "They're real," he said, handing them back. "Signed five days ago." Jennia started, but Antony squeezed her hand and she stayed facing forward. Five days ago? How could that be? Had Antony used some of his precious store of magic to alter the contracts?
"You realize this bars you from Weavers Guild membership forever, Mistress Wick?" said Guildmistress Hamblin. Jennia nodded. "Well," sighed the woman, "on your head be it, then. You can still ply your trade but only in towns smaller than 300 people, and none of your work may be sold on your behalf outside that area. Count on it--the Guild will discover any transgression and will prosecute you to the full extent of the law. Is it understood?"
Jennia fought a quaver in her voice. "Yes, Guildmistress."
The Guildmistress softened. "You must love him very much to sacrifice five years of hard work, Jennia."
"Yes, Guildmistress," she whispered. Antony lifted her hand and squeezed it again, as if to add credibility to what he thought was a lie.
"You've led me on a fool's errand, Willet, and I intend to investigate this blackballing business thoroughly," snapped Guildmistress Hamblin. "Your father will not be allowed female apprentices after this." She stalked back down the path, Willet stumbling after her in entreaty.
"Give you joy of your marriage, Antony," said the Mages Guildmaster. He took Antony's free hand and shook it. "Never thought I'd see the day, after..." He cleared his throat. "Well, give you joy. Your friends will be glad to hear it, and I'm glad I don't have to haul your sorry carcass back to the Nuttalston jail after all."
Jennia and Antony stood before the little house, still holding hands, until the three erstwhile pursuers rode out of sight. Antony dropped her hand as if it burned him; her hand felt cold without his. "When did you back-date the contracts?" she said. "I wish you hadn't spent magic on it. Did it cost you very much?"
"It didn't cost me a thing--I didn't do it," he replied. "Seems we owe the Wood God's priestess quite a bit. We have to see if there's something we can do to repay her."
But when they re-entered the priestess's tiny hut, it was deserted. Where the couch had been there was only a pile of bracken and leaves. On the floor, where the table had been, were two bowls of soup. Against the wall, the completed tapestry gleamed. The priestess herself was nowhere to be seen. Jennia's hair prickled on the back of her neck. "We should go."
"We should drink this soup," he answered in a shaky voice. "That was the Wood God's Wife, and she's made us a gift--several gifts. Rejecting anything from her hands would be a dangerous, dangerous thing."
Jennia walked to the corner and picked up the tapestry; it had been cut from its frame. The completed image took her breath away. It was the finest weaving she'd ever seen, unbelievably detailed. Against a riot of leaves stood a man and a woman, arms around one another. His eyes and hair were nearly black, and his body was lean muscle; her hair shone a dark russet, and her eyes shifted between green and brown as the light played on the silk. Three glowing spheres lay at his feet, at hers a basket of shuttles and bobbins.
Jennia put her free hand to her mouth; tears sprung to her eyes. Here in silk was the future she would never have. She wanted to leave it on the floor, but the Wood God's Wife had left it for her. After all the Lady's kindess, why would She be so cruel? Jennia quickly rolled the feather-light tapestry and slipped it into her skirt's deepest pocket before Antony could see it.
Antony handed her a bowl of soup; a single gnarled mushroom floated in a clear broth. "I've never tasted anything like it. Drink up."
Jennia took a sip. Instantly her heart filled with the cubs and little ones of spring, the fruits of summer, the nuts of fall, the sleeping animals of winter with their tails curled round pregnant bellies waiting for spring to come again: the fecundity of the forest. "Never turn away from the world, never turn away from love, for they are the same," a voice like the rustling of branches said in her mind.
She emptied the bowl in a single draught, ate the mushroom and placed the bowl back on the floor with Antony's. The world seemed brighter, her heart lighter, and she smiled up at him; his eyes sparkled down at her. He took her in his arms. "A wedding day kiss. Grant me just one."
