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Part 1

*
The city of Yrigante sits over a hill in central Carn Tywyll like a blanket of stone, timber and bustle, caressed on its southern flank by the languid waters of the River Yrn. It’s not a particularly important city, as regional capitals go, but it’s very important to the thirty-odd thousand people who call it home. 

Aspen is a dark-pelted stallion, a cob with an elegantly arched muzzle that bears a bright white blaze, and the feathery hooves common to Doregallian draft Equids. He’s a herald by trade, a rare and tightly regulated profession. So when your master tells you to be in a certain place, it’s wise to be there. Aspen finds himself in just such a position, according to the sheet of parchment he holds in his hand.

“What about Ecgbert the thatcher? Could he and his wife look after them?” suggests Aspen to his wife, Wren, who is strutting about in a stressed little circle in their house.

Wren is a fallow doe, far smaller and slighter than her husband. She’s a messenger, and finds herself being called to carry letters and edicts from Yrigante to the string of villages between it and the coast of the Haearnfaen Sea, a round trip of some three days. It’s the first time in years that both Aspen and Wren will be away from home at the same time for more than a day, and Wren is concerned for their two sons, Elric, who’s eleven, and his brother Erwald, who’s just recently turned thirteen. The boys will loudly proclaim, she is certain, that they will be just fine and don’t need to be watched as they did when they were younger. But Wren knows, and her husband does, too, that adolescent boys left to their own devices will never tidy the house, wash themselves, go to their classes on time or eat proper food. 

“Ecgbert?” Wren exclaims. “Why, his wife is a no-good, conniving, two-faced nghontiau! Out of the question. Oh Aspen, can you not wait three days before you must travel? Or even two? Bareaux is over a week’s travelling away, I am sure you can make an excuse for being a little late!”

“I only wish that I could!” Aspen sighs. “But this is a royal edict, it comes from the seal of Prince Cwoenburg delivered by his personal guard… I cannot ignore it nor delay, and I shan’t be travelling alone!”

“What does the prince’s court want with you, anyway?”

“He’s to be married to Auluceia of Amelsbörg, at Bareaux. Since I’m his highest ranking herald, I’m to be present to announce his arrival at the city, and later at the various ceremonies – so I cannot tarry!”

Wren looks defeated. She sighs. “So what are we to do with Elric and Erwald while we are away? Perhaps Erwald can travel with you, and Elric with me?”

The idea has merit. But for Aspen in particular, there would be explanations to make to people who did not accept such a breach of etiquette. A common-born child – a surrogate, no less – at a royal wedding would be condemned. Both the Carn Tywyll and Sabarinian royal families are devout Arahanites, after all, and their faith does not approve of children being conceived and born in the old ways to interspecies couples. Indeed Aspen himself keeps his marriage largely to himself in his vocational life. He and Wren were married at the temple of Dytaea, the goddess of the forest, in the traditional way – and since he is an Equid and she a Cervid, both of their children were conceived by surrogacy through the very same temple, as was the old way. A suitable surrogate father was hired, approved by Aspen and Wren both, to bring the blessing of Kasdall, the god of fatherhood, on the family. Thus, Elric and Erwald are half-brothers, sired by different surrogates.
Aspen gives Wren’s suggestion some thought, but eventually shakes his head. “No, I cannot risk it. Erwald could be in danger if it is known he is my son. These Arahanites don’t even approve of adoption – to them children should only be born to matched couples and the Church adopts any who do not have parents, to turn them into monks and nuns.”

Even as he speaks of churches and temples, though, an idea occurs to Aspen. “What of the Dytaeans?” he proposes.

Wren makes an exasperated noise. “They are too old for the temple to take them in. Their child-minding services are for much younger children!”

“My parents are in Scordomna, and yours… well, I am under no illusions as to why, but they have not spoken with us since our marriage,” Aspen continues, as though running through the list of potential fawn-sitters in his mind. 

“Aye, something about you being a dirty odd-toed ungulate,” Wren cracks a smile and tilts her head in that way that always makes Aspen’s heart thump. 

