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Prologue


“Very interesting,” Halton rumbled even as he reached toward the elegantly-engraved tray again.  Eyes ringed in black followed his hand, widening from slits as his plaything’s breathing eased just a bit, though not entirely, back toward normal.  The anticipation was at least as intense as the act, he knew, so he took his sweet time selecting the next long, gleaming needle.  He paused again, that sharp tip hovering over the perky swell of one breast, the other needles already there quivering as its owner’s breathing quickened anew.


Danique’s eyes scrunched shut as her Master’s arm tensed, and her yelp as her soft flesh was penetrated trailed off in a breathy moan, another droplet of fluid falling between her legs, spread painfully wide by her bonds, to join those already moistening the base of the oaken rack.


The tiger considered the half-dozen slim shafts in each breast, then nodded to himself and settled back into the overstuffed armchair behind him, looking rather out of place amidst the leather, hardwood, and iron of his playroom.  “This Brotherhood of Merit,” he continued, “interests me...  To hear you tell it, they came very, very close to embroiling the kingdom in several blood feuds, if not an actual civil war.  I have, myself, overheard petitioners at court, still convinced after all this time that the troops that slaughtered their kin in those two towns wore their livery legitimately, though the king obviously disagrees given the alacrity with which he sent them packing.  The Brotherhood may have been stopped, for now, but their efforts do seem to have shaken your brother’s grip on power just a bit.”


“That... that’s a matter of perspective,” the ‘coon replied, her voice a bit hoarse from the first few needles’ outright screams, before the endorphins she’d come here for had kicked in.  “He’s been... less successful than he’d hoped at... at getting the true word out, at convincing his people of that truth... but far more believe him than not.”


Halton shook his head with a soft chuckle as he rose once more, stepping around the folding table and its tray of implements, “When you first offered yourself to me, those years ago, there weren’t even those rumors.  I must admit that, at the time, politics bored me... but then I met you.”  He reached down to cruelly pinch the hood of her clit, his thumb’s claw prominent, though not quite giving her yet another new piercing, and his teeth flashed in the dim lantern-light as her fresh scream brought a smile to his muzzle.  He licked his fingertips while the princess caught her breath, then continued, “As much as I’ve enjoyed having you as a ‘slave’ for its own sake, my dear, you’ve also opened my eyes to a fascinating world.  Our little games of power and control are small beer indeed compared to the distilled power of the monarchy, however clouded the brew may be from recent events.”


Despite the pain of her joints, breasts, and crotch, the raccoon smiled faintly, “Thank you, Master.  It’s been my pleasure to serve as your entertainment, and knowing it’s been in more than one way is... gratifying.”


Nodding absently at the compliment, the man took a moment to transfer the tray from its table to the seat he’d just vacated, then lifted the sheet of parchment that had been hidden underneath.  “I’ve certainly enjoyed our time together,” he mused, then gave her a very direct, serious look, “so much that I’ve found myself, of late, wishing to take our relationship just a step further.  I’ve some thoughts on how to make it an even more intense experience for both of us, but... well, despite your brother’s tolerance of our little games, I fear the legal ramifications if I go beyond mere pinpricks.  Things that might leave actual, visible scars... though in places that would be fully covered by any decent clothing, of course.  Thus I ask... will you marry me?  That, combined with your consent, would protect us both, allowing our play to continue at new and interesting levels, including things that might take more than one night.  The guards wouldn’t worry about you being late getting back to the palace, if you were with your husband, not just your Master.”


A flush with causes deeper than her current arousal colored her cheeks and ears as Danique’s eyes widened, the very suggestion of a new level of play eliciting even more fresh moisture from her loins than the last two needles had, and she had to swallow twice before she could answer, “I would love that...  I assume that’s... that’s a marriage document in your hand?”


Nodding as he stepped closer, a bottle of ink and a fresh quill fetched from their concealment behind the rack with his free hand, the tiger smiled, “Indeed, and it doesn’t hurt that I feel far more affection, arguably love, for you than any other submissive it’s been my privilege to tie up.”


Tears that had nothing to do with the pain she’d been enjoying for the last hour or more were in the princess’ eyes as he placed the quill in her right hand, the leather strap at her wrist making the angle a bit awkward as he held the parchment for her.  She blinked them away then smiled again as she let him take the quill back, “This was... a surprise, Master, but certainly a welcome one!  I think I love you, too... though I hope I still can call you Master.  ‘Husband’ is... a demotion, from my perspective, since you’re a very good Master indeed.”


The smile Halton gave her in reply was... toothy.  He truly enjoyed inflicting pain, which all of his playmates knew, but just for once he let a hint of his true cruelty shine through, even as his deep voice rumbled, “Normally, I’d agree... but tonight, I’m afraid, I’m a very bad Master.”  Even as he spoke, he set the document aside and reached out for one of the needles still standing out from Dani’s well-formed little breasts.  It was one of the first he’d inserted, so her blood had had time to dry, and the crust clinging to the metal as he slowly twisted it between his fingers teased at the edges of the puncture like tiny, sharp rasps, and more teeth came into view as his smirk widened at her renewed gasp.  The specific needle in question, he’d apologized for earlier, as unlike the others it was something other than perpendicular to the surface of her skin, a rare slip on his part... or so he’d claimed.  This one, along the inner curve of her left breast, was angled more toward her breastbone, but not quite perfectly for that either.  Her next panting breath emerged as a rising keen as he firmed his grip, easing the sharp steel just a bit deeper into her flesh... and he watched her face intently, wondering when she’d notice.


It took Danique a long moment to realize, given how much she was enjoying this new torment, coming fresh on the heels of a promise of ‘even more intense’ experiences... but she finally took note, as a pain not quite like any she’d ever experienced drew her attention to the fact that the point was well past her breast’s fat, and was in fact between her ribs, deeper into her chest’s muscle than he’d ever gone, and he showed no signs of an intent to stop pushing.  “M-Master?” she forced herself to say, when most of her just wanted to enjoy the new sensation.


Another new sensation briefly distracted her, as the pointy, spined head of his cock eased between her labia and inwards, but even that, as pleasurable as it was, couldn’t mute the sensation of a sharp pain as the needle nudged against her beating heart.


“Master!  Stop!” she half-screamed, but it was too late.  His loins and hand both continued their thrusts, the latter hard enough to bury five of the needle’s six inches in her chest, and her scream was mixed with a sob of betrayal as she felt her heart’s own contortions against the invading metal turn a simple puncture into a ragged tear, her next breath taking a significant effort to draw against the pressure of the blood filling her chest and squeezing her lungs.


“Don’t worry,” he rumbled in a voice shadowed by a dark anticipation she’d never heard before, “your brother and his family will join you soon enough... and I’ll finally get to do what I’ve wanted to for so long, and leave my seed inside your twitching corpse.  The still-warm, wet hole of a dead princess... is something very few men get a chance to fuck.”


It was hard to make out under the pain in her voice as she weakened, but the royal ‘coon’s last words were, “But you said you loved me...”


She never heard his half-gloating reply, “I lied.”

Chapter 1


Stepping out of the Black Unicorn, Silmon leaned into the warm autumn breeze, letting it dry the faint sweat from the tavern’s slightly overheated interior, which in turn helped clear his head.  It was both his blessing and his curse, for all of his adult life, that he was such a lightweight when it came to strong drink, but despite the ribbing his friends and associates gave him whenever they went out for a night of drinking, he’d learned to live with his limitations and even enjoy them.  The single mug of good ale he’d had with his lunch had left him quite noticeably buzzed, but ten minutes after the meal it was already fading.  Giving his head one more careful shake to test the remaining dizziness, the rabbit started walking down the street toward the inn with a courtyard large enough to hold his wagon while he ate.  By now, the horses should have also been fed and returned to harness; this was far from his first time making this trip, and the staff of the Lathered Lioness were a known, reliable quantity.


A bit of whimsical regret teased at his mind during the two-block walk; in just the last few months he’d started taking his meals at the Unicorn rather than the Lioness, but in three trips he’d only caught one glimpse of the tavern’s namesake, and that had not been today.  It was a well-known secret that something went on under that tavern, with an armed guard in an alcove, screening and admitting visitors who never ordered anything upstairs and generally looking several notches above the regular patrons by the standards of society’s unofficial ranks.  The rumors of just what went on downstairs had been around for years, though.  The new proprietress, for whom the building had been renamed, was far more worthy of his curiosity, but he’d only caught a glimpse of her once, the previous month, as she’d dealt with some issue the chief cook needed addressed.  Unicorn, yes.  Black fur and horn, definitely.  But he’d been too far away to observe the sharp, impossible teeth he’d heard told of.


As they always did, the combination of the walk and a bit of meandering thought were enough to counter that mug of ale, at least enough to safely drive a horse team, and he was almost back to normal as he nodded to the innkeeper’s granddaughter, a lioness most likely still just a bit too young to be told the full, rather salacious tale behind her grandpa’s choice in business names, as she passed the gathered reins up to him on his bench.  “Thank you, Lessa,” he muttered, giving her a courteous nod, then glanced through the gaps between the courtyard’s fence slats.  No heavy traffic seemed to be using the street, so he flicked the reins to get the four-horse team moving.


Half an hour later he reined in carefully, mindful of his cart’s unusual inertia, just outside the wide service entrance to the palace grounds.  It wasn’t very fancy, as gates went, but given the specialized needs of castle maintenance it was even larger than the main gates, half a mile away.  “Got a special bit,” he noted to the nearest of the four guards, who nodded back and reached past the open gate’s bars to tug at a bell-pull on the inner corner of the brick column supporting the hinges.  Less than a minute later, a mink in immaculate captain’s leathers marched briskly around that column and looked up, his eyes attentive but his muzzle shut.  Silmon was used to that, though; the procedures here hadn’t changed in the five years he’d been doing this job.  “Got a statue for delivery, east garden, so I’ll need clearance and probably an escort if you guys still don’t trust me.  Also, taxes.  Last season’s for my boss, basic income, and some duties since I’ve got a parcel that’ll be leaving the country.  It’s all on the chit, and the chit’s in the bag.”


Nodding, a faint smile softened the captain’s professional demeanor as he drew near and lifted a large ring of keys from his belt.  “You know we trust you, Sil,” the man mused as he sorted through the mass of iron and brass, “but you also know that we’ve had a bit of trouble lately.  Now is not the time to skimp on the procedures, so I’ll send a man with you to the garden.  Ah, here it is,” and he used the key, the rabbit’s employers having the only other copies, to unlock the scuffed, thick steel box built directly into the cart, just behind the driver’s bench on the left side.  He patted each of the two stout leather bags inside, taking the one that clinked and rustled instead of clattered, then secured the box with the other bag still inside.  His brows rose a bit as he tested its weight, “Damn, your boss really lucked out...  I know it wasn’t cheap, getting past all that cracked, useless stone, but the gems he found beyond are certainly worth it if his business taxes weigh this much!”


Silmon smirked, “I’ve never seen a badger look as smug as he did when he sent me out.  Think about it; if he’s paying this much in taxes, there has to be even more he got to keep!  Lucky bastard indeed...  Eh, he does pay a decent bonus for carrying high-value, risky cargoes, so I guess that’s as much as I can fairly ask.”


Sobering again, the mink nodded, “Indeed, and the fact that someone that rich trusts you with this much money, not to mention several hundred carats of gems, is why I would let you go without an escort if I legally could.  Hell, I don’t need to tell you about it; I ranted on the subject long enough during your last visit!”  Turning, he tucked the heavy coinpouch under one arm and beckoned with the other, “Harrol!  It’s your lucky day!  Stop standing there melting and walk this man to the east garden, while I’ll double-check to make sure the workers are ready to set up the new statue.  There’s plenty of shade along the way, and you’ve been here since sunrise.  Go, take a break, and get some water on your way back.  I swear, if I shaved you what’s left would be red as a beet!”


The corporal in question was a common domestic cat, but his fur was solid black, and he did not look comfortable under the midday sun in his armor.  “Yes sir, ‘course sir,” he half-mumbled, clearly a bit drained by the heat.  “I ‘spect yer right, sir, ‘cept maybe bricks’d be a closer red.  ‘s’what I feel like, anyway.  Wish I had that guy’s fur, but this is what I was born with, sir.”


Chuckling, with a nodding glance at the carter’s pure white pelt, the officer simply shook his head as he turned and padded toward the nearest palace entrance, intent on getting the bag of taxes and records to the right clerks.


The eastern wing of the palace was mostly living quarters, fairly decent ones, for the cleaning and administrative staff who lived on the grounds, with the rest of the rooms, even better of course, reserved for guests of low to moderate rank.  As the wall he was driving along gave way to the garden’s open space, windows and doors on three sides and a clear view of the sunrise on the fourth, he glanced up and around, spotting lone and paired courtiers at at least three windows on the second floor.  Ignoring them, as he knew no greeting from his lowly self would be returned, or even acknowledged, he turned the horses and proceeded just a few more yards before the planters and hedges got too dense to proceed.  “Guess the news leaked,” he told the waiting workmen in palace livery as they rose from their benches, several taking a moment to limber up for the task ahead.


Other members of the crew nodded, and as Silmon loosened the clasps at the corners of the tarp, the men started clearing away the dense straw cushioning the sculpture.  Harrol, of course, immediately sank onto a shaded bench and slumped, probably at least half asleep, and with a number of indulgent smiles between them, the men slowed down a bit, working as quietly as they could.  The corporal clearly needed at least a short nap, and knew the workers would wake him in time if an officer drew near.  One noncom more or less wouldn’t hurt the local defenses, evidenced by the full squad that chose that moment to round the corner from the palace’s front side.  The striped feline sergeant in the lead glanced at the armored figure on the bench, shrugged, then gave a tight grin as he looked up at the windows and saluted.  One courtier had their son with them, the young buck daring to wave back, but for the most part the troops were ignored.


While lithe and definitely not weak, Silmon was still a rabbit, a species less than well known for feats of strength, so once the tarp was clear he let the rest of the workers, functioning as the smoothly-trained unit they were, ease the statue out of the cart, arms beneath it each clasping the opposite man’s wrist.  A quick hop back cleared the way for both the workers and the troop of soldiers, the latter intent on using one of the garden’s side doors into the palace proper, but a brief frown flickered across the carter’s face as they passed.  He quickly schooled his expression back to neutrality, but couldn’t forget what he’d just smelled.  Lanolin.  Fresh lanolin.  Lots of fresh lanolin.  One trooper servicing their leather gear would not, normally, be even slightly odd, but it was midday.  Most of the excess oil should have been absorbed or evaporated if the service had been performed early in the morning, but it smelled as if half the squad, if not more, had applied a leather-softening rub within the last two hours.


As soon as that door clicked closed, he looked up again, giving his ears a strong flip to attract notice.  The buck saw, and tugged at his father’s blouse...  Frowning in irritation, the man broke off his conversation with the lady leopardess at the next window, then looked where his son pointed.  Silmon waved both arms to be sure he had the man’s attention, then pointed at the door the troops had just used, and emphasized his concern by drawing a finger across his throat, then mimed shouting for help.  Still frowning, the courtier spent a long moment trying to figure out the message being conveyed, finally directing a short phrase to his offspring.  Perking up, the lad immediately dashed down the hall, presumably to find help of some sort, while his father simply looked bored with the whole affair and resumed his interrupted conversation.


“What was that about?” one of the workers asked from where he waited nearby.  Six burly men were enough for the statue, and the seventh was there just in case, but it didn’t look like they were having any trouble as the statue’s square base touched the smooth rock that had been prepared for it and they gradually tipped it upright.


Silmon shrugged, “I’m not sure, but it was worth looking into.  Didn’t you smell it?  Leather softener.  It was as if that entire troop’s uniforms had just come out of long-term storage.  For one new soldier I could understand that, but all of them?  I just hope that kid’s going for some other guards, because his father is apparently useless in the presence of a low-cut gown.”


The man blinked, then nodded, “That does sound a bit... iffy.  I guess that’s why you make the special runs; most ‘carters’ wouldn’t notice that sort of thing, or make the obvious connection if they did.”  He glanced over to where his coworkers had just gotten the statue’s rotation aligned, so the carven image of Burtak IV’s face could meet the sunrise, “Boys?  Fish around in the gravel by those hedges, and find a rock that fits comfortably in your hand.  Something might be going down, and we may not have swords, but we do have bigger fists than most men.  Right?”


“Damned right,” one of the workers agreed, and started searching the ground for a proper knuckleduster.


“Harrol?”  The cat didn’t react, so Silmon walked over and shook his shoulder gently.


The corporal snorted awake, blinking rapidly, then calmed, “Eh, Sil?  You done already?  I barely got my eyes closed...”


The rabbit snorted, “Your snores said otherwise.  Anyway, a troop of what looked like palace guards just went in that door,” and he pointed, “but they didn’t smell right.  In fact, they smelled very wrong.  You need to go notify your captain.  Ask him if any groups of soldiers were put, as a unit, on remedial gear maintenance, and if he says no, have him quietly spread the alarm.”


Blinking once more, the cat muttered, “Shit!  I hadn’t heard of anything like that, and if a whole squad manages to fuck up that badly, they let the rest of us know!  I’m gone.  You guys stay safe!” and he scampered off, his breastplate clipping the marble column bordering an ivy trellis with a muffled clang.


Turning back to the workers, he thought for a moment, then told them, “Whatever’s happening, we have been singled out.  Almost chosen.  There are many guards on these grounds, better armed and better armored than we, but they don’t know that anything even might be happening.  We do.  That gives us the moral responsibility to do something... so follow me.  Hang back a bit, but be ready to back me up; I look harmless enough that if I run into someone up to no good, they might not attack me immediately, but you guys are way too muscular to pull the same trick.”


Though he’d be hard pressed to remember their names, he knew these men, at least by type.  They were humble, but also proud of the jobs they did.  They knew for a fact that ordinary people would often travel, sometimes for weeks, just to be able to say they’d seen the palace, or even to linger at the edges of the king’s court, but it wasn’t the courtiers who made it worth the trip.  It was the men and women who polished the marble, weeded the flowerbeds, and arranged the statuary.  These grounds were what they’d dedicated their lives to, and they were as ready as any guard to deal with a threat against their palace.


Stepping through the same door the suspicious soldiers had used, Silmon sniffed this way and that, then noted to the first of the men to follow him, “They went west, deeper into the palace proper.”  Not waiting for a reply, he took three steps at a brisk jog then settled in to a purposeful walk.  His determination, however, lasted only until the next intersection.  The workers, as requested, were following him at a distance, which kept their own scents from confusing the air, but try as he might, he couldn’t smell any difference between the three halls.  It was as if the group had split up, almost evenly.  Backtracking to his friends, he grumbled, “They went that way... and that way... and that way, too.  I’ve never been very far inside, never been inside at all except for last month when I needed a drink after the job.  If you guys wanted to do the most damage, or steal something valuable, which way would you go from here?”


One tall bear of the group immediately pointed, “South of the east wing is the filing department.  Just a bunch of clerks, reading reports, cross-referencing them for what they call ‘aggregates,’ and looking up something someone higher up might need to know.  West, we’ve got the main hall and, a bit farther, the kitchen; you can reach the throne room or the ready-duty guard posts there, but there’s nothing worth stealing if you care about getting away with it.  North is another intersection, but it’s the straightest route to the royal wing and the vault.”


“North it is, then,” the rabbit nodded, striding off anew and taking the right-hand hallway.


If he hadn’t been concentrating so hard on following the fading scent of lanolin, he’d almost certainly have missed the blood.  The coppery tang struck and passed so quickly he thought he’d imagined it at first, then stopped and took a step back toward the door he’d just passed, since on second glance it wasn’t quite latched.  One gentle push and another glance were all it took, and he called back, “It’s official.  If we see a guard, tell ‘em to raise hell.  One of them is dead in this broom closet.  Throat cut.”


Several of the workers cursed at that news, and firmed their grips on their rocks.  Most of them avoided the sight through the open door as they passed; yes, they were big, tough men, but if they’d had any stomach for blood they’d be soldiers, not laborers.


Only that bear who’d spoken up paused, steeling himself then looking in...  “Relfan.  His name was Relfan.  He was stationed just around the corner up the hall, mostly to help courtiers who couldn’t find their own rooms after too much wine.  Poor kid told me he didn’t know why he signed up, since he can barely bring himself to hit anyone.”


Several of his friends growled at that, and their ad hoc leader nodded to himself.  Woe betide whoever did that if these guys got their hands on them!  Continuing to the next intersection, his ears perked up, and he pointed, “There!  I can see a bracer just around that corner down there; someone go tell the guard what’s up while we check the other two directions.  My guess now is the vault, since the décor that way suggests the royal quarters and the guard’s still alive, but someone check the other hall too; they might be after something or someone in the noble guest chambers.”


Nodding and glancing among themselves, one stocky wolf pranced down the hall, while two of his friends went down the other and the rest kept following the white rabbit.


Silmon’s group didn’t get far, a yelp from behind making them stumble to a sudden halt.  Rushing back, he slowed just before the intersection, and held up a warning hand as he peeked around... then ducked back as a slung lead shot chipped the molded plaster where his head had just been.  “Shit... sorry, guys, I fucked up and cost your buddy his life.  The suspect soldiers we were following?  Turns out that was one of them.  He’s got a sword and a sling; if you go after him, cover your heads, ‘cuz a broken finger beats the hell out of a broken skull.”


One of the feline workers half-whimpered, “Tobin?  They killed Tobin?!?  But it was his turn to buy the beer tonight!  You bastards!” and his whine had evolved into a roar as he charged around the corner, arms high to ward off any more flung lead.  It was only about twenty yards to the next intersection, but that was still long enough for the impostor to get off two more shots, one hitting the arm held in front of his eyes, and the second catching him, almost point-blank, in the belly, sending him tumbling and gasping for air, but the cat had not charged alone.


That bear’s height was mostly in his legs, and the hallway had been long enough to get his bulk up to full speed.  Nearly three hundred pounds of angry grizzly hit the armored figure even as he dropped his sling and scrambled to draw his sword, before the plastered wooden wall behind him shattered under two bodies’ impact.  The worker straightened up, sneezed once at the plaster dust, then looked down and smiled.  From the way that ferret’s head was pointing, the impact had broken his neck.  His eyes were still twitching, but he didn’t have much time left, just enough to notice the glob of ursine spittle that struck his face as his killer rumbled, “That was for Tobin and Relfan.”


The crash of the wall’s destruction, combined with the screams of the lady on the other side who’d been napping until ten seconds ago, finally attracted attention, and a blend of curiously peeking heads and running guards were suddenly visible almost every direction one looked.  Only one set of officer’s bars were in sight, though, and Silmon waved and called, “Lieutenant!  Come check this man then sound the alarm; we’ve got some impostors on the grounds, so I don’t think you’ll recognize him, but you would recognize Relfan’s body in the broom closet over there.  This one also killed this worker, but there are at least ten more.  Tell everyone to smell for fresh lanolin, since these bastards reek of the stuff.”


Even as he skidded to a halt, the cheetah nodded, “You’re right, I don’t know that man, and we haven’t issued slings in a hundred years, but you I’ve seen.  If it were the other way around, I’d kill you where you stand, of course... but thanks.”  Even as he uncased the alarm bell at his belt, normally wrapped in several layers of padding to keep it quiet, he pointed at several of the heads peeking out of nearby rooms, “You!  All of you!  Get moving!  Find a guard who you know, whose face you specifically recognize, and tell them it’s Case Doppelganger, keyword lanolin!  Tell them that exactly!”


Several of the courtiers looked like they wanted to debate the point, that being one of the few things most nobles were good at, but the vigorous shaking of his alarm bell drowned them out.  Two of the most obstinate covered their ears and stood still, clearly itching to say something once they could, but the rest, with varying degrees of alacrity, finally got moving.


Seeing a stubbornness contest in the works, Silmon went back the way he’d come, beckoning the workers to follow.  Once he could be heard above the still-ringing bell, he asked, “What now?  We’ve done our part; the real guards know what to look for, but these halls are about to get a lot more crowded.”


The bear shrugged, “Now that the alarm’s official, we’ve got our standing orders.  All unarmed staff are to vacate the palace entirely, and take any bystanders we can with us.  Your cart and horses are still in the garden, so we should go that way; I’ll stay with you in case we meet a guard who hasn’t seen you around, but would know me.”  Two of his coworkers looked belligerent; after two of their own had fallen to these invaders, one dead and the other merely winded, they wanted payback more than safety, but their fellows just gripped their shoulders and shook their heads.  Orders were, after all, orders.


“Alright, let’s go,” the carter agreed.  Three more guards, one alone and one pair, rushed by as they retraced their steps, in both cases pausing to look them over and sniff the air; word was obviously spreading.  The rabbit’s relieved sigh as the garden door finally came into view, though, cut off as his nostrils screamed warning again.  “Wait,” he said, tugging his companion’s arm, “more blood.”  He pointed down the hall to the records wing, “That way.”


Taking the lead this time, the bear made his way carefully down the new passage, pausing periodically to check door latches and sniff the air...  The infrequent chambers to either side were all locked, but as a side passage drew near the smell of blood ceased being a mere hint.  Rounding the corner, the bear jerked to a sudden halt, looking down, then slumped limply to his knees, a high-pitched keen rising from his throat and tears streaming down his face.


Swallowing hard, the rabbit peeked carefully down the corner...  He’d never seen this body in person, but her portrait was on display in almost every major city in the kingdom.  Blood and torn fur rendered her face almost unrecognizable, as she’d clearly been bludgeoned to death by something, but the broken pieces of tiara littering the floor nearby made identification easy.  “Oh, man,” Sil moaned to himself, “the king is going to be out for blood.  What was Queen Jessela even doing here?”


Wiping his runny nose on his sleeve, the worker shook his head, “Same as us.  Working.  She didn’t just sit on the throne and look pretty, she helped run the kingdom.  Shit... the king’s one thing, but what about her kids?  They do not need this sort of shit at their age!”


Silmon swallowed again, then patted his friend on the shoulder, “I’m... well known, but still a stranger here.  I should get going, just like you said.  I’m almost certain that restraint will go right out the window when the king hears about this, and even the mildest suspicion would see me in gaol for weeks, when I’ve still got eight hundred nobles worth of gems to get to my boss’ factor in Wolf’s Bay.  Unless you feel your duty requires you to detain me, I should go.  Now.”


A wan smile touched the bear’s muzzle as he looked up from his dead queen, “Go...  You’re right about the immediate future, but you were in my view the whole time so I know you didn’t kill anyone, but I’m not the one who the king would have rounding up strangers.  You’ve always struck me as knowing which way the wind’s blowing, and out sounds like a very good direction right now.”


Nodding once, but without another word, the carter made his way back to his cart.


There was only one soldier left at the back gate, but he took his duties under the current crisis seriously.  Before he’d let the cart pass, he drew his sword and struck any lumps under the tarp, just bunched up packing straw, that might be big enough to hide a man, with the flat.  “You’re clean, and sorry for the trouble.  Wasn’t your fault, I know.”


“Thanks,” he nodded, his voice still soft from his recent shock, “but this day will haunt me as it is...  We found the queen.  Dead.  I know you have to guard this gate, but she’s in a hall near the records section.  Let someone know if you can, okay?  It... just doesn’t feel right to leave her laying there like a dead animal.”


The trooper’s eyes went wide, then scrunched shut around tears...  “Okay,” he finally replied, “but get going.  I’m feeling a very powerful urge to hurt someone right now.”


The rabbit sighed, “You’re not the only one.  My sympathies, guard,” and flicked the reins.

Chapter 2


It was a surreal experience, navigating through the afternoon traffic and then the north gate.  The farther he got from the palace, the fewer half-staffed guard posts he saw, and the common citizens were obviously going about their day as normal.  They didn’t know yet that their queen was dead, or that a rather nasty running battle was taking place at that moment in the palace from which they were ruled.  Silmon had seen death before, though rarely so closely; had faced death the one time word of one of his ‘special cargoes’ had leaked and bandits had intercepted his cart.  That one time, he’d been lucky and he knew it; he, himself, never carried a key to the cart’s strongbox, but for protection of his life, and following his standing orders, he’d been doing his very best to break the lock open when a second band of bandits had shown up just as the mechanism had loosened its grip.  In the pitched battle that followed, he’d managed to hide in a thicket, with his cargo, and the bands proved to be remarkably evenly matched.  The one, wounded robber that was left was in no condition to stop him as he got back on the cart and drove off.


Once out on the highway toward Lark’s Reach, though he’d need to zigzag around it to make the pass to Northlook, that feeling of surrealism only intensified.  Under a bright blue sky, with just the merest wisps of clouds, the only sounds other than his own cart being the occasional call of a hunting hawk or chirp of an autumn cicada, it became briefly impossible to believe the situation he’d been in not quite an hour earlier.  A sudden rush of dizziness, however, marked his adrenal glands finally shutting down from their prolonged overdrive, and he knew it had been real.  The profound wave of exhaustion felt exactly like the descriptions he’d heard from soldiers, of the aftermath of their fist real battle.  Giving the horses their head for a moment, he looped the reins around a horn and turned on his bench, pulling up the tarp to get at his personal supplies.  A fresh orange, or even a crisp apple, seemed like just the thing right now.


The first step toward relief was always to find his bag of clothes and food; no matter where he put it, or how he packed the straw around it, after a heavy load and the workers to lift it from the cart, things always got shuffled around.  His brain clearly wasn’t working at its highest level as he pulled a wad of straw aside and stared for several moments, trying to comprehend what he was seeing.  There was his bag, or at least the edge of it... but it was under a pile of fur.  Striped fur.  Curiously, he reached out to touch it...  It was remarkably clean and soft, with a firm core; a tail.  Still focused on food, he decided to just ignore it, pulling his bag out from under the fluff, but it wasn’t easy; the statue might have been gone, but there still seemed to be a weight on top, and he pulled harder, two pairs of rolled socks and a pear spilling out as it finally came free.


From farther under the tarp, a muffled squeak sounded, but it could wait.  Snatching up the pear, he bit deeply into the ripe fruit, almost instant relief flooding his body as sweet juice trickled down his throat.  He wolfed down two more large bites, then decided he could spare the attention to look under the tarp again.


Bright green eyes blinked at him from the shadows, and a tiny, timid voice asked, “Are we safe?  Are you one of the bad men?”


Swallowing, the man blinked back, then shrugged, “I don’t think I’m bad... but if I were, wouldn’t I say I wasn’t?  After all, lying’s a bad thing, and if I were bad I’d be good at that.”


Those eyes blinked again, followed by a muffled giggle, “I guess... but you haven’t hurt me yet, so I think I picked the right place to hide when Momma told me to run.”  She, as it was definitely a little girl’s voice, closed her eyes for a longer moment, “Momma said not to look back... but I did.  I saw them hit her.  Hard.  But she didn’t cry or fall down.  So they hit her again.  And a-again, and...”


Realization crashed through the fog surrounding his mind, and part of it promptly tried to panic.  There had just been a fucking coup attempt, with at least one royal stone dead, and the guards and army were likely to be very, very jumpy... and, as the perfect cap to his day, he had the crown princess hiding in his cart, already miles from her home.


The rest of his mind, however, didn’t care about all of that.  Here was a little girl, who’d just witnessed her own mother’s brutal murder, and the last thing she needed was for him to freak out about it.  “I think she saved your life,” he murmured, very softly.  “If those men had gotten past her, they’d have chased you, and caught you... but she didn’t let them.  She stood there, blocking them, even as they hit her.  They finally broke her head.  I found her body.  I’m... sorry I couldn’t save her.”


The green eyes under the tarp opened again, and while there were tears at the corners, her voice was firmer this time, “Momma never backed down...  Daddy sometimes said bad words about how he could never win an argument with her, but when she made a choice, she kept it.  Always.”


The rabbit nodded gravely, “And she chose to die that you might live.  I just delivered a statue to the east garden, of your grandpa, but I think they’ll make a statue for her, too.  She sounds like a very, very brave woman.  I wish I’d met her.”  Still half-turned on his bench, the horses continuing at their oblivious walk, he extended one hand toward the shadow, “My name’s Silmon, and I drive carts.  I don’t know your name... but you look like you could use a hug.”


One last blink was forthcoming, then a flash of teeth from a teary-eyed smile as a small black paw reached out to touch his.  Gently, he drew her onto the bench beside him, then let go to hold her close against his side with the hand that wasn’t full of half-eaten pear.


The princess’ gown was rumpled, and bits of straw were stuck in her fur, but she immediately wrapped both arms around him, clinging tight.  “I’m Delana, but only Momma and Daddy call me that.  Everyone else—”


Silmon shook his head gently and interrupted, “I know... but I won’t.  Right now, people are looking for you.  Most of them are good... but there might still be some of the ‘bad men’ looking, too.  So I won’t be calling you ‘Princess,’ and since I hadn’t heard the name Delana before, I don’t think very many other people would recognize it either, so it’s a good, safe name to use.”


The ‘coon blinked up at him, “Do you know lotsa people?  Back home, I almost always met the same ones, over and over...”