"Yes," she whispered.
Antony kissed her, gently at first but growing in intensity until their bodies pressed close together. Was it one kiss or many? It all blurred together; their lips never left one another. His hardness pressed against her; she'd made up her mind to pull him down onto the bed of bracken when he broke from her. "Thank you," he muttered. "It's just tradition, that's all. Mages, we're all about tradition. We should keep looking for Starret. He shouldn't be far now."
The life of the forest filling her heart died. "Starret. Yes. It's best we find him soon. Then you can be on your way, find another model. It's best," she repeated.
They walked back to the wagon, hands no longer clasped.




Chapter Six: A Soldier
 
On the road to Deep Well, Jennia stayed in the back of the wagon while Antony sat in the front door holding Dolf's reins in listless hands. The Wood God's Wife had given him a moment of pure possibility, a moment when keeping Jennia as his own wife seemed right--inevitable--as real as the girl he held in his arms. Then it was gone. He saw things as they really were, not as some magic mushroom might lead him to see it.
Jennia belonged with Starret, not someone as damaged as he was. If they didn't find the man in Deep Well, he wasn't sure what he'd do. Probably just leave her with the certificates. It'd give her protection from any random Weavers Guild officials who might be on the lookout for her while she searched for Starret. When she didn't need them any more she could just burn them, and the sham marriage would be over.
But what if this Starret character didn't deserve her either? Who was this man, anyway? No, he had to be the right one. Jennia was still attached to him five years after their betrothal, though what sort of man would ask a girl to marry him and then not come for her?
It was all moot. Magda had ruined Antony for a wife. He'd content himself with friendly girls like Tassie and endless trips around the country selling hedge mage charms until he ran out of magic. Maybe if he scrimped he'd have enough of both money and magic for his old age.
Deep Well was the biggest town before the western border; it overflowed with soldiers and those who catered to them as the troops came home regiment by regiment. "I don't even know where to begin," said Jennia.
"Let's start by getting Dolf and the wagon situated in a decent stable," Antony said, "and then we can start asking around."
The horse and wagon stowed at the Sign of the Oxtail, Jennia and Antony walked into the high street. "What now?" she said. "Where d'you suppose we'd find the Fifth?"
"Our chances will be better if we split up. You take the northeast quarter, I'll go into the markets. I'll see you back at the Oxtail by five. If we don't find him, we'll sweep the next two sectors tomorrow. All right?" Jennia nodded. Antony watched her hurry off in search of her true love, cursed himself and trudged to the market district.
It proved to be fertile ground; many soldiers moved among the stalls and shops, spending their pay. It didn't take long for him to find someone who knew something. "The Fifth?" said a scarred veteran. "They left two weeks ago, down the Westering Road headed east."
"I just came that way and saw no one," said Antony.
The man shrugged. "Then you're blind or they'd already passed by."
"There are the wounded," piped up a smaller man. "The Fifth left a lot of their sick behind. Try the hospital." He pointed up the busy high street to a knoll, on which stood a low, clean-looking building. "Up there."
Antony walked toward the hospital, a growing dread gnawing at his insides. What if he didn't find Starret there? Maybe he could convince Jennia to stay on with him and they could go back toward the east, searching. It'd be a pretense, to be sure, and having her so near and so unattainable would be painful, but not having her near would be worse. Then again, if he did find Starret it would mean the man was wounded. That didn't bode well, either. The man might even be dead.
Antony entered through wide doorways bustling with people into an equally bustling hallway; he found a harried-looking matron and asked if any soldiers from the Fifth were in residence. "Only one left alive," she said, "and him not for long. The ones with lost arms and legs are already on their way home by now." She led him to a set of doors. "In there. Be quiet."
Antony entered a tidy room lined with beds--eight in all. He walked between them to the only occupied one and looked down on a broad-faced young man, so pale he blended into the sheets. Dark blond hair poked out from underneath a white turban of linen bandages. He was so still Antony watched for signs of life until he saw the man's chest rise and fall in shallow breath.