“I have never understood why that matters in the slightest!” Aspen chuckles. 

His wife slides easily into the stallion’s arms, stretching her body upward to kiss his soft, tactile lips. He enfolds her in his arms and enjoys the moment of warmth. 

“Let me speak to the Dytaeans,” Aspen says, his voice a low whicker against Wren’s ear. “They have known the little bleaters since the day of their conception, remember.”

*

Elric makes a face of feigned disgust at the sight of his parents embracing so robustly, as they so often do. For a fawn of eleven, such things are still over the horizon of life – although just barely. His half-brother Erwald has not returned home yet, but lately that has become a common occurrence. The older fawn is coy about where he goes in the late afternoons, but Elric teases him about having a girlfriend and it always makes Erwald bleat and kick him under the table, so Elric knows he’s right. The fawn makes a ‘blech’ noise at the thought of his brother kissing a girl like his father kisses his mother, and resolves to himself that he will never do anything so disgusting. 

Elric steps back from the doorway of the room he shares with Erwald as quietly as he can so it isn’t obvious he’s been eavesdropping on his parents’ conversation in the common room of their small house. There are only three rooms; the brothers’ bedroom and the common room, and the third is Aspen and Wren’s bedchamber. It is quite a wealthy home, as these things are measured. Many of Elric’s friends have to share sleeping quarters with their entire family with little or no privacy. But then, as the Prince Regent’s herald, Aspen should be wealthy, Elric thinks. He does very important things. Things only a trusted man should do. 

And he is about to go away again, perhaps for several weeks. And his mother is leaving at the same time. 

Elric furrows his brow, a moment of worry about what he is going to do crossing his mind.

*

Erwald does not have a girlfriend. But in the thirteen year old fawn’s mind, his younger brother’s incessant bleating that he’s been kithing girlth is uncomfortably close to the truth. Or at least, it’s uncomfortably close to the wishful thinking inside Erwald’s young head as he stares open-mouthed through the crack in the back window shutter on one of Yrigante’s bawdyhouses. The shutter in question does a half-hearted job of rendering the bawdyhouse’s baths private. It is Erwald’s favourite place to peep. He’s found other warped and split shutters on other rooms at the same establishment, but all he’s ever seen through those is a man’s sweaty buttocks heaving up and down between one of the women’s legs, and it isn’t a particularly enticing view for Erwald. But the bathhouse? It is sublime. Erwald can often see a number of men and women of all ages and taxa in there at the end of the day, cavorting and laughing naked while they bathe ahead of the evening’s business. They aren’t crudely humping, just… being comfortably naked together. And, occasionally, slightly more.

It took Erwald a while to put the pieces together as to why such a view caused such a persistent aching stiffness under his tunic. It wasn’t until he witnessed a male courtesan pleasuring himself that the penny dropped. Erwald had sneaked out of his bedroom window in the very early hours of the morning that time, with the single-minded obsession of a boy suddenly quite overcome by the power of the thing between his legs to control his brain. 

The bleat of shock and surprise that uncontrollably erupted from Erwald’s lips that evening when he finally discovered masturbation and deliberate ejaculations very nearly got the fawn caught. The male courtesan had pricked his ears up and stared right at the shutter behind which Erwald hid, trembling and gasping and barely able to stand from the rush of raw, burning pleasure that left a little wet streak on the wall beneath the window. But then the courtesan had simply smirked and continued to masturbate, and moments later sprayed white, gooey stuff all over himself. 

Erwald is an expert, these days. It’s been a whole month since that first encounter, and the fawn isn’t sure why he didn’t figure it out sooner. It’s such a simple motion, one’s penis almost tells one precisely what it wants. It’s not quite sunset yet, so his parents won’t have started to wonder where he is, yet. Erwald swallows heavily, the familiar shakiness of his breathing drying his throat. Through the crack in the shutters, and above an increasingly obvious patch of staining on the wall beneath it, Erwald has a perfect view of several young women who are very thoroughly washing themselves and each other. The fawn’s eye – only one of them at a time, since the crack is so small – is drawn to their genitals. He’s fascinated by them; the gentle curve of a woman’s body down there, and the subtle crevice that seems so simple from a distance, but turns Erwald’s penis into four inches of iron. He nebulously knows that putting said inches of iron into the aforementioned crevice is “sex,” and he’s tried it on his pillow several times, but can’t seem to get the hang of it.
His fist pounds awkwardly into his groin, an aimless flurry of clumsy movements that supplies just enough friction to his fawnhood to achieve the desired result, if he concentrates on it and keeps going for long enough. 