Chuckling, the rabbit paused for another bite of his snack, then nodded, “I told you I drive carts... but sometimes, there are very special things in those carts.  Now, this is a secret, but in the steel box here is a bag with fifty big rubies in it, from my boss’ mine, and they’re worth a lot of money.  Yes, I know a lot of people, because a lot of people need to know me.  If they didn’t know me, they wouldn’t trust that the gems are real, or that I didn’t steal them.”


Eyes wide, the girl nodded, “I think I see how that has to work...  I only got a few little rubies, but lots of little emeralds.  They go better with my dress,” and she let go of him to touch her gown’s sash, fastened with a silver filigree oval sporting two dozen small, cut gems in an oblong starburst.  He could tell that they were reasonable stones, at a glance, but they were also the general sort of mini-gem that tended to be cut out of flawed roughs’ undamaged bits.  Just the thing for a noble child who had an image to maintain, but might still break something more valuable.


“They’re very nice gems,” he agreed, “but why is that agate in the middle glowing?”


Yet again, the first response to his query was a surprised blink, but his was the greater surprise as she burst into unexpected activity.  At first he thought something was wrong, the way she almost tore that sash off, then tugged until it slipped free of the brooch, but as her fingers worked at the back side of the silver she was muttering, “Daddy showed me this... said it was ‘just in case.’  I hope it works!”


Three parallel bars of silver ran across the back of the oval, meant for the sash to slip between and through, but with a hard yank the middle one came free.  She peered closely at it for a moment, then nodded to herself, bringing it around to the front of the brooch and lining up certain marks in the metal with the row of red gems amongst the green.


In the next three seconds that passed, her eager muzzle started to soften toward a frown, until a clear voice came out of the central agate, “Please hold for the king, Princess.  He’s not far, and should be here soon.”  Much more faintly, but still audible over the creak of wheels, that voice rose to a half-frantic shout, “She’s alive!  Her emergency crystal just activated!  Get Lachier, now!!!” followed by at least one incredulous curse and the sound of many booted feet at a run.


Given that some of the better thieves in the kingdom specialized in breaking magical defenses, and thus used magic detectors specifically to pick their next target, as a matter of policy Silmon’s employer had always relied on basic steel, be it forged into a box or as blades in his employees’ hands.  Despite that, the rabbit was not entirely unfamiliar with this sort of tool, so he remained tactfully silent as the wizard’s summons was spread...


It was just over two minutes later that a half-breathless, different voice asked, “Delana?  Is that you, honey?”


That young face brightened immediately, “Daddy!  The belt thing you gave me works!”


“Yes, yes, I’m glad it works, baby... now where are you?  I’ve got soldiers searching the entire city, and I was about to have the mages start looking all over the kingdom for you; you were with Jessela, then we couldn’t find you and I was so worried...  Your... your mother’s...”


“I already told her that,” the carter interrupted.  “The name’s Silmon, your Majesty.  I was just there at your palace, delivering the statue of your father for the garden.  I was, coincidentally, the first one to notice anything suspicious about the fake soldiers, and I briefly led the search for them, until the real guards got organized.  I was at the wrong end of the wing to save your wife though, sir.  It wasn’t until I’d left town and checked my supplies for a snack that I found a little stowaway, who is quite safe for now.  A man with a good horse could probably reach us in about twenty minutes on the north road.”


A long, muffled murmur made it through the stone’s magic, followed by, “Ah.  I think I’ve seen you, though at a distance, and my guards say you’re a known, reliable face at this end of the kingdom.  Thank you, in any case; you’ve taken an enormous worry off my mind.  My wife... was not the only casualty, even in my own family.  Just outside my own suite door where I was having lunch, they finally stopped the man who started all this... my own sister’s lover!  He tricked her into marrying him, then murdered her before the ink was dry on the contract, but his plan would never have worked...  Different-species marriages have an explicit exception in the rules of succession.  Since they obviously can’t produce offspring, anyone marrying outside of a compatible species is removed from the succession, so that contract that he thought would guarantee him a crown and throne actually invalidated his claim instead.  Well, that and the minor detail that I’m not dead.  I might have been, if you hadn’t gotten the guards moving as quickly as you did; it was a very near thing, and the maids will be cleaning that hallway for a week.”


Nodding even if he couldn’t see it, the rabbit replied, “Thank you, your Majesty.  I’ve always sought... I suppose the phrase would be ‘serving with quiet distinction.’  I normally ferry high-value cargoes in unremarkable carts, so wide-reaching acclaim would be counterproductive, but I still enjoy doing my job well.  Now, you might not think that today’s chaos fit my job description... but it did, the part where I’m trained to spot potential trouble, and to deal with it decisively.  I can honestly say, today, that I did that.  But for now, do you want me to pull over while someone rides out to collect your daughter?”


The ‘coon on the other end of the link paused for thought, as the Princess listened attentively, knowing that whatever the grownups decided would affect her.  “No,” the king finally decided, “keep going for now, but a clerk here will take note of your planned route, if you’ll tell it.  The man who killed my sister had several extensive businesses, and we’ve identified attackers that worked for three of them.  He probably employs nearly half a percent of my capitol’s citizens, directly or indirectly, so at this time we can’t be sure just who has orders to do what, and the possibilities are not encouraging.  Delana’s safe with you, and that’s what matters most.  Until I can once more be certain of my own home’s security, the succession is still in danger.  We have two heirs, but no more will be born, so perhaps it’s best if they weren’t clumped together as a single target.  Now... sweetie?”


“Yeah, Daddy?”


“I wanted to tell you one more thing...  Your brother’s just fine.  I haven’t told him about Momma yet, but I’ll be here for him.  I’m sorry I couldn’t be there for you when you found out, but you’re with a good man.  He’ll take care of you for a while, and you’ll get to see new and interesting places, and when it’s safe, you can come home.”


Her expression serious, the little ‘coon nodded, “Okay, Daddy.  An’ you’re right, Silmon’s nice.”


“I wouldn’t let you go with him if he wasn’t, dear.  I love you!”


Freeing one paw to wipe at her eyes, she nodded, “I know...  Sil ‘splained it to me.  Momma loved me too, enough that she stood her ground and died so I could run away.  You know Momma and backin’ down.”


The king’s sigh was bittersweet as he agreed, “Yes, I do.  She didn’t.  Now, Silmon?  What general route are you taking, in case we need to find you?”


Swallowing the last bite of his pear, he tossed the core into some roadside grass and answered, “I’m never sure about that, as I literally roll dice at certain points.  I will be passing through Lydni, and arriving in Wolf’s Bay, via the eastern route, but except for those two I won’t enter a single major city.  Towns and villages fit my job better, as there’s less scrutiny of all sorts involved.”


Both occupants of the cart bench could hear the faint frown in his voice as he digested this, “I suppose that works.  If not even you know your route in advance, setting up an ambush could get a little tricky.  Now, how are you set for weapons, armor, and money?”


“One three-inch knife, folded steel, no armor, ‘bout two nobles in my contingency fund, three crowns personal.  More than enough, your Majesty.”


This time they could almost hear his blink, “Are you sure?  I can’t remember the last time I slipped out for casual shopping, back when I was crown prince and could get away with it, with less than five times what you’re carrying, and even under my most casual blouse I always wore a double-layered knit mail shirt.  Wouldn’t have stopped a crossbow, I’ll admit, but it stopped the knife one man lived to throw through the hole in my door.”


Silmon had to chuckle, “The palace is a different world, your Majesty.  I could support myself and your daughter at a decent inn for two or three times this journey’s length on what I’m carrying, while knit mail is expensive.  Enough so to be its own form of risk, because if someone spots it, even as a texture under my outer shirt’s fabric, they’ll have to wonder why I’m wearing such fancy protection.  Trust me, I’ve transported thousands of nobles in gemstones and bullion, all by looking so unremarkably ordinary that no one thinks I’m worth robbing.  Another crown or two of wages for this trip await me, on the coast, which will be enough to return on, by land or sea, if you give the all clear.”


“When that time comes, let me know if you want to retire.  If you can keep my daughter safe long enough to return to me, you’re rich.  End of story.”


The bunny blinked, “That’s... certainly an offer, your Majesty, but ask me again when the time comes.  Right now you’d probably be uncomfortably reminded of your wife if you tried showering me with gold, because I wouldn’t take it.  I’m under a strict contract with an exclusivity clause, so end of story, as you say, sir.  The future, however, is always subject to change.”


A low chuckle sounded from the crystal, “And that, good carter, is why you’re the one I’ll trust with her safety.  Integrity to point of incorruptibility is a rare quality, indeed.  If the unexpected happens, take Delana’s sash buckle to any city’s pay clerk.  It has more tricks up its metallic sleeve than just talking through, and they’ll give you whatever you need.  And you, my little Masked Zebra, you be good!  The normal world is very different from palace life, so listen to Silmon.  He knows a lot, and he’ll help you.”


The girl nodded, “Okay, Daddy!  Byebye!”  The glow of the brooch’s central stone faded, and she started working on fitting the middle bar back into place.


Beside her, even as he took up the reins once more, the road’s long straightaway almost done, Silmon raised a brow and asked, “Masked Zebra?”


Delana looked up with a giggle from where she was refastening her sash, “Got that nickname before I could talk.  Baby raccoons... have pretty fluffy tails for their size, and I’d hide behind mine, just my eyes peeking out of the stripes.”


Nodding, he noted, “It was mid-afternoon when I left town, and evening’s coming up fast...  Just a few more miles down the road, though, is a turn-off to a hostel.  We’ll get there just before sunset, and have a good meal, but if you’re hungry there’s fruit in the bag there.  Lunch tomorrow will be a bit late, but we’ll reach the city of Lydni for it, and another new town each night.  You’ll probably have heard of some of the places we’ll see, just from being mentioned around court, but until now they were just names to you, right?  Well, now you’ll get to see what those names mean, and how big the kingdom really is.”


This fetched a giggle, even as she reached for the mentioned bag, “This... could be kinda fun.  I wonder sometimes, ‘bout the things I hear grownups talking about.  I’ll probably understand them better after this... wait, what is this?”


Silmon glanced over, “It’s an apple.  You eat it.”


She squinted at the fruit in her grasp, then blinked, “Oh!  This must be what they look like before they’re peeled and sliced.”


The rabbit gave something between a groan and a laugh, “Oh, my... you are going to be interesting to travel with, as there’s probably a lot that you’ve never seen, growing up as a princess...  For now... apples.  The peel isn’t all that bad; just bite into it, but away from the holes in either end, and not too deep.  The core is in the middle, which they probably took out for you at home, and it’s not good.  That’s where the seeds are, so if you just throw it away when you’ve eaten the rest, it might make a whole new tree.”


“Apples grow on trees?!?”


The next sound out of his mouth was much like the last... minus the laugh.  “Yes... and the hostel has a small fruit orchard of its own.  Some of them would even be ripe right now.  I’ll show them to you, I promise.”

Chapter 3


Silmon’s throat was sore by the time he pulled into the hostel’s fenced yard, as he’d spent the entire afternoon and evening explaining things to his young passenger.  The longest break he got was perhaps ten minutes, before she’d point at some aspect of the landscape and ask about it, which inevitably led to several more, usually barely related explanations.  In certain, very narrow respects, she was the most intelligent, best-educated six-year-old he’d ever met, but the sheer breadth of subjects in which she was completely ignorant was staggering.  As the sun kissed the horizon, too, he’d noticed that she was getting a bit... squirmy, and took a guess at its cause.  Just inside the hostel, he told the desk man, who’d seen him before, “I’m playing escort this time...  I’ll settle up in a few minutes; right now I need to get this kid to the privy before she springs a leak.”  At his nod, he led her upstairs and to the tiny room at the end of the hall, explaining one more time with a hint of hoarseness, “This probably isn’t what you’re used to, particularly the smell... but it has everything you actually need.  Sit on the edge of that hole, do your business, then use one or two of those burlap squares to wipe.  It’s probably rougher than whatever you use at home, but don’t throw it down the hole.  Put the used rags in that bucket; they’ll be cleaned and used again.”


Wrinkling her nose, the cub asked, “Do I have to clean ‘em?”


Shaking his head, the rabbit chuckled, “No.  That’s part of the service here.  I’m giving them money so we can stay the night, and that money goes to the people who wash the wipe-rags, wash the bedsheets, grow and cook the food we’ll have, and all the rest.  One person could do all those things for themselves, but it would be a lot of work.  That, my dear, is what money is.  It represents people’s work, and I’m paying an amount that adds up to all the little jobs it took to keep us comfortable tonight.  These people, in turn, will take that money and spend it on anything they don’t want to do the work to make themselves.  Now, I’m going to leave you to do your business in private.  When you’re done, close the door behind you and come back down the stairs.  I’ll be in the big room on the left, where we’ll have supper.”


Well out of her earshot, at least for the moment, he improvised a story as he counted coppers onto the desk, telling the clerk just part of the truth.  His companion was a noble, whose mother had recently died, but since he was going in the general direction of some of her relatives anyway, he’d consented to accompany her.


“That explains why you had to explain our privy, I guess,” the marten nodded as he initialed the line in the guestbook his customer had signed.  “Used to something a bit fancier, wot?”


“Exactly, and I’m hoping she doesn’t raise a fuss over dinner.  I’m not sure what she’s used to eating, but I also had to explain apples to her this afternoon.”


The short mustelid grimaced, “They’d better be paying you well for this one...  I don’t think I’d have taken the job.”


Silmon shrugged, “Well I did, so it’s too late now.  I’ll get her to her aunt, if she doesn’t drive me insane first.”  Leaving the other man grinning at his misery, he stepped into the dining room and picked a small table near the door so he’d be easy to find.  Both of the girls who served meals knew him, but he waved one over before she could dish up his usual, “I’ve got a kid with me this time, she’ll be right down... and she’s never lived off of an estate.  I know you’ve got shepherd’s pie at this time of year, but could you make sure a child’s portion comes from the middle?  I’ll have my usual bean wraps, but she’s probably used to meat, while she’s also probably never gnawed a crusty edge in her life, and I have had an incredibly stressful day.  I do not need her whining over new experiences just n—there she is.  Small beer for me, milk for her if it’s cold and fresh, otherwise water down some wine.”


Even as the serving girl nodded, “I’ll have everything right out for you,” the princess padded in and climbed into the chair he’d pulled out a bit for her.


For one brief moment, she seemed to be waiting for something, then blinked and looked over her shoulder.  “Guess that’s not one of the little jobs here,” she mused, stretching her legs to ease the seat forward.  Looking up, she grimaced, “That burlap’s... rough, but it worked, yeah.  I guess havin’ someone to push in your chair is one of those ‘palace things’ too.”


Leaning forward, he murmured, “Remember what I said about what I won’t call you?  Best not to mention palaces, either.  I told them you’re a noble, and that you’ve never been off of your family’s estate.  That should explain why there are so many things you’ve never seen before; if we didn’t have a story like that, they’d think you very, very strange.”


Speaking just as softly, she nodded around a frown, “There’s so much that’s new to me... and they already know it all!  People were always telling me how great it was that I was a princess, but if all these normal people know how to do things and princesses don’t, what’s so great about it?”


“In a palace,” he whispered, “a princess is a very good thing to be... but there are a lot more houses, inns, hostels, and businesses in the world than there are palaces.  A princess isn’t very useful in those places, which is why I’ll try to teach you as much as I can.  If you just know the basics, and have a little money, you can get by.  Now, I’m a rabbit.  Rabbits don’t, can’t, eat meat, and some folks who can eat it don’t, just because it’s more expensive.  I’m sure you’re used to having meat with every meal, so I’ve asked them to bring you a piece of something called shepherd’s pie, which is a mix of mashed potatoes, beef in gravy, and a giant biscuit.  It may look and smell funny compared to court supper, but it’s actually one of the tastier of the ‘normal people’ foods.”


Nodding again, she spoke a bit more conversationally, “I’ve had all of those... but not mixed all together.  Should be good, if the biscuit’s not soggy.”


“Oh, the underside is, but the top is crisp and dry.  They don’t just stir ‘em all together; they build the layers on top of each other then cook them together, but they’re still layers.  Of course the bottom of the biscuits will soak up some of the top of the gravy.  Ah, here it comes; you’ll find out for yourself soon enough.”


Silmon immediately resolved to double the tip he normally left as he saw what was on the approaching girl’s tray.  She’d obviously thought about what he’d said, and taken steps; while his own pair of flatbreads with bean paste were on a normal, wooden plate, and his beer was in a pewter mug, he hadn’t realized this place even had the dishes she’d chosen for the princess’ meal.  Fine porcelain, a silver fork, and a flawless wineglass must have been part of a ‘special occasions’ service set they kept somewhere, and he could see a faint dullness in the shine where stray gravy had been wiped up, making sure the presentation of the food was as perfect as possible.


Though she’d enjoyed the apple that afternoon, save for the last, too-deep bite that made his words about the core and seeds much more clear, this was still her first real meal out in the ‘normal world,’ so Delana took a long moment to sniff suspiciously at the slightly slanted cube in the middle of the plate, and poke at its various layers with her fork...  Finally, she scraped up a smear of potatoes and skewered a piece of beef, then brought them to her muzzle.  Her eyes widened, and she chewed happily, barely swallowing before exclaiming, “It’s good!”


“Of course it is,” he remarked as he picked up his first bean wrap.  “Look... you heard me talking with your father.  I do my job as well as I can, and I promised him I’d take care of you.  That does not mean feeding you bad food.  I want to help you, but my advice won’t do you any good if you can’t trust it.  I don’t like those sorts of jokes or pranks, so I’ll never tell you something’s good when it isn’t, just to laugh at the look on your face.”


The distant-eyed frown this fetched made it clear that someone, probably another noble’s brat, had done just that to her at some point, but she nodded a moment later, licked her lips, and got back to her meal.  Her first sip at the watered wine fetched a faint grimace and a shrug, so he guessed that the drink itself was alright, but the vintage probably wasn’t what she was used to.  Given that this was probably the longest period he could expect where her muzzle was too busy to talk, at least while awake, he focused on his own supper, eating just a bit faster than usual, since there was no telling when the questions would start again.  Best to feed while he could.


When the girl had finally finished her serving, child-sized but fairly generous as such went, she leaned back in her seat and belched softly into one paw, then looked up with a smile, “That was really good.  I might be too full for the next course.”


That question, at least, had been one he’d anticipated, so he swallowed his own last bite and shook his head, “That was it.  Finish your wine if you want to, but regular people generally just eat one or two things at a sitting.  They’re probably bigger things, but only nobles can afford to pay people for the work it takes to make several different dishes for just one meal.  They do have a few sweets if you’d like a ‘dessert course,’ but as far as supper goes, we’re done.”


Blinking once, Delana considered his words... then shook her head, “Dessert at home usually leaves me feelin’ really stuffed.  It’ll be kinda nice to go to bed not feelin’ like that.  What time do they fill the bathtub, here?”


Silmon blinked in return, then shrugged, “They don’t, unless you buy that service an hour in advance.  I generally stop by a bathhouse once a week while I’m traveling, unless something happens to mess me up early, and they take care of my laundry while I’m bathing.  Come to think of it, we’ll need to see about getting you some more clothes.  You’ll need to wear that same dress tomorrow, but I’m sure we can find a tailor’s shop in Lydni.”


The novelty of this new ‘adventure’ had, it was now obvious, been keeping her from realizing certain things, such as the fact that her wardrobe was now at a rather inconvenient distance.  Her guardian watched her eyes widen, narrow, and flicker as she thought of all the things she’d taken for granted, but now had to do without, and her shoulders slumped as she reached the unpalatable conclusion that she wouldn’t need to worry about her nightgown tonight.  “I guess I wouldn’t mind gettin’ a different dress,” she finally acknowledged.  “This one... kinda smells.”


Swallowing a sip of his small beer, even its tiny percentage of alcohol enough that he could feel it, the rabbit noted, “That smell... is fear.  You were really scared this afternoon, but we’ll get it cleaned in a day or two so you don’t have a constant reminder of how bad parts of today really were.”


Her nose wrinkled, even as her mind shied away from the memories that were still too fresh, raw, and painful.  Deliberately choosing a more pleasant subject, she smiled up at him, “But it won’t get any worse.  I’m not scared now, because you’re with me.”


It was the carter’s mind’s turn to shy away...  She couldn’t realize the implications of her words, he knew.  She was, in effect, completely helpless and dependent on him for more than just explanations about apples... but she’d clearly made up her mind, that as long as she was with him she’d be safe, and the burden that level of a child’s pure, innocent trust was more than he was ready to fully accept.  With trust came the chance to fail that trust... but he hadn’t failed it yet, he reminded himself, forcing himself to relax once more.


A nearing figure gave him a welcome opening to change the subject, and he nodded toward the aproned mink as she started transferring their empty dishes to her tray, fishing around in his coinpurse, “My thanks, ma’am.  Your... special arrangements worked out perfectly,” then dropped a silver half-crown onto the tray beside his mug.


The wench’s eyes widened briefly, then she nodded with a toothy smile, “I’m happy you were satisfied.  If there’s anything else you need from me, be sure to ask.”  The faint emphasis she placed on ‘anything’ probably escaped her younger customer, while the older chose deliberately to ignore it.  It was, by far, not the first such offer he’d gotten... but he also knew that part of his reputation, and one reason he was so welcome at inns up and down the eastern half of the kingdom, was that he’d never accepted such an offer.  Innkeepers knew that they needn’t worry about their daughters’ or granddaughters’ virtue near him, despite a species-reputation that suggested the exact opposite.


Rising from his chair, he held out his hand, “C’mon, kiddo... let’s go to bed.  It’s been a long and tiring day, for both of us I think.”


Giggling faintly, as it was probably the first time in her entire life that anyone had called her ‘kiddo,’ Delana slipped out of her seat and put her hand in his as he led the way back toward the stairs.  The man at the desk held up three fingers, and he nodded in passing, pulling the string at the door of room three to lift the latch.  Once inside, he closed the door... then simply pulled the string through its hole.  “There, we’ve got privacy.  See how simple this is?  It’s much less expensive than a metal lock, but it works.  No one’s getting in here without breaking the door down, which would wake us up in time.  Now, do you need to use the privy before we sleep?”


An almost instant nod was cut off just as quickly, and that masked face tilted curiously, “I... I don’t.  That’s weird... I almost always need to go right after dinner.  Badly.”


“That’s probably because the food you’re used to is very... well, the term is ‘rich,’ but it means something different for food than it does for money.  Rich food tends to taste very good, but that’s because it’s got a lot of fat, or oil, or butter in it.  As nice as it tastes, though, it’s really more than your body was meant to handle, so of course it gives you the shits.”  He had to smile at her wide-eyed giggle, that evidently being another phrase she’d not yet encountered, and he concluded, “Normal-people food tends to be a bit better balanced.  You might want to remember that when choosing what to eat, once you’re back home.  There’s a reason most older nobles are rather fat.”  Sitting on the edge of the medium-large featherbed, he started unbuttoning his blouse.  His ward merely watched, an unreadable expression on her face, as he loosely folded it and set it on the nightstand next to the bed, then started working his boots off.  She seemed to relax a bit as he set those aside and lifted the sheet to climb in, still wearing his breeches.


Padding over to where he’d left his shirt, the girl hesitated for one more moment, then loosened her sash to pull her dress up and off.  She wore a pair of satin underdrawers beneath; even if Sil wanted to look, though, he wouldn’t have gotten much of a chance.  With remarkable alacrity, she toed off her soft palace shoes and darted around to the other side of the bed, quickly covering herself to the neck with the sheet.


Chuckling indulgently at her modesty, the rabbit reached over to ruffle her headfur even as his other hand sought out the lamp’s wick knob, “Sleep well, dear... and I’ll see you in the morning.”

* * *


Morning found the princess curled up tightly against the rabbit’s back, the sheet in disarray and the arm around his middle actively resisting his half-asleep attempt to dislodge it.  Half-rolling in the raccoon’s direction, he was able to slip his torso out of her grasp, and took a moment to shake the worst of the wrinkles out of her dress and lay it out on the bed before donning his own blouse and boots.  A muffled whimper called his attention back to his companion, where that arm was pawing around searchingly.  Gently, he closed his thumb and forefinger around her nearer shoulder and gave a careful shake, “Wake up, Delana.  It’s time for us to eat breakfast and get moving again.”  As her eyes finally opened to blink up at him, he pointed at her dress, “You put that on while I go use the privy, then you use it and meet me in the dining room.  Do you have any preference for a morning meal?”


The child thought for a moment, then nodded as she sat up, seeming much less concerned about her visible nipples with the morning light, “Eggs and sliced fruit?  Ham steak feels heavy in my belly this early, and sausage,” and she had to giggle, “gives me ‘the shits.’”


Smiling faintly, he nodded and stepped over to slip the string back through the hole over the door’s latch, “I’m sure the cooks here can provide, and thank you for reminding me.  On our way out I’ll show you the fruit trees behind the building that grew that part of your breakfast, and the chicken coops the eggs are from.”


Whatever deficiencies this trip had so far uncovered in Delana’s education, she was evidently a very fast learner.  Taking their leave of the bedroom, use of the privy, and breakfast all went as smoothly as if she’d been traveling for all her young life.  She did boggle a bit, of course, at the sight of fresh apples and pears dangling from tree branches, and wrinkled her nose at the smell of chicken droppings, never having had any idea what eggs really were.  By mid-morning, though, they were once again riding down the highway in the cart, a companionable silence broken only occasionally by relatively minor questions on the child’s part.


The trip from Fariach to Lydni was only slightly longer than that from Fariach to Lark’s Reach, only the mid-afternoon start Sil had made letting it take more than one day.  Ears perked high, as the walls of a real, if modest, city came into view, the princess stood up on the bench for a better view.  Her eyes alternated between flicking from one detail to the next, and seemingly trying to drink in the whole sight at once, and she probably wasn’t even conscious of the fascinated swish of her tail behind her.


Since the road was still in good condition after the latest maintenance following the spring rains, he indulged her whim for a good ten minutes, until he judged them close enough to the walls for a sharp-eyed guard to raise concerns about a child’s safety.  Gently gripping her shoulder, he chuckled, “Time to sit back down, dear.  We’ll be eating lunch at the Rabid Boar Inn, and they’ve got a nice big yard for carts if you need to stretch your legs a bit.”


He didn’t catch her mumbled response, but the sigh that punctuated it suggested he hadn’t been meant to, as she sat back down on the bench, eyes still bright and staring.  He almost slipped enough to stare, himself, as he neared the gate and the guards bowed.  There were four of them, rather than the usual two, and all their eyes were on the smaller passenger as they genuflected.  “Dammit,” he muttered, “when we get to the inn, I need to talk to your father again.  The easiest way to keep you safe is if no one, and I mean no one, knows you’re a princess, but he obviously told these people.  At least one of them will probably follow us everywhere we go ‘til we leave town, too.”


The ‘coon blinked, clearly confused, but her expression softened a moment later and she nodded, “I’m used to ‘em...  Everywhere I went at home, I could always look up and see a guard.  But that’s not a normal-people thing, is it?”


Her guardian shook his head, still murmuring as they passed through the gate without being stopped for inspection, “No, it isn’t.  The guards do watch ordinary people, but in general, not specific individuals.  If you have a problem and need a guard in a city, you’ll probably have to walk at least a block or two to find one, or yell and hope one hears.  There aren’t enough people who are guards or soldiers to assign one to everybody else.  Those guards... are actually one of your father’s biggest forms of ‘work.’  Everyone in the kingdom pays him a little of the money they make as taxes, and he uses that tax money to pay for these people to wear armor, carry swords, and occasionally risk their lives to keep the rest of us safe.”


Nodding at the simple way he’d explained it, the princess took him at his word for a moment, then blinked and asked, “But aren’t you a guard?  My guard?  You don’t have armor or swords.”


“Not obvious ones, no,” he replied in a neutral tone.  “I do, however, have... a number of secrets.  Once anyone else knows a secret, it might not be a secret for long, so I won’t tell you what I do have, but don’t worry.  I can keep you safe.”


Her head whipped around to stare at him, at something she’d heard in his voice.  It was, she realized after a moment, an echo of what she’d heard from her mother when she didn’t just stand her ground, but dug her heels in and pushed back.  He was a harmless-looking, slender rabbit, and while he’d mentioned a knife the day before she’d seen no hint of it... but his final promise had a core of pure steel.  There was clearly much, much more to this strange man than she could even guess, well beyond his alien knowledge of which inns were good by name and where food came from.  Her own words echoed in her mind, ‘My guard,’ and she had to hide a smile at just how incredibly comforting that thought was, that one person in the world could be dedicated to her personal comfort and safety.


Silmon couldn’t know her inner thoughts, but did appreciate the fact that she remained silent for several minutes, allowing him to reach the town’s central square, turn onto the broad avenue running west, and finally near the gated yard of the inn he sought.  Following the turn itself, of course, he kept his body angled in the same direction, presumably watching for signs or landmarks but instead paying close attention to his peripheral vision.  Sure enough, twenty seconds after he’d rounded that corner, a figure in chainmail and an iron helm did too, strolling ‘casually’ in the same direction.


“Bloody louies,” he muttered to himself, as the officer attempting the role of ‘discreet escort’ was clearly as green as they came, not even having bothered with a traveling cloak over his militia-issue armor.  Just past the gate of the inn’s yard, he halted the cart and handed the reins to the princess, who took them with a confused blink.  “Just hold those for a moment, and don’t flick them.  There’s something I need to take care of.”


Five quick steps saw him to the gate, just behind the fence.  Long ears canted to catch the first jingle of chain links, he waited, eyes half-closed... then moved.  Just as the soldier rounded the corner and locked eyes on the small figure on the cart, something brushed his leg; that was the only warning he had before a hand gripped his throat and its owner, save for the calf behind his knees, lunged forward and down.  The officer’s body slammed into the hard-packed dirt, and a voice that demanded instant and undivided attention said, “When I let go, look to your left.  Exactly six inches from the base of your skull is a jagged rock, and if you’d hit it, it would already be too late for a healer.  The king told me to keep her safe, and I can do that much better without your bumbling ‘help.’”


As if nothing had happened, the next moment that rabbit was walking back toward his cart to guide it to a proper parking spot.  After several deep breaths, the young officer did, indeed, tilt his head to the left, and blanched through his gray lupine fur at the rock in question.  It was very, very easy to imagine that uneven shape crushing its way through his skull, and he wasted no time in scrambling to his feet and putting as much distance between himself and the carter as he could.


Delana was doubled over the tightly-clutched reins as he climbed back up, unable to stop laughing.  “That... that man!  Th-the look on his face!”


Her companion chuckled as he took the reins and gave them a light flick and a tug to the right, “I think I got the message across, yes.  Hopefully the guards won’t bother us anymore, but I can’t be sure of that.”


As she followed him through the routine of giving instructions to the stable hand and ordering a meal, her amusement gradually faded enough to think more closely about what she’d just seen.  By her guess, that big soldier wolf weighed at least twice what the ‘harmless bunny’ did, but he’d never had a chance.  For all his armor, blades, and strength, he’d been utterly at the rabbit’s mercy, and she swallowed at the concept that he didn’t have to be merciful.  As she followed him to a table, she found her very perceptions changing...  He still looked the same, but she no longer saw just a carter.  ‘My guard, indeed!’ she thought as she joined him at a table’s bench.


After their meal, Silmon suggested, “Neither of us were really prepared for this journey you’re on... so let’s take just another hour or two to correct some of those details.  A bath and at least one change of clothes for you are called for before we continue.”


Half-unconsciously brushing at her armfur with one hand, where a cascade of road dust trickled through the air, she nodded, “Alright.  How does that work, for normal people?”


Glancing around as he stepped through the front door, he shrugged, “It works slightly differently from how we’re actually doing it... ah, there’s one,” and he waved to a guard half a block away as their glance moved in the right direction, then beckoned.


The cat with a sergeant’s twin iron vees hesitated for a moment, then jogged over to stop a few yards shy and ask, “You’re not going to beat me up too, are you?”


Shaking his head, Sil chuckled, “No.  Your louie earned that fall, and it also served as a useful message about shadowing us too closely.  You and the other guards obviously know who my companion here is, though, which is simultaneously dangerous and useful.  Guards talk, which is why I’m going to be asking Lachier to stop warning them about us, and there’s no telling just whom they’ve talked to.  So I’ve got an errand for you.  If you need it to justify to your superiors, I can have our mutual friend here order you to... but I need someone to go shopping for clothes for a six-year-old female raccoon, and right now I don’t feel safe asking about them myself if unfriendly eyes are looking for us.”  He fished a few pieces of silver out of his belt pouch and held them out, “Get her something soft and light to wear underneath, as she’s not used to rough fabrics, and some lower- or middle-class dresses, as many as you can for these coins.  One or two pairs of underdrawers, too.”


The soldier blinked, then grimaced... but finally stepped forward to accept the money.  As ribbing from his squadmates went, he supposed, buying underthings for a little girl was slightly better than having been taken down in two seconds flat by a skinny rabbit like his commander had.


What Silmon had left unsaid, though not out of his calculations, was that, unlike him, a local sergeant was very likely to know where to find clothes in Delana’s size with no need to hunt and hope.  As the cat left on his unexpected errand, the carter pointed down the street’s other direction, “There’s a bathhouse just a few buildings that way... but should we get one or two tubs?  They’re each in private rooms, that you can lock, but I don’t know whether you’re used to bathing yourself or having help.”