"A head wound, sir," said a voice at his elbow.
Antony turned to find a kind-faced older man in the black coat of a doctor. "Am I correct in assuming this is Starret, er..." He coughed. "I'm afraid I don't know his last name. I'm searching on behalf of his betrothed."
The doctor squinted at him. "That's not much of a story, sir. I should think his betrothed would have told you his full name. If you're a bill collector or some such, you won't have much luck with young Bentam here--Starret Bentam is the name you want, Bentam of the Fifth. He was greatly knocked about in the final battle. His fellows couldn't bear to leave him--I'm told he was a popular man--and so they brought him here." The doctor sighed. "Not much more than a boy, though, is he?"
The man on the bed really was more of a boy; Antony had forgotten just how young Jennia was. If they'd been betrothed at fourteen, that made Jennia and Starret only nineteen. From the lofty heights of age twenty-five, Antony could only see them as children. No, he saw this unfortunate as a child, but not Jennia. "What are his future prospects?"
"He doesn't have a future," said the doctor. "We've done what we can, but we can only do so much. At this point, we're just making him comfortable...and waiting. Are you really searching on behalf of his betrothed?" Antony nodded. "Well, you'd better light her along if she's nearby. This young man may be dead by nightfall." The doctor walked back up between the rows of beds and out the door, leaving Antony alone with the ashen-faced soldier.
He found a stool and pulled it up to the bedside, the better to study his successful rival--if you could call it a rivalry. Antony'd actually married the girl, but her heart belonged to the ashen-skinned man on the bed. Starret's face could have been called handsome and genial but for that concentrated dullness of the dying. The doctor said he'd been popular among his fellows, and Jennia'd sung his praises for days now.
 When the soldier finally died, the search would be over, and Jennia would no longer be under obligation to divorce Antony and marry Starret. Perhaps she might be persuaded to stay with him after all? Perhaps, but she'd spend her life mourning her lost love. He had, until Jennia'd come into his life. A stern remonstrance pushed that last thought away; she'd come, but she was meant to go. But if Starret died, what would happen to her? No husband--for Antony wouldn't keep an unwilling girl tethered to him--no Guild membership. And settling in a village as small as 300 people wasn't as easy as it sounded, especially for a single woman. Village life tended to the insular and suspicious of outsiders settling among them. He'd managed to worm his way into the hearts of many a small town, but he carried charms literal and abstract to help him along and he didn't stay. How many villages would she need to comb through before she found one that both needed a weaver and would accept her? 
Antony had to somehow persuade Jennia to make their marriage a real one and watch her yearn all their lives together for a dead man, or give up everything to make sure she was both happy and safe. He'd loved someone else so much he'd made a tremendous sacrifice, and look how that turned out. Nevertheless, Antony loved Jennia, enough to let her go and make sure she was happy. It wouldn't be so bad. He had money saved and even had a more-than-full stock of charms left from the cancelled shows at Fairhill. He could sell them among the soldiers here at Deep Well and make more money than in his wanderings, enough to start over in a small town--maybe even Rabny Ford. They'd accepted him there from his days as an itinerant mage in his practicum, and he knew Trompkins would accept an offer for the inn. It would be different than last time; this time he knew what lay ahead.
 Antony took Starret's limp, cold hand in his own, closed his eyes and let his last remaining stores of magic fill him. A low rumble issued from his throat, finally bursting through his lips in a stream of ancient words. The magic amplified his voice, though it never rose above a murmur; the air took on a hair-raising electricity that brought the black-coated doctor and several nurses into the ward.
Antony's mind noted them and moved on. By now, the bright ball of his power surrounded him and encompassed the bed. It had been so long since he'd used magic like this, a desperate, triumphant magic that sang in his voice and through his hands. He could think of no more glorious way to burn himself out. He pulled life force from the magic and sent its threads deep into Starret's body, re-weaving his flesh back to health.