His arm is getting tired. Erwald grits his teeth. Just a little longer! He tries switching hands, but if his left hand is clumsy and awkward, his right may as well be someone else’s hand, for all the use it is. The fallow fawn snorts quietly and pauses just long enough to allow drool to string down from his mouth to his penis. He’s proud of that discovery – he came up with it all by himself after he realised how nice it feels for it to have something slippery on it when you do… whatever it’s called that he’s doing. 

His awkward hand movements take on a wet clicking noise, and it isn’t long before Erwald feels the increasingly familiar burn of pleasure beginning to build. And, a moment later, it happens. He holds his other hand over his mouth to muffle the breathy bleat of pleasure, and stares down at himself. His penis is shiny and wet and the head is swollen and purple, and as he watches, one of those convulsions comes accompanied by an oozing droplet of cloudy, sticky fluid that slides over his fingers to drop to the ground between his hooves. He’s a little disappointed that it didn’t spray out like it did earlier, but then again it is the fourth time he’s made it happen since he started up a little over an hour ago. 

He wants to do it again almost immediately, but the suns are beginning to set, his arm is tired and his penis is starting to ache, so with a last, lingering stare through his favourite crack, Erwald makes his exit and trots home through the narrow Yrigante streets. 

*

“Ahh, Aspen! How nice to see you. To what do we owe the pleasure of your company?” 

Pepper Clove’s voice is like honeyed figs; warmly spiced, robustly cloying and sweet. The kind of voice one feels oozing over one’s senses. She’s a Caprin, and a priestess of Dytaea, the Bringer of Dreams and goddess of the forest. But she is also very close to Amel, the River Goddess - who is also the patron goddess of transgender folk. She is in her middle years with a quietly dignified bearing, and wearing the richly embroidered green robes of her temple. 

Aspen steps forward beneath the entrance of the temple to Dytaea, which is made from two intertwined, living oaks. 

“Pepper, the pleasure is all mine, as always,” he says silkily. 

“You old charmer,” Pepper chuckles. “I know you well enough to know that tone only comes out for professional business, or when you need something. Out with it!”

“Aye, you’ve got the measure of it,” Aspen admits. 

Pepper’s eye twinkles. 

“We… Wren and I… both have been called away at the same time in the coming days. I, to travel to Bareaux, and Wren to carry the King’s orders to the reeves and sherriffs of the Haearnfaen villages. It… has left us wondering to whom we might turn to look after Elric and Erwald while we are away.”

Pepper’s eyes narrow slightly, although her face betrays none of her thoughts. “I see. And Wren has told you, of course, that the services of the temple are intended for younger children, since many of those who care for them are not very much older than your sons?”

“Aye. But we were holding out some hope that you may accept them, just this once. Since you have known them all of their lives, Pepper. I can think of no one I would trust more with their wellbeing.”

Pepper maintains her carefully neutral expression, but at that moment, they are interrupted by the arrival of a teenage Equid girl wearing an acolyte’s robe. She looks to Aspen to be around fifteen or sixteen, and whatever thought she had been coming to Pepper with appears to flee her mind the moment she makes eye contact with the stallion. There’s a moment of slightly awkward silence, within which Aspen offers a friendly smile and a greeting to the filly. She’s a pretty thing, he thinks, taking in her slightly fluffy chestnut pelt and straw-blonde mane. A Sabarinian draft? Yes, seems so.

“Ahh, Paige. Can it wait?” Pepper asks the filly. 