Ears at half-mast as she thought hard, the girl finally shrugged, “I think I could do it myself at home... but I don’t know what differences there might be, in soaps and brushes and oils and conditioners and creams and... well, everything!”


Her escort couldn’t help but laugh softly, “Dear... it’s just like our one-course supper last night.  Normal baths are simpler.  You’ll have some soft lye soap handy, and one bristle brush.  That’s all.  Come on, you can think about it on the way; the safety I promised your father includes your virtue, but if you want to try it yourself you’re welcome to a bath of your own.”


Her ‘virtue’ hadn’t crossed her mind since that brief moment last night when she’d been clearly expected to disrobe for bed, but the mention now elicited a faint smirk from where she followed close behind him.  He’d probably be shocked to discover she wasn’t a virgin... or perhaps not, since that shock was dependent on getting a good, deep look between her legs, which he hadn’t shown any evident interest in doing, last night or this morning.  “Together,” she finally decided, and explained, “I know I’m learning a lot... but I’m not quite ready to practice on my own.”  Unspoken, naturally, was her own curiosity about him, and being naked in the same tub seemed to be the only way to learn anything more on the subject.  A large part of her decision, too, had been his very brief display of sudden, almost brutal violence, practiced directly on her behalf.  Saying he’d keep her safe was one thing; proving that he could do so against a presumably alert, well-armed and -trained soldier was quite another.


At the counter of the bathhouse, his order was simple and smooth, including the lie, “One room, please, and we won’t use it long.  I sent a porter out for some shopping, and need to be back where he can find me soon.”


The attendant nodded, “Two cop—oh, you’ve been here before,” as he was handed the coins, already prepared.


His customer chuckled, “Alone, yes, but this time they want me to transport something a bit more lively than statuary.  Gotta keep her clean on the way, right?”  The other man simply laughed and quoted a room number.


The sound of gurgling greeted them as they stepped into the bathroom, the pipe running from ceiling to tub gushing forth steaming water as the currently heated cauldron was emptied into it on the second floor.  Stepping around to the tub’s far side, he started working the hand-pump for cold water, counting to himself... once the first few plunges of the handle worked their way up to a steady, uniform gush, he knew it was exactly twelve more strokes to balance out the heat to a comfortable warmth.  The tub half full and still rising, though it was steaming a lot less now, he turned to see if his companion needed any help, only to find her already naked, sitting on folded legs at the edge of the tub, evidently fascinated by the filling techniques in use.  He kept his gaze at her eye level, ignoring what his above-average peripheral vision was perfectly willing to show him, and noted, “Like the man said, I’ve been here before, and I know how to mix the waters.  As soon as the gurgling stops, we can get in,” and reached for his blouse’s ties.


Delana nodded, “That water looked really hot at first...  Hot can be fun in winter, but...”


Chuckling his agreement, he worked his boots off, then loosened his belt.  Reaching behind himself, his fingers worked for a moment before pulling free an oddly-thin little scabbard with a stubby hilt sticking out, two curved pieces of wire hanging limply from one end.


“Where,” the princess asked with wide eyes, “were you keeping that?”


Pointing at the wires with his free hand as he set it down, he replied, “Between my rumpcheeks, with those looping around my tail.  Even if someone pats me down to check for weapons, they’ll probably miss this little beauty.  Your father’s guards did.  Twice.”


She could remember him mentioning folded steel, so ‘little beauty’ was probably exactly the phrase for that blade, even if she couldn’t see the metal.  Nodding as the flow from the pipe slowed to a trickle, she unfolded her legs and extended a careful, testing toe... then smiled and slipped in with hardly a ripple.  “Perfect!”


With another chuckle, he eased his breeches down and off, then joined her, “I can’t take all the credit.  The staff here always heats the water to the exact same hotness, which is a lot harder than it sounds, otherwise my trick wouldn’t have worked.”


Nodding, she reached for the brush and soap box.

Chapter 4


Toward the end of that bath, they’d used that sash buckle’s magic again, asking the on-duty wizard to ask Lachier to stop notifying guards of their passage, but if he’d already done so, tell them instead to stand down since they’d changed their route toward the western pass.  They hadn’t, but as Silmon explained once they were back on the road, they’d actually been lucky that the lieutenant he’d taken down had run off, not arrested him for assaulting a guard, so he’d rather not have to do something like that again.


For the first hour or so of their afternoon ride, Delana actively looked for things to ask questions about, though not all at once, consciously trying to duplicate her morning conversational pace to both distract herself and avoid potential questions about why she’d stopped asking questions.  The effort was, in the end, a success, and she’d managed to set aside her disappointment by mid-afternoon.  Her companion... had been perfectly, completely, and damnably casual about the whole bath.  He’d neither hidden his own body nor made any effort to show it off, and when she’d asked him to wash her back, he’d done so.  When she asked him to wash lower, he did, careful strokes of the brush stopping just shy of her rump.  And when she’d turned around again, the half-, or even quarter-erect shaft she’d expected to see peeking out of his sheath... wasn’t.


Still an hour, maybe two, before dinnertime, the road they were following was crossed by another, so he extracted a die from a belt pouch and rolled it on the bench...  “Two.  We’ll take the middle route, and sleep in Pinegrove,” and he tightened his grip on the reins, the horses sensing this and ignoring the potential turn-offs to keep going.


A minor irony, considering their interactions with the guards in Lydni, the Prancing Pony was right next door to the local constable station, but at least this time no one reacted oddly to their arrival.  On future days, that would be even easier to arrange, since she’d be wearing one of the rather drab dresses that sergeant had returned with.  Her gown, by this point, was looking far less than fine, but close examination would still bespeak its quality, quite out of place for their supposed, public personas.


“We might have to stay here for a day or two,” Silmon noted as he collected his room key and led the way down the hall of the single-floor inn, the bag from his cart bed in his other hand.


His charge blinked, since this was the first she’d heard of the notion despite a long afternoon of conversation, and guessed blindly, “Why?  Is there somethin’ wrong with the horses?”


Shaking his head as he unlocked the door, the rabbit tossed his bag onto the bed, “Nah... just with me.  At this point, you’ve got to have some idea of how well I usually plan things?”  Still blinking a bit, she climbed into an armchair near the window and nodded, clearly listening intently.  “Well, that’s both a good thing and a bad thing.  On an ordinary trip, I know exactly where I need to stop and how much I need to spend.  I get paid at both the beginning of a job and in the city I’m going to, and my careful plans mean that when I finally get home, I have exactly half of that second payment left... but you, as interesting a companion as you’ve been, were never part of my original plan.  I’m going to run out of my own money at our current rate.”


Delana’s ears flattened almost completely as she winced, “I... but you told Daddy you were fine!”


“Part of my job, my dear, is occasionally to lie.  I’ve never lied to you, and if I can avoid it I won’t, but I did lie just a little to your father.  Yes, I could take him up on his offer and get more money, but doing so would attract attention we don’t need.  Normal people cannot simply walk up to the city clerk and ask for money.  If you can do that, you aren’t a normal person, and people notice.”


In a nervous habit that probably dated back to her earning the nickname Masked Zebra, she flicked her tail around into her lap so she could fidget with it, frowning in thought.  “Could... could I talk to that clerk and get the money?  It’s my buckle, after all.”


Silmon shook his head, “If you go in there alone, you won’t leave the same way.  Someone who looks just like the crown princess, and actually has one of her magical toys, would be taken into custody either as an impostor or for her own good, as they’d see it.”  He gestured in the direction of the constable station, “Just next door is a board where people can tack up papers or parchments with things they want or need written down.  If someone wants to buy something, or sell something, and they don’t know who has or wants the item in question, they put a note on the board, and anyone who can read can check it.  It’s also where the guards post descriptions or sketches of bad men, warnings about roads where bandits have been seen, and that sort of thing.  If you capture or kill one of the bad guys on the board, they’ll give you some money for that.  Either someone who needs a job done, or someone who needs to be stopped, I can almost certainly find a quick job for cash on that board, but it might take a day or two.  I’ll try to avoid anything that takes three days or more, unless there’s nothing else available.”


With a faint but visible relaxation, the girl nodded, “Okay.  Now or after dinner?  I think we’ve got time for either way.”  His financial worries, she knew, were entirely her fault.  She, after all, was the one who’d chosen his cart for a hiding spot.  The fact that he had a solution to the problem ready at hand helped a great deal, but couldn’t entirely erase the guilt and chagrin she was feeling.  It was, perhaps, the very first time in her life that she’d ever directly faced the concept that her actions might have consequences for others.  It was never a pleasant lesson, but an extremely useful one for a potentially-spoiled princess.


“Dinner first,” he decided, “and while I won’t let you go into government buildings alone, I will let you listen to the waiter’s or waitress’ description of what’s available and choose your own meal.  If you choose poorly, you’ll eat it anyway, but the next time you order food you’ll be that much wiser.”


As she followed him out of the room again, she was far less than certain how to feel about this particular lesson; was he expressing confidence in her growing knowledge, or expecting her to make a mistake?  She could take the easy way out and ask for exactly the meal she’d enjoyed last night... but what if they didn’t have it?  A second thought, a moment later, mentally kicked itself for forgetting the first half of his suggestion; listen first.  There was her solution, right there, as long as she paid attention.  Now she wondered if there was any detail this man ever missed, as ‘paying attention’ seemed to describe his entire, successful career.


Keeping her ruminations in mind, she listened carefully to the serving man’s patient recitation of the menu.  “What’s ‘blackened’ chicken?” she asked when he was finished, as the buttered noodle dishes sounded good.


“It’s a special way of cooking it,” the aproned badger shrugged.  “We grill it, but make the grill a little too hot.  This burns stripes into the meat, but just cooks the rest, and that little bit of burn has an interesting flavor.  It’s also a bit spicy, so there may be more than one sort of burning involved if you’re not careful.”


Thinking back over the rather extreme seasonings her mother had enjoyed, and a tolerance for which she’d inherited, Delana’s smile was bittersweet, “I’ll take it... and double the spice.  It’ll be milder than what I’m used to.”


The man looked over to the adult of the party, who merely shrugged and nodded, then agreed, “Alright, if you say so...” before returning to the kitchen.


The meal was, of course, delicious, and her usual lone glass of watered wine sufficed for the spice.


By the light of the setting sun, then, Silmon carefully read his way from one end of the notice board to the other.  Returning to the first wanted posters he’d read, he frowned and considered...  “There’s nothing for us here,” he decided as he walked back toward the inn, “but if we backtrack and head east, another town has a little problem I might be able to help with.  Bandits.  The guards know exactly where they live, but it’s too well defended to take without calling in the army.  I know a thing or two, though, that might let me get a lot closer than the militia can.  They’ve already lost four men trying.”


Delana had to snort quietly at that; he seemed to ‘know a thing or two’ about everything!  “Why not let them just call the army, though?  Isn’t that one of the things they’re for, what you said ‘bout the work my dad does?” she asked, genuinely curious.


“Most of our army is close to the borders of other kingdoms; it’s the navy that guards the coast, but the nearest port city doesn’t have a marine garrison.”  He glanced down and clarified, “Marines are soldiers who ride on ships but fight on land, or sometimes on other ships if they’re chasing pirates.  This particular batch of bad guys took over a cave near the beach, and it’s got several openings to shoot arrows from so it’s hard to get close to the actual entrance.”


Frowning, she probed, “So how will you get close?  You’re not exactly arrow-proof... are you?”


He merely smirked, “That’s where my cart comes in.  Now let’s get some rest, we’ll be up early tomorrow to make it to the next town by noon.”


While by any measure it had to be considered an improvement, that day’s very lack of the previous one’s stress and terror had left her with more energy than expected, and she tossed and turned, trying and consistently failing to sleep.  She’d thought she was doing so fairly quietly, though... until an accidental brush of her tail made Sil roll over to blink at her in the lamp’s dim light.  “Sorry... can’t sleep,” she murmured.


The rabbit nodded, “So I gathered...  Is there anything I can do to help?  The kitchen can probably make some warm milk.”


The frown he got in reply was completely unexpected, but mild enough compared to her next words, “Yeah, there is, but you won’t.  A good fuck would help me relax, but I have to wonder if you like boys after our time in that tub.”  She had to smile at his sudden blinks, even as she flatly informed him, “I’m not a virgin, but I’ve never been raped.  Everything I’ve ever done, I watched others do first and went in with my eyes open.”


Though he’d stopped blinking so much, his silence as he considered something went on long enough to make her worry just a bit, but she traded that in for confusion, initially, the way he began, “When I was thirteen, I had a hobby...  Once every week, I’d find someone who’d let me... observe them as they did their job.  This, little one, is how I learned as much as I know.  One of those weeks, I followed a healer... and even though I don’t have the mystic gift to do what he did, he also enjoyed explaining the fine details of what his magic worked on.  Since I was just starting to notice girls, not boys, naturally the subject of sex came up... and he explained to me a bit about how rabbits’ bodies work.  There are things called ‘hormones,’ just special substances that mix in with our blood, that serve as signals, as messages, from one part of the body to another.  A lot of these things are involved with puberty, with sex and reproduction, but they don’t quite work in bunnies, and that’s why we have the reputation we do.  The act of having sex, of attaining orgasm, releases hormones in any body, but it releases too much of a certain one in rabbits, which keeps sex constantly on their minds and makes them physically more ready to perform.  I was half-joking when I asked him if that meant I should spend my life celibate... but he said that was almost the right idea.  Not having sex, at least occasionally, can do bad things in the long run, so while I’ve had it, with women, I timed those encounters very carefully, with at least two weeks before another of my carting jobs, so by the time I was back out in public, the hormonal overdose had faded and I could see a pretty girl without getting a raging hard-on.  You may be small, but you are very pretty, and as we bathed I was sort of helping things along by remembering the worst privies I’d ever found at cheap inns, and how they smelled.  That’s what kept me soft in the tub... but if I do have sex with you, I just might get rather rude and insistent about it, on other days.  I’d probably also be visibly erect, under my breeches, occasionally while in your company, and that could get us into trouble.”


Eyes wide, she nodded slowly, “That... explains so much, and not just about you!  Wait... I just had an idea.”  Pulling up the sheet a bit, her arms vanishing beneath, she squirmed in place for a long moment, at one point raising a fairly large tent in the fabric, then straightened out.  The hand that emerged between them... was holding her underdrawers, and a negligent flip sent them over her shoulder and onto the floor.  “You don’t have to climax... but could I?  Your fingers or tongue shouldn’t make these... hormone things go so crazy, as long as I don’t touch your dick.”  She frowned, “Which kinda sucks, really, that I won’t get to...  Sucking’s fun.”


Chuckling softly, he slipped an arm of his own under the sheet and touched the soft fur of her belly, flattening his palm as he stroked slowly down, “I suppose that could work.  I’ll still get hard, mind you, but if I ignore it it’ll go away eventually.”


He had never, ever seen such a wide smile on a child’s face as hers when he answered in the positive.  If he needed any more confirmation or encouragement, which he didn’t, the way her legs spread as his palm neared her tiny mound would have given it.  Rotating his hand so the fingers aimed downwards, his thumb’s claw tickled at her navel as his middle fingertip traced slowly down, his eyes sinking closed to better concentrate on the details...  Given her age, the first furless flesh he touched came as a surprise, the hood of her clit distinct under his exploring finger, when he thought he’d left enough of a gap to miss it.  The contact made her gasp, but he didn’t linger there, instead skirting the edge of that sensitive nubbin and proceeding to her tiny, puffy labia, already closer to damp than sticky.  A quiet, “Yes!” escaped as her legs strained to spread even wider, the folds beneath his touch parting tangibly, clearly inviting him in, so in he went, sinking just the first inch or so of his digit into her warmth.  That was as deep as he went, but it certainly seemed to be enough; as he started swirling gently within, blunt claw lightly stroking against her walls and the bunched-up skin of a knuckle nudging the core of her pleasure, her breathing steadied, deepening into an almost constant, subsonic moan.  Even as he shifted his hips to ease the strain of his growing erection where it tented his breeches, he had to marvel at the profound effect such a minor-seeming touch could have; that same inch of finger, its short fur now soaked by her fresh juices, kept swirling, circling, and her body’s tension steadily rose.


There was no mistaking it when she came; her head flew back in a soundless squeal, though he thought he could hear the sudden barking of a pet dog in the distance, even as a strong shudder wracked her form, and her sex clamped down hard enough on his finger to hurt.  He stopped swirling, just waiting for her grip to relax, then slipped his hand out and pulled it from under the sheets, unable to resist bringing it directly to his muzzle to suckle.  She tasted like no other woman he’d ever known, which wasn’t too surprising given that the others had been more than twice her age, but it was a flavor he was seriously concerned about becoming addicted to, even after just one taste.


Opening her eyes, a smile on her face, the princess turned and, mindful of the erection he’d mentioned, gave him a careful hug around the chest, “Thank you.  That was... well, I’m pretty sure you could tell I enjoyed it.  I should be able to sleep, now.”


Leaning down to plant a gentle kiss on her cheekruff, he nodded, “Then do so.  I’ll be here with you.”


“Mmm...” she muttered, clearly already sinking into slumber, “that’s the best part...”

* * *


Delana was particularly bright and cheerful the next morning, save for the brief pout when her guardian insisted she both retrieve and don the underthings she’d tossed aside last night.  The farmer who delivered the Pony’s eggs, though, was running late, so they shared a large bowl of fruit porridge instead.


Once they’d backtracked and taken what would have been the right turn the previous day, they were traveling almost due east, and the steadily increasing scent of saltwater kept the youngster’s mood bright.  Fariach was a port city, and one of the few times she’d left the palace, under heavy escort with part of her family for business of theirs, she’d stared, rapt, for the entire meeting with the harbormaster, watching the rolling waves and the hive of activity that surrounded each docked ship.  All of her memories of the sea were good ones, so in very few respects did she resemble a cub whose mother had died only two days ago.


The town of Saltmarsh was almost, but not quite, perfectly named, as the salt was a good fifteen miles away, but the marshes surrounding the freshwater stream that ran through the middle of town had many plants and creatures that couldn’t be found anywhere else nearby, so for its small size it was fairly prosperous.


Silmon drove his team slowly, as this was one of the few towns along the coast he’d never been to, but he knew all the signs of good or bad inns to look for, and at the far end of the town he turned his cart and headed much more briskly back to the better of the two available.  His instructions to the stable hands were clear, but a bit confusing; they were to unharness, rub down, and feed all four horses, but at a specific time of day they were supposed to put just the front two back in place.  He didn’t bother to answer their questioning looks, but did murmur to his ward as they stepped inside for lunch, “The only reason I have four horses on that cart is to haul heavy statues, and I left the last one back in Fariach.  The cart can actually move more quickly and nimbly, unladen, with just the pair.  Not that it’ll be unladen, the next time I take it out... and we’re going to have to figure out where you’ll be when that happens.”


The ‘coongirl blinked, then snapped her muzzle shut.  The obvious question had just as obvious an answer.  Of course she’d rather be with him, and of course he’d rather have her close by, but a den of bandits who’d already killed at least four soldiers was, if she was being honest with herself, not the place for a princess.  Instead, after a moment’s thought, she asked, “Do you have enough money left for a book?  I don’t know how much they cost... but I can read.  Kinda.  I could stay at the inn with the door locked and just lose myself in a story for a while.”


“Oh, I think I can manage,” he chuckled, giving her head a ruffling that was just a little more affectionate than the last, after their previous night.  “I actually carry two purses on this belt...  The money in one of them, that I’ve been spending, is mine alone.  The other one is my ‘contingency fund.’  It’s technically my boss’ money, but it’s there for emergencies.  I can borrow as much of it as I want, so long as I pay it back, or if I can convince my boss that it was really necessary to spend it, he’ll replace it himself.  I’m one of his best couriers, if that’s not too big a boast, and he considers it a fair investment simply to keep me happy and healthy.”


Unlike the other inn common rooms she’d seen recently, this one was partially self-serve.  A large hearth at one end kept two kettles of stew warm, a nail in the bricks over one of them impaling a chicken bone to note which one contained meat, with a collection of small bowls and one larger one for patrons to drop a copper into each time they went for a scoop.  The beer and wine, in contrast, were all behind a counter presided over by a large, middle-aged female bear, and no one was getting at her stock without paying in advance.


“Here,” he mused, holding out a pair of pennies, “go drop these in the bowl there, and get us one bowl from each kettle.  Make sure to remember which is which, though; you would not enjoy seeing the reaction when I accidentally eat meat.  I’ll get the drinks.”


More pleased than she really should be over his trust in this minor task, the girl grabbed the coins and practically flounced toward the hearth, leaving him chuckling and shaking his head as he ordered drinks.


“We don’t carry no small beer,” was the matron’s blunt reply.


The rabbit blinked, frowning, “Then I guess we’ll have two watered wines, but make mine in a bigger cup, with extra water.  I can not handle strong drink, ma’am.”


To his surprise, she smiled broadly, “Eh, for that your wine’s free.  I see way too many guys your age whose only concern seems to be who can drink the most, and they usually end up busting my furniture as they stagger out.  Glad to have someone different from that for a change.”  Then she sobered, “I’ll still need half a copper for the kid’s cup, though.  Can’t go givin’ it all away.”


He had to laugh as he paid her, “No, ma’am, that isn’t the way to run a business.  Thank you anyway.”


He could see at least one chunk of something meat-like in the bowl his charge was already almost inhaling as he set down her cup, and she nodded her thanks as she snatched it up to wash down her current bite, then reiterated, “Thank you.”


He nodded as he sat, giving her a smile, “I’d forgotten how it sometimes seems like kids are always hungry, and the extra hour our detour cost us shows.  Speak up next time, okay?  I do have a few snacks in my bag if lunch is still miles away.”


Ears half-splayed, she giggled softly, “I guess I’ve got a bit too much practice, sitting at co—uh, boring things without complaining.”


His own ears rose momentarily, then he nodded; tolerating long, dull court sessions would be part of a princess’ education, so he simply noted, “So I see,” and dug into his own vegetable stew.


The town of Saltmarsh was too small to have an actual second-hand shop, but their general store did have a corner of miscellaneous junk, and a bit of searching secured two books that had seen better days.  Those, though, were the only books to be found, a cheaply-printed, rather tawdry romance to glance at it and a farmer’s almanac that had evidently spent some time in an outhouse, as nearly a third of the pages had been torn out for other uses.  Briefly confusing to the young ‘coon, though, he also opened the coinpouch on his belt whose drawstring had been firmly knotted for the whole trip so far, and used a small, gold coin to order two large barrels of ale with the comment that he’d be back soon with his cart to pick them up.  A moment’s thought led to clarity; those bandits, obviously, would shoot arrows at any soldiers they saw... but a harmless rabbit with a cartload of good drink?  Yes, she concluded with a tight little smile, those would let him get much, much closer to their den than the militia could, at which point the prowess he’d demonstrated on that guard lieutenant would come into play.


Back in their room at the inn, Silmon sat on the edge of the bed and patted the blanket to invite her up, then told her quietly, “You’ve probably guessed at least some of my plan, just from the ale I bought...  Another part of it, though, is that I wish to arrive as early in the morning as possible.  If they’re still a little sleepy, their reactions will be dulled, and when you run around without armor like I do, you learn to take every advantage you can get.  ‘Fairness’ doesn’t even enter into it.  Now, I’ve never killed anyone myself, but you could say that right now I’m plotting deliberate murder.  I intend to walk into that cave, and slaughter every last man of that band.  The poster I read made it clear, they have no more interest in capturing these criminals alive, and keeping them alive without letting them stick a knife in my back would be a much harder job to begin with.”


His charge nodded, her expression serious, “Dunno if you know this, but my family’s Kathallic.  I learned to kill at the same time I learned to fuck, though the fucking was more fun to be honest.”  She frowned, then, as she parsed the rest of what he’d said, “But... morning?  Unless they’re really close by, that means you’re leaving tonight!”


He nodded solemnly, “Yes, I am, and without you.  I swear I’ll be back.  Probably in time for lunch tomorrow, but I can’t promise that exactly.  That’s why I had you pick your own supper and fetch your own lunch, just to make sure you could.  I’ll be leaving you some money for breakfast and possibly lunch, and the key to the room so you can lock yourself in to read, but I need to get rolling after supper, and I’ll sleep on my own cart’s planks.”  He smiled faintly, “It won’t be the first time I’ve done that.  Not all of my plans have worked out perfectly.”


A faint frown on her muzzle, Delana nodded, but there was also a fierceness in her eyes, “You’d better come back...  I know one call on my sash buckle would get me a new companion or two, probably to escort me home... and I do miss being home... but they wouldn’t be you!”  Her voice softened, “You’ve... been here for me, whenever I needed you, ever since Momma... since... and then there was last night...  You come back alive, you hear me?!?  This is your crown princess, giving you a direct order, and you come back alive!”  The tightness in her voice suggested that she was on the verge of tears as she gave that quiet, emphatic order.


Shaking his head gently, he gripped her far shoulder and pulled her against his side, “I’ll try... but I can’t guarantee it.  One of those bandits could get lucky, after all.  If I’m not back by tomorrow evening... use your buckle.  I don’t know whether whoever your dad sends would be as willing to finger you as I was, but they can keep you safe.”


“I don’t want them to keep me safe!” she declared, voice muffled by his shirt where she clung to him tight.  “I love you, you amazing idiot!”


In the moment’s stunned silence that followed, he could feel a warm moisture soaking through his blouse... she was crying.  “Shh...” he murmured, stroking down her back through her dress, “it’ll all be alright...  When I get back, sometime when we’re between towns, I’ll show you my cart’s real secret.  Wizards have examined it with mage-sight and still missed my real armament.  I’m not going to be assaulting that cave with my three-inch knife!  All I need is to get close enough, and have just one moment when they’re not trying to kill me... and they’ll be dead.  Have I ever told you I could do something I really couldn’t?  I truly do believe I’ll be just fine.”


Blinking up at him with teary eyes, she managed a tiny smile as she shook her head, “No, you haven’t.  I shouldn’t have called you an idiot, because you’re not... but I stand by that ‘amazing,’ because you are.”


Nodding, he gave her a wider smile, “Also... there’s something I’ve been meaning to confess to you.  After last night, when I tasted my finger... the flavor was addictive.  I liked it, and I knew I wanted more.”  He gestured toward the bed proper, “We have at least half an hour before the time I told the stable hands to have my cart ready to pick up those barrels...  Could I taste you once more, before I go?”


Her sadness couldn’t be so easily forgotten, but it could certainly be replaced in short order.  She couldn’t seem to get her dress and panties off fast enough, nodding happily all the while.

Chapter 5


Cliches about plans and first contact with the enemy were running through Silmon’s mind as he finally flicked the reins, starting the team moving out of the copse of trees he’d spent the night in.  It was a good two hours later than he’d intended to get started, but a fog had rolled in from the sea overnight, and he’d had to wait for most of it to burn off.  The creak of unseen wagon wheels would almost certainly draw blind archery fire; they needed to be able to see him coming from far enough to recognize the barrels on the back of the cart before shooting at him.  At least the fog’s humidity had helped, as he’d spent the intervening time on one of the optional portions of his disguise, a bit of work with his belt adding a detail that might or might not matter, but would be positive if it did.


None of that annoyance showed on his face as his horses picked their way over the strip of rocky, sandy dirt between the cliffs and the beach proper, though, his cart bed rocking slightly as the wheels cleared each tiny bump.  His expression was one of... simpleness.  A faint smile amidst an air of boredom, even as he watched with seeming interest every bush or patch of sandy grass he rolled past, was in place well before the tiny figures crouched in the cliff’s upper openings could possibly make it out, since he hadn’t gotten as far as he had in life by ever assuming he was unobserved.


As he neared the point where a large, jagged rock poked out of the landscape, probably having tumbled from the cliff itself in the distant past, and started turning his team toward the opening of the cave, a voice came from behind it, “That’s far enough.  Who are you and what do you think you’re doing here?”


Blinking dumbly as he reined in, he looked around in mock-surprise, ‘missing’ the figure wearing a loose mesh of sand- and rock-colored cloth the first two times his gaze swept past, then brightening with a smile as he focused on the sentry directly, “Well there you are!  That’s sure a neat suit you’ve got there!  Anyway, I saw the poster ‘bout you guys at the constable station, and that’s what I’m doin’ here.  I figured, hell, you’re out here, fightin’ off the guard, and that doesn’t give a man much time to go into town for a beer, while you’ve probably got a few coins sitting around from your other work...  Now wouldn’t it be somethin’ if I could make you part of my route, and drop off a barrel or two for a fair price now and then?”


Chuckling despite himself, the bandit worked his suit’s camouflaging ribbons away from his right hip to free his longsword’s hilt, then noted more seriously, “But you’re here now, with those barrels... so it seems we could get them for very cheaply indeed.  It’s what they call a ‘buyer’s market,’ or so I’ve heard.”


Silmon gave an easy laugh, “I knew that afore I came out here... but I thought you’d be smarter than that.  Yeah, you could take these barrels, but they won’t last forever, and if you rob or kill me now, I won’t bring more next week.”  He pointed at the cave, where several curious members of the band were now watching and listening from the entrance, at least two staring at the barrels and licking their lips, “I don’t think you’d be too popular ‘round here, if you killed the one guy willing to bring those fellas a drink.  Besides, I ain’t askin’ for much.  One gold crown’ll getcha both of these, today and other weeks as well.  The guy reading the poster to me got tired of it before he finished with your list of exploits, but I’m pretty sure you can spare one coin after all the folks you’ve hit.”


The man under the netting snorted, “And that’s twice what you paid for them, I’m sure... but you make a good point about how few brewers deliver to places like this.”  Shrugging, he stepped past the rock and beckoned, “Come on.  I’m not the boss, and we’ll still need his permission, but you’re right that I don’t want to make my comrades that mad at me.  Let’s at least sample the fine brew you’ve brought before making a decision.”


“I reckon that’s a fair plan,” the carter nodded, flicking the horses back into their careful walk.


The ‘boss’ stood out fairly obviously as the cart rumbled into the cave itself, its sides scraping the stone of the entrance but the hollow widening quickly just within, as the only person wearing a steel breastplate, though it was severely dented in places with several small patches of rust visible.  The burly tiger also kept one hand firmly on a dagger’s hilt as he asked his sentry, “What’s the story with this guy?  I don’t remember telling anyone to welcome guests.”


That sentry worked on peeling off his mottled suit as he answered, the features of a roughly-dressed coyote finally revealed, “This fellow... is a bit smarter than he looks, I guess.  We may not be the most sociable of potential customers,” and several bandits had to laugh, their leader’s muzzle twitching up in spite of his deliberate gruffness, “but not even we would turn away someone who brings beer.  I haven’t tasted any in weeks, and that makes for a powerful thirst.”


One of the other bandits blinked as they recognized the stenciling on the nearer barrel, “That’s not beer!  That’s Quailstone Reserve black ale!  The good stuff!”


Both brows rising, the tiger took an involuntary step forward to confirm that, peering at the other barrel, “Wait... this one’s Northlook Pale.  Another very good brew...”


Silmon shrugged, several gazes shifting from the precious barrels to him with the motion, “Eh, the black’s nice, but it’s fall; some folks don’t like a brew that’s thick like that on hot days, so I grabbed one of each.  The price is still one crown for the pair and I come back next week with more, or you can steal ‘em or kill me and they’re free, but then they’re also the last you get.  It’s up to you.”


With one more blink, the leader considered, discreetly eyeing the man still on the cart bench... who didn’t seem to notice his regard, ears still half-perked and a hopeful look on his face, as of any salesman who knew he’d probably secured a deal.  “Fralk,” he finally directed, looking at one of the archers who’d made their way down from the upper galleries, “go get my purse, and don’t think about filching anything for yourself this time.  This first order’s on me and you can have your share of that, but I’ll want a little silver from everyone to contribute to next week’s batch.”  He looked up to grin toothily at the rabbit, “Get down here and help us unload these things.  Unless the guards stop you, you’ve got some new customers.  Everyone else?  Find some cups; we’ve got something to celebrate!  Making money is all well and good, boys, but it’s not really worth anything until you can spend it!”


The chamber as a whole was mainly lit by bundles of dried reeds and grasses stuffed into natural hollows here and there around the periphery, with a bit less light making it through cracks and openings toward the ceiling, while a steady inward breeze from the main entrance kept the slow-burning, green piles’ smoke flowing up and away.  The floor had probably, at one point, been as chaotically uneven as the walls, but various loads of sand, dirt, or gravel had been added to smooth it mostly flat, only the occasional patch of mud where rain leaked its way down visible.  At least three side-passages met in the chamber, one of them visibly leading upwards and likely connecting to the archer posts above.


At their leader’s command, exactly the order much of the band had been hoping for by the looks on their faces, most of the bandits scattered down the various passages, in search of cups or payment, while the four remaining joined Silmon as he climbed down and padded around to the back of the cart.  The boss helped just as eagerly as the rest as the first barrel was carefully tipped into three pairs of waiting, interlinked arms, and the first pair of cup-fetchers to return, their gear nearest the main chamber, grabbed spare pieces of firewood and discarded clothes to improvise a nest to set it down on almost as soon as it could be moved.  As still more of the robbers returned to help, the rabbit opened a small burlap sack that had been in the cart bed and held it out, “Here, two spigots and a mallet, which maybe you’d better hold.  Those things still got their original bung plugs, fresh from the brewer.  I may not be as picky about my clientele as some,” and he shared a grin with the criminals around him, “but I do care about th’ quality of my stock.”