When Antony finished, his hands were shaking; sweat poured from him. Two nurses rushed up and supported him to an empty bed. "I'll be all right," he said, brushing them away. "Just bring me a basin of water and something to drink." The basin arrived alongside a mug of small beer. He stripped his top half to the skin, washed, toweled off, sat down on the bed and took huge, grateful gulps from the mug until he reached its bottom.
A stirring across the aisle made him shrug his shirt back on. "What happened?" said a feeble voice. It gained strength. "I was in the thick of it, a Westerner came at me...and then I woke up here. Where am I?"
Antony peered round the curtain separating him from the sick bed. Starret Bentam was sitting up. Color had returned to his face. He looked the picture of robust, confused health, a worthy husband for his Jennia. At the thought of her, a gaping hole opened in Antony, a hole once filled both with magic and a stubborn hope.
"You're in Deep Well, son," said the doctor. "What's your name?"
"Starret Bentam."
"Good, good!" grinned the doctor. "You were hit fairly hard on the head, young man. We thought we were going to lose you."
The young soldier examined himself. "But I've never felt better in my life. Thank you, doctor, for your care and skill!"
"I had nothing to do with it," said the black-coated doctor. "It was all your betrothed's friend--a mage. He saved your life with magic, when medicine could do nothing more for you."
"My betrothed?" said Starret, eyes lighting up. "Sir, I thank you with all my heart!" He rose from the bed on unsteady legs and insisted on shaking Antony's hand. "How did you leave her? Is she well?"
Antony tried to smile. "She waits for you at the Sign of the Oxtail. Give her this for me." He disengaged his hands and gave the soldier a purse; inside, safely folded away from Starret's eyes, was Antony's copy of the marriage contract. "It's her share. She'll explain. Tell her goodbye for me. Just...just take care of her. You're the better man and you won fair and square. She loves you and gave up a great deal to be with you." And I have given up more so that you may be with her, he added to himself.
Antony turned away and strode out of the ward without a backward glance, though Starret called for him to stay.
Once out of the hospital, Antony never broke stride but marched straight to the stables, taking back streets in hopes of avoiding Jennia. He'd make more money selling his charms to newly-released soldiers, but the chances of seeing her were too high. He'd leave now. It was early in the afternoon; she was not likely to be back at the inn. His dubious luck held, and he had the grumbling, patient Dolf in harness and the wagon outside the city in record time.
Antony pointed Dolf's nose toward Fairhill and leaned back against the wagon's front door frame. His eyes fell on an unfamiliar object hanging on the wall near the neatly stowed bed: a small tapestry of a dark-haired man holding a softly rounded woman who could only be Jennia. It fairly glowed with rich color, its weaving so intricate it looked more like a painting than a tapestry. Where had that come from? He'd think about it later.
Sadness ached in every bone, but Antony's old bitterness had vanished. What a fool he was. He'd sacrificed everything for love not once but twice. He'd spent every night for years with Magda's ghost. Now he would spend them with Jennia's ghost for the rest of his life--but this time, he'd sleep. This time, it was right.
 
Jennia returned to the Oxtail; she'd found no sign of Starret. Every soldier she met was more interested in chatting her up than talking about the Fifth. All she could find out is that the regiment was already gone--two weeks gone. If that were so, why hadn't Starret come for her at Nuttalston? She should be disappointed. She should be angry. Starret had obviously abandoned her.
Instead, elation fizzed inside her. She'd done everything she could to find him. Were she to come across Starret in later years, she could honestly say she'd tried to find him but in the end had fallen hopelessly in love with Antony Onyx, a traveling mage. She hoped Starret would understand. They'd been children, after all, when they made their promises to one another. He couldn't be surprised that after all this time she'd married another.