The filly’s nostrils flare slightly and she offers a demure little curtesy, dipping her knees slightly and holding her hands, palms together, in front of her face. But she seems not to be in any hurry to leave. Finally, Pepper relents, and beckons her forward. The filly almost trips over her own hooves, bouncing forward to stand beside the Caprin priestess and fixing Aspen with a beaming smile.

“Very well. Aspen, this is Paige Rivers. She is a third-year initiate and my apprentice. Paige, Aspen here is Prince Cwoenburg’s chief herald.”

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Aspen says silkily. He lifts the filly’s hand and kisses her knuckles. 

She stammers a greeting and flutters awkwardly for a moment, until Pepper once again interjects. 

“In fact, Paige, you have given me a wonderful idea.”

“I have?”

“Indeed. Aspen here is father to two young Cervid boys, who are not quite of an age yet to be left alone for long, but too old to be boarded with the others we look after. It is an awkward age in many ways, is it not, Aspen?”

“Aye, that it is. Elric is eleven, and his brother Erwald is thirteen,” confirms Aspen. Paige nods thoughtfully.

“Aspen and Wren both find themselves needing to be away from home for some days, soon,” Pepper continues, “so Aspen was asking if I would make an exception for his boys.”

“Can we not do that, Pepper?” Paige asks. 

“We could, of course. But I have a better idea.” Both Aspen’s and Paige’s ears perk forward at the same moment, which elicits a chuckle from Pepper. “Why don’t I send Paige to look after your boys, in your home, while you are away?”

Paige’s eyes widen, although whether it is out of surprise, fear or joy, Aspen cannot be sure. But the stallion offers a triumphant smile, and bows deeply to Pepper. “A fine solution, Priestess. I shall recompense the temple, of course, and Paige, for your time and any expenses incurred.”

“Then it is agreed,” Pepper says, then fixes her apprentice with a sly, sidelong glance. “If, of course, Paige is willing?”

“Yes! Yes of course,” the filly exclaims, almost before Pepper is finished speaking, before regaining a modicum of poise. “I shall be happy to help, Aspen. I’m certain your boys will be no trouble at all.”

Aspen chuckles, and pats her on the shoulder amicably. “Do not be so sure, young lady. Erwald is only a couple of years younger than you, I imagine, so he may have some illusion in his mind that your authority is questionable.”

“I have been trained in such things, Aspen,” Paige replies. “Pepper teaches me well.”

“Excellent. Well, if it is suitable for you, Aspen, I shall bring Paige to you the morning of your departure.”

*

Elric awakens suddenly. He isn’t quite sure what’s broken his sleep, at first. It’s still dark outside, although there’s a hint of pre-dawn purple colouring the square of night sky visible through the window of the bedroom he shares with Erwald. For a moment there is silence, and then he becomes aware of a soft, rhythmic noise coming from his brother’s bed, which sits against the opposite wall from his own. It sounds like Erwald is scratching himself under the blankets, but… very vigorously. Elric listens for a moment, nebulously trying to identify the sound with no real success. If his brother has an itch, it must be an almighty one, because he keeps scratching at that frenetic pace for well over a minute. Then he pauses for a minute, then continues. 

Elric stares across at Erwald in the darkness, seeking to make out some level of detail. It’s very dark, but the fawn can see that Erwald is laying on his back, and the blanket is bouncing up and down rapidly somewhere near his… Elric experiences a moment of confused wakefulness. Is Erwald scratching his balls? That hard and that fast? Elric winces at the thought, imaging that it must hurt. Perhaps that’s why he’s breathing strangely. Experimentally, Elric pushes his hand between his own legs, and scratches around his testicles. They’re small and soft, and as there usually is in the morning, there’s a stiffness above them. He plays with it idly, pushing it around with his hand until it feels strange and tingly, then releases it. 

Elric turns onto his side with his back to Erwald and tries to go back to sleep, but the sound is like a mosquito in his ear. He cannot stop focusing on it. After a few minutes, Erwald gasps quietly and then goes silent. He must have found the itch, finally. 

Elric drifts back into slumber, and is awakened again some time later by Aspen standing in the room between the two fawns. 