Stepping up with his purse in hand, the bandit lord grinned too and held out a coin, “My friend, I think this is the beginning of a mutually beneficial relationship.  Make sure to laugh at those picky types for us, as you enjoy the profit they won’t get.”


Trading burlap for gold, Silmon nodded, “I’ll do that, but you better get hammerin’.  We’ve got more than enough hands to get the other barrel down, and some of your lads is lookin’ mighty thirsty.”


The cat had to agree with his sentry; this fellow was smarter than he looked.  Despite the surface evidence of a hearty welcome, he’d still had the foresight to arrange to not be holding a weapon, even a wooden mallet, in their presence as a stranger, and there’d also been a fairly obvious bulge in man’s belt, as of a knife’s sheath that, for just once in a very long while, had been left behind.  This fetched a faint smirk as he moved to start installing the first spigot, at the irony beneath the surface.  Sure, being visibly unarmed was a good principle... but so what if he wasn’t?  It wasn’t as if a single, slender rabbit was a real threat to nearly twenty hardened criminals, whatever appearances might have said to the contrary.


Silmon made a show of fumbling with his own coinpouch to deposit his payment as the first cask was broached to the cheers of several involved.  That spigot’s ‘off’ position saw no use at all for the next minutes, as one cup, mug, or tankard after another, their materials and conditions from all ends of the spectrum, was thrust into the flow, though the leader did demand, and take, the first hearty swig before moving on to the next barrel.  As the tiger drew back and swung the mallet, two wooden bangs sounded as one.


With all attention on the bounty before them, no one noticed the second, perfectly-timed impact, of the carter’s boot against the very middle plank at the back of his cart’s bed.  The last three feet of that slat shot up, a thick string halting it after eight inches, and from the space beneath came the dull gleam of brass and steel.  The bastard sword had almost no guard, the sides molded nearly flush and the middle thinned to give the weapon itself the smallest possible cross-section.  Situated as it was over an iron bar that ran the length of the cart, improving its structural stability, he’d passed cursory inspections with mage-sight without this last-resort weapon being found.


It was not a tool for a fencer’s finesse, this sword.  Its four-foot blade was darker than most, save for the very edges, where the swirled gray of folded steel faded to the bright shine of a razor.  As befitted his physique, Silmon’s style was uncompromisingly two-handed, his compact, whipcord muscle driving that blade through two spines and a lung in a continuation of the motion of drawing itself.  From the first swing, he never stopped moving.  Hands twisted on the worn leather braided around the hilt, alternating their angles as he swung hard from both directions even as he paced steadily closer to the gathered bandits.  Slash, slash, thrust, turn, cleave, his mind worked its way through the list of rapid motions he’d made before the kick, even as the initial, confused responses of those still standing added their own entries to the list.  There were two fights going on, in a sense; the real, physical one, and that in Silmon’s mind, as he concentrated on the moves available to his feet and blade and, more importantly, where each would be afterwards, to determine the absolute minimum-motion, most efficient next attack.  None of the bandits, of course, had ever seen anything like it.  He’d take a quick step, his blade moving barely two feet but somehow passing as if by coincidence through the space occupied by a jaguar’s throat, while a tiny rotation of hilt and ankles perfected the next stroke’s downward angle, opening an archer’s chest and belly from shoulder to hip, and a second actual step let the sword swing straight up, its very tip nipping through the wrist of an otter who’d almost gotten his hand to his sword.  From that high a position, a basic sweep took the mustelid’s head and sliced through the side of the tiger’s neck as he tried to turn and see what was happening.


Blood streaming down his battered breastplate through the fingers clamped reflexively to his neck, the bandit leader could only slump to the floor, staring in shock and disbelief, as the harmless-looking bunny chopped his way through all eighteen members of the band, all having gathered so conveniently for affordable, but not suspiciously free, drink, in just over half as many seconds.  Turning, he gave his sword one strong swipe through the air to shake some of the blood off, then marched back the way he came, knowing exactly which four of the wounds he’d inflicted had not been instantly fatal.  In two cases needing to kick some sort of helmet off first, he simply held his sword firmly and finished each one off with a thrust to the skull, though he did pause to say, “Sorry for the deception,” when he reached the tiger, whose eyes simply widened before that blade was driven home one last time.

* * *


Delana frowned and squinted at the sun through her room’s window...  Had it stopped getting higher?  It seemed to have, which would confirm her belly’s judgment that noon had come and gone, and lunch was just a bit late.  He’d said not to worry too much until evening... but that had been when hours alone had just been an abstract concept, not something she’d actually experienced.  It had been almost impossible to get to sleep, worries and anxieties dominating her mind without his soothing presence beside her.  Even masturbating twice hadn’t helped, and she’d finally tossed and fretted until simple exhaustion did what she could not.  Breakfast had been a trial, at least internally, as while she had no difficulty with the staff or facilities when ordering it, every step of the process was a painful reminder of the man who’d taught her so much.  She’d dutifully tried to read for what she felt was three hours afterward, but it had been difficult to focus even on the more interesting parts of either book; at the first hint that it was getting close to the time he said he’d return, she’d abandoned the books entirely and perched on top of an armchair, looking over its back out the window.


Her gaze flicked to another hint of motion at the south end of the town’s main street, but she knew it would probably be just another lone farmer—no!  That cart was bigger than the others she’d seen, and had two horses in a four-horse frame!  The general store’s awning hid the front of the cart from her angle for a frustratingly long moment, but it finally rolled far enough for her to make out white fur on the driver’s bench, and both hands flashed to her muzzle to muffle a squeal of pure glee.  He’d made it back!  She had to blink, then, and stare at the distant cart bed...  He’d left the tarp behind and donated the straw to the stable’s feed stocks, just so he wasn’t visibly trying to sneak anyone or anything in, but instead of the two barrels and one bag of accessories, there were over a dozen roundish shapes in the cart, with red smears all over the wood.  Heads.  He’d brought back a lot of severed heads!


Saltmarsh didn’t have much of a constabulary presence, just three older noncoms trading off on the duty, with perhaps half a dozen citizens with former military training in case of need.  The sergeant on duty that day, though, had one thought throughout the entire ritual of comparing features with descriptions and unlocking the contingency fund box his troop hadn’t had to touch in the last three years: the other guys would not believe this.  Despite several hints that he’d like a more complete report, such as how the rabbit had gotten those heads in the first place, the man was left unsatisfied as he bagged the last skull and dragged it inside so he could find the form to request a party from a larger garrison to search the cave before the bodies there stank too badly.


Delana was very good, she told herself.  She wasn’t pacing the floor, or waiting to pounce; she was right here on the edge of the bed, sitting like a proper, patient peasant, with no idea how long it would take—two soft knocks sounded on the door.  The key’s brass more than a little slippery from the sweat of being tightly clenched in her paw for half the morning, she fumbled it into the lock, wiped both palms on her dress, then turned it.  Her whole body twitched as she barely restrained a lunge, and it took more effort than she could ever remember exerting to quietly ask, “Are you okay?”


Stepping inside and closing the door, Silmon sank to one knee and immediately grabbed her into a hug, murmuring into her cheekruff, “Yes, and at a quarter-crown a head, I got four and a half, so we don’t need to worry about money for the rest of the trip.”


Her grip around his ribcage tightened for a long moment, then relaxed so she could pull away just enough to blink into his eyes, “Huh?  Four and... that’s six... eighteen!  How did you kill eighteen bandits and not come back bleeding?”


Oh, but his buck-toothed grin was a welcome sight indeed!  “By not playing fair,” he replied.  “They were all clustered around those ale barrels, filling mugs from one while their leader tapped the other, so I ran through them, chopping up whatever looked like it’d hurt the most.  Hit each one once, really fast, then take a bit more time coming back and finishing off whoever needs it...  It’s not that hard if you take ‘em by surprise.”


Blinking a bit, the princess brightened and smiled as a thought struck, “I was thinkin’ a while back how ‘paying attention’ is really your whole job... and this time, those guys didn’t!  That’s why you won and they lost!”


Nodding, he chuckled and kissed her lightly on the lips, “Exactly, my dear, and in the game of bounty hunting and highway robbery, both sides only get to make one mistake, and it’s usually their last.  These fellows thought a cheerful idiot with a cartload of beer was perfectly harmless.”  He gave just a brief pause, then smiled toothily, “Oops.”


Hugging him anew, the girl had to laugh merrily, her previous evening’s and morning’s tensions flowing away as if they’d never been.  She gave his lips a lingering kiss of her own, then let go and stepped back, “C’mon, you almost got back late fer lunch.  Let’s go get something.”


Nodding, he stood and turned, offering his hand.  As hers slid warmly into his grasp, he mused, “After that we can grab the other horses and head north.  We have just enough time to get to Riverside Low, a little fishing village just up the coast.  I haven’t tried it myself, of course, but the inn there has a shellfish stew specialty that meat eaters have sworn to me makes it worth the trip by itself, and I like what they do with watercress, too.”


There’d been some excellent shellfish served at the last royal ball, but her mind immediately shied away from the memory, since across from her at the meal had been her mother, resplendent in the new gown she couldn’t know she was fated to die in.  Instead, she promised, “I look forward to that!”

* * *


Silmon wasn’t quite certain whether to be relieved or concerned at how easily he and his young charge slipped back into their established traveling routines.  He was no expert psychologist, but he’d learned a lot in his interactions with so many people over the course of his travels.  She could be walling off grief that was better dealt with, or perhaps growing into some potentially dangerous form of dependence or transference... though, the more he thought about it, the more harmless those choices seemed compared to the alternatives, all of the different ways she could have not been at ease.  He ceased to ponder the matter about midway through the promised shellfish dinner, then took things fairly slowly and gently in bed, stroking her fur, teasing her nipples, and finally caressing lower, building gently up to a single, protracted climax then holding her in sleep.


The rabbit woke with a start, blinking at the plainly-dressed fox sitting in the chair by the window, the sunrise visible between the open panes.  His first, careful glance, moving his eyes only, was to confirm that the princess was still cuddled up against him, and still breathing, before sitting up a bit to look at the newcomer.  The man nodded, “Perhaps you are qualified to guard her...  I’ve been here for three minutes, which is a remarkably short time for scent to wake someone from a sound sleep... and, so woken, your first thought was for her.”


The princess shifted slightly as he spoke, then lifted her head, “Wolran?  That you?”


“Yes, your Highness,” he answered with another nod.  “I’m here on your father’s behalf.  He’s been worried, since there’s so much about your trip and the man you’re with that we just don’t know.  Men, though, can lie... so he asked me to ask you a few things.”  Lifting one arm from the chair, he made a curious gesture that ended with crossed fingers pointing at Silmon’s throat, an odd pressure tangible there as the rabbit found that he could no longer move or speak.  He was still breathing under conscious control... but that, apparently, would be all for the moment.  “First, how have you been getting along with this man?”


Delana swallowed hard; though she’d never been this directly involved before, she knew enough about Wol’s job as Agent to realize that he was in full ‘official’ mode, with no room for the jokes or teases that had been part of their informal relationship.  Licking around her suddenly-dry mouth for a moment, she answered promptly enough, “Extremely well.  He was there for me, and taking care of me, from the first moment he found me in his cart.  He offered me a ride and fruit, and a hug.  He knew who I was, and he’d... he’d found Momma’s body.  I really needed a hug, right then.  He was a lot more a gentleman than I wanted him to be when we shared a bath after buying replacements for my fear-stinky dress.  I talked to him ‘bout it, and right now I’d call us... friends with limited benefits.  More limited than with me and you, but it’s enough.”


Wolran lifted one brow, “That’s certainly... odd, given both our species’ stereotypes.  Is there anything you’d care to add, Silmon?”  He still held his hand out, but the fingers uncrossed, the magical pressure easing slightly.


“Only a suggestion that you ask a really good healer about ‘hormones’ and species-wide imbalances,” the rabbit shrugged.  “That reputation... actually has a distinct physiological basis.  Once you know it exists, you can take steps to minimize its impact.  To my young friend’s disappointment, this means my meat stays in my pants, if for no other reason than to keep the mental clarity my job requires.”


Nodding, the Agent absently crossed his fingers again, then mused, “Hmm, yes, clarity... I could use some of that.  At last report, as you left the palace, your cart bed contained a tarp, some straw, a bag of supplies, and a missing princess.  Now it contains none of the above, but does have a great many fresh bloodstains.  Delana?  How did those come to be there?”


The girl’s ears half-flattened at the memory, “I... I’m kinda expensive.  The new dresses and other things, Sil was runnin’ out of money.  We stopped by a board and he found some bandits that needed killin’, then left me with some money for food and the key to the room and my buckle just in case, and went and did it.  There were enough of ‘em that I don’t think the cart coulda held whole bodies, not with just two horses pullin’.  The heads were a lot easier to turn in for the reward.”


Again those fingers straightened, “Tactical synopsis, please?  If you can do what she says you evidently did, then I can assume you’ve also been trained for concise reports...”


“Standard reverse ambush, sir.  Large cave, main entrance wide enough for a cart, upper entrances with archers and a good field of view, one or two guys in really good camo on the ground.  Kinda looked like a skull and eyes at a distance.  I rolled up real obvious-like with two barrels of ale in tow, pointed out to their first sentry that they could kill me, but I’d rather charge a fair price and come back with more next week, and wouldn’t his buddies hate it if I didn’t?”


The fox couldn’t quite hide his growing grin, “I think I see where this is going, and I like it so far.”


Silmon nodded, relaxing a bit despite the situation, “You checked my cart... but if you just gave it a quick sweep for discrepancies, you missed something.  It has an iron frame so there’s something solid to bolt the strongbox to... so why would you check any closer, where you’re already expecting to sense a long, narrow area of iron... or steel?  I’m told the two are very hard to tell apart.”


Wolran’s eyes widened, and he snapped the fingers of his free hand, “I see!  And you’re right... the structural peculiarities of a discreet courier’s cart would make it very easy to hide a sword even from me.  So, what’s your preference?  I’m a heavy rapier man, myself.”


“Folded steel bastard sword, almost no guard, extra sharp, and I use it two-handed.  You do not want to know how much that thing cost.”


The Agent gave a low whistle, finally ending his spell and lowering his hand, “You’re damned right about that...”  He faced the princess directly, and smiled, “Your Highness, this man has managed to impress even me.  I shall tell your father that you’re in very good hands.  We’re only getting started, going through that traitor’s known associates and making sure no one else is going to storm the palace... but it’ll still take a week or two, so, pending my approval of your companion, your father proposes that you proceed with him to his destination of Wolf’s Bay, then board a naval ship for a faster trip home.”


Much more happily than before, Delana answered, “Okay!  You take as long as you need, ‘cuz this guy knows a little bit ‘bout everything!  I’m learning a lot on this trip.”


“You’re happy, you’re healthy, and it would take a small army to get past the fellow at your side,” her old friend mused as he stood up on the chair.  “That’s all that will matter to your father.  Stay safe, dear.”  Looking both ways along the street outside, he started to blur as he climbed lithely through the window, and despite a visible distortion the colors of the rooftop across the road were visible through him as he exited as discreetly as he’d come.


Pausing only to stretch in bed then rub the sides of his throat, where unconscious resistance to the restraining spell had left a few muscles sore, Silmon asked, “I assume that was an Agent?  I’ve seen him looking me over, the first couple times I visited the palace, but we hadn’t talked.”


Rubbing absently at her sleepy eyes, his now-official charge nodded, “He kinda joked that Daddy gave him the hard jobs... but when an army captured the Archpriestess, he took just six soldiers and got her back.  I think he’s the only other man I know who coulda done what you did to those bandits.”


Standing and reaching for the drawer that held his bag of clothes, the rabbit had to chuckle ruefully, “I’m glad I was able to earn his respect, then.  The respect of that sort of man is always precious, and if I hadn’t he’d probably have killed me where I lay.  Thank you for saying nice things about me, dear.”


From where she was pulling up a clean pair of underdrawers, the princess bit her lip to stifle a giggle, but her previous thoughts about the consequences of her actions did whisper just a bit at the edge of her mind.  The realization that her words could have meant the end of his life was fleeting, but it was there.

Chapter 6


Silmon normally avoided the town of Sky Gorge in his travels, given that it was pretty much the only convenient stop, about sixty miles south of Wolf’s Bay, which made it a dangerously predictable one where north-south coastal commerce was concerned, but with the princess and no tents along his usual trick of rolling a die to pick which nearby forested patch he’d camp in was out of the question.  Also at issue was his habit of avoiding larger settlements, as it was nearly a small city where it crouched on the north edge of the wide spot in a river for which it had been named, the clouds clearly visible in the water’s reflection on calm days.  The town’s primary industry was as an interface between ships that had made their way up the river and the smaller vessels that carried cargoes to or from points farther inland, though during spawning season they set that aside in favor of fishing, salting, and smoking.


He’d still been here often enough, if only to avoid any suspicion that he had reason to avoid the place among those who might scrutinize his routes, to know which inns were better than others, his usual quiet certainty visible as he drove the team carefully through the mid-afternoon foot traffic... only to be interrupted by a tug at his sleeve.  He eased back on the reins, slowing a bit to give him more time before the intersection he’d been planning to turn at, and glanced over, “Yes, dear?”


Delana pointed a bit farther down the street, “Um... y’know that li’l complaint I had last night?  I think that tavern there can help.  I can feel it; darkness underground.  My sorta folk are there.”


The rabbits eyes went briefly distant as he nodded, digesting that...  She hadn’t been very specific, but the notion of dark things underground resonated in his memory with a minor interest of his own, the Black Unicorn Tavern back in Fariach.  “Oh,” he blinked, “so that’s it...  That’s one of the places you go religiously, isn’t it?  There was a place I was a bit suspicious of, a tavern with a basement I wasn’t allowed into... and now I think I know why.”  He gave a firmer nod, then started the turn he’d meant to, “It’s not an inn, though, so they don’t have the yard space for my cart.  Let’s park where I’d already planned to, but if we’ll be going out for dinner or something elsewhere, that won’t be a problem.  Even if I haven’t been here very often, the folks at the inn we’re going to know that I sometimes have little odd jobs to do while I’m in town.”


A recent rain had dulled the bloodstains in the back of the cart enough that they were no longer suspicious, and Sil had almost used the opportunity to teach another lesson about ‘normal’ life... but had relented, remembering the powerful people who had an interest in this girl’s health, and made her put on more layers before getting too soaked and risking a cold.  The complaint in question... had been a serious dilemma at the time.  They’d been lovers, within limits, for a bit more than a week, but as much as she’d enjoyed his fingers and tongue, her young body was used to something a bit more profound, and they’d had something just shy of an argument, on the princess’ side involving at least a few mildly-hurtful things she hadn’t really meant, about his own, continued chastity (relatively speaking, of course).  He’d need to be present, at least, to be certain she wasn’t at any serious risk from whichever lover that hidden club might have to offer, but on the surface it seemed like a good compromise, between her needs and their travel schedule.


“I’ll go with you, of course,” he made sure to specify once he’d worked it out himself.  “You’ll be naked with strangers, asking them to do things when you can’t know whether they have a habit of getting too rough or something.  Even if you came out of something like that just fine, your father would kill me when he found out I’d taken the risk.”


Delana tilted her head for a moment, pondering...  “Okay!  I had to think a sec to be sure, but yeah, I heard that it’s fine if someone like me invites you.  Let’s get you some dinner, as you can’t eat what I’ll be havin’.”


It was a bit disturbing, of course, the way the hints inherent in her words suggested that things were even more depraved under that tavern than even he’d first thought.  Sex was a given, as that was what the whole visit was for, for her.  Her admitted religious leanings, naturally enough, suggested that she’d probably be involved with killing someone at some point too.  The implication that she’d also be eating what had once been a living, thinking being, however, was new information to him, but after a moment he was able to let it be just information, not some sort of horror.  Whoever died, after all, certainly wouldn’t need or care about the meat still on their bones after the fact.  That had been a major consideration in his own mass-murder of those bandits, that they’d died quickly, which rather ended their further concerns.  None had suffered for more than a few seconds, and certainly weren’t feeling any discomfort when he’d started stretching out bodies to lop off their heads, letting him think of them simply as meat, as unfeeling objects that smelled bad and happened to leave red streaks when dragged.


While he ate, the princess borrowed his finely-carved granite comb, the thin stone bristles being a specialty of a carver in Stonecliff, and normally expensive if one wasn’t a native of the county given how few he made for merchants to resell.  By the time he’d wolfed down a bowl of mediocre vegetable stew, not wanting to leave her alone for too long, she’d groomed her fur, mostly her tail, to a fluffy shine and was back in the gown she’d first stowed away in.  The cleaning service he’d sent it to, several towns ago, had little experience with fine satin, but they’d done what they could, and if still a bit scruffy for a formal, royal ball, it looked better on her than the simpler dresses she’d been wearing of late.


The ‘guard’ within that tavern’s curtained upper stair landing held up one hand, blinking, as he looked over the two prospective guests, “One moment, please.”  The collie in his late teens only barely looked the part, his hard leather breastplate just a little ill-fitting over his street clothes and two sheathed daggers stuck at sharp angles under the belt that had never been meant for them.  “As I’m all too used to explaining,” he noted quietly, “none of the local Kathallics are of even a slightly-martial demeanor, and I’m the most open-minded of the local Maliite acolytes,” and he nodded down at the little ‘coon, “which is why my soul probably looks odd to you.”  He turned to the rabbit, “Your soul, however, gives me some concern.  Simply by the blackness within her, despite her age this girl has every right to enter here and even to invite you along, but are you sure you realize just where you’re going?”


The rabbit, for once, didn’t even try to pass himself off as simpler or less serious than he actually was, nodding firmly and murmuring back, “I’m reasonably certain that I do.  It is entirely for her benefit that we’re here, given certain complications involved with seeing to her needs myself, but I still need to be there to make sure she’s safe.  I certainly hope that I won’t directly participate in whatever happens down there, because if I do it will mean something went wrong.”


The canid smiled in the single candle’s dim illumination, “That’s a relief...  By the strict rules of my duty, I can’t express concern for someone like her, as their souls themselves are a no-questions-asked currency, but that doesn’t keep me from liking it that she does have someone to watch her back.  Enjoy your evening, ma’am, sir,” and he gave a little bow at the waist before stepping back.


Just at the bottom of the stairs, Delana paused, unwrapping her sash and pulling her dress over her head.  She hadn’t bothered with underthings, this time, but did take a moment to pull her buckle free of its satin band and hand it to her guardian separate from her clothes, her eyes serious in the faint light.  With just as solemn a nod, he slipped it into his breeches’ pocket and reached out to open the door for her.


Soft, rhythmic cries were audible well before the thick door had swung open enough to see their source, the better light clearly showing the raccoon’s eager ear-perk before she strode boldly in.  Following, Silmon barely restrained a wince, schooling his features firmly to attentive neutrality, as he noticed the girl spread out atop a table, two patrons holding her wrists from opposite sides while a third, between her thighs, thrust in the same rhythm as her moans.  She was not, actually, in any distress; even in her early teens as she clearly was, a bunny like her certainly enjoyed being fucked, but her white fur, bare save for a black leather collar, had hit close enough to home to justify the newcomer’s initial discomfort.  These days, his youngest sister would look almost exactly like that girl on the table.


There was only one other table, which a collared young sow was busy scrubbing half-dried blood from, so the rabbit chose instead to lean against a wall in the nearer corner of the occupied side of the room, a bit grateful for the excuse as a chair was just one more hindrance to quick action if worse came to worst.  All three of those surrounding the tabled rabbit were canine, a mutt and a fox holding her arms while the one thrusting into her was an actual wolf, two other slaves and a mostly-nude raptor priest in a chair well away from the table also present.


With one more glance at the man who’d made this sort of trip possible without the hassle and spectacle of an entire platoon of bodyguards, Delana padded over to stand near the priest, watching the current show with a smile.  From the way his head was starting to loll back, muzzle open to pant, that wolf was almost finished with the bunny, so she waited patiently for a quieter moment, a sympathetic tingle going through her own groin as he finally buried shaft and knot in the slave and howled his ecstasy.  As the direct participants caught their breaths and the two assistants let go of the bunny’s arms, several eyes were on her, so she told the hawk in the priest’s pendant, “I need either one of your patrons or a slave, male, whose cock is no thicker than two adult fingers side by side.  The lug there is good with his own fingers,” and she shot her guardian an affectionate smile, “but the itch I’ve got is just a bit deeper than that, and I hoped to get it scratched before we journey on.  He’d do that for me, too, but there are... reasons he shouldn’t.”


Looking her up and down, the corners of the bird’s beak twitched up, “We’re the whole congregation for this town, and our tastes are well-established, so I don’t bother buying male slaves... but I still think we can manage.  First, though, I must ask your name.  You must know you’re... somewhat other than the average sort to patronize my little club, and your features are naggingly familiar.”


Drawing herself to her full three feet of height, she told him in a voice that would have done her oration tutor proud, “I am Crown Princess Delana of Drachath, next in line for the throne.  That won’t be a problem, will it?”  By her tone, it clearly wasn’t a question.  “After all, my ancestors founded these little clubs, specifically so we could visit them from time to time.  I’d very much like to get to know all of you, as I rarely get to meet my siblings in faith who live beyond easy range of the palace... but proper introductions can wait until my needs have been seen to.”


That beak widened to something perilously close to a smirk, and the priest gave one more nod, “That’s no problem at all.  Greltan?  I know you prefer our tighter, younger slaves, for reasons you don’t appreciate reminders of, but this situation seems tailor-made for your pleasure, and the princess’ as well, so long as you apply a bit of common sense.  That man she came in with strikes me as rather protective, after all.”


A faint smile touched Silmon’s muzzle, but his nod was serious as he kept watching.  The fox who’d been addressed nodded with a grin of his own as he reached for his belt, the loose leather just beneath already bulging from his observation of the wolf and bunny.  He gave the slave a pat on the side of her rump, “Clear off, there, so our newest guest can climb up and enjoy some of what you did.”  She nodded obediently, casting a nervous glance between the various patrons as she slipped off the table and stood, taking a moment to get her balance after a vigorous and enjoyable stuffing.


The lupine patron’s eyes twinkled as he observed the exchange, that moment’s rest taken after she’d looked his way, and he slipped just a bit to one side to further evade her gaze as he stepped very quietly up behind her.  An arm hooked under one of her shoulders from behind then bent up interrupted the slave’s first real step away, a faint squeak escaping as she stumbled to a halt.  The grip had come as a complete surprise, but the scent of the man who’d just enjoyed her was clear enough, that touch’s restraint an implied order, and she didn’t resist as his fingertips stroked up and nudged the underside of her chin, lifting her head with the suggestion.  A second surprise was forthcoming, in the form of the man’s belt knife as he pulled her against his chest, dug the steel into the short fur of her vulnerable throat, and with a careful deliberation he pulled to the side, opening the veins just below her collar wide.


Delana’s eyes were wide and bright as she watched the older girl freeze in sudden shock and pain, both hands flying to her throat, her killer’s arm restraining her first, reflexive struggle to escape before she just slumped back against him, the knowledge of her impending death visible in her eyes as her fingers did nothing to slow the crimson flow, hot red pouring over her hands and down her chest.  For his part, the rabbit leaning against the wall simply closed his eyes and lowered his head for a moment, though they were open again soon enough; his gesture of mourning, however important it was to show at least some regret at his fellow lapine’s passing, couldn’t completely override his sense of duty as his charge’s guard.


“May Kathalla accept this life as Her due,” the princess murmured as the slave’s legs gave out and she slumped further, the wolf letting go to let her curl up and die.  Mindful of a few drops of splattered blood and the small puddle of mixed bunny juice and lupine seed, her small size was probably all that let her find a comfortable spot on the table to lay down on, legs hanging over the edge and her knees widely spread.


The fox straightened from climbing out of his breeches, still lightly stroking at his firm, slim shaft to keep it that way as his gaze settled on the splayed treasures the ‘coon’s pose revealed, chuckling, “I guess our brethren really do come in all shapes and sizes; you’re wet from watching that girl die.  Now, the priest was certainly... tactful about my somewhat substandard endowment, but that’s why it’s used to holes almost as small and tight as yours.  I’ll try to keep things shallow, dear.”


Nodding from where she was watching him, Delana couldn’t help but lick her lips as she eyed that shaft, only its knot, none too broad itself, pushing its overall length past six inches, “That’s what I’m here for!  C’mon, don’t make me wait all night!”


More than just the vulpine laughed aloud; all of them had heard similar demands in their time, if never quite so high-pitched.  With a casual nod, what few reservations he’d had about having sex with a princess evaporated from Greltan’s mind and he took one last step forward, hips canted back to give him room between her thighs.  The pointy tip of his member flexed slightly as he stroked it up and down the lightly-furred cleft before him, then settled a bit more than halfway down and urged slowly, but strongly, forward.  Those miniature lips spread wide, and the raccoon’s head rolling back with a happy sigh as her moist, ready folds stretched around their welcome invader, her breath catching in a gasp as the fourth inch vanished and that point probed uncomfortably deep within.  She waited, muzzle half-open both to breathe and in readiness to verbalize a correction, but his second thrust halted on its own, half an inch shy of the first’s depth, letting her relax back down and simply enjoy herself as her slick juices let him settle into a more natural rhythm.


Silmon kept a close watch on everyone else in the room as his charge played; that was, of course, his first and foremost duty, but ‘first and foremost’ in his mind was distraction.  His usual self-control had no trouble, normally, ignoring the scent of female arousal, but it was hard enough this time that any mental diversion was welcome, given the way the earlier bunny’s same-species musk blended with a scent that had been so personally intimate on recent nights.  The two surviving slaves were both female, one sharing a brief glance of sympathy with him as she helped remove the corpse of the third, while the priest and two other men had pulled their chairs a bit away from the pair now playing, both for a semblance of privacy and intimacy as well as to get a better view.


The fox taking advantage of the table’s careful construction (it wasn’t exactly a coincidence that it was at the perfect level for an average man’s hips) and the princess’ willingness was clearly enjoying himself, eyes sinking a little farther closed with each thrust and his breathing progressing toward a hoarse panting.  A sudden squeal marked the child’s first peak, her back arching away from the table, and her own next moan was a bit on the rough side too as she settled back down... only to yip with discomfort before she’d quite caught her breath, then again a moment later.  “T-too deep!” she managed, her eyes fluttering open though her partner’s were still closed.  “Pull back a bit, won’t ya?”


Greltan was in his own little world as he kept thrusting, enjoying the way his pleasure seemed to feed on itself, spiraling ever upwards, but the protests tugging at the edge of his consciousness were a flaw in that private world.  He didn’t need to think about a response, though; one hand freed from his playmate’s thigh swung out to the side a bit as he reached, then slapped the ‘coon across her face.  It wasn’t particularly hard, but he’d found that a smack or two tended to make girls shut up so he could finish.


“Hey!” Delana half-yelled, “that hurt, and you’re still going too deep!”


His arm had barely started pulling back for a second strike when a strong white hand closed around his wrist, immediately twisting and pulling; as that arm bent behind his back, the only motion that could ease its sudden pain was to half-crouch and turn with the pressure, which of course pulled him out of the stretched and dribbling treasures he’d been enjoying, consciousness returning to his expression as he blinked at the man holding him, “What are you... oh.”  He glanced down at the princess, “Sorry about that... I tend to get a little wrapped up in things and let habit take over.”


The girl frowned, clearly unhappy with the interruption and the reasons for it, but at least he wasn’t hurting her anymore, and she had had one peak with the sort of depth she’d been craving, so she conceded, “I guess that’s fair... but you shoulda known and taken steps.  You can let go of him, Sil.”


Even as he nodded and relaxed his grip, easing the fox’s joints toward normal positions before letting go, where his own experience reminded him that sudden and total removal of pressure actually hurt more, two more arms seized him from behind, by his biceps.  “You,” the wolf behind him murmured, “are not one of us...  My friend did not quite cross the line, so you need to stay in your corner and out of our business.”


Frowning over his shoulder, Silmon gave the man a decent moment to let go on his own... then lunged forward and down, one leg straight behind him, ending in a pose resembling a stubby letter T, standing on one leg while the other and his torso described a perfectly level line.  Given the relative vertical measures involved, this meant that the wolf had been propelled straight up at least four inches by the taut calf that had just impacted his scrotum.  His grip more than forgotten, both hands flashed to his groin as he slid off the end of that boot and into a whimpering heap.  “Her Highness’ pain,” the carter noted calmly as he straightened, “is always my business.  The first time I ever killed was to make sure she wouldn’t go hungry or want for shelter, and tonight I’m even more focused on her defense, as well as my own.”  Turning, he reached down and offered his hand, “If you will refrain from laying hands upon me again, and if nothing happens to hurt her a second time, we can simply continue with the evening as planned.”