Then she remembered what Antony had said to that Tassie woman in Rabny Ford: She'll be gone soon, and I'll be glad of it. The marriage was real to her, but a sham to Antony.
They were free of the Guilds now. If Antony brought Starret to her, she'd tell her old sweetheart she'd changed her mind and didn't want to marry anyone. Then she'd give Antony her copy of the marriage contract to burn and they'd go their own ways. Maybe she could get Starret to accompany her for a while as she searched for a place to settle. Or maybe she'd just stay in Deep Well and find a job working for a weaver: spinning, dyeing, finishing cloth--shopgirl if need be. Such a come-down from her career path as master weaver, but it wouldn't add any more to her misery.
Jennia settled her tired body at a corner table in the Oxtail's pleasant taproom and ordered a mug of porter; she could use something strengthening. The serving girl brought it and a plate of cheese, cured sausage and pickles, but before Jennia could even take a sip, Starret walked through the door. He'd changed a great deal from when she'd seen him last, but paradoxically still looked the same; though he was taller and broader, his blue eyes were just as merry as they'd been in his boyhood.
She always thought that when she saw him her heart would break into song and flower, fairy lights would dance around his handsome face, and she would be perfectly happy once again. Indeed, he had a look of similar anticipation as his eyes scanned the taproom. But when they fell on her, neither song nor flower burst from her heart, and Starret gazed on her not with an outpouring of love but of confusion.
He shook his blond head as if to clear it and marched up to her table. "What are you doing here?"
"What? Looking for you! Where's Antony?" she cried.
"Antony Onyx? You know him? He's the one who saved my life! But where's Ceelia? He said she'd be here."
"Who's Ceelia?" Jennia said, her apprehension growing.
"My betrothed. He said to meet her here at five, that he had this for her." Starret hefted a familiar purse.
"That's mine!" she exclaimed. "Starret, he was talking about me!"
Starret sat down ordered his own mug of porter. "Apparently Mage Onyx didn't heal my head all the way, because I'm completely confused. Start at the beginning."
As they ate and drank in hurried gulps and bites, Jennia told him how she'd ended up far from Nuttalston in the company of a mage, her apprenticeship abandoned and all her hopes pinned on marriage to Starret. "You and I've been promised since we were fourteen, I didn't know what else to do and I just assumed...but here's my problem. I'm sorry. I do love you--we've known one another since we could walk!--but I don't want to marry you any more. Actually, I'm already married to Antony."
"Well, that's grand, Jen! My heartiest congratulations to you both, he's a wonderful man! Myself, I'm engaged to the grandest girl. Ceelia, my commander's oldest daughter. She's the most beautiful, dainty little thing, I fell in love with her the moment I saw her. I hope you'll meet her some day soon--you'll come to the wedding, of course! Don't worry about me, I never took our betrothal seriously, silly girl, we were only fourteen--children."
"Didn't take it seriously? I took it seriously!" Jennia cried, stung.
"So seriously you married someone else?" he retorted.
"I had to! It wasn't because I wanted to. No, I did want to. Oh, Starret, what'll I do, I'm in love with him and he doesn't love me!"
"I should think he loves you quite a bit judging by that purse, and by what he said to me."
Jennia dug in the purse. Antony had given her a sizable chunk of their earnings, far more than he'd promised. At the bottom, her fingers touched paper; she pulled out his copy of the marriage contract. "What did he say to you?" she whispered.
"Very confusing things. First he healed me--the doctor said I was dying--and then he gave me this purse, said the better man had won, and that I was to take care of you for him."
"He healed you?" Jennia shrieked.
"Pipe down, people are staring! That's what I said, isn't it? He used his magic and healed me."
Jennia stared at him through welling eyes. "That was the last of his magic, Starret. It had to have been."
"But he can't be above thirty," said the soldier.
She saw it all at once. "When did he say he'd be back?"
"I don't think he's coming back. He said to say goodbye to you. I thought he was talking about Ceelia."