“Time to wake up, boys,” the stallion intones, gently shaking one then the other of them. 

Elric is awake in moments, sitting up in his bed and knuckling his eyes. But Erwald is sluggish and seems incredibly tired, still. 

“Is he alright?” Elric asks. 

“Come on Erwald. You have to be up. Your mother and I have to leave today, and I need you to be awake to greet Paige.”

“Who’s Paige?” Elric pipes up. 

“She’s from the temple of Dytaea. She’ll be staying with you for a few days while your mother and I are away, to look after you and make sure you behave,” Aspen says, half-jokingly. 

Erwald is suddenly awake, and bleating in protest. “Ugh, father! We don’t need to be minded as if we’re fawns! We would be fine on our own, right Elric?”

Elric is silent. Erwald groans. 

“This isn’t a negotiation, young man,” Aspen says, his voice adopting a steely edge. “Both of us shall be gone for days; your mother perhaps three or four, I much longer. The alternative was to take you to Ecgbert the thatcher’s house.”

Erwald’s protests sputter and die on the fawn’s lips. Elric knows Ecgbert, and his wife, and their three children. They are nice enough, he supposes, but he doesn’t want to stay under their roof. The children are substantially younger than he and Erwald and Ecgbert himself is a bully. 

“Sorry, father. You’re right. But we’d be fine on our own! You could trust us.”

“I know. But I would worry the entire time I am away, and that would distract me from my duties,” Aspen explains. 

Slowly, Erwald appears to accept his fate. A few minutes later both of the brothers are up and dressed, their fur brushed and eating bread and a sweet jam made by Wren from the last summer’s berry harvest. Aspen and Wren speak in low tones about the days ahead of them both, and while Wren seems fretful and anxious, Aspen is - outwardly at least - a picture of calm and confidence. He needs to be, after all, a herald must be unflappable in even the most dire circumstances. 

*

It’s mid-morning when there’s a knock at the door. Aspen stands from the stool at which he’s been sitting polishing his boots and oiling his ceremonial armour and moves to admit the visitor. 

Erwald cranes his neck to see who it is, masking the dread he feels in the pit of his stomach. He and his brother are to be at the whim of a stranger for days? It’s galling to the thirteen year old fawn. Although he knows the true reason for it - aside from a burgeoning desire for independence, he isn’t sure how he’ll be able to sneak away to his secret spot with a Dytaean priestess hovering over him all day. There are two people at the door, both dressed in the traditional robes of the Dytaeans. One wears the embroidered robe of a Priestess, but the other wears the simpler linen of an initiate. Erwald recognises Pepper Clove, but the initiate is unknown to him. She’s only a few years older than he is, he notices, and seems to stare at his father a lot. She’s an Equid, like him. Some of the trepidation eases in Erwald’s heart. She’s not a priestess, only an initiate. And she’s… quite pretty. Far from the dusty, severe old woman he’s somehow been expecting.

“Hello boys. Elric, Erwald,” Pepper says once Aspen ushers them inside. “It’s nice to see you both! I’d like you to meet Paige Rivers. She’s my apprentice, so I want you to treat her as you would treat me, alright?”

Elric nods eagerly beside him. “We shall! Won’t we, Erwald?”

Erwald can’t seem to find his words, suddenly. So he nods silently. 

Paige flutters, seemingly a little nervous, and her eyes flick once again to Aspen. But Erwald’s eyes are nowhere but Paige. Her straw-blonde mane is braided and hangs down just past her shoulders, framing a white-blazed and pink-muzzled chestnut face, with bright blue eyes and a demure, ready smile. Her muzzle and ears are flushed pink, Erwald notices, and unbidden, the fawn’s eyes drop down Paige’s body. Although it’s well disguised by the very modest initiate’s robe she wears, she’s accented it with a belt that defines her narrow waist and causes the linen to fall in pleats over her hips. Erwald undresses her in his mind, and finds himself suddenly needing to sit down to disguise the eagerness under his tunic. 