The wolf glanced around at his fellow patrons, but other than a look of sympathy from the fox, who was still rolling his shoulder to ease the ache, none of their expressions seemed very supportive of his position, so he spent a moment straightening his clothes before reaching for the offered hand, “I suppose you’re right, and I’m sorry.”  It was only as he was being hauled up that Sil spotted the knife in his other hand, and by then it was too late.  Keeping his own firm grip on the handclasp so the rabbit wouldn’t go anywhere, he stabbed almost straight up at his bent-over belly, the pop of fabric and a muffled grunt lost in the Kathallic’s next words, “Sorry you wouldn’t accept gentler correction a minute ago,” then he yanked, tearing the wound as wide as he could on his blade’s way out to the sound of a little girl’s scream.


Silmon immediately clenched his abdominal muscles, for all the good that did; the wound’s angle was too sharp, not all of those muscles still working right when cut across the grain, and it had been deep.  The fires of agony inside him suggested that the wound was mortal, even without the slow slither of a loop of intestine as it emerged.  “Del... ‘m so sorry...” he rasped, the weakness of shock washing over him.


Delana stared in shock of her own as he crumpled, then lifted her head, closed her eyes, and ignored the soreness already in her throat as she yelled, “Kathalla!  I need you now!”


Time seemed to stop... except from the rabbit’s perspective.  He could more accurately describe the situation, having been in a similar one at Wolran’s hands, only this time the magic being exerted was infinitely more finely controlled.  There was no sense of pressure, simply a lack of motion anywhere but his lungs and eyes, and the pain had faded rapidly to nothing before his charge’s cry had ended.  He noticed that everyone else’s eyes could move too, only because they focused as one on the slim bat stepping slowly between the chairs, making little ‘tsk’ noises as she took in the scene.  She paused before the immobilized wolf, his eyes angled up painfully far as they tried to track her face, and mused, “That... was exceedingly stupid.  I’ve warned you about your ego and temper, twice, on previous times that you’ve prayed, but that very ego just led you to assume that a princess’ bodyguard, Kathallic or not, was someone you could alpha around.  Speaking of whom,” and she turned to smile at the ‘coon as she sat up on the edge of the table, “Princess?  Silmon was your guest, and the standard procedure is that you, as his sponsor, get to decide what happens to anyone who violates your hospitality as has happened tonight.  Jurin’s fate is in your hands.”


The raccoon shook her head, hard, “Fu—uh, forget Jurin, ma’am!  What about Sil?!?”


The next moment was probably the single most unique, most disturbing sensation the carter had ever felt as, his body’s messages of pain still unheard, he felt the rest as a single, upward thrust was applied to his hanging guts, but with such precision that they slid instantly back into their previous loops and bends, his skin and muscle knitting itself together half a second later.  “He’ll be fine, I promise,” the bat assured her follower.


Delana blinked, as she could see white fur through the hole in his blouse where there’d been the purple-pink of entrails the moment before, then straightened up, giving the question serious thought even as she sighed in relief.  One detail was nagging at her mind, and it took some thinking to nail it down...  It was a lesson!  This felt a lot like one of Sil’s probing statements, where her response would indicate whether she’d gotten some vital point, and another few seconds’ thought arrived at a very likely candidate for what that point might be.  Kathy had specified the man’s name.  As much as she’d love to have what felt like proper revenge, either killing him outright or gelding him for sale as a slave, she also had no choice but to think of him as a person.  One with problems of his own, and who’d made a bad mistake, but was it really one worth throwing his entire life away over?


Shaking her head to herself, the princess shrugged and answered, “He needs a tangible consequence, but one that will serve as a reminder, not a doom.  Give me one of his testicles, preserved, in a little glass jar.  He can keep and continue to use the other, but the memory of this night will remain.  Whether the removal of the one is painless or not is your choice, ma’am.”


“A judgment both fitting and fair, your Highness,” the bat nodded, bowing shallowly.  A sharp yip sounded to one side as she held out her closed hand, opening it to reveal a perfect sphere of glass, just large enough to hold the oblong, off-white orb floating in a clear fluid within.  She darted a glance to that side then grinned, “He felt the same thing that your friend did when I put his guts back in.  No pain, but every other detail of the process was still tangible.  Neither experience was pleasant, but one furnished hope while the other fetched despair.”


Nodding as she accepted the bauble, Delana managed to smile, “Thank you, ma’am, for saving him.  I... I don’t know what I’d do without him.  I think, though, that my evening out should come to a close at this point.”


Kathy had to chuckle, “You think right.  Those here are a bit stunned just now, but in the near future they’d be too worried about consequences to really put their hearts into play.  When you get back to the inn, though, you’ll find the supper you would have had here, but prepared as a recipe I learned from one of your grandfather’s Agents some years ago.  You were very right to call me, tonight, and while I hope you won’t need to again, I’ll be here if you do.”


In the same moment that she vanished, everyone found themselves able to move again, and Silmon hastened to speak up, “That... that lady had the right idea.  For quite a few reasons, we probably should go, dear.”


Sighing as she slipped off the table, the princess nodded and held out her testicle-ball, “Here, tuck this into a pouch and give me my dress back,” then turned to the other four men, “and my apologies for this night, which didn’t turn out as well as I thought it would but at least I did come once.  Goodbye, Greltan, Jurin One-Nut, Priest, and fellow I hadn’t been introduced to.”


Other than the wolf, who was still staring at his closed breeches and silently weeping, they managed a few smiles and one soft laugh at her phrasing before bidding her farewell.

* * *


Whatever that bat had done with the meat, found covered in a sticky brown sauce that smelled a bit sweet atop sliced bread on the nightstand of their inn’s room, to Silmon’s comfort it no longer smelled of any recognizable individual.  He was pretty sure that the late supper his friend so eagerly devoured had once been that bunny girl he’d seen at the club, or at least part of her.


Once they’d settled in for bed, Delana finally got around to explaining, “Um... Kathy is Kathalla, sorta.  Her body’s mortal, and she’s the first person I ever killed, but She can make more bodies just fine.  Now, any time we call Her, She’s happy enough to chat, but She also once said how callin’ Her lets Her see inside our heads, so when I called out She knew it was an emergency and acted fast.”


In the single lantern’s dim light, the rabbit had to blink several times as he digested this, “That’s... almost against the rules, but... those rules are more circumstantial than I realized, I see now.  The Gods don’t interfere with major events, which is almost certainly why She had no choice, and couldn’t save your mother, because the fate of the kingdom was on the line.  It was us mortals who needed to deal with that... but tonight was different.  No one mortal could have dealt with that.  I’m... not very easy to surprise, but that guy was really careful ‘bout what angles were visible when he was getting his knife out.  There was never anything for me to see.  Tonight... it was just three or four people, who shouldn’t be fighting in the first place, in a room that was Hers to begin with.  Correcting a... less than pleasant situation was certainly within the scope of a Goddess’ authority, there.  And I’m glad She did,” and the arm draped loosely over her pulled her a little closer so he could plant a gentle kiss on her forehead, “Thank you for calling Her, dear.”


He could hear tears in her voice, “I’m... just glad it worked.  Seein’ you cut open like that... I love you!  I think it’d hurt less to be stabbed myself than to watch you die.”


His next kiss was lower, on her lips, as he simply held her close with a low croon.  In those trusted arms, sleep was not long in coming.

Chapter 7


Delana sat on the cart bench, in her plainest dress, and concentrated on looking harmless as her companion drove the team through the inner gate of the compound.  Dominated by four widely-spaced warehouses, huge versions of House Treynor’s crest on their sides, and surrounded in turn by a low wall, the courtyards between the buildings were used as staging areas for one cargo or another, save for the gap farthest from the main gate, which had walls of its own stretched between the buildings.  These walls were topped with jagged metal spikes and had archery platforms on either side just within, each sporting three tower shields with gaps to shoot between.  The well-armored, heavily-armed guards were more than enough to justify Sil’s earlier warning to be on her absolute best behavior, and as they drew to a halt in a space barely deep enough for the cart’s and team’s combined lengths, several of those guards’ weapons were bare, and more than one bowstring sported a ready arrow.


“Relax,” Silmon murmured as he tied off the reins, “they’re here to kill me, but only if the box is empty.”


Amidst the loose triangle of his own bodyguards, a fussy-looking otter stepped out of a warehouse’s side door, clutching tightly at a large iron ring with a single key.  The guards were tensely watchful as the manager licked his lips and carefully lowered the key into the hole atop the strongbox, then gently turned...  “Smooth,” he said, and several of those watching relaxed a bit.  They knew these locks; they were expensive, and they were strong, but they were also in their own way delicate, and any roughness in its action would strongly suggest that it had been forced or picked.  Opening the box, the man immediately opened the bag therein as well, reaching inside and pulling out a handful of bloody fire, rubies shining bright in the noon sun.  Dropping the gems back in and closing the bag’s drawstring, he finally smiled up at the carter, “You made it again, with a not-so-small fortune intact.  I was a bit doubtful at first, as escorting a child between towns is a significant deviation from your usual mission parameters, but on reflection that deviation itself could have helped your cover.  Good job.  Your pay will be delivered to your usual inn room tonight once I’ve double-checked the cargo and filled out the forms.  By morning we’ll know whether or not you’ll have an outbound cargo, so check back at the front gate before leaving town.”


Nodding, he untied the reins and held them at arms’ length, clucking to his team as the gate swung open behind him.  Specifically trained in this maneuver, the loose reins told the horses to walk carefully backwards, and guards and porters gave the wagon a wide berth until it was far enough from the gate to reverse direction, turn, and proceed around one of the warehouses.


“Y’know,” his companion ventured as they cleared the short front gate and merged into city traffic, “I was thinking how fun your job is, how you get to go so many places and meet so many people, but that little guy with the whiskers and the antique doublet gets to tell you where and when to go.  That one part of the job... sucks, I think.”


He laughed and gave her a one-armed hug before another turn on the route between the warehouse district and the nearest inns required the use of both hands, but his tone was more somber as he admitted, “Normally, dealing with that guy is one of the less fun parts of my job... but, this time, there’s a worse one.  I’ll have to say goodbye to you, once we tell your father you got here and you board one of his ships, and I’d sooner face a hundred managers with broomsticks up their backsides.”


At his mention of saying goodbye, naturally enough, the princess had started to wilt, but his final phrase had been one she’d never encountered before, and she blinked around wide eyes before bursting into a giggle that made most nearby pedestrians look up, “Oh, that’s so him!”  With the balm of that wonderful, to her, joke, her depression didn’t manage to take hold as deeply as it otherwise might have, and she remained, mostly, her cheerful, attentive self on the way to his ‘usual inn.’


Even if they didn’t show, Silmon had made a pretty shrewd guess at the thoughts and feelings that had to be lurking in the girl’s mind, so as soon as his animals and traveling gear had been seen to he opted to continue distracting her, with an immediate shopping trip.  Her wonder at a shop full of strange new things turned bittersweet when he reached his goal, a selection of sturdy, sensible knapsacks and backpacks in widely-varying sizes, and he had to answer her confusion, “You’ll need something to carry those dresses and things we got for you, and probably a stash of decent meat pies, too.  I don’t know if it’s any different in the navy, but on merchant ships you bring your own food or take your chances.”


Delana stifled a sigh even as she filed that useful tidbit away in her mind, still trying to get some sort of grip on her emotions.  On one level, she was happier than she’d ever been.  These shallow shelves and the merchandise thereon, smelling faintly of pine and strongly of tannin, were from any objective standpoint utterly insignificant to the life she’d known just a short time ago, but in another sense they brought that life into focus.  She could see how the stitching was a bit loose on one leather-reinforced canvas bag, save for that around the brass bars supporting the loops its carrying strap attached to, and those details told a story, of an apprentice’s early efforts and their master’s or coworker’s greater skill on the detail work, while she clearly wasn’t the first person the story had been told too, as the bag had been wedged into a rear corner of the middle shelf and had been there long enough to gather a layer of dust.  A moment’s thought, easily enough, extrapolated that to an entire extended structure in her mind, of citizens working to make the cloth and leather, of others cutting and sewing it into a useful shape, and finally of its buyer and the travels they’d take it on throughout the kingdom, travels that were now far more to her than the dreary, generalized abstracts her least-fun tutor had droned endlessly on about.  As wonderful as this level of understanding was, though, every detail was overshadowed by the looming knowledge that the best ‘lessons’ she’d ever had were drawing very rapidly to a close, and by no later than noon the next day she’d have to say goodbye to her rescuer, her lover, her guardian, and her friend, possibly the first real one she’d ever had.


Dragging her thoughts back to the actual present they needed to deal with, she made one more quick sweep of the available merchandise as she mused, “It’s probably not that bad in the navy, since one of the arguments with the treasurer I was there for was about the naval commissary allocation.  Somethin’ about how the sailors could get a week’s worth of somethin’ called ‘hardtack’ for the price of two days of what they were actually eating, while an admiral raised counter-points about morale and fighting condition.  Just from the sound of the word ‘hardtack,’ I’d have to side with the officer; I don’t know what it is but it certainly doesn’t sound tasty.  For now... there.  These two seem the same to me, and are the right size without the problems that one in the back has... did I miss anything that’d make one better?”


“You missed... this shadow,” Silmon replied as his finger traced the join between two pieces of leather.  “You mentioned the one in the back, so you noticed its stitching, while this one actually has almost exactly the same problem.  The threads look tight on the surface, but that’s because the maker realized their mistake, then covered it up.  Poking a pick between the pieces of leather, in between each pair of threads, pulled them tight so it looks good at first, but that also means the layers have some slack.  The threads in between can move, and what moves will eventually break.”  He nudged that knapsack back onto the shelf, “We’ll take the other.  I’d sooner buy the one in back than this one; yes, it has problems, but at least the tailor was honest about them.  The other one you chose is well-made and sturdy, and should last more years of travel than you’ve yet been alive.  Let’s go pay for it then get some supper into us; whoever’s delivering my pay will probably check the common room first, and fairly soon.”


He was almost right; he’d finished his salad, a sweet and tart blend of vegetables, berries, and a lemon-based dressing, and Delana was still nibbling the last scraps of meat from a duck’s drumstick, when a young badger entered, looked around, and padded over to join them.  Dropping a small pouch onto the table, where it clinked, he held out a folded sheet of parchment as well, his ears half-flat as he began, “I’m terribly sorry about this...  I know it’s not the kind of news you expected, and I tried to talk my uncle-in-law out of it, but...”  Sighing, he set down the parchment and tapped it with one claw, “This is your formal notice of suspension without pay for violation of the exclusivity clause in your contract.  That’s why I’m late; my uncle was busy checking that contract, some general-information reports, and the trading house rules.  I think he was looking for justification to cut or eliminate your pay for the job you just finished, but you did finish it so he had to pay out fairly.  What it boils down to is that you won’t be getting any more jobs until Treynor himself reconfirms your contract, as accepting public reward monies constituted acceptance of temporary employment with a party other than House Treynor.  Your escorting of this lass,” and he nodded to the ‘coon, “failed to make the trouble worse, but only because there’s no sign that you accepted any payment for it; if you had, the double whammy of the two jobs would have categorized things as an ‘egregious violation,’ and you’d be outright fired.”


Frowning faintly, Silmon nodded, “It sounds like he put some serious thought into this and is confident in his conclusions, so it would be pointless to debate the matter with him...  Tell your uncle that I said he’s an asshole.  Yes, he was within the rules, but as a manager he has a choice whether to enforce those rules, and in this case he’s implied, very strongly, that I should have shown more loyalty to my employer than to my king.  If we applied the same worst-possible-light interpretation to kingdom law that he just did with house rules, he’d be facing charges of treason and a hangman’s noose.  Tell him too that I said he’s an idiot.  I’ve been paid on a flat commission rate since day one, so suspending me ‘without pay’ won’t cost me a farthing.”  The young mustelid’s embarrassed flush grew as he spoke, as he couldn’t dispute a single thing the rabbit had said.  Chagrin was replaced by shock, however, when the carter turned to his dining companion, “Your Royal Highness... may I impose upon you for a ride on one of your father’s ships?  If I’m to clear this matter up with my real boss, starting from Fariach’s port would be much faster than returning overland, and I’m sure Lachier would like a chance to thank me in person while I’m there.”


The girl’s dress was plain, her fur dusty and dull from travel, but she immediately straightened, her very posture almost radiating a sense of power and comfort in using it, and very little about her tone could be termed ‘childish’ as she declaimed, “As you suggest, so shall I command.  You have served well and faithfully, these last days, and my order is simply that you extend that service, and continue to accompany me as I return home.  My father will, indeed, wish to express his thanks to you,” and she glanced to the badger, “as well as his displeasure, most likely as a personal letter, to one who could hold such opinions and attitudes as have been conveyed to us this eve.”


Despite her appearance, the messenger had no doubt whatsoever that he was in the presence of royalty, and hastened to offer a clumsy bow, “Your Highness...  Please accept my humble apologies for not recognizing you, and I’m sure my uncle was equally ignorant of just whom our courier was escorting... or at least he’d better be!  I’m going to check, and if he actually knew who you were, and still wants to punish someone for helping you... well, I doubt an unpaid suspension is all Grandpa Treynor will do to him, then!  I... I should go check on that, immediately.  Have I your leave to depart?”


At the princess’ gracious nod and gesture, he beat a hasty retreat.  Glancing up, the girl relaxed back onto her bench and smiled, “Was that what you had in mind?  After keeping my title a secret for so long, I figured you had a reason to stop just then...”


Silmon’s smile was wide, “It was, exactly.  The secret’s probably no longer necessary, as you’ll, no, we’ll be boarding a ship tomorrow, but after that rules-stickler suspended me just for collecting a public bounty...”  He shook his head, “That man deserves a reminder that actions can have consequences, and the uneasy nights he’ll have, dreading a letter or worse from the king, are just the right sort of punishment.”


The inn’s common room was sparsely populated, the establishment geared more toward sober businessmen than young rowdies, but over the course of the messenger’s visit, other conversations had gradually trailed off.  A few of the other patrons were staring, and almost all of the others were peeking whenever they felt they could get away with it...  The first voice to actually address the issues their conversation had raised belonged to a waitress, a vixen in a much more modestly-cut dress and apron than most tavern wenches endured, and she clutched her tray against her chest as she padded hesitantly closer and asked, “Then... that wasn’t just an act?  You really are the crown princess of Drachath?  And this fellow we had so often... he’s an Agent?”


To the woman’s flustered surprise, the princess burst out in a peal of girlish laughter, then visibly took back control of her expression so she could reply, “I am... but he isn’t!”  Sobering a bit, she spoke quietly, “My mother is dead.  Some men disguised themselves as palace soldiers, and tried to kill my entire family.  They might have... if not for this man,” and she nodded toward Silmon.  “He’s the one who realized those troops weren’t what they looked like.  He got the real guards’ attention and probably saved my father’s life.  My mother,” and the ring of pride entered her voice as she straightened, “stood in the middle of the hall, unarmed, and refused to budge an inch or let the bad men by.  Your queen stood her ground and knowingly died so I had time to run and hide...” and her features softened into a smile, “in the back of your patron’s cart.  He’s been taking care of me ever since, with my father’s approval, and with a real Agent having checked up on us.  He’s the same good customer you’ve always known, and I was very lucky to have met him.”


One of the other nearby diners shook their head in wonder, “And Treynor’s manager suspended him for this?  He saves the king’s life and manages to smuggle a crown princess a hundred leagues, in health and safety, and that’s his reward?  First thing in the morning, I’m canceling my order.  I can get silk somewhere else; saving two coppers a bolt isn’t worth it if it puts a farthing in that man’s purse, and House Cranlith has more colors to choose from anyway.”


A rumble of generalized agreement echoed around the room, and princess and carter shared a smile.  That manager had probably intended some sort of public humiliation, by having his nephew deliver the notice of suspension verbally and in a public place, but if so his plan had backfired.  At least half the people here had some sort of business dealings with the man, and his show of petty rules-mongering would win him no friends in this crowd.  “I think we can skip mentioning this to your father,” Sil mused softly, “as rumor and reputation will suffice to deliver fitting consequences.  Besides, if he thinks a nasty letter from the king is on its way, he’ll be worried for months, even if it never comes.”


In the two years she’d been old enough to observe the king’s court, she’d gained a surprisingly deep understanding of this sort of thing, from whisper campaigns to the borderline psychological warfare of uncertainty and possibly-pending doom.  To her own surprise, she found that she, too, now thought that actually following through on the threat and telling her father would be redundant.  The man had done something foolish, and sufficient punishment had been set into motion; this really was remarkably like her choice back at the playclub.  Letting the matter drop, she looked up, then waved as soon as she caught the waitress’ eyes.  “Could I get a small bowl of Sil’s salad for dessert?” she asked.  “Those berries smelled sweet, and the dressing tangy... I think they’d be nice, but I’m almost full.  Your chef knows how to roast duck, and I enjoyed that.”


Brows high, the vixen had to giggle, “Chef?  That’s the first time anyone’s called Old Cook a chef in my hearing!  I’ll pass along your compliment just to see the look on his face, though, and I’ll be right back with your treat.”

* * *


Still chuckling faintly over the innkeeper’s flustered, half-incoherent offer to move them to his best room, Silmon closed the door of his ‘usual’ and sat down on the bed, lifting his bag from the floor to start sorting through it.  Free of his clothes, spare pouches, and a small pile of fruit, he was able to reach in and untie the laces of a hidden inner pocket, where he deposited his contingency fund purse.  As he started to repack, save for two of Delana’s dresses and his own, dirtiest outfit that could use a wash, he noted, “That was actually kind of fun, letting them know who you are.  While I haven’t seriously pursued it since before my teens, I had a habit near your age of surprising people.  Never anything that would hurt anyone, either a positive outcome or at least a neutral one, but I was getting a reputation as quite the prankster before I grew up and settled down.”


Nodding as she climbed into a chair, the princess tilted her head and asked, “Maybe that’s a good thing?  I mean, having fun like that.  You have to be so serious and polite all the time... well, what happened to the rabbit boy who liked to play pranks?  I’m starting to realize, ‘vacations’ aren’t just not working for a while.  They’re a break from the whole thing, all the appearances you have to keep up.  I hadn’t realized just how much I liked being just a normal girl, ‘til I had to put my crown back on down there.  Metaphorically speakin’, of course.”


The rabbit nodded back as he moved things back off of the bed, “You’re starting to see past the surface of things, dear.  Now, just from the usual deceptions at court, I’m sure you already knew better than to take everyone and everything at face value, but your point of view is... broader, now, than before you met me.  You’re beginning to show the first glimmers of true wisdom, which will make you a very good queen someday.”


Delana’s grin was wide, but it didn’t last long.  “You’re the wisest person I know,” she mused, voice and expression both more serious, “so that means a lot, coming from you.  I’m... curious to apply this new wisdom, and see just how much of court life I’ve been taking for granted.  But... I’ve been trying not to think about it.  If you’re going home with me, it means we get a few more days together, and that’s wonderful!  Still, almost everything we talk about or do reminds me that those days are numbered.”


Though it was still fairly early in the afternoon, he’d been unfastening his blouse’s ties as she spoke, and his fingers continued on their way down, working loose the buckle of his belt and the tie of his breeches, even as he replied in a deliberately-light tone that he was certain would be seen through, “I doubt even your Goddess could stop time... but why would we want Her to?  Life is change, your Highness.  Everything has a beginning, and an end, while all we can do is savor memories of the past, enjoy the present while it lasts, and look forward to good things, be they new or not, in the future.”  Sliding down his breeches, leaving them and his boots behind, he pulled his legs up onto the bed and leaned back against a cushion in what would have been the picture-perfect pose of relaxation had he been anything but completely nude, “We may not be able to predict change... but by paying attention to the past, we can take optimal advantage of what the present and future offer us.  In this case, at least for the foreseeable future, change has dictated that certain... guidelines are no longer so important to follow.  Yes, you’re getting wiser... but the very fact that you’re still dressed suggests that you missed one of the implications of my suspension and its change in what had been plans to get back on my cart in the morning.”


“Impli—” she began, then stopped, eyes wide.  Her dress practically flew off as she bounded from chair to bed, taking one more moment at its edge to peel down and discard her underdrawers.  Without another word, she knelt by Silmon, her muzzle immediately latching onto his sheath and her tongue penetrating it even as one small paw kneaded the shaft within.


The passing flicker of amusement at his situation was quickly replaced by pleasure as he let his eyes sink closed, one hand stroking gently down his friend’s back.  The other carters, even couriers, of House Treynor would never believe him, that all it’d taken to get a preteen crown princess’ lips wrapped around his cock was permission... not that he intended to recount this particular experience around drinks at a tavern.  That Agent had been told of his intimacy with the girl, and he’d presumably informed her father, but beyond that Sil considered it a matter of royal confidence.  He would enjoy anything the princess offered him, in private, and in private was where it would stay.


Delana could not, of course, know what her lover was thinking, but she probably wouldn’t have paid attention if she could.  Wolran had been the one who’d introduced her to the concept of oral sex as ‘an extra-special thank you,’ and gratitude was a very large part of what she felt for this bunny.  Every fraction of an inch that peeked out of his sheath, every faint increase in firmness, was its own reward, a vindication of her efforts, which only urged her further on.


As much as she was enjoying it, sucking on her friend was just a means to an end, and anticipation drowned out regret as her fingers told her he was as hard as he was likely to get and her lips slipped off of his head with a faintly-audible pop.  One slim finger still half-curled around his shaft to make sure it wouldn’t go anywhere, she eased one of her legs across his, inching forward and higher as she moved to straddle his cock.  Silmon’s eyes opened slightly from their pleasured slits, watching with a faint smile and no shame as her tiny, splayed petals kissed his tip.  Compared to the fox at the playclub, he was just a tiny bit thicker, but in shape he was far blunter, and a hint of wonder entered his expression as she pressed down.  He could see it, but it was still hard to believe, that such a small-looking pink slit could possibly stretch far enough to admit him.


Everything was coming together perfectly, almost too perfectly.  Being with her friend, her love, in the way she’d wanted to for so many days, in a position that put her entirely in control of the depth of their joining, was pleasurable in more different ways than she could immediately name.  Only the teeth clamped around her lower lip kept her from shouting those pleasures to the world, though a faint whimper escaped flared nostrils as her third downward thrust drove her over the brink her wild-running emotions had helped lift her to and ecstasy wracked her compact form.  Her lover had, of course, strongly implied that it had been a significant time since he’d done this, so she wasn’t expecting him to last long.  Her peek at his scrunched-shut eyes certainly seemed to support that thought; he’d also implied that he was used to grown women, and her smile broadened, if possible, at the realization that he’d probably never felt a female’s moist heat as tight as hers.  Tightness, though, worked both ways; the flare of the head tipping his shaft was subtle, and might even have gone unnoticed in looser confines, but she could feel it most distinctly, as a ring of just a bit more stretching than the rest moving up and down within her as she rode him, a stark increase in pressure and pleasure, stroking her quickly to a second peak, even stronger than the first.  A droplet of blood sparkled on the short white fur of her chin as she bit down too hard, but she didn’t even notice.  What little thought she had was of mild wonder as she ignored the growing strain in her calves to pull up, his head tugging at her outer folds until she let it in anew, as he hadn’t popped yet.


Her eyes, open to the merest slits, noticed his fluttering open as her walls subtly tightened in warning, her third orgasm’s rising threat already making it hard to think again.  Some part of her mind, though, could still think, as a shrewd guess at his sudden expression of slight panic’s cause sent her into brief action.  She barely stayed joined with him as, on an outward thrust, she leaned down and to the side, stretching to snag the corner of the other pillow between her claws.  Sil’s eyes opened a little wider, gratitude visible within, before he grabbed the pillow and pulled it over his own face, his hand pressing to muffle his cry as his iron control broke enough for one upward thrust of his hips, previously still.


The normally-painful impact against her cervix was somehow just another source of pleasure this time, probably because of its timing, her third climax striking just before her lover’s.  Already half-hunched from reaching for the pillow, Delana hugged his chest as she eased forward just enough to leave room inside for the seed she could feel filling her.  Making that bit of extra space was a habit from playing with Wolran... but, mere seconds into the event, she realized she’d miscalculated.  She was very small, and there was not much room inside her, but space for half an inch of penis was only sufficient to accommodate the load of a fox who got laid well and often, not a rabbit who hadn’t even masturbated in months, and had been ‘suffering’ erections without release for nearly two weeks straight.  The pressure of the extra semen was a new and novel sensation to her, not unpleasant, and her eyes widened as she felt the excess pressing its way past even her tightness to seep out and dribble down her thighs.


Small shivers still shook her body as she clung to her friend, waiting for him to recover from their shared lust... and a faint smile flickered across her muzzle as she noticed just how cold she felt between her legs.  The rabbit, evidently, had not been alone in his... copiousness, and she’d made as much a mess as he.


Silmon blinked his way out of his mind’s haze, turning his head toward the sound he wasn’t sure he’d heard...  “Did...”  His voice was unusually hoarse, and he coughed once to clear his throat, “Did you say something, dear?”


Lifting her head a bit, she kissed him lightly on the nose and opened her smiling muzzle.


*She did, but not to you,* a voice, of sorts, answered before the princess could.  As grating as the contact against his soul was, Sil was certain of two things, just Whom was speaking, and that She was being as gentle as She could.  *Little Del just prayed, and she had a point.  The physical evidence of the fun you two just had could be problematic, as it would be obvious to the cleaning girl just what happened, and she does like to gossip.  Divine intervention doesn’t always require a situation quite as bad as you found yourself in the other night, and I’m happy to help one of My children avoid trouble.*  As Her last few words sank into the pair’s minds, an unseen force nudged Delana just enough to let the softening shaft slip out of her, and the next moment the wetness in their fur, both chilled and still warm, simply vanished.


No, Silmon corrected his initial observation, not all of the moisture had vanished, just enough left to avoid discomfort as his cock continued its retreat into his sheath, and little Del certainly seemed happy enough as she straightened up, still straddling his belly, and stretched, so even if she wasn’t dripping anymore she probably wasn’t dry inside.


The ‘coon’s smile was content as she relaxed and looked back down to meet her friend’s eyes, “Mmm...  Thank you for reminding me that was possible now.  Once we’re on board...”  Her eyes grew momentarily distant, her features losing some of their relaxed softness as she thought, “Hmm... I wasn’t paying attention as well as I should have at that one meeting.  I can’t remember the berthing arrangements that were being discussed for a nonstandard military deployment, but I do recall the phrase ‘free up an officer’s cabin.’  That’s what they’ll probably do for us, and if anyone raises an issue because of naughty sounds heard through the door...”  She had to giggle, but her next smile was relaxed, “In addition to my civil rank of duchess, a warrant of commission as a commodore was filed along with my birth record.  I know, far better than I used to, that I’ve done nothing to earn that rank, but I still have it, and even the captain will have to obey orders to keep their mouth shut if I make it official.”


Silmon had to chuckle, “As abuses of power go, that’s harmless enough, and a comforting option to keep in mind.  Now... how shall we spend our afternoon?  Supper’s still hours away, and while She might not mind, I can’t be certain that your Goddess would be that accommodating again if we just had sex several more times.  Other than the formality of reporting to your father, which we can do any time today if we’re planning to leave in the morning, as more magic would pass his orders soon enough... well, I’m out of things to do.”


The princess nodded, moving slowly to climb off of him and retrieve her clothing as she focused most of her mind on the matter at hand.  Her underdrawers back in place (though Silmon was certain they hadn’t really needed that much wiggling, while bent over, facing away from him, and with her tail out of the way, to get into), she brightened even as she worked her arms into her dress.  She took one more moment to get it on and settled, then answered, “Let’s get the formalities taken care of, today, and together, in all senses of the word.  Let’s go to the naval docks right now, and call Daddy with you and the senior officer as part of the conversation from the start.  That will save time, and avoid confusion, with everyone knowing just what orders have been given to and by whom.”


Her friend nodded as he sat up on the bed and reached down for his breeches, “I’m impressed, Princess.  That was a very well thought out answer, and it covers issues and concerns that I’d not yet worked my way through myself.  With any luck, we can get everything taken care of before supper... and, on the way back, we can pick up a few cheap towels and a sack to stuff them into.  If we leave the window open tonight, and effectively take the rest of the mess with us...”


Delana handed him his left boot with a wide grin, “I get it.  Finished getting dressed so we can start these wonderful plans... especially that last one.”

Chapter 8


The usual rituals of waking and taking their leave of an inn were something of a comfort to both travelers, situated as they were between the previous afternoon meetings and the morning change to their mode of transport.  It was still fairly early as rabbit and raccoon made their way through the city toward the south end of the docks and the small chunk of the Drachathian Navy docked there, each with their knapsack on their back.  Someone from House Treynor would be by the inn no later than noon to pick up the cart and horses, which were company property, but Silmon had no interest in being there for the formal loss of his ‘symbols of office,’ as Delana had phrased it the previous evening.