Jennia pawed through the money in the purse for enough to pay the bill and threw the coins on the table. "That should cover it. Antony already paid for our rooms through tomorrow night. You're welcome to them now that you're better."
"Where are you going--why do people keep running away from me while I'm trying to talk to them?" complained Starret.
Jennia sprinted for the stables, her childhood friend on her heels. As she suspected, Dolf and the wagon were gone. "About three hours ago, ma'am," said the ostler.
"How much to rent a horse?" she said.
"Are you going after him?" said Starret.
"I have to. He's done a foolish, foolish thing--oh," she said, putting a hand on Starret's smooth cheek. "No, not foolish in that you're alive, I'm so very glad you're alive, but he did it for my sake, don't you see? I have to find him."
"I'm coming with you. I'll lead your horse back once you've found him."
Jennia stood on tiptoe and kissed him on the corner of his mouth. "You were always a good 'un, Starret Bentam, and Ceelia's lucky to have you. Now let's go. I have a feeling I know where he is."




Chapter Seven: A Beginning
 
Antony woke up from a light doze; the rocking motion of the wagon had stopped, and they were no longer on the road. A green, pleasant forest surrounded them. "Dolf! Hey, dolt of a horse, this isn't the road to Fairhill! Where'd you cart us off to?" The bright wagon rested in an open patch off a familiar little path; the big animal calmly looked over his shoulder, chewing a meditative mouthful of grass. Before him in the deep shade stood a carving of a laughing, bearded man brandishing his enormous, jutting phallus. 
It was as Antony feared. Dolf had taken them to the Wood God's shrine. "Thanks a lot. I never wanted to see this place again," he grumbled, giving the horse a little swat on the haunches as he climbed down from the wagon. Antony stretched and looked up at the sky. Still an hour before dark. Perhaps it was best to stop here for the night. He'd be undisturbed. The Wood God's Wife should leave him alone; he'd been respectful of Her gifts, and of Jennia, too. He'd kept his word to her, done the best he could by her--he'd let her go, the kindest thing of all he could have done. The Lady Wife couldn't be angry. Even so, he hedged his bets and put two silvers in the Wood God's cupped hands.
In spite of himself, Antony walked past the shrine toward the little hut where the Wood God's Wife had appeared to them. The memory set his skin to prickling. Here he'd accepted the hospitality of a Goddess, and he'd kissed Jennia for the first and last time. With luck he'd never see either again.
To his relief, he found the one-room house empty. He leaned against the wall, thinking of Jennia's body pressed against his for their wedding kiss: her warm, pliant lips, her breasts against his chest and his cock hard against her hip. A twitch began; he ghosted his fingers over the increasing bulge in his buckskins and groaned. Her memory would torment him just as Magda's had, though Jennia's would be more sweet than bitter.
He'd never touched those full, magnificent breasts. He'd always preferred smaller women until Jennia. How she'd whimpered and cried every time the charms pleasured her! Just the sound of her voice in ecstasy had nearly driven him mad let alone the sight of her. The scent of her arousal still clung faintly to his fingers no matter how much he washed. He wished more than ever he'd taken her after the demonstration in Rabny Ford and tried to remember why he'd gone off with Tassie. Ah yes--he'd been afraid that if he stayed, he'd end up falling in love with Jennia, but he'd already been in love with her since the moment he'd seized her in that field. What had possessed him to chase her?
By now Antony was rock hard, images of Jennia cascading against his closed eyes. He gave up, pulled his cock from his buckskins and dug in his waistcoat pocket for his toy. Voices and the dull thud of horse hooves came down the path. He quickly stashed the opalescent globe and fastened himself up. The newcomers were probably pilgrims to the shrine, in which case perhaps he might conduct a little business; prayers to the Wood God were traditionally offered for success in hunting and cases of impotence. The wagon was in full view. No point in pretending he wasn't there. Antony stepped out of the little house and walked toward the shrine.