Wren blusters over towards he and Elric, and plasters their faces with furtive kisses. Erwald bleats in protest but hugs his mother back when prompted. Elric is far less self-conscious, and clings to her for a long while. 

“Erwald? Why don’t you help Paige settle in, hmm?” Pepper Clove suggests, resting a gentle hand on the fawn’s shoulder. “Your father says she’s to sleep in your room with Elric, while you move into your parents’ room for the week, if that is alright with you.”

Erwald’s heart leaps. Maybe this won’t be so bad, after all. Privacy! Although, a second later, Erwald begins to wish it were Elric sleeping in their parents’ room, and he with Paige… His eyes meet Paige’s, and she flattens her ears back demurely with a soft smile. 

“Erwald, yes? Hello!” Her voice is like silk, to Erwald’s ears. “I did not bring much, but I have a small amount of luggage. Would you mind helping me lift it off of the oxcart?”

“I… y-yes, of course,” Erwald stammers, cursing his tongue for seeming to be suddenly made of wood. 

He follows Paige outside into the autumn air. It smells richly of oak and pine and rain and moss, impending rain and, distantly, the salty tang of the ocean. A southerly change is coming, and those usually bring heavy rains to Yrigante, sweeping inland off of the Haearnfaen Sea. Erwald leaps up onto the oxcart, and locates Paige’s luggage. it’s a small travelling trunk made from leather stiffened with straps of hammered iron, and has handles at both its ends. The fawn wrestles the trunk to the back edge of the oxcart, and then leaps back down to ground level. 

“It’s not that heavy,” he says. 

“Not for one as strong as you, I am sure,” Paige says with a flutter. 

Erwald blusters and subconsciously stands up a little straighter, pushing out his chest. Paige giggles. 

“You take one end, I shall take the other. It may not be heavy, but it is awkward,” she says. 

Between them, Erwald and Paige carry the initiate’s belongings into the house, and deposit the trunk in Erwald and Elric’s bedroom.

“Which bed is to be mine?” Paige asks, looking back and forth between the two identical bunks. 

“Well, this one is mine, and that one is Elric’s,” Erwald explains. “So uhm… I suppose you shall sleep in my bed?”

“So be it, then,” Paige says, fixing him with a stare of which Erwald can’t quite identify the meaning. 

There’s a moment of silence between them, the two teenagers standing a few feet apart in the bedroom. Elric suddenly imagines her in his bed. With him also in it. His mouth waters, and he urgently forces his mind to think of something else. She’s a Dytaean initiate! He reprimands himself.
“Ahh, I think your parents are leaving. Come, we should fare them well on their journeys,” Paige says. 

She rests her hand on Erwald’s shoulder and guides the fawn out of the bedroom ahead of her. Her touch is so soft, so gentle. Erwald resists the urge to lean back into her, to turn and fling his arms around her waist. He’s confused and horny and awkward and can’t think straight. He’s never felt like that before, not about someone right there in his presence. She has such a presence as he’s never felt before. 

Aspen engulfs both of his sons in a robust embrace, gruffly reminds them of the rules they are to follow, reassures them both how much he loves them, embarrasses Erwald with a whispered instruction to remember who Paige is, and not to get too fruity with her, and then stands. Even in his simple travelling clothes, Aspen is a handsome sight, and Erwald once again notices how intensively Paige’s eyes remain fixed on the stallion. It occurs to him that she’s thinking of Aspen the way Erwald is thinking about Paige. 

Aspen and Wren make good their departure. Both pull handcarts loaded with the essentials of their respective journeys, which shall be loaded onto proper carts before leaving the city. Watching them both walking off into the mid-morning damp together just as a light rain begins to fall gives Erwald a strange confluence of feelings - freedom, for one, but also a certain sadness. Beside him, Elric begins to sniffle and a tear runs down his cheek. Paige is there in an instant, holding him to her and comforting him by stroking his hair. 

Pepper Clove remains in the house with them for some time after Aspen and Wren’s departure, answering Paige’s many questions and ensuring that everyone is comfortable with the arrangements – at least as comfortable as they can be. Erwald is careful not to let slip his growing excitement for the coming days. 