The meeting the previous day, between the carter, the princess, the rear admiral in charge of the port, the king, and whoever else he’d had with him in the palace communications room had emphasized just how out of touch traveling could leave someone.  Just as Silmon had been delivering his cargo of gems, the previous day, it turned out that the garrisons of Stonecliff, Lydni, and Lark’s Reach had completed their marches, bolstering Fariach’s guard force to put the entire city briefly under martial law.  That announcement had been coupled with the general public’s first official news of the coup attempt, and who’d been behind it, explaining the several large businesses that were completely taken over by the army, the lower ranks keeping goods and services moving at a minimum level while officers and intelligence specialists interrogated those who might have been involved with treason.  Parallel to those plans, the king had already dispatched H.M.S. Wavestrider, the fastest schooner to call Fariach its home port; she had been waiting just a few leagues out to sea for the princess to finish her trip, and had presumably raised anchor with the dawn to meet her in the morning.


The guards at the checkpoint separating the military docks from their civilian counterparts looked a little nervous, since Admiral Hurkel was waiting with them, though on second glance the sharply-dressed ferret seemed a little less sure of himself than his rank insignia suggested he should be, both the gold rings on the cuffs of his sea coat and the anchors pinned to either side of its collar obviously freshly polished for this meeting.  The carter could, of course, understand if the man was a bit nervous; Wolf’s Bay was supposed to be a fairly sedate post, focused on commerce while being a bit too far south for anyone in Black Gulf to conveniently raid, with very little happening to attract royal attention on any regular basis.  Just for the man’s comfort, given his evident discomfort with the crown princess, Sil took the lead as he and his companion paused near the gate, and asked, “Should we wait at the dock itself?  You know which berth the Wavestrider will be assigned, I’m sure, and yesterday’s meeting suggested that she won’t linger for much cargo wrangling.”


The admiral blinked once, then shook his head, “No, not much of that since their deployment was so short.  Two crates of rations and one barrel of fresh water are ready for them at berth twelve, at the tip of the south pier, and it shouldn’t take them more than a few minutes to get those on board and their empties off.  We’re between tides just now, but that’s why the king sent a schooner-rig.  Getting in and out of the bay may be a bit slow, but that class of ships can maneuver at least a little in any direction in almost any breeze.”


Delana glanced up at her companion, then addressed the officer, “Then we should probably head to the pier, so as to be ready when they are.”  The next moment, her tone was far less ‘crown princess’ and more ‘little girl’ as she grinned, “Besides, I wanna watch them dock.  I like watching ships.”


Nodding, Hurkel twitched a hand toward the checkpoint’s strong, simple gate, one of the regular guards scrambling to open it as if he’d been paying attention the whole time instead of staring at the princess, even as he agreed, “In that case, let us proceed.  Those crates I mentioned will do perfectly well as benches while we watch the crew maneuver into port, and unless something crops up to delay us we should have you out past the breakwater and sailing south in time for lunch.”


The short walk to the pier in question was punctuated by the rear admiral checking, several times, whether the princess needed something to drink, or a snack, or a cushion to sit on, or anything else.  Silmon’s expression was a bit wooden by the time they settled onto the crates of naval rations, as his companion’s perfectly-polite demurrals seemed to have exactly the opposite effect as intended, the officer apparently thinking that he simply hadn’t made the right offer yet, and the contrast with how casually he’d managed to treat the princess on their trip was amusing.  He finally managed to catch the man’s eyes and give him a quick, warning head-shake when it looked like he was about to make another offer, the princess already watching the mouth of the bay in eager anticipation.


A small stand of trees grew on the southern half of the bay’s inlet, and naturally the admiral knew which part of it to watch.  “There,” he noted, pointing.  “There’s one spot in those trees thin enough to see a bit of the horizon, and it just went dark.  Your ship’s about to turn hard to port.”


His announcement fetched a paw-muffled squeal from the waiting princess, but she settled down soon enough, eyes intent on the distant inlet.  The ship inching into view was low-slung and narrow, two masts sporting a variety of triangular sails, with gaps where the rectangular mainsails were rolled up.  Its profile narrowed as the sailors deftly turned the ship, men pulling on lines to bring some of the steering sails into play, the prow settling neatly into the dark line of deep water between the inlet’s shallows.  There was still a toy-like quality to the ship from the observers’ perspective, as it was nearly a mile from the docks to the open ocean, but more than one brow furrowed at the sudden, unexplained burst of water and foam that shrouded the distant vessel.  A few seconds later, a low, rumbling boom reached the watching trio, but something was obviously wrong well before the sound arrived.  They could see more of the ship’s prow, now, as the rear end of the ship sank down, and kept sinking.  The tiny figures of sailors were suddenly much less organized-looking, some running madly around the deck while others jumped overboard and started to swim.  


“Well... shit,” Delana broke the stunned silence.  She glanced over at Hurkel, “Um... shouldn’t you be launching small craft to pick up those sailors?”


The ferret blinked once more, then gave his head a firm shake as he stood, “Yes, thank you, I should.  I shouldn’t have gotten distracted like that, and there is indeed much to do.  By your leave, Princess?”


He didn’t wait to hear her reply, marching immediately back down the pier.

* * *


The admiral stepped into the small warehouse that had been converted into a mess hall for the city troops under his direct command.  The princess and her retainer were there, several empty dishes nearby, so he guessed that the offer of lunch while his men investigated had been accepted.  The hobnails in his deck boots clacked on the floorboards as he padded over, sinking onto the bench across from his guests, then sighed, “I have one lieutenant with just a touch of magical skill, but no budget for freelance mages...  Luckily, he was able to analyze that crystal we recovered from the flotsam.  It was a fairly simple spell, but well-executed, that basically just monitored the depth of ocean beneath the ship.  As he explained it to me, the spell waited until the ship was over deep water, then watched for renewed shallows, at which point it triggered the second spell and that explosion.  The entire aft hold was simply gone; quite a few bits and pieces of good sailors were mixed in with the floating wood.”


Both of the travelers nodded, Silmon lifting a finger as he inquired, “That explains the how, but we’re still looking for a why, and I might have one...  At your rank, you’ve probably gotten a more detailed report of the trouble in the palace than the general public has?”  At the man’s nod, a guarded curiosity visible in his eyes, he continued, “Then riddle me this...  If that coup attempt had reached the king’s quarters, and he’d fled the palace for his own safety, which ship would he have fled on?”


Hurkel blinked twice more, then half-slumped on his bench, “The Wavestrider, of course.  As the only fast schooner assigned to the capitol fleet, providing emergency transport for royalty would be part of her standing contingency orders.”


The rabbit nodded solemnly, “Then there we have it...  We were not the target of that spell at all.  It was there waiting for Lachier, to end any flight on his part at the bottom of whatever bay he sailed to.  Now, this conclusion is mostly guesswork on my part, but it does fit recent circumstances fairly well.  I cannot give you orders, but I’d strongly suggest trying my theory out as a working assumption, and seeing if any of the evidence doesn’t fit.”


“I don’t see anything yet that’d disprove that notion,” the admiral acknowledged, absently scratching at his chin as he thought, “and it’s certainly a theory I should report to the high admiral immediately, because if it’s true it’d mean someone managed to get deadly magic onto one of our most secure vessels undetected.  That’s almost more disturbing a notion than the good-sized army that managed to infiltrate the kingdom last winter.”  He rose and gave a shallow bow, “I should make that report, and redirect the investigation, without any further delay, and you’ve my thanks for the idea.”


The rabbit glanced down at his companion and noted as he stood, “Meanwhile, we should probably pay a visit to the mage-relay tower.  While the matter of the explosion and sunken ship are technically a purely military matter, we can’t be certain that the admirals involved will notify your father in a timely manner.  We should take care of that, just so we’re sure he knows what happened.”


Delana nodded as she scrambled off her bench to follow him, but she seemed a bit withdrawn, following him without a single word of comment.  He assumed it was simply a reaction to the news that several of the sailors they’d supposed to travel with were dead, until they’d cleared the military zone on the docks and no guards were in immediate earshot, at which point she tugged on the sleeve of his blouse and said, “Sil?  I wasn’t thinking about it at the time, but... I didn’t see the actual explosion at first.  I was looking the wrong way.  But I did see Hurkel’s face... and he didn’t look surprised.  Just a little sad as he closed his eyes, and when I looked back everything was going wrong.”


Silmon blinked, barely restraining a shocked shout, the strain of self-control audible as he limited himself to a quiet, incredulous, “Shit!  I guess that answers the question of how the device got onto the ship.  It’s not just our civilian populace that your aunt’s killer has been subverting.  Come on, we really need to talk to your father, and after the wizard’s warning last night about your brooch’s dwindling power pool, it wouldn’t be enough for the job.”


The raccoon blinked, then beamed; the admiral’s expression had just been a nagging detail, running through her mind without a clear resolution, but it seemed now as if that detail had been an important one.  The feeling of having contributed something genuinely helpful, without expectation of reward, was novel and new to the princess, but it was definitely something she could get used to enjoying.

* * *


“The ship what?!?”


The young ursine mage in the small private room with them winced, then went back to trying to look like he wasn’t eavesdropping on sensitive kingdom business.


“She sank,” Silmon repeated, “due to a magical sabotage device.  It was set to destroy the ship after she had been at sea, but just as she was pulling into a new port.  We think that it was meant to kill you if you’d fled on her, since it turns out she’s the ship you’d have used in such a case.  Someone in your navy, or possibly the civilians who help supply them and are trusted on board your ships, was part of the entire conspiracy that led to your sister’s and wife’s deaths, and your daughter was lucky enough to get a good look at Rear Admiral Hurkel’s face when the event transpired.  He wasn’t happy, but he also wasn’t surprised.  That... leads me to suspect civilian contractors slightly less, in this case.”


“Circumstantial, that, but suggestive,” the king agreed, his voice a bit distant as he thought.  “Delana?  If some of my soldiers are involved in what I’d previously thought to be a purely civil matter, then the situation is even more worrisome than I thought.  A private or a second lieutenant being involved would be much more understandable, but a rear admiral should be making enough in basic salary to be above bribery attempts.  I’m going to order a quiet audit of the entire senior officer corps, looking for habits, or rumors of habits, that don’t fit their official income, then work my way down as far as is practicable.”  His magically-replicated voice sighed, “We’ve gotten too complacent...  First the Brotherhood, now this.  I’m coming to see, now, that the kingdom’s been running on a basis of ‘good enough’ and ‘what’s always worked before’ for too long.  Time to take some long, hard looks at some of our practices, things we’ve been taking for granted, and apply some common sense.”


This fetched nods from everyone but the mage, his eyes closed as he deliberately lost himself in a full-bore power routing trance just to keep the crystal fed.  It would have lasted for days without that, but it helped him at least pretend he wasn’t there.  “What should I do next, though, Daddy?” Delana asked.


“Assuming that our friend Hurkel is some sort of traitor,” the king mused, “your anonymity has been compromised.  He knows who you are, what you look like these days, and who you’re traveling with.  At this point I’m sorely tempted to toss the entire affair into Silmon’s hands.  In fact... I will.  Sil?  I want my daughter back, but I want her alive and unharmed even more.  Stop by the city clerk and withdraw at least ten gold nobles for a budget, and don’t argue; that was a royal command, and it’s the same figure my Agents get for mission funds.  After that, I want you to disappear.  The route, means of transport, and all other details are entirely up to you, as is the timing; I don’t even want to know.  If you simply fall off the face of the earth for two or three seasons, then come back from living on a mountaintop, that’ll be just fine with me, so long as Delana’s alive.  Yes, I want her back, but not for at least a month.  It will take a minimum of that long to vet all my senior officers and finish up the civil investigations back here, and if I can’t find you... you’ll be doing a perfect job.”


The carter nodded, mostly to his diminutive companion, but let his agreement carry through to his voice as he answered, “Alright.  Tonight, I shall pick an inn that I’ve never used before, on the north end of the city where I’ve rarely ventured or been seen...  With any luck, this conversation will be the last you hear of us for a while, but in case someone does spot us on the way there, I’m giving you advance notice that they’ll raise an alarm come morning, since we won’t be there anymore.  This will involve certain skills I only picked up on principle, and have had little actual practice with, since my primary defense has always been looking unremarkable.  The urban escape and evasion lessons I dabbled in were ‘just in case,’ as active practice would have ruined my usual, anonymous facade.  I already have a few ideas, though, so I remain confident for now.”


They could hear a faint smirk in Lachier’s tone as he replied, “That’ll do.  While the exact phrases he used shall remain confidential, Wolran’s report on your fitness to guard my daughter is probably the most positive opinion he’s ever written.  If you, personally, are confident and unworried, well, you’ve got plenty of reasons to be, and I doubt I’ll have trouble sleeping tonight.  Both of you stay safe, and, Del, I’ll want to hear of your adventures when you come home.  I freely admit, I’ve occasionally been annoyed with you, when you’d talk about your lessons and what you’d learned, but only because I had the same lessons when I was your age.  They’re not fun, and no one wants to go through them twice!  But... you can be annoyed with someone you still love, and I’ve missed the sound of your voice.  I’ll want to hear all about your trip when it’s done.  With how many depressing meetings I’ve been in lately, and when my only breaks are because my son’s crying again and I need to hold him, you’re probably having more fun than I am these days.”


The little ‘coon had to giggle, “Okay, Daddy!  I’ll tell ya ‘bout it when the time comes.  I have been learnin’ lots of lessons, but they’re new ones, and fun!  You won’t be bored next time, I promise!”


“I’m sure I won’t, dear,” he replied, then continued more seriously, “One more thing, Silmon...  I want you to know that my Agent did rather strongly imply that you and my daughter were sleeping together, in the sense normally implied by polite euphemism.  It took her mother and I a few months to adjust to the concept, as our species is not among those normally known for producing sexually-aware and -active children, but believe me when I say that we did eventually adjust.  Now, any father would be concerned about that sort of thing, particularly with a man he only knows from others’ reports, which is why I had a much more frank and explicit discussion than usual with Wolran himself.  I’d known he was Del’s occasional lover, but I also know him, and I trusted him to do what’s right.  He filled me in on the details of her sexuality and what they’ve done together, as well as the fact that if she doesn’t like something, she’s not shy about saying so.  That last bit was a big comfort.  I guess my actual message is simple, but I wanted to get all that out into the open before summarizing that, yes, I know what you and my daughter have done, and since she’s still willing to be in your company, I wanted to formally offer my approval of the arrangement.  I don’t know when I’ll see her again, or if you’ll be with her when I do, but if and when I do, and if you are, then we’ll just see about getting you a room in the palace near hers.  The number of men I can trust to have that kind of relationship with her is very, very small, and I have no interest in driving off or depriving her of such.  Enjoy your journey, and each other, as much as you can.”


Delana’s slim arm slipped around his waist as she leaned close against him, and Silmon had to smile as he stroked a hand down to give her rump a gentle squeeze through her skirt, “That, your Majesty, is a comfort.  She has a remarkably mature attitude on the subject, but I hadn’t planned to raise it with you in conversation; rather, unless you’d prohibited it, I would have simply kept on as I have been, seeing to her comfort and happiness both on the road and in bed.  Your words, though, are a welcome ease of potential worries that occasionally nagged at my mind.  You have my word that I will continue to treat her carefully, and affectionately.”


“That’s all any man, king or no, could ask for, my friend.  Take good care of her.”

* * *


“It’s time.”


The quiet murmur was enough to wake the princess, and she blinked a few times in the darkness as she struggled to remember the plans made last night.  “Okay, I’m up,” she muttered as her thoughts crystallized, and squirmed her way out of the sheets to stand by the bed and start dressing.  The shirt and breeches she pulled on were technically stolen property, though she’d left a silver half-crown on the bench of the yard they’d been hanging in to dry while Silmon, at the home’s front door, had asked the resident housewife for directions.  Another such coin was ready and waiting on the nightstand next to the bed; the rabbit was already rolling up the sheets and one thin blanket, the former into one bundle he could sandwich between his knapsack and shirt.  Anyone looking for a fur or fleck of dander to feed to a magical tracker would have to gamble with one on the floor, and no idea just which inn guest, when, had left it; the bedsheets, cleaned between customers, were the only reliable way to get one, and the sheets would be leaving with the guests this time.


Murmuring one more reminder for silence, Silmon led the way, his boots draped over one elbow as his stocking feet padded silently out of the room and down the hall.  Following an earlier suggestion of his, Del almost shut the door behind her, to just shy of letting the latch audibly click.  She was back in the soft, if worn, shoes she’d first hidden in his cart in, and at her scant weight she was at least as silent as her more experienced friend in that dark hallway.  She hesitated just a moment at the door to the kitchen, hearing someone breathing, very nearly snoring, in the dark, but an almost silent thud to one side got her moving again; that was the signal she’d been told to listen for, and she moved in that direction to avoid the sleeping cook’s cot.


The second alley he led her through was something of an object lesson, the smell bringing to mind his mention of cheap privies when he’d been trying to avoid erections.  If this piss-reeking, pitch black gap between two buildings was as close to his comments as she suspected, she could understand his self-control much better now.  Faint flutters of cloth reached her ears as she paused at his quiet, warning grunt, and she smiled to herself despite her stench-wrinkled nose; the sheets would probably be taken by those who needed them before the sun fully rose, and no one looking for traces of a princess would ever suspect a thing.


Even the steady tread of night watchmen on patrol was uncommon to hear, this late at night.  Dawn, depending on the accuracy of Sil’s sense of time, was still two to three hours away, even most burglars having sought their bed as the pair crept along the outer city wall toward the north gate.  It was closed, of course, and at least one man was still awake and alert enough to patrol the wall above, but that didn’t particularly worry Delana.  Getting past just one guard?  That, by the talents she’d seen the rabbit display, would be no challenge at all.  Frowning in the darkness at the thought of challenges, she muttered, “I should get that grip, now?”


Even with white fur, his nod was barely visible since the nearest lantern with a line to this corner between the wall and the gatehouse was several buildings away, “Yes, as soon as I’ve loosened my belt.”


The band in question, its buckle firmly set one notch looser than he usually wore it, had just enough slack to let her little paws slide under it on either side, and, just above his hips, she twisted her wrists and gripped the leather firmly from the inside.  “Ready.”


Nodding, the carter turned back toward the wall, eyes closed for a long moment so they’d be as sensitive as possible when opened once more.  Taking one more moment to touch the fingers clinging to his belt to be sure of their grip, he planted a foot, booted once more, at a faint depression in the uneven stones of the wall, using the gatehouse’s right-angle construction as he climbed slowly, carefully up.  Delana swayed as her feet left the ground, hanging on behind him, then pulled her own legs up to wrap around one of his thighs.  “Good idea,” his whisper agreed as he shifted his grip to another stone and planted his other foot a bit higher.


Near the top, he paused, listening intently...  That sentry was still there, and their route was a simple back-and-forth over the gatehouse.  There was no way to get by him unseen short of literally jumping off the other side of the wall.  The drop was only a bit over twenty feet, but with no light to see by to land safely, it really wasn’t an option.  Instead, he reached down, gently extracting one of the paws from his belt, and directed it toward a rock sticking out of the mortar that was small enough to grip.  A gap in that same mortar between two stones whose faces had been flattened provided another hand-hold, and he waited another moment as the two legs around his loosened, the faintest click of the princess’ tongue signaling her confidence in her grip.


The next time the sentry’s boots passed by, Silmon took a slow, deep breath, then pulled himself up the rest of the way.  A reflected gleam from the city lit the soldier’s helm, sent tumbling into the darkness beyond the wall with a simple slap.  Even before it had hit the ground, its owner was spinning in place, reaching for his sword, but instead he found a hard, strong fist, already swinging.  The rabbit’s free arm caught the man before he could fall, and he eased him the rest of the way to the stones and felt carefully around his head...  Feline, and there was a lump over one temple, but no sign of breakage.  Good.  “Alright,” he whispered, “up on my shoulders.  The balance works better that way when climbing down.”


As she climbed up, more than happy to hug his chest and nuzzle his neck on the way despite their serious circumstances, Delana’s mind was riding an emotional high she’d never felt outside of a bed and a partner to share it with.  Getting out of a walled city unseen was supposed to be impossible; she’d been certain it was impossible, until her friend went and did it.  She could hardly believe it, but she also couldn’t deny it once it had actually happened.  Back on solid dirt again, he noted, “You stay up there for a bit, and I’ll put a few miles between us and the wall before the sun comes up.  We’ll get you some decent walking shoes soon, but your palace slippers, and your feet, would be shredded by dawn if you tried to walk now.”


Leaning down to plant a kiss between his floppy ears, the princess smiled, “I’ll hold on tight, and this is definitely one of the ‘adventures’ I’ll be telling my dad about!”

Chapter 9


Delana concentrated on her walk, on stepping farther each time than was physically possible in a snug court gown, even as she tried to ignore the chill of her tail.  This was, in fact, one of the warmer autumn days to occur since her unplanned exodus, but her body was used to a coat of long fur there.  Shaved, it insisted it was about to freeze off.  She’d suspected, when her father had ordered them to ‘disappear,’ that disguises of some sort might be in her future, but she hadn’t made sufficient allowance for just how much Silmon could accomplish with no more equipment than his little knife and the fire flint hidden inside its hilt as a last-ditch survival tool.  Instead of a young adult male rabbit and a preteen female raccoon, an elderly lapine, muzzle and scalp streaked with silver, led an opossum boy through the gate in the small town’s log palisade at his somewhat tottering, half-hunched pace as aided by a gnarled cane.  The same small campfire’s ash that had grayed his hair had also been applied where he’d trimmed off her distinctive cheekruffs, blending smooth the transition between gray and black fur.  She’d taken his word for it, though was still looking forward to any chance to check a mirror, that she was now a bit dark for a possum, but no one should look twice.  Indeed, the one bored-looking man in leather, a cudgel hanging from his belt, who watched the gate didn’t look once.


They made their slow way down the town’s main street, the rabbit glancing into the alley just before the tavern; since it was unoccupied, he tossed his cane onto a pile of other debris and straightened up a bit.  “I just realized,” he noted in a low murmur as he stepped through the wide-open door, “that it’d take forever to get anywhere if I walk that slow.  I’ve decided to lose ten years, a vigorous forty instead of a decrepit fifty.”


The ‘boy’ could only nod, as by that point they’d reached the bar.  Even as the rabbit dropped himself onto a stool, his companion needing a moment to climb up, the aproned wolf on the other side asked, “What’ll it be?”


“Food if you have any, ale either way, in a small mug for the boy, and a spot on the floor tonight if you sell those,” came the reply, and he lifted a pouch from his belt to shake jinglingly, “We’re new in town, so it won’t hurt my feelings if you want cash in advance.”


The wolf set aside his wipe-rag and reached for a couple of mugs, “I’ve got some bread and a bushel of apricots you can have a bowl of, and there’s usually a spot free by the fire.  Two coppers now, two farthings for your refills, one for his.  That sound alright, granther?”


Silmon nodded as he fished through his purse, “That’s why I stopped here and not the Bay; ain’t no city tavern as’d put us up for the night for two pennies plus beer.”


Laughing as he accepted the coins, the bartender mused to Delana, “Pay attention to this man, boy.  He’s wise in the ways of the world.”


The princess gave a broad grin, her voice pitched a bit low but not so much as to make it obvious, “Yes, sir, I will, sir.  I agree, sir!”


The ‘granther’ simply snorted and mock-cuffed the back of her head, “You’ll listen, if only because you know your aunt’ll tan yer hide if I tell ‘er you didn’t.”  He nodded to the wolf as the two full mugs, one half-sized, were plunked down, and immediately took a long pull from his as the man set out half a loaf of bread and a bowl of apricots, a hint of green on two suggesting that they’d been picked early and might be a bit tart.  He swallowed, “Dig in, boy; your belly’s been gripin’ all afternoon.  Watch out for those green ones, though.”


Nodding, and with a firm mental reminder to not watch her manners, the girl grabbed the loaf and tore off an uneven hunk, alternating bites of it with the bitter brew in her mug.  The fruit... she waited for Sil to try first.  Sure enough, the large pit he spat toward the fireplace would have surprised her, and she bit very carefully into her first one.  Spitting the pit, a minute later, was surprisingly fun.  Of course, the sweet apricot made the ale taste even worse, but she channeled that dislike, tempering her own tendency toward excitement or enthusiasm with it.  An unremarkable meal in a common tavern wouldn’t be something for a normal peasant boy to get excited over, she reminded herself.


It was still early enough, after a day spent catching a nap in a thicket then making disguises, that as his companion drained her mug, Silmon asked, “Is there a cobbler in this town?  The lad here could use a pair of shoes.  He wore out the last pair just before the trip, and what we borrowed ain’t holdin’ up too well.”


The bartender shook his head, “Nah, most folks go into the city for that... but you might be able to get a pair in sorta-decent shape.  The gal as runs the shop across the street, she had twins.  Twice.  They’d be seven and nine these days, but they’re bound to have something that they outgrew.  If not, Glenna’s a dab hand with a needle and might be able to improvise something, better than whatever you borrowed anyway.”


Sil nodded, “Definitely sounds like it’s worth askin’, and we’ll be back by full dark.  C’mon, Dellan.”


“Feel free to toss your bags and blanket into the corner there, no one’ll touch ‘em as you’re the only guests staying overnight.”


To Delana’s surprise, he simply nodded and did so, when she knew full well how much gold was in his knapsack.  Following suit with her own bag, just to keep moving rather than freezing in shock, she rushed to follow as he stepped out.  “I noticed that,” he murmured as they crossed the road, “and remember my usual disguise.  That should explain everything.”


After a moment’s thought, to yet another surprise, she found that it did.  Just as a harmless carter attracted little attention, a peasant’s luggage probably wouldn’t interest a serious thief, unless some fuss had been raised over a particular bag’s safety.  Casually leaving it behind was probably the safest thing he could have done with his small fortune.


The motherly bear who ran the small general store took an immediate interest, snatching up the child into a well-cushioned hug before setting her down on the counter, “Here, let me have a look at what you’re wearing.”


Half in panic, she looked up toward Silmon... who just shook his head and noted, “It’s a risk, but there’s no choice.”


The lady looked up, confused; she’d barely glanced at the ragged remains of palace shoes, and hadn’t really started getting a grip on their implications when that perplexing exchange took place.


To ease the bear’s fears as well as her own, Delana explained, in her real voice, “I need something... plainer than these, and sturdier, that don’t make it look like I have dainty, girlish feet.  The men who killed my... they’re looking for a little girl, not a boy.  Please... can you help?”


The woman’s eyes narrowed shrewdly, and she leaned back, looking the ‘boy’ up and down.  Frowning, she reached around and pulled that shaved tail into view, leaning close enough to make out the colors of the stubble, then straightened with a jerk, “By Her Fangs!  Delana?”  Her head whipped around and she raised her hand, palm out, toward the man just starting to step close with a tiny knife in hand, “Calm down!  I suppose I should introduce myself...  I am, or was, Glenari, Agent of the Kingdom.  I count myself lucky that I was called on for a mission that involved publicly exposing my identity, though it was in Crisom at the time, since that allowed me to retire and start a family like I’d always wanted.  I am quite content, these days, to be Glenna, the poor old widow who runs the store.  I still miss Horace... but the army was his life.  His almost fanatical loyalty was what attracted me to him in the first place, but he fell in Vivenge, one of our thankfully-few casualties that day.”


Nodding as he sheathed his knife, Silmon opened his mouth to reply, then shut it and rapidly tucked the scabbard into his pocket as the sound of small, running feet grew.


“Momma, Genny took my ribbon!” the bear, mere inches taller than Delana, proclaimed, waving the offending decoration in one grubby fist.


From behind the curtain leading to the rest of the building came an almost identical voice, “Did not!  It’s from Aunt Jer, the only one who forgets to give us different presents!  They look the same but mine has that frayed corner!”


“Does no—” the other twin immediately shot back, then turned the ribbon around to see the other, frayed end.  “Oh.  Sorry, Momma.”


Chuckling as she knelt down, Glenna nodded to her daughter, “I understand, but I’m glad you came out anyway.  Could you go get those shoes your brother says are too tight?  We already got him new ones, and this lad needs them more than we do.”


“Okay, Momma,” the girl nodded, then smiled and waved at the ‘boy’ on the counter.  Before Del could quite make up her mind to wave back, she’d spun and dashed back through the curtain.


Turning back toward her customers, she noted, “Bear paws are a bit bigger than a raccoon’s... or a possum’s.  I’m guessing that’s the look you two were going for.  ‘Too tight’ on a seven-year-old bear would be a bit loose on a six-year-old possum boy, so I’ll have to pad them, but they won’t show how much padding they need.”  Frowning, then, she tilted her head, “Wait... I just remembered what you said to me.  ‘Killed your...’  What the hell have I missed, living in this shithole town?  Who’s dead?”


Delana blinked, “Um... my dad’s fine!  But a bad man killed Aunt Danique, and people working for him killed... they k-killed...”  Breaking off with a sob, she lunged off the counter to wrap her arms around Glenna, burying her face in her fur as she wept.


Silmon spoke very softly, “Her mother, and she witnessed at least part of it.  I have the unfortunate distinction of having found her body.”


“Oh, sweetie,” the bear cooed, holding the shuddering child closer.  She looked up, still absently stroking Del’s back, “There are some rather nasty suspicions that leap to mind, as to why you’re here, rather than in the palace, and in disguise, but the only way those could possibly work is if I’m the only official, or quasi-official, of the kingdom you’ve encountered so far, and last I checked, they weren’t that incompetent.  You operating with official sanction, in contrast, is far more likely.  Other than the shoes, is there any way in which I can aid you?”


The offer came as a bit of a surprise to Silmon, though he followed the logic easily enough after the fact, dismissing the lapse as relating to his elevated hormones, the full-strength ale he’d had with supper, or both.  “If you can,” he ventured, “I could use a good horse, possibly two.  I can pay for them, but in a town this small?  I wouldn’t know where to look or who to ask.  Even if you’re retired,” and he smiled, “I doubt you’ve lost all of your resourcefulness.”


Glenna smirked up at him, then turned with a gentler smile as her daughter came back from fetching shoes.


“Here they are, Momma!”


Setting the princess back on the counter so she could accept the pair, the sturdy-looking leather scuffed but intact, she rumbled, “Thank you, dear, now go and play.  This boy can’t join you, I’m afraid, as he’s on a trip right now.”


The little bear pouted, “Alright, Momma,” and padded back inside.


Delana sighed softly as she left, “Y’know, I’d like to someday.  Play with some regular kids, that is.  By the time they let me meet the courtiers’ children, they’d already started imitating their parents...  Not really fun to play with.”


The proprietress rolled her eyes as she tucked Del’s feet into the shoes, then started working in a spare rag with one finger, “Oh, Goddess, the stories I could tell...  I know exactly how non-fun courtiers can be, and little ones just parroting the phrases?  No, give me my little darlings any day!  They know how to dress up dolls, and have tea parties, and play kickball.”  Fetching a second rag from a nearby bin and working it into the same shoe as the first, she glanced over at the rabbit, “Anyway, horses.  There’s pretty much only one beast in town whose endurance I’d trust, and its owner is a vain and greedy man.  The girls in town all whisper behind his back about ‘putting on airs,’ though he’s pig shit compared to a real gentleman and just doesn’t know it.  Up to a certain point, say, twice its fair value, his pride won’t let it go, but if the offer’s any higher, I’m pretty sure his greed will take over.  Can you spare three nobles?”


Silmon winced, “I could damn near get a fully trained warhorse for that much... but, yes.  The king insisted I take some of his money then hide so well even he couldn’t find us.  A horse, not to mention a sturdy pair of shoes, will let us go farther, faster, and just maybe manage to obey him in the end.”


Nodding as she started padding the second shoe, she mused, “Y’know... I think I may have had my fill of small-town living.  Lachier was an asshole as a teen, but he settled down surprisingly well, and right now he needs all the help he can get.  I think I’ll pack up my kids and head back to Fariach.”


Delana smiled as she murmured down to the older woman, “Your husband... was not alone in his loyalty, I see.  I hope my father has something for you to do that’s worthy of your heart.”


There were tears at the corners of her eyes as Glenna finished her work and gave each shoe a careful tug to make sure it wouldn’t slip off, “Your Highness... you can’t know how much it means to hear you say those words.  Many nobles assume loyalty, but few bother to show that they value it.  Meet me a quarter-mile north of town in the morning, and I’ll have your horse waiting.”


Digging into his breeches in three different places, Silmon fished the requested gold coins out of hiding and set them on the counter beside the princess, “We’ll be there, as early as I can get away with without ruining my act as a crotchety oldster across the street.  You have my thanks too, even if I’m no Agent or royal.”


Blinking as she gathered up the coins, the bear asked, “Then what are you?  I didn’t see or sense a badge, but I thought you must have ditched it for discretion’s sake.  Drawing well-hidden steel the instant it seemed someone had discovered your ruse... was exactly the right move for an Agent to make under the circumstances.”


Almost precisely as he’d done when first meeting the princess, the rabbit smiled and held out one hand, “My name’s Silmon, and I drive carts.”


Somewhat bewildered, particularly by Del’s sudden giggle, she shook the offered hand, “O... kay.”


“Discreet courier for a major House, to be more honest, and an active-duty Agent has checked me out.  Once again, my thanks, and we’ll see you in the morning.”