A tall blond man held the reins of two horses. It was Starret Bentam. Why had he come after Antony--to thank him? His irritation mounted. He looked toward the wagon, and there stood Jennia, scratching Dolf's mane. The irritation grew to angry despair. He wanted never to see her again, never to be reminded of what he couldn't have. "What are you doing here?"
Jennia turned from the big horse and smiled at him, a full-hearted smile like nothing she'd ever bestowed on him before. At least she's grateful, he thought. "I had to come after you."
"Whatever for? Bentam thanked me for both of you."
"Antony, all my things are in the wagon," she smiled.
His face flushed. "Oh. I--I was in a hurry."
"And you never let me thank you properly, Mister Onyx," said Starret. "I literally owe you my life. If you ever need anything, and I mean anything--a place to live, money, a swordarm--you have it from Starret Bentam and his children."
"I don't owe you anything. I didn't do it for you," blurted Antony; he reddened further and looked away.
"You're an idiot, you know," said Jennia. "A wonderful, wonderful idiot. My idiot." She walked toward him, hips rolling.
Antony glanced at Starret, expecting--what, jealousy? Benevolent tolerance of his betrothed's flirting? Instead, the soldier was remounting his horse. "I'll just leave you two alone," he grinned.
"I don't understand. You're not taking her with you?"
"She's already married, and I have a wedding of my own to attend," said Starret. "I expect you both there. Jen, send me word of where you settle down so I can get the invitation to you." The young man saluted them both and started back down the path to Deep Well, leading the other horse.
 
Jennia took Antony's unresisting hands and laced her fingers in his; they were cold, probably from shock, she thought. "Such beautiful hands you have. So elegant. I'll miss watching you juggle the charms. D'you suppose if I gave you juggling balls you'd keep doing it for me? Do close your mouth, you're catching flies, love," she smiled.
"Why did he take your horse?" Antony quavered. "How are you going to get back to Deep Well? Do I need to take you back?"
She'd never seen him flustered before--no, once, that first day when he'd chased her down in the meadow. He'd looked at her as if she were the first thing he'd ever truly seen in his life. "Where I'm going depends on where you're going. I love you, Antony. I think I always have, from the beginning."
"No. No, no." He dropped her hands. "Don't. I have nothing now--I'm nothing."
Her eyes and heart overflowed in loving exasperation. "You are everything to me! Antony, what a beautiful, stupid thing you did! The only thing dumber would be to leave me just when you've given up so much for me. I almost wish we'd never met. Then you'd still have your magic. But I would lose your love, and I don't think I can live without that. I know you love me, Antony. Say it!"
By now tears were flowing down his bearded cheeks. "Jennia, with all my heart. I love you with all my heart!" Antony enfolded her in his arms, pressing her close.
Jennia put her arms around his neck and kissed him, opening his mouth in her eagerness. He rocked back on his heels in surprise, steadied himself and returned her passion kiss for kiss. He buried his face in her neck, the brush of his beard and the sun-and-salt scent of his skin sending shivers straight to her center. She unfastened his waistcoat, tugged his shirt from his buckskins and ran her hands up his lean, hard chest; she scratched at the flat nipples and kissed him again. "I want you, I want you," she said against his lips.
Antony scooped her up and headed toward the wagon, but suddenly he turned and headed toward the house of the Wood God's Wife. "We got married in there, we should seal it in there," he said.
"I don't care if you fuck me against a tree," Jennia whispered into his neck. 
"Oh, gods," Antony groaned, and picked up his pace.
At the door of the little house, they found its bareness transformed. A wide bed stood where the pile of bracken and leaves had once been; invisible hands had laid out a meal on a table beside it, complete with wine. Antony set Jennia on her feet in the doorway, and the two hesitated in awe. "I suppose we have to accept divine hospitality again," she said.