* * *


Simply to fit in, at Silmon’s murmured suggestion, they each had another mug of ale in their respective sizes as the evening progressed.  Only when curled up in their stolen blanket, the bar man having locked the front door before attending to chores in back, did he risk whispering, “It hadn’t come up, before... but you might remember me telling that lady in Saltmarsh that I have no head for strong drink.  It’s quite true.  I’m mostly managing to hide it, but I was half-drunk in the shop, and right now I’m very glad I don’t have to stand up.  One of the things I’m known for, though, is ordering small beer and watered wine.  That distinctive a detail, well, I can’t let it match.  I suppose it works out, though... because it’s these nights when I have to drink normal ale that are also the nights we can’t afford to be caught having sex.  If we ever have absolute privacy, we can and will, and that privacy will mean I won’t be too drunk to perform.  Like tonight.  Sorry.”


Muffling a giggle in the clothes-stuffed knapsack they were sharing for a pillow, Del kissed him on the cheek and murred softly, “That’s alright...  Our first day in Wolf’s Bay was wonderful.  As for the rest... well, we’re getting a horse tomorrow, right?  That means you can carry more things, like maybe your own drink.  You’re acting as if we have very little money, just as part of our disguises, so wouldn’t that sort of person carry their own food if they could?”


The rabbit frowned faintly in the darkness, “Hmm... no.  We’re already going to have to change that act, as its supposed budget couldn’t own a horse.  You have to feed them too, you know.  I’ll just keep this act up in the morning, and while we ride, and while I’m sober, I’ll think of someone else to be.”


“Sounds...”  Her whisper was interrupted by a yawn, and she continued, “Sounds like a plan.  G’night, Sil.”


He bumped noses with her in the darkness, “Good night, Del.”

* * *


Another hug from Glenna seemed to do as much to improve Delana’s morning mood as breakfast had, before she had to climb up to sit in front of Silmon on the saddle.  Once underway, though, she had to ask, “Have you picked someone to be yet?”


Chuckling, the rabbit nodded, “Yes, and someone for you to be as well.  We don’t need to change our appearances, just our stories.  I am a cooper; I build barrels.  Now, I already have several apprentices in my barrel-works near the Wrenshollow vineyards, and more could be hired locally, but your father’s a friend of the family and he asked me to take his son, Dellan, on as a new trainee to learn a useful trade.  Normally I wouldn’t travel so far, just for another boy whose first few barrels won’t just leak, they’ll gush, but as a personal favor I made an exception.”


Nodding as she thought her way through the proposed roles, she agreed, “You’re not just a barrel-maker, you have people who make barrels for you, or with you.  That sounds like the sort of person to spend as much silver as copper, yes, and occasional gold on something important, like a good horse.”


“It’s also a useful coincidence that Wrenshollow does have a thriving wine industry,” he noted, “but we won’t actually be going there.  I’m going to hug the foothills as much as I can, heading south and west around the mountain, but my goal is the river just before Wrenshollow.  The last third or so of our trip can be by river boat, and we’ll head down to Stonecliff.  That’s my home turf, and the only place I can really hide for any length of time.  We’ll also be very close to Fariach... but never on a road that makes a direct connection, and if anyone is still looking for us, they’d expect us to keep running from where we were last seen, not to double back.”


The princess nodded again, “And do I still have to keep my tail naked?  It gets cold!”


Sil freed a hand from the reins to hug her gently, “I’m afraid so, dear.  It’s not the fur that’s a problem... it’s the stripes!  They’re distinctive, so I’ll still be shaving it for you every two or three days.  I wish I had something more permanent than ashes to blur your facial markings... the mask is almost as bad; I have to darken a wide area to mute its shape.”


Laying her own arm over his to hold it close, the ‘coon tilted her head and asked, “Could Kathalla help?  While not vital, improving my disguise would still be an extremely useful thing to do, but we just don’t have the power.  Since we don’t, maybe we can borrow a little.”


A dozen possible objections ran through his mind, from impiety and impropriety to the risk of some sort of taint that might be visible to some... but wasn’t her faith itself already that sort of problem?  Priests could detect most followers of the dark, he knew, though the exceptions escaped him for the moment.  Every other issue, he realized with the next thought, involved a judgment he couldn’t make.  “I suppose you’ll have to ask Her,” he replied.


*Or not,* that very disturbing sensation inside him ‘said.’  *She named Me, which was enough to get My attention, and I saw both her and your opinions on the subject in your minds, good carter.  Fur coloring is certainly easy as changes go; My Archpriestess, now the world’s only black unicorn, used My power to make that change, but with her own, mortal mind guiding it.  Your concerns, Silmon, are valid but minor; you were good to have them, but they won’t be the problems you suspected, while your ideas, Delana, were all just a bit too extreme, involving permanent alterations that you would not enjoy having to explain to your father.  Thus, I’ve a compromise to suggest.  Del, I offer to regrow some of your tail’s fur, and give your upper lips a slight, painless swelling to mute the pointy profile of your muzzle.  Along with a few changes in hue, you will look more like a cat than a ‘coon or ‘possum.*


The ‘coongirl blinked, then giggled, “Meow?  Uh, I mean, that sounds workable!  Sil?”


“As the proposed species is compatible with your real one’s diet,” he shrugged, “and your Goddess has categorically dismissed those worries I never voiced, I have no further objection.  An actual change will be much easier to maintain than external colorings, giving us as much time as it takes for natural growth’s colors to reach the surface.”


*It is decided,* Kathalla agreed, *and I will make the changes in question slowly, but they will be complete by the time they might mean anything.*


Glancing down, even seeing only the top of her head Silmon already noticed that the ashes he’d carefully dabbed on were simply gone, and the line between gray headfur and black eye-markings was already starting to blur.  “Good,” he decided.  “We could still use a little camping gear...  Glenna got us saddle bags, but they’re empty.  Not needing to repaint your face every day, though, or risking a mess if it rains, is a big worry off my mind.”


The soon-to-be ‘kitten’ sharing his saddle simply giggled.

* * *


A few artful dabs of ash still streaked the sides of his headfur and the tips of his ears, but his muzzle was white again as Silmon led his horse, a mottled gray feline clinging to the saddle horn, through the small city of Greensward’s east gate.  Late afternoon traffic was fairly sparse, and he knew how to move with its flow anyway, so there was little delay in reaching a hostel bordering the tradesmen’s district.  The guest ledger was a bit unusual, as it assumed literacy on the customer’s part rather than a desk man’s help, and included a column to specify one’s profession.


That column had been a point of curiosity for the ermine on the other side of the counter, and his ears perked visibly as he took the book back and checked it, “Cooper, eh?  Master and apprentice... but this lad looks a bit scrawny for that sort of thing yet.”


“I don’t usually take ‘em this young, true,” Sil replied comfortably, “but his father’s a friend, and I’ve got two good workers in that man’s nephews already.  Bending the staves doesn’t take much strength, though; it’s a matter of proper steaming and leverage.  That’s where I’ll start him ‘til he’s strong enough to hammer down a band.”


The mustelid grinned, “You sound like you know your business, so welcome to the Mason’s Rest.  Room four’s a bit small, since the kitchen chimney takes a chunk out of the corner, but it’s the only one free right now, and it’s been getting cold enough at night that a warm chimney’s not such a bad thing to share a room with.  Also, while you may not go for it, the cook’s had a shank of lamb turning on a slow spit since mid-morning, and it should be nicely roasted now for the lad’s plate.”


“Sounds like I picked a good place,” the rabbit grinned back, then glanced down, “C’mon, Dellan, let’s get our bags upstairs.”


A few slices of lamb, almost crispy at the edge but still tender and rare in the middle, were served with a mix of sliced potatoes and string beans in Delana’s case, while the same hot side dish joined a small stack of raw, sliced carrots and celery for Silmon.  To the carter’s pleased surprise, though, small beer was a common enough order from ‘sober tradesmen’ that the taproom actually stocked three varieties, so he and his charge were able to enjoy a decent, mellow dark with their supper.


That beverage inspired a small change in plans.  Since neither of them would be tipsy and there was time, they browsed a marketplace by lamplight, the public square still active despite the hour.  Delana’s arms were almost overloaded with small bags of prunes, apples, and jerky, her eyes showing a muted amusement at her circumstances, as her mentor haggled for a bolt of canvas and a set of short bronze spikes.  From her position behind him, she noticed a hand reaching out between two other shoppers, toward his waist... but before she could voice a warning, his own hand came casually down.  The motion was subtle, but the results were clear; just as the pickpocket’s fingers actually touched the pouch that didn’t belong to them, two of Silmon’s flanked one’s knuckle and twisted.  Del blanched at the faintly-audible, tearing ‘pop’ she heard, a pained hiss escaping the crowd before the thief retreated.


Silmon carried the canvas, heavier than the food supplies, as he led his charge back toward the hostel, murmuring once they were away from other shoppers, “Did you notice that little event back there?”


The fake feline nodded, “Yeah, and I was gonna say something, but you were already taking care of it.  And... thinkin’ about what you might wonder and ask, yeah, I saw the contrasting might-have-beens.  As in, he wouldn’t have gone for your purse if we were acting like we were three or four days ago.”


Glancing around to make sure no one might mistake the gesture, he gave Del’s headfur an affectionate ruffling, “Good!  Very good!  You’re not just getting more observant, you’re getting better at making connections, even hypothetical ones, based on what you’ve observed.  If you didn’t have a palace to go back to, I’d consider making you my apprentice for real, as a discreet courier.  Just for the challenge of it... I have a small assignment for you.  Pay attention to everyone you see, from now ‘til we’re out of town in the morning, and see if you can spot someone with a recently-broken middle finger.  I’m a bit curious as to just who tried to help themselves to our money.”


At some point in the last year, Delana had come across two palace soldiers on their lunch break, sharing some old, familiar gripes about the job, a conversation her friend’s words called to the forefront of her memory.  One of those guards had just been promoted to corporal, giving him responsibility for half of his squad’s remaining privates, and he’d been fined half a day’s pay that morning because one of ‘his’ soldiers had let their helmet get rusty.  “I tell ya, Yerrin,” he’d complained into his beer, “the next time we have a ‘readiness evaluation,’ I’m gonna blow off a few details.  Coming in first place got me noticed, and now this shit!  The better  you do, the more the brass piles on.  What, are they trying to find my breaking point?”  In that context, she supposed, it wasn’t so surprising that her accomplishment was ‘rewarded’ with a harder assignment, and she took a moment to think back, while the memories were still fresh, and fix the dark brown color of those fingers in her mind.  Also... hadn’t there been something about that sleeve cuff?  The details stubbornly refused to come together in her mind, but there had been some sort of decorative band.  Lace, ribbon, or embroidery, she couldn’t be certain, and the pickpocket would probably change clothes at some point, but it might be a point worth remembering.


Those memories also contained Silmon’s stance, and a detail she hadn’t consciously noticed gained a new significance.  As he’d bartered for the cloth, he’d been animatedly conversational, often quirking his head one way or another to emphasize his expression, but those same moments also extended his peripheral vision, first one way, then the other.  He hadn’t looked like he was watching his surroundings, every motion innocently explainable by his obvious focus on the business at hand, but it had been enough for him to spot those reaching fingers in time to meet them.  Nodding shallowly to herself, she amended her earlier notion; as well as watching hands specifically, she’d practice how she watched them, and keep her scrutiny as discreet as she could possibly manage.

Chapter 10


Delana watched as her guardian double-checked his horse’s saddle girth and bridle straps, but noted as well how he didn’t make a production of it.  It wouldn’t do to offer insult to the competence of the Rest’s stable man, but honest mistakes could happen too, so it was worth at least a glance.  Her own gaze, of course, flicked this way and that, often coinciding with a tilt of her head or the shifting of her weight from one foot to the other.  She wasn’t, she knew, as good as Silmon yet, at making those motions smooth and natural, but that’s why she was practicing; she’d already identified several of his own combinations of motion that gave the best angles of view, but fitting them into the circumstances of life was proving to be marginally less intuitive than she’d guessed.  When the moment she’d been half-anticipating came, she couldn’t quite suppress a start of surprise, despite having been as prepared as possible for the attempt; she blended the sudden jerk into a fake sneeze, and made sure to turn away as she wiped her nose on her sleeve.


A glance toward Silmon showed that his expression was faintly... indulgent, once more bringing the sensation that she was being tested to the fore of her emotions, and she let the parts of herself that wanted to get too excited or nervous simply... be, without impacting the rest of her conscious actions.  A bit of surprise joined those passively ignored emotions on the sidelines, at how simple, obvious, and easy her next steps were.  A grimace of resigned frustration was something that any boy might have shown at needing to be picked up and set in the saddle before the adult of the party started leading the horse out of the inn’s yard, and even with breakfast just out of the way it was in keeping with an ‘always hungry’ growing child’s persona to immediately reach for the flap of a saddle bag and fetch an apple for a snack.


The rabbit, for his part, intensified his own scrutiny of the area as he paused near the gate to wait for a gap in foot traffic sufficient for a horse, the district’s tradesmen crowding the area on their ways to work.  A few pointers in how to behave casually were obviously in order for his young charge, as she’d clearly spotted something or made a connection of some sort.  She managed to surprise him, though, that surprise itself being a surprise as well, as they were turning into the flow of traffic and she tossed the apple she was holding, gently underhand, toward a dark alley.  His own eyes darted instantly to that side, drawn by the motion of an arm darting up reflexively to catch the fruit, followed by a half-yowled, “Ow!  Gods damn that hurt, you sneaky brat!”


Smirking from atop the horse, which Sil was even now halting once more on the far side of the street, Delana noted in her best ‘boy voice,’ “You didn’t have to catch it right-handed.  Serves ya right for tryin’ to pick my master’s purse.”


That shadowy form snorted, and a more feminine voice admitted, somewhere between amused and frustrated by tone, “He looked like he could spare a bit.  I regret failing, obviously, and my finger hurts like hell, but I make no apology for the attempt.  An opportunity appeared to present itself, and passing that sort of thing by does not help one to eat.”


Silmon glanced toward the alley with a faint snort of his own, then conceded, “I actually respect that.  You’re not trying to brush it off as a mistake, nor the even worse lie of claiming it was a one-time event.  Yours is not a career I’d be suited for myself, as I dislike hurting people in any way unless I must, but I understand how some people’s lives offer them few real choices.”  Fishing around in his purse, he reminded her, “Left-handed this time,” and flipped a silver coin toward the darkness, “and get something to eat after spending most of that on a healer.  Your finger is dislocated, and the ligaments strained, but I didn’t break anything.  It’s mostly just swelling that’ll need to be dealt with, and that’s a fairly cheap fix.”


That figure’s left hand did, indeed, dart up to snatch the coin out of the air, but the only actual reply was a mumble, further clogged by conflicting emotions, that might have been some sort of thanks before the thief turned and retreated down the alley.  The bad light suggested that it was very cluttered, but no creaks, snaps, or even the grating click of two pebbles touching emerged; the stranger was, at least, fairly good at seeing in the dark and moving carefully.


With a gentle tug on the reins in his hand, the carter led his horse back into the flow of traffic, already thinning as the morning rush neared its natural end, even as he noted to his charge, “When I assigned you the task of identifying she with whom we just spoke, though I had no idea it would be a woman at the time... I honestly did not expect you to complete it.  I’m thinking, from her voice, that she might be just the sort of feline you’re pretending to be, as that would also explain the stealth of her departure, and it certainly suggests the sort of curiosity that led her near enough for you to spot in the first place.  Myself... I must admit that I never noticed her until she moved in reaction to you.  You, for once, managed what I could not, and you did it with style.”


Nodding in return as she thought, her eyes distant, Del replied quietly, “I’ve just been thinking back over our whole trip... an’ I’m startin’ to see your definition of ‘fairness.’  When you need to warn someone, you use force, but only just enough of it.  When things are past the point of warnings, like those bandits, you approach the whole situation from the point of knowin’ that, and you do what you have to with no moanin’ about it.  And when a thief tries to rob you, you chastise them... but for her honesty, you decided the pain she was in had been enough.  It all... fits, when I think widely enough.”


Silmon nodded back as he led the horse around a corner, joining the flow toward the south gate, “That’s a good summary, and it shows good thought on your part, but let me add one detail that you could guess at with more experience, but not yet...  Keeping that broad a view is helpful for determining generalities, but never let that sort of thing override the specifics.  Always pay attention, as it’s the things that don’t fit any structure of generalized principles that are usually both the most risky and the most noteworthy.  You almost need to maintain two mental views at once, both those general, guiding philosophies and the exact circumstances that you’re actually in right now.  A very similar mental split is at the core of my fighting style, but I won’t try teaching you that.  It takes a certain strength, and an absolute knowledge of that strength’s limits and specifics, to pull off without bleeding.”


Deliberately substituting a young boy’s laugh for her usual giggle, ‘Dellan’ agreed, “Maybe in a few years.”

* * *


Delana surprised herself with a sense of familiarity as she watched her friend work.  The surprise related to the combination of learning and comfort, and the realization that they were part of a mental ‘rut’ she’d fallen into almost without realizing it.  There was nothing special, or even unusual, about the way he cut three lengths from the bolt of canvas and arranged them between four trees and their branches, but as soon as he’d begun she’d settled next to the spot he’d cleared for their campfire, and her mind had become receptive and observant.  Her tutors at the palace, she knew, would have probably killed for the secret to making her want to learn, and amusement colored her perceptions even as she noted the subtleties in how the fabric had been draped, the way the middle piece overlapped the others so, even if they didn’t touch, they’d shed the night’s threatened rain without trapping the fire’s smoke.


Even as he hammered the last bronze spike through the cloth with a rock, Silmon nodded in approval, “That’s good, and it saves me a step,” at how the princess was piling nearer twigs in the middle of the four-foot circle of dirt amongst the dead leaves and small plants of the forest floor.  They hadn’t camped outdoors very often, so he knew his one attempt to teach her fire-making hadn’t quite taken; that kindling would be well-arranged, but he’d need to handle the larger sticks himself.  “Grab our new pot and the small food bag; if that milk’s as fresh as the seller claimed this morning, we’ll have a lovely slow-cooked potato chowder for breakfast, but for tonight it’s a pot biscuit with reconstituted plums and a bit of jerky for you.”


“Yes, sir!” was the cub’s enthusiastic reply as she jumped up to work.  Only once before had he needed to do the cooking rather than eat at a business, but it had been enough to prove that if he ever retired from carting, the cooks at the inns had better watch out for their jobs.  Attention to detail, she mused to herself as she half-climbed a stirrup to reach the mentioned supplies, probably applied at least as well to cooking as it did to watching for trouble without attracting notice.


He’d just gotten the fire lit, which would help the supper preparations a lot since not much of the setting sun was making it through the thick clouds by this time, when a quiet, calm voice emerged from the shadows, “Just what are you two?  A friend of mine at the Rest said you’re coopers... but it doesn’t fit.  The supposed master obviously knows the lingo, or that picky desk man would have sent him packing.  They’re a tradesman’s inn, and that’s final.  No master cooper would have so easily and casually intercepted my hand, and building barrels generally results in larger muscles than you’ve got.  I thought about it over and over, and I couldn’t find any clue I’d missed that you might be looking that way, nor any outright flaw in my technique, so there had to be something special about you.  Then there’s this apprentice of yours...  You two are awfully affectionate with each other, but you hide it well, while he’s not doing nearly enough of the camp work to be along for business.  That piece actually fits the easiest, as any healthy bunny would want his catamite along, but that leads to the last piece I can’t figure out.  Why are you traveling at all, if you’re not the coopers you claim to be?  Your little piece of kitten-tail could presumably stick around in one place unless you stole him.”


They both recognized the voice, of course, but Silmon was starting to regret what he’d started in Wolf’s Bay.  Having this night with no convenient inn, but with the supplies to make a comfortable camp, he’d naturally been considering the evening’s... festivities, his breeches often brushing against a noticeable firmness within, but those thoughts had obviously displaced much more important ones.  The breeze had been a steady, gentle southwest all evening, so if he’d been thinking clearly he’d have specifically scouted the downwind side, and perhaps rigged a noisy surprise or two for anyone sneaking up from that direction... where the pickpocket from the market and alley had obviously been hiding and listening for a while.  He prodded the growing flames before him with a twig, obviously adjusting things for a better burn as a thoughtful frown crossed his face.


The still-invisible visitor snorted, “Oh, very good...  You’re doing something showy with one hand and your face makes one await a forthcoming reply, and anyone else would be watching one of the two instead of the hand behind your back.  I’m unarmed, and I don’t plan on stealing anything tonight, so just leave that knife where it is, hmm?  I doubt you could catch me on a night chase anyway.  I’m only here to satisfy my curiosity, but I can live without it if you want to make an issue of things.”


From where she’d set her supper’s and breakfast’s makings near the fire, Delana asked, “What’s a catamite?  I think I heard that word once; it was part of a really dirty joke I was too young to understand, but I’ve figured out a couple other parts of it since.”


Raising one brow, and surprising himself with his own gratitude for the tension-diffusing distraction, Silmon answered, “By the strict definition, it is any boy or male youth who has a sexual relationship with a grown man.  In the more common usage, the boy generally provides receptive anal sex, and some theories state that those with a preference for the very young might choose boys over girls simply because they’re presumed to be tighter.”


That feline-looking face blinked, and she couldn’t quite stop a giggle in time, “Well, we hadn’t done that yet, but I wouldn’t mind.  That hole can feel nice too.”


“Wait,” the pickpocket demanded, “I was right?!?  I was just trying to shock you a bit, as most folks are in such a rush to deny it that they let all sorts of things slip in their ‘defense!’”


Fixing a firm, serious gaze on the bush he suspected that she was watching from, the carter proposed, “You have two options at this point.  Alternatives or variants may occur to you, but I strongly urge you to disregard them.  You are free to leave in peace, right now.  I’d prefer you refrain from mentioning us, in any context whatsoever, to anyone at all.  If we simply never met tonight, as far as the future record will show, that would suit me just fine.  If you remain, however, I will have to insist that you share our fire, our meal, and our journey, because if you share our secrets I cannot permit you to depart alive.  Honor compels me to mention, too, that you’re... less likely to escape than you might think.  I happen to be rather good at what I do, though I make no claim of perfection.”


A long moment passed... then a figure stepped out from behind a tree four feet from the bush he’d been watching.  The dark-furred feline, in her mid teens to guess, padded calmly over to settle onto some dry leaves within the fire’s light, noting, “I’ll take the latter option... but not from any boasts of prowess on your part.  Rather, it’s all him,” and she pointed at her supposed fellow feline.  Her voice softened slightly, “I’ve never actually met an adult and child in a healthy sexual relationship.  I’ve only heard of the bad ones, cases where ‘abuse’ and ‘rape’ are the only terms that fit, no matter how those accused might wish for gentler phrasings.  This boy, though... he smiled as he suggested adding anal to the assumed oral attentions that are the alternative.  This implies that you’re a good man despite your tastes, and that is the difference between running for my life and sharing your fire.”


Glancing over at her guardian, Delana thought for a moment, then made three gestures...  Cupped and faintly-bounced hands suggested a bosom, one hand opened and closed as if talking, and a shrug punctuated things with a gestural question mark.  At his shrewd nod, she lightened her tone and gently corrected the newcomer, “Oh, we’ve done oral, but the alternative in this case is vaginal sex.  I know Sil here is really observant, an’ you seem to be good at it too... but you kinda missed that bit.”


Blinking as she peered closer at the ‘boy,’ the cat shook her head, “I didn’t miss shit; he hid it!  I’m guessing he picked those breeches for you, and they’re too loose in the crotch to tell.  Still, if a girl your age is happy to be with him that way... it suggests even more nice things about him.”  She looked up with a wry half-smile, “My curiosity has always been my biggest weakness... but I’m glad I followed it this time.  I certainly picked an interesting little group to join for supper.”


Nodding, the rabbit slid over a couple feet to grab the pot, a waterskin, and a bag of cornmeal, “Good, then I can start making that supper now that I know I won’t be running foot races in the dark tonight.  Yes, ‘apprentice cooper Dellan’ is actually a girl, no, neither of us actually knows or wants to know how to build barrels, and, yes, you just bit off more than you realized, and we’ve yet to see if you’ll be able to chew it.  I was serious about the journey part; you’re going to come with us in the morning, at my expense of course, and you will stay with us until such time as I’m convinced that you can depart without endangering my young friend.  I have killed in her defense, with regret, but I won’t hesitate if I need to again.  I assure you, I don’t normally make casual threats against young women met by chance... but as you come to know us, you’ll realize just how little choice I have in the matter.  My name is Silmon, and my friend here is not named Dellan, but that’s what you should call her anyway.”


The thief was frowning thoughtfully again, occasionally glancing between her hosts, “The pieces... the clues... this is making more and less sense by the minute!  Girl, hell, there’s obviously a lot more to it than that, and I’m guessing gender is the least-important part of it...  It just has to fit the public role.  So, throw out the details of the disguises, they don’t matter; that leaves us with... a guard.”  She looked across the flames, noting how the industrious rabbit was making good progress on the meal, all without letting her out of his sight for an instant, “A very discreet guard, whose role is, must be, absolutely inflexible on certain vital points,” then looked to his ‘friend,’ “which implies that she whom he guards is an unusually important personage, even at her age.  Noble at a minimum, and there are two feline families in the nearby aristocracy, both barons, and one of them consists of lions.”  She frowned, glancing back to her older host, “The nobility generally doesn’t hold my interest, but I am curious by nature, so I’ve made a few connections from things I’ve overheard, but one thing I had not heard was that Baron Kithan had had any granddaughters, nor any trouble to make one flee.  I’ve heard of exactly two grandsons, one about four years old now, and the other would still be in diapers.”


Brows and ears both a bit high as he gave his concoction one more stir then plunked the pot right into the middle of the fire with a spray of sparks, Silmon replied, “That was an impressive display of deduction there, as far as it flew from the truth.  I’ve been trying to teach Dellan that sort of thing, around the edges, but now it seems I know two young women who’d make good apprentices in my official line of work if I had time for one.  You see, I’m normally a discreet courier, driving a cart with at least two cargoes, only one of them public.  I’m not a smuggler, mind you...  My boss pays fair taxes on all the valuables I move, but while I’m much more expensive than any single guard, I’m cheaper than the platoon or company it would take to protect those cargoes more conventionally.”  He grimaced faintly, his voice airy as he mused, “I’m operating heavily in the territory of my ‘emergency only’ training, these days, but then no training in the world could really prepare me for the surprise I got a few weeks back.  For now, all you need to know about our goals is that they include attracting as little attention as possible, and that we’re heading generally south and west.”


The cat nodded again, then blinked, half-scowling, “Damn it, you are good at this!  That was smooth, how you diverted me from the important part, at least as my curiosity calls it...  You effectively told me that I’d guessed wrong, and she isn’t a baron’s obscure granddaughter, but then you changed the subject in a way I was bound to find engaging.  Well, too bad, I may have only barely seen it but I did see it.  What’s the real story here?”


Even as he leaned forward to give the pot’s contents a prod, pushing a couple of floating plums farther down into the thickening batter, he held up a finger of his free hand for emphasis, “I will answer that if you insist... but I must reiterate my earlier warnings.  You don’t know me, and have no reason to trust my word, but honor demands that I give it honestly: right now you could still leave, and I would accept your personal oath of silence, but if you learn any more, you will have to stay, and I will have to kill you if you refuse.  What does this overactive curiosity of yours say to that proposal?”


Her expression still serious, the woman’s ears were high and her voice was bright as she replied, “It tells me that these are the sorts of secrets worth knowing, even if I can never tell anyone else.  I have to know!”  She blinked at a sudden thought, then unfolded her legs, reaching for one foot with both hands, “Here, if it’ll make you more comfortable I’ll take off my shoes.  I probably could outrun a regular guard, barefoot in the woods with all of the sharp, pointy things therein... but I wouldn’t enjoy it, and I wouldn’t be at my best.  Nothing less than my best, I’m sure, could evade you.  And my name’s Crystal, by the way, or at least that’s the only one I’ll answer to.”


Nodding once more, Silmon reached in with the spoon again, peeling the firming edges of the pot-cake away from the sides so they wouldn’t be too crunchy when done, as he started his tale, “Del, you might be interested in this too, as it leads to how we met... but it was just supposed to be another delivery.  I needed to get some taxes to the palace, directly since they were an unusually high amount and from unexpected income, so my boss ‘loaned’ me to a sculptor to get his finished commission of King Burtak IV to Fariach.  It seemed to be going like any other delivery, too, until a dozen or so palace troops went by... and I smelled lanolin.”


Even as the plum-sweetened cake cooked, two pairs of eyes watched raptly, intent on his tale.

* * *


Blinking awake, Crystal glanced over, only to see a pair of eyes watching hers from the other blanket.  Even after a good night’s sleep, despite the rain, she couldn’t believe that the little girl watching her from her lover’s sleeping embrace was next in line to rule the whole damned kingdom!  And that lover... on second thought, he almost certainly was not asleep.  As calm and polite as he was, the man was quietly, frighteningly competent, and he took his role as Delana’s guard seriously.  “Mornin’, your H—that is, Dellan,” she noted, then rolled onto her back to stretch before finding the edges of the blanket to disentangle herself.


“Good,” the rabbit confirmed her suspicions, his relaxed expression unchanged and his eyes still closed, “you can never start too early when it comes to firmly establishing a habit.  You get a knack for it eventually, adopting and discarding this sort of thing at need, but practice and repetition are the only ways to start.”


A wry expression on her muzzle as she straightened her clothes and sat up for a second, more luxuriant stretch, the cat nodded, “I get the impression that if you did have time to take an apprentice, they’d learn well.  Among your other talents, the exact way you choose to explain things happens to make you a very effective teacher.”


Nodding with a faint chuckle as he moved to rise as well, Silmon agreed, “So I’ve been finding...  I hadn’t really considered it until I had someone who really needed me to teach her a few things.”  He gave his lover another careful squeeze on his way up, then stepped toward the embers of last night’s fire, “That chowder needs a few minutes to absorb the skin that formed on top overnight, so let me stir it then we can find a spot for a privy hole and see which clothes need to be changed...”  Even as he reached for the pot, spoon in hand, he quirked a smile at his newest and least-expected charge, “I know, you didn’t have time to pack, and I’m hoping you didn’t have any plans that’d lead to someone missing you...  I seem to have established a habit of buying clothes for attractive young women, first the princess and now you.  We’ll get you a change or two soon.”


Looking up from where she’d been straightening her blanket to fold and roll, Delana noted, “Maybe another pair of breeches while yer at it?  These ones we stole were clean then...  T’put it bluntly, they ain’t now.”


Shaking his head, Silmon suggested, “No, I’d rather avoid the risk of anyone connecting their observations then wondering why you were traveling with well-loaded saddlebags but didn’t have a single spare pair of pants for you.  You’re a girl again, and we’ll just call you ‘Del,’ so put on one of the dresses.  If I need to specify professions or the like to guards or innkeepers, I’ll make up something new, but it couldn’t hurt to mix up our descriptions yet again.  From a rabbit and a possum boy, to a rabbit and a feline boy, to a rabbit with two feline girls... if I could disguise myself as anything else, I would, but I work with the tools I’m given, and none of those three would leap out as an obvious match unless someone was looking, very hard, for exactly us.”


Giggling faintly, Delana finished rolling up her blanket and brushed off some leaves before quipping, “That gave me ‘nother idea... if we ever need it.  ‘Del’ is a short enough name for even a slave, so if you ever think it’ll help, I’m not so modest that I’d mind wearing nothing but a collar, any time it ain’t rainin’.  It’d even be... kinda exciting, being naked in public with you an’ no one else suspectin’ a thing.”


Crystal had to laugh from where she was packing her own, loaned bedding, “That’s a seriously evil scheme there, girl...  About the only things that change all the rules for kids are a Roxanite pendant or a slave’s collar.  It really could work out that way... you, naked in his lap, and he could touch or fondle anything of yours he wants, while people would only see a slave being used for her purpose, not the king’s only daughter.”


His lover snickering naughtily at the concept, Silmon noted, “I’ll keep your willingness in mind, dear, but it would be... highly circumstantial.  Given the lack of legal protections for a slave’s life, I’d have to restrict such a ruse to specific settings where those we meet will be known, safe quantities.  It almost never happens, that one person kills another’s slave without permission or invitation, but since it could happen, I must make sure it won’t, as I’m likely to end up justifying every choice I’ve made on this trip, personally to your father, if anything goes wrong.  If it’s something I could have prevented, he’d be right to fault me for allowing it.  Now, we’ve only got the two bowls, so you two come over here and have breakfast; I’ll eat mine from the pot.”


“After I dig and use that privy hole you mentioned,” Crystal shook her head.  “Breakfast smells wonderful, but there’s a certain urgency involved with the other matter.”


Both of her companions nodded understandingly, the smaller one pointing at the horse, “There’s a trowel in the top of the right bag and some wipes there too.”


As the only one of their group wearing proper boots, once they were moving Silmon walked briskly alongside the horse while the ladies shared the saddle.  The large town of Kine’s End, originally planned as a lunch stop but reachable by mid-afternoon at his current pace, would probably have another horse he could buy... for no more than a third of what this one had cost.  What it had taken to get a decent horse in a village on the backside of nowhere was nothing he cared to, or could afford to, repeat, but getting there too late to make a second leg of the trip on the same day might actually prove useful, as he’d have at least a few hours of daylight to hunt for the best compromise between price and condition.  The on-the-fly adjustments to his plans, though, were interrupted by the reason they needed adjusting.


“You know,” Crystal mused from the saddle, “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.  Not just about the events you’ve described, which I’m flatly amazed to be part of now, but about you two, about what sort of people you must be to have made it this far after such a chaotic wrench to your lives.  The love and friendship you’ve somehow found in the middle of it all is... awe-inspiring, really.  Now... myself, I’ve always considered myself the perfect cat.  I got the idea when I was barely older than Del here,” and she gave her saddle-mate a gentle squeeze, “and it’s pretty much defined me since then.  I’m stealthy, I try to be observant and graceful, but beyond those things I’m curious.  Now, these things didn’t work out as well as I’d hoped...  A contributing factor to my ready agreement to join you is that there isn’t anyone to miss me, or even a home to go back to.  The best and most valuable of what I own, I’m wearing, as it’s my only outfit that’s not out of place in better neighborhoods with richer pickings.  Everything else is in four well-hidden caches around Greensward, nothing I’m really attached to since I never know if it’ll be there when I return.”


Silmon glanced up, “And I’ve effectively stolen those items from you, by allowing things to get to the point where you either stay or die.  I have a reasonable savings at the home I’m trying to get to, so you must at least allow me to replace what you’ve lost, in partial compensation for this quasi-abduction.”


The cat nodded, “I won’t say no to that, but I was only mentioning my situation because it needed to be said.  It’s rather secondary to the point I was trying to make.  Curiosity... at first led me to be known as an eavesdropping sneak, at least until I got better at not being caught.  A lot of the more interesting conversations I overheard, though, made reference to books, and I got remarkably good at lying my way out of work so I could visit the temple instead, as I really wanted to learn to read these books.  They clearly contained things my curiosity wanted to know, and they wouldn’t complain if I was noticed listening to what they had to say.  Thus, for a homeless thief,” and her tone was whimsical, though there was pain under the surface, “I suppose you’d say I’m remarkably well-read.  Your relationship, though, reminded me of one of those things I read.  It was a detail in more than one work, none less than a century old, though both history and fiction made the same reference.  I’m just guessing that it’s fallen out of usage... but there was once the position of ‘sworn man.’  Such oaths were usually offered to ruling lords or exceptional military leaders, and were just shy of contracted slavery in how they promised one’s life and service to another, but weren’t unheard of among the peasantry either, such as in the case of one man saving another’s life at great cost to themselves.  Sometimes the man who was saved would swear himself to the one who’d saved him, from gratitude, and in fair repayment for what saving them cost.  You two strike me as that sort of pair... a popular lord, or in this case a discreet young lady, and her... ‘retainer’ would be the word in contemporary idiom, but it used to go a lot farther than that.  I don’t know whether they’re still in force, but if I’m interpreting those old books right there were even special laws, that promised a very nasty fate to anyone who broke that particular oath.  One of those ‘taking days to die’ sorts of things; I won’t disgust you with the details.”


Rabbit and ‘coon shared a glance, both with hints of amusement at the irony of just how unlikely the full details were to disgust a young Kathallic, but Silmon’s gaze firmed a moment later, his voice calmly serious as he agreed, “I can see why you made that connection, because it fits.  It fits better than any other phrasing I’ve yet thought of.  Being her guard, even her official, personal guard, doesn’t say enough about what I would do to keep her safe and happy.  Young as she is, if it would simplify anything I’d marry her, but due to some unusual circumstances that’s completely out of the question.  If she marries anyone but another raccoon, she’s no longer the crown princess or heir; that wouldn’t be a reaction on the king’s part, simply an automatic function of established law.”


Delana nodded sadly where she leaned back against her new companion, “That’s why I’d never, as much as I’d love to.  With Momma dead, I gots a duty to my line.”


“And duty,” the carter mused softly, “is one thing we can agree on, so even if her reason slipped enough to propose, I’d have to decline.”  He glanced up once more, still walking, and said, “I know not the phrasing of the ancient oaths... but I know their spirit, and agree with it.  Your Royal Highness Delana... I, Silmon, do solemnly swear before this witness to be your man from this day forth, to protect, advise, and serve you to the best of my ability, even if that service costs me my life.  I swear this in the name of your Goddess, Kathalla... since I figure that if anyone could recall and enforce those ancient punishments should I ever fail your trust, She can.”


*You’re about as right as it’s possible to be about that,* the Goddess agreed.


There were tears in Delana’s eyes but a smile on her muzzle as she leaned over and reached out, laying her tiny hand on his head, “And I accept your oath, in confidence that such failure is impossible.  You are mine, and never could you fail me.”

Chapter 11


By her third day of traveling with her technical captors, Crystal had to admit to herself that she could understand how the princess had fallen in love with this stranger.  She was a city girl, unused to extended travel, but he was remarkably easy to travel with.  The pace was never arduous, but very little time was ever wasted.  He needed no maps to pick his route, his travels were unlikely to be delayed by issues with bad inns since he picked only good ones, and, as if by coincidence, their provisions and the grain for the two horses had seemed to start running out just as there was no good inn a convenient full day’s travel ahead, so they obviously had to stop early, with time to shop frugally before bed.  The boredom she’d inferred from tales of mile after mile of riding seemed hard to believe when there were two interesting people to talk to, even if some subjects had to be avoided while a horse, cart, or pedestrian happened to be in earshot on the same highway.  If she’d lost a loving mother to murder, rather than a bitter widow to drink, she might fall too for someone who offered comfort and new experiences to hold her interest right when she needed those things most.  She firmly believed that the princess was far, far luckier than she knew, for both her own loving family and having fallen for a truly decent man who, unlike most of those in Crystal’s life, would never betray her trust.


That first night out of the camp they’d met in, he’d gotten them into town early enough to buy the second horse... and a nightgown.  By their discussions during the day’s riding, they were already planning to shop for her clothes the next morning, but Silmon had evidently thought ahead, proven when the inn he chose happened to offer the cheapest room with its own attached bathing chamber to be found.  Not only would she be spared sleeping in the clothes she’d been wearing for three days, not only could she finally have a blessed bath, but it also simplified the sleeping arrangements, the rabbit in the middle and his ‘prisoner’ on the side of the bed farthest from the door.  Not that she couldn’t have run off during the time he and Delana had spent in the tub together... which, perhaps, explained the second night, when he’d rented two small, adjacent rooms instead.  Something inside of her seemed to glow whenever she considered that expression of trust... but she schooled herself firmly to keep that sort of thing in check.  Even if it were remotely appropriate to harbor those sorts of feelings, he was Delana’s, and she could do little else but keep her hands to herself and regard the princess with affectionate jealousy.


Since this evening’s inn was on the far side of a convenient market square, the cat held the horses’ reins for a short while, the ‘kitten’ of her companions in a saddle, while their guide bartered for grain and fruit.  He seemed to be purchasing more of both than the last time, and she juggled a few numbers in her head...  As he returned and started loading his purchases onto the horses, she asked, “What sort of towns’ll we be going through that it’ll be four or five days ‘til we hit another market?  As close as I could figure, that’s about how much you bought... but the jerky will be gone with tomorrow’s lunch.  What am I missing here?”


A habit of his she still wasn’t sure whether to call exasperating or amusing, he answered her idiomatic question literally, “Geography lessons to go with the reading, several years ago.  Lunch tomorrow is as long as the meat needs to last; we’re almost to the river, at which point we’ll get some fresh meat pies just off the docks, and what I’m carrying will last us all the way down to the West Fariach Highway by river barge.  Your numbers are a bit off since we’ll be feeding ourselves and our horses four times on a trip of just over a day.  We’ll have one additional lunch in the saddle after that, supper at a hostel half a day from Stonecliff and then, with any luck, lunch the next day in my own little house.”


Crystal had to chuckle and ask, “You have one?  From the way Del tells it, you spend your whole life driving carts... though, given that I can’t seem to see a cart anywhere nearby just now, perhaps I’m reading too much into her tales.”


“On any given eight weeks of my usual job,” he mused a bit wistfully, “between one and two are spent there.  It’s not much of a place, given how rarely I see it, but...”  He frowned faintly, “Damned hormones... I missed a bit,” and glanced over as he started leading his horse the long way around the market square.  “We’ll have to make some sort of arrangement for you once I get home... because while it is indeed a free-standing house and I own it outright, it’s rather small, and geared toward a bachelor who might, occasionally, have a girlfriend over.  It’s just a bedroom, a privy, and one room that pretends it’s all the others a house might need.  I’d considered that space and come to the conclusion that Del would fit nicely, but I neglected to reconsider my final plans in light of your companionship.  The three of us would not fit peacefully in a house that small.”


With a pointed glance at the sky, the thief shrugged, “Any place I don’t get rained on would do.  I’ve lived enough nights where that canvas we met under would have been a luxury.”


Sil had to laugh, “You know I’d do better than that...  You’ve come this far with us, so I really don’t think we need to worry about... promises anymore.  They’re still there, of course, but we can pretty safely make plans on the assumption that you’re not going to run off on your own any time soon.  That said, your status as a homeless thief effectively ended the moment you tried to rob me.  You’ve shown far too much potential for me to let hard luck throw it all away, and while I can’t say just where you’ll end up, it won’t be some alley.  With a few words in the right ear, I’ll make sure of that.”


Before she could think of a proper reply, the princess added, “An’ if he doesn’t, I will.  I like you.”


“When you put it that way,” Crystal admitted, “you’re right.  It most certainly didn’t feel like it at the time, but my finger getting dislocated... may have been the luckiest thing that’s ever happened to me.”


‘Lucky’ certainly described part of her feelings, but there was something else, something she knew was important.  It kept nagging her; she tried to pay attention over the course of supper, but kept finding herself having to be asked a question twice, as her thoughts yet again tried to analyze that nebulous emotion rather than focus on the conversation at hand.  She thought she’d managed to put it out of her mind entirely as the meal concluded, but the act of retiring to their separate rooms brought everything into an almost painful focus, if only because that very feeling had just been wrenched.  Belonging.  When she was with those two, that’s what she felt!  She knew that her life, as most would see it, was just beginning... but from her perspective it had seemed endless, and any rare, pleasant moment was almost inevitably followed by a bitter betrayal.  She had never felt like she ‘belonged,’ anywhere or to anyone, the way she did right now.  Despite how little time she’d known them, the couple in the next room, probably trying hard to be quiet as they did things she couldn’t disapprove of no matter how much she knew she should, were quite possibly the best and truest friends she’d ever had... and one of them was a princess!  Her mental perspective suddenly shifted unbidden, and she sat up straight on the bed from where she’d been working her shoes off.  That princess... probably felt the same way about her.  After all, growing up in the court of a king, how many friends would she have?  And how many would seem friendly, only to prove otherwise?  She certainly wouldn’t betray the girl, and Silmon had willingly, even eagerly, volunteered to be slowly tortured to death should he break his oath.  Just how many others could she say the same about?  “Lady in waiting... maybe handmaid?” she murmured to herself, considering ways in which she might be able to keep the princess’ company once she returned home.


The story she’d been told had included the supposition that Silmon would be returning to his old job once Delana was safe... but that had been before she’d brought up the idea of that oath.  A sworn man, pretty much by definition, would have to stay by his oath-lady, so that plan had clearly changed whether they’d discussed it yet or not.  For the second time that evening, she stiffened in place with something closer to an epiphany than she’d ever expected to experience.  She’d done this.  Silmon was everything her emotions insisted a man should be; strong, caring, gentle, and fiercely loyal.  Despite her near-fetish for her own felinity, though, she knew she was just a gutter-rat.  That was her lot in life, and the best she’d honestly hoped for was to someday lift a heavy enough purse to flee with and start a better life.  Employment for a lone woman was always problematic... but she, unlike most, could read!  In that fantasy of earlier days, she’d stride into a new town, wearing new clothes, and make a place for herself unburdened by her street reputation and too many people who knew too much about her past.  Compared to her, Silmon was a paragon, a pillar!  But, without ever having meant to be there to offer them, she’d said those words, and the idea they represented led the rabbit to give his oath.  She, the gutter-rat, had moved the pillar!  It was his choice to speak that oath, and he wouldn’t be the man he was if it would ever have taken anything more than the idea itself, but she’d been the one to voice the idea in the first place, changing the course of his remaining years.  He’d probably be living in a palace, and she was the one who put him there!


Thoughts like these were almost dizzying in their intensity and wonder, following her doggedly even into sleep, so when the morning broke anew, she couldn’t help but open her eyes and smile at her fading dreams.  She’d been everything from a whore to an empress in those dreams, but in every role, in every variation, she’d gotten there by her own choices.  Her own potential was, to her amazement, no longer an abstract to her.  It felt as if she’d been asleep all her life and had finally opened her eyes for the first time, and the sight could very well daze her... but she seized upon the new power those dreams had given her, and chose mental clarity as she rose to greet the day, perhaps the first day she’d ever truly lived.

* * *


Larrel dropped the document into his ‘to be filed’ basket and reached for the next one he’d yet to read, glancing up as he did before most documents to scowl at the small portrait of a tiger on his wall and grumble a curse.  The man had, of course, been insane to think he could storm the palace and kill the king, even with a ‘clever’ idea like hiring a thief to break into the guards’ storerooms for spare uniforms.  Though obviously not as smart as he’d thought he was, Halton had possessed a certain ruthless cunning.  It had served him well throughout his business ventures, though his string of successes had ended at last... yet the attempt, succeed or fail, had its own consequences.  In the weeks he’d built this scheme, putting to use a covert section of his enterprises that had served him well for years, he’d been meticulous in his planning, for much more than the palace assault itself.  He’d realized exactly what he was betting with when he’d rolled the dice, but he’d also taken pride in his own vindictive streak...  More than half the man’s cash fortune, since he wouldn’t need it anymore as king, was in the hands of escrow agents, destined to be won by anyone who could carry out the orders he’d quietly issued to the highest levels of his business empire.  Until the king had started his witch hunt, they’d been getting very good information out of the palace, good enough to identify which team of the invasion force had succeeded in killing the queen, and those men’s next of kin were enjoying more gold than they’d seen in their lives.  Security around the king and his son took both of them off the list as potential targets, despite the fortune to be had... but the princess, they knew, had vanished during the attack, yet the king had unwittingly confirmed in private to a traitor that she was most definitely still alive.


The middle-aged cougar knew that he owed his original employment to being the nephew of Halton’s first wife, but he’d proven his worth, rising first to senior clerk then tapped for the less legal, but far better-paying, side of the business once the insightfulness of his analyses was noticed.  These days, with his network of informants, managers who’d add an extra packet to their reports without asking questions, and officials willing to share ‘harmless gossip’ for a small consideration, he could lay his hands on almost any piece of information of any significance in the kingdom... except for the location of Princess Delana.  It had been nearly a week ago when that insight he was so proud of had given him a sharp prod in that regard...  If he was, indeed, capable of learning anything of significance... what if the princess’ location wasn’t?  Looking for ‘a princess,’ as a general rule, assumed that one was also looking for bodyguards, servants, and probably a few political hangers-on.  But if one ignored her title, she was just a little girl, and those were a lot easier to hide.


That thought had sent him scrambling back through the filed records for a piece of information he’d dismissed at the time.  An ordinary cargo cart had left the grounds while the attack was still underway, and the name of its driver was on the copy of the palace guest log a thirsty private had ‘misplaced.’  Armed with this ‘Silmon’s’ name and a description cross-checked records easily supplied, he’d started querying his network, and it didn’t take long to confirm that a white rabbit and a raccoon child had recently passed through Lydni together.  That, of course, led to more queries, both to track his movements and assemble a composite picture of him as a man.  It had been confirmed that he was a permanent, contracted employee of House Treynor... but no one could determine his exact job.  He acted like a carter, but the House didn’t have a carting division.  One of the reasons they were so popular in other cities was that they always hired local labor for that sort of thing.  He had to be some sort of covert agent... which was as confirmed as it needed to be for Larrel’s comfort when his informants completely lost track of him, and the princess, in Wolf’s Bay where they owned the port admiral and all his resources.


Now, though... he unfolded the next sheet of parchment, and grimaced at its untidy scrawl.  This one wasn’t even from one of his employees; she was just a suspicious old spinster who’d been more than happy to spend her days writing up descriptions of every visitor to her meaningless little town, as well as her suspicions of what her neighbors might be up to.  He’d asked for every scrap of information, though, so he might as well read it, pausing occasionally to grin and snort.  What did he care that the ‘hot young hunk’ his informant lusted after had sold his cherished horse?  This report, he noted, was at least managing to entertain him in a way others hadn’t, so it wasn’t a total loss... wait, what?  He looked back up to the line he’d skimmed past.  He’d been looking so long for the phrase ‘rabbit and raccoon’ that he sometimes dreamed those words, and had almost missed ‘rabbit’ by itself... or at least without a raccoon mentioned, just a young boy she wasn’t sure of, but guessed to be a rat.  His teeth grated as he worked his way patiently through three more sentences describing the newcomer’s graceful, subtly muscular carriage... no wonder this woman had never been married!  She seemed to lust after anything with biceps.  Just one more line in that day’s section... and it felt like a fist had suddenly squeezed his heart as that old biddy finally provided a useful tidbit, that the ‘rat boy’ looked to be about five... years... old.


His mind immediately pictured a young raccoon.  The cheekruffs would have to go, of course, and if that striped tail were shaved it would resemble those of at least two species he could think of.  A bit of makeup... hell, stick with shades of gray and he could use common ash, and at that age all it took to disguise a girl as a boy was a pair of pants.  Eyes much more intent on that bad handwriting, now, he absently reached to one side to tug at a bell-pull...  He didn’t look up when the clerk paused in his doorway, simply instructing, “I know you just filed them, but I need all of the reports that deal with visitors to small towns.  That fool we identified seems to be trying his hand at disguise... but there are too many things about him and our young friend that he just can’t change.”  His grin was very toothy as he finally looked up and met the dog’s gaze, “I know what to look for, now, which means they’ve just run out of hiding spots.”

* * *


“You’ve done it again.”


Silmon blinked over at his companion, then looked back to the road, “I know it’s rather obvious as questions go, but I think it applies... done what?”


Crystal shrugged with the smile that had been coming so much easier to her since before they’d boarded the river barge, “Impressed me.  Here we are, at the outskirts of your home town.  No one’s in sight but those guards, and you probably know them by name, but still you’re watching every ditch, every bush.  I’ve counted the seconds, and divided by speed, and it’s the same.  An easy walk before we need to dismount or a steady trot on the highway, the same amount of distance passes between your more predictable sidelong glances.  Dedication’s all well and good, man, but this is your home!  Surely that counts for something.”


The ‘cat,’ though her tail was starting to show hints of stripes again unless he combed it just right, leaning against his chest giggled, and he absently hugged her as he shrugged back, “It counts in that I know a few less obvious ambush spots I’ll need to check on top of the usual batch.  No one can stay on full alert forever, which is why those in my job are generally transferred or retired after ten years... but I do my best to live every moment under the assumption that someone is watching me and that they’re not my friend.  I’ve never attended a formal military academy, but I suspect that one of the most basic lessons in their strategy classes is to think as much and often as possible about ways an enemy could possibly hurt you.  That’s what I think those officer cadets are told to base their planning on, and that’s what I’m keeping in mind, every time I glance at a leafy bush or a dim alley.”


“Maybe you know this place too well,” Delana noted, and something in her tone made him glance down...  “With too many places nearby to look, you’re missing what’s straight ahead.  I think someone’s comin’ out to say hello.”


They were still fifty yards from Stonecliff’s utilitarian walls, which lacked the hovels many other cities put up with, given that the space those walls enclosed had yet to be fully built upon.  The figure emerging from the city’s open gates was flanked by a pair of guards in noticeably fancier armor than those to either side of the arched gateway itself, dressed in fine, forest green satin and a sparkling tiara.  Age had been kind to the countess, the silver in her otherwise-tawny fur blending smoothly and attractively into that of her crown.  Her personal guard halted about halfway between the travelers and the gate, and they were reining in as the lioness continued her approach.


Half-bowing from the saddle, Delana murmured, “Your Grace...”


Verona curtsied deeply as she drew near, “Your Highness...”  She glanced between the two adults, “And you’d be the incomparable Silmon...  Lachier asked me to tell you that he’d obeyed your request and stopped informing the guards, but he also knew you to be a native of this city.  Suspecting that you may return here, on the principle that you can best conceal yourself on familiar ground, he informed me as a matter of simple courtesy among nobles.”  Her brows lowered slightly, “I must confess, though, that I’d forgotten your name, and hadn’t realized that the king’s letter was discussing an old flame.  I certainly remember you now, though...  It’s rather ironic, isn’t it, that you and the princess, from your completely different backgrounds, share me as a previous acquaintance?”


Delana clapped both hands to her muzzle, giggling, as she realized what the countess was implying, so it was Crystal who glanced over and demanded, “Alright, spill.  What’s actually going on here?”


The rabbit returned his companion’s glance, then coughed and explained, “My best guess is that I’m about five years older than you... so I happened to be your age when I displayed a curiosity you’d certainly understand.  I’d heard the rumors, growing up... how the countess was very attractive for her age, and still very active for her age, and that if one was merely polite... well, all sorts of things were said to be possible.  Actually... ‘very attractive’ is a bit of an understatement.”  He gave the lioness a warm look and a smile, “You and your figure were an adolescent dream come true for most of us.  I would like to thank you once more for... rewarding my politeness as you did.”


The countess’ grin only widened, “We only did what I assumed you’d wanted to do when you offered to ‘take me home for lunch.’  It was a pleasant surprise that you actually did cook for me too.”  Glancing between the young ladies, then, she continued more seriously, “I will not ask who your new companion is.  I will tell Lachier that you’ve arrived safely, but by letter, in the only royal diplomatic pouch in the county so no one but your father can open it.  My orders as one of his vassals, contingent on your arrival here, were to stay out of your way, to make no special arrangements for your security, but to offer any form of assistance you might request should it be needed.”


Delana nodded, her expression serious, “Thank you for takin’ the time to greet us and tell us that personally.  Sil’s good at what he does,” and she looked straight up to grin at him, “but even he needs help sometimes.  Knowin’ just what you know an’ what your orders are helps him fill in some of the gaps in his plans by guessin’ what you’ll do.  He’s been teaching me to think like he does... and it’s just amazing how much I notice when I manage it.  Still got a lot to learn, though.”


One brow quirked high, Verona nodded, “I believe I shall spend my next visit to Fariach talking to you, Princess.  I suspect that I’ll find you a much more interesting person than the last time we met.”  Curtsying once more, she murmured, “Good luck, my friends.  May you stay safe in my city,” before turning and padding back toward her guards.


“Let’s just wait here a moment ‘til she’s in,” the carter suggested.  “We were at enough of a distance that any reports of this meeting will be awfully vague... but, to guess, the majority of those watching are interested in the countess, not in us.  Some of them, at least, will follow her if we simply give them a chance, and some of the rest might not make the connection between two entrances minutes apart.  By meeting us out here in public, she guaranteed that someone will make note of our arrival... but a short delay will reduce that number, and we can only hope that none of whoever’s left has a grudge or orders.”


Crystal nodded, “Reason enough.  It might not make a difference, but it also might.  Better a few minutes than our lives.  So... you fucked the countess?!?”


Both adults were almost equally surprised when Sil and Del both answered, “Yeah.”


Silmon recovered first, tossing his head back and laughing, “The rumors said ‘any age or gender.’  I hadn’t thought about those old whispers in years, but they were truer than I knew...  Anyway,” and he glanced over with a faint smile, “yeah.  I’d only recently started working for the House, and while I was officially trained at the time, the first few assignments are all different, just to see what someone is good at.  I was the personal discreet escort of Treynor himself when he needed to talk to the seneschal about a project.  Once they’d arranged a private meeting, I was free to make the acquaintance of a... pleasantly curvaceous lady whom I’d heard of, whose jewelry happened to bear the county crest.  She implied that we fucked first, but no, even when specifically cruising to get laid I’m better than that.  I fed her lunch, then offered myself for dessert.  It was a fair arrangement.”


Giggling faintly, Delana pointed out, “If that’s what you did, you should be glad she didn’t take ya literally.  She an’ I have shared some roast rabbit, in the basement of the Black Unicorn.  He wasn’t as good a fuck as you, though.”


Grimacing, though he was still amused, Sil reminded her, “I know that sort of thing now, but I had no idea at the time.  She did use her teeth a few times... but gently.  And very, very well.”


Smiling and shaking her head, Crystal mused, “You folks are weird like that... but the lady in question, and her guards, are both out of sight now.  Shall we proceed?”


At two nods they urged the horses back to a walk for just a few more yards, then everyone but Del dismounted and led the way into the city on foot.  Traffic was sparse in the late morning, though those seeking their lunch would soon clog the streets.  Even as he led them toward the castle visible in the distance, he asked quietly, “Either of you spot that?”


Both girls nodded, Delana half-whispering, “That guard on the left...”


Crystal nodded, her muzzle unusually grim by recent standards, “A case of the wide-eyed blinks, at about fifteen yards, just as someone with decent eyes can start noting features.  If I had to guess I’d say he’s a minor player.  A routine informant who was given one or more of our descriptions on principle.  Anyone else would have controlled themselves better.”


Nodding back as he led them around a corner, abandoning the main avenue for one that better served ‘his’ district, Silmon’s voice held a note of quiet pride as he agreed, “That’s what I saw, and pretty close to my best guess.  We should drop our leonine friend a note if we can, to quietly add him to the investigations.”


The girl in the saddle nodded firmly, “She may fuck a lot, but she’s also a really good countess.  That ‘quiet audit’ Daddy mentioned, she’d be part of it here, or at least know who to tell.”


“I’ll write up our suspicions when we get to my house,” he decided.  “We need lunch, though my kitchen’s empty so we’ll just pick one of these places along the way to buy it, but this very afternoon I need to formally quit my job.  I’m her Highness’ sworn man, now, and that job cannot permit conflicts of interest.  While I’m there, though, I know a fellow who knows I sometimes have odd requests that he should probably humor.  I’ll have him add my note to the next pouch for the count’s clerks, addressed to our friend.”


“Speakin’ of lunch,” Delana added, “somethin’ smells real good comin’ off that guy’s grill there.”


Silmon glanced ahead, though ‘real good’ failed to describe the stench of charred flesh from an herbivore’s perspective, “I haven’t heard any complaints from the toothier workmen who get their lunch from him.  I’m told it’s worth the extra farthing for his garlic dill sauce.  He also presses some of his flatbreads into bowl shapes, and I can pick up a scoop of decent beans in one.  Once we’re carrying the rest of our gear, the food will get awkward, so let’s just sit and eat on the upwind side of the stables not far from my place.”


Crystal had to grin, though she licked her lips once the wind shifted to blow the smoke toward her, “Ah, the benefits of having a local guide.  Sounds good to me.”

* * *


“What’s this I hear about you taking extra jobs on the side?”


“It’s good to see you again too, sir,” Silmon noted with a smile as he helped his charge into one of the office’s guest chairs.  He was one of the very few men alive who knew Treynor’s gruffness was the purest acting.  Unlike most employers, he actually gave a damn, but he had some fears, some rational in Sil’s opinion and others not so much, about needing to look tough to succeed in business.  Settling into the other seat, he continued more seriously, “At the time it was petty rules-mongering on your manager’s part, but now it happens to be almost the truth.  Did you know that my delivery and the coup happened on the same day, in fact at the same time?”


The badger’s eyes widened, “No!  Now that you point it out, of course!  I just never connected the schedule in my head with the date on that proclamation...  It sounds like you’ve got a more interesting report than usual, and I’m guessing it has something to do with this girl here,” and he thrust his chin toward Del.  “Well, spit it out, son.”


“I was not there to see it,” Silmon began, “because there were three hallways, and I had to pick the one that seemed the most vulnerable.  The records wing... wasn’t that, to me.  But that’s where I found the body, once I’d gotten the guards moving and was heading back to where I’d parked my cart.  I did not recognize the gown, and her face had been destroyed by whatever bludgeon had killed her, but I’d seen that tiara, now in pieces, in the portraits of our king and queen almost every city hall displays.  The worker I was with agreed that I should probably be somewhere, anywhere, else right that moment, so I returned to my cart and departed, telling one guard what I’d found just to be certain someone would take care of her.”


Delana had been listening closely, as this was the most detail he’d ever offered, and she took a moment to sniff and wipe her eyes, “Thank you for makin’ sure she wasn’t just left there like that.”


“Gods, man,” Treynor breathed, “I’d have left the horses, run home, and developed a drinking problem if I’d stumbled across a sight like that!”


The rabbit had to chuckle, “Well, I’m glad I didn’t...  A few miles out of town, you see, it did finally, actually hit me, what I’d just been through, and my brain kind of shut off.  I needed food, and now, so I let the horses have the straightaway to themselves and fished around for my bag, but when I found it there was something on it.  Something heavy and fluffy.”


The ‘cat’ in the next chair threw up her arms, “Give me a break, Sil!  I was terrified, an’ exhausted, an’ your cart rocks back an’ forth!  Of course I fell asleep!”


His boss’ brows both shot straight up, and Silmon nodded, “We’ve taken some steps to change her appearance, obviously, but I’d like you to meet her Royal Highness, Crown Princess Delana.  She’s been with me from Fariach to Northlook and back, and, yes, the king knows exactly who she’s with, and within a few days will be discreetly informed where she ended up.  I am under his orders to remain ‘missing’ for at least another two or three weeks, and I’m afraid his orders supersede yours, sir.”


The old merchant nodded back, scratching absently at one of his ears as he mused, “That doesn’t sound like any reason to quit your job, though.  It’d be a longer break than you usually take, but we could live without you for that long.”


His courier shook his head, “I’m afraid it’s not that simple, sir.  The princess needs me... and we’ve come to love each other as we traveled.  The other young lady I’m traveling with... you may seriously wish to train her for my job.  She had surprisingly good instincts, managing once to sneak up on me, and they’ve only gotten better since I’ve started giving her a few pointers, and she had something of an epiphany a couple days ago that could make her better than I am if she chooses to harness it.  She also, as we rode, brought up a concept from centuries back, the ‘sworn man.’  Once she’d detailed just what that oath meant, I had to take it.  Sir, you know I’d made it through all my previous missions without ever being forced to take a life... but in Delana’s service, I slew eighteen men.  I slaughtered them without mercy or hesitation, and none of them even had a chance to try to defend themselves.  She loves me, and trusts me.  I love her, and must prove worthy of that trust.  The oath I took, should I ever fail her, will see the Fanged Goddess personally overseeing punishments best left unsaid.”


“Damn,” was all Treynor could say for a long moment.  With a faint shrug, then, he conceded, “I guess that’s that.  The way you described it sounds pretty irrevocable, anyway.  So, what’s the story with your supposed replacement?”


Relaxing slightly as his now-former employer opted not to press the matter, he had to smile as he told him, “She introduced herself by trying to pick my pocket, with the usual painful results.  I’d also been giving those same ‘pointers’ to Delana, and she’d managed to observe the exchange.  Naturally, in following with the way I’d been taught, I told her she’d done well then gave her a harder assignment.  I thought it was an impossible one, actually, when I told her to watch for someone with a broken finger.  She spotted her before I did, the next morning, and played a fitting trick by tossing an apple at her.  If someone’s not expecting that, they’ll usually use their right hand to catch... in this case, the one with a dislocated middle finger.”


The badger grinned and nodded across his desk to his smaller guest, “Perfect.  Sounds like Sil’s sense of fair payback also rubbed off on you.  That had to hurt, but she’s only got herself to blame!”


“That’s kinda what I told her right there,” Delana grinned back.


Silmon continued his summary, “That very night she snuck up on my camp... which was not particularly close to the city, nor easy to find.  She has a truly feline curiosity...  She knew we had to be something other than the cooper and his apprentice we’d been posing as, and that curiosity demanded she confront us about it.  When I warned her that she’d learned as much as she could safely know, and anything else would have lethal conditions attached to its knowledge, that just made her want it more... but at this point I’m almost certain she won’t be a problem.  She’s had no trouble keeping Del’s title a secret, and has had several opportunities to run away.  She started as a thief, but she’s now a very good friend.  In fact, I’ve picked up a few hints that she’s trying not to fall for me.  She hasn’t told us much of her previous life, but my guess is that I may be the first decent man she’s ever met.”


Delana looked over, “You’re gettin’ that too?  She was a bit... emphatic when she was tellin’ me how lucky I am to have you.  Well... I can’t marry you, and will in fact have to wed, and breed, elsewhere.  Why should you be bound to something I can’t promise?”


Sil’s eyes were a bit wide as he nodded slowly, “That’s... a remarkably mature and astute view of the situation, your Highness.  I suppose we should, together, offer her that choice.  You know what that word’s meant to her, lately.  Even if she says no, she’ll love it.”


A moment’s thought came to the conclusion that he should stop thinking, and Treynor commented, “I’m gonna pretend the last minute or so never happened.  Not my business.  Still, if anything