"I suppose we're leaving a better offering," he answered. They entered the little house and closed its door behind them.
The surprise slowed them down, their kisses still intense but more deliberate, almost sacred. Jennia sucked his lower lip into her mouth and nibbled; he groaned and squeezed her ass. One to remember, she thought. They shed their clothing and lay down together, still exploring with hands and mouths.
Antony rolled her onto her back and straddled her; he took her breasts in his hands and played with them, squeezing gently, then more firmly, rolling the nipples between his long fingers. "I watched you with my charms, I saw what you liked, I thought only of you whenever I used my own charm, did you know that? Everything those toys did to you, I wished it were my hands doing it to you."
"They were your hands," she moaned. "I want your mouth, Antony, I want your mouth everywhere, I want--" He was sucking at her nipples now, first one and then the other, and speech left her. She gasped and writhed as he ran his tongue under the fold of each breast to come back to the tips; he bit and suckled until Jennia thought she would go mad with desire.
Antony was hard against her thigh, and she wriggled her hips to bring his cock to her entrance. He moved his mouth up her neck to her lips again, kissed her deeply, and spread her sex open with his fingers. "So wet, so wet you are, oh Jennia, you're wet for me, come for me, let me feel you come around my fingers," he growled in her ear. His thumb brushed her clit, and she nearly obeyed him; when he pushed two fingers inside her, she did. She arched up and up, hearing her own voice from a great distance above the roaring of her heartbeat.
Antony gave her no chance to recover, plunging into her over and over, and driving her through a second climax. Antony thrust deep into her once, twice, three times and came; she shuddered and cried with him as his warmth flooded her. He fell to one side before he took her in his arms again and kissed her lips, her cheeks, her eyes, until their trembling stopped.
"Where shall we go, love?" said Jennia. "Shall we go back to Deep Well? I can find work in a weaver's concern, even if I can't weave myself."
He gave her a light smack on the ass. "We are going back to Rabny Ford, darlin'. Trompkins the innkeeper's been after Tassie Marles for as long as I've been coming to town, but she wants to marry a man who'll take over her da's farm. Trompie won't mind--that's a rich holding--but he's been holding out for a fair bit for his place. I can give him that." Jennia kissed him, and he smiled down into her flushed face. "So I'm going to buy the inn, and you're going to set up shop as a master weaver. There are 200 souls in Rabny Ford if you don't count the farmers outside of town--and the Guild doesn't, even though it's easily three times the number of folks in town. More importantly, I am going to fuck you senseless every chance I get. I've wanted this, oh gods, I've wanted this. I've been so alone, never more so than when you were close and I couldn't kiss you."
"You've never been alone, sweetheart, you've always had your toys," she teased.
Antony pulled her atop him. "I'll never use a toy again. Neither will you." His cock already stirred between her thighs. He pulled her down to kiss her, and they began again.
 
The next morning, a brightly painted wagon trundled away from the Wood God's shrine. A shaft of sunlight illuminated four shining spheres in the Wood God's cupped hands, sending tiny dots of reflected color dancing among the leaves. It crept up the silvered wood until it gilded the God's horns and mighty phallus; the smile on His bearded face was broader than ever, and He seemed to watch the wagon leave His woods in great satisfaction.
The wagon's big, placid horse ambled steadily eastward, pulling it behind him with no apparent guidance; its doors and windows were shut, the curtains drawn. The sun's rays slipped through the open skylight, following a trail of laughter. A sunbeam shone on a tapestry hanging on the wall, just visible through the skylight's opening. The intricate, glowing silk threads portrayed a dark-haired man, his arms encircling a plump woman with shining hazel eyes. Tankards of beer foamed among the piles of fruit, game and bread heaped at his feet; at hers, three chubby children tangled one another other up in yarn.
The laughter rose and shifted into a gasping moan.
The sunbeam discreetly ducked behind a tree, and the driverless wagon rolled down the road toward its new home in the east.
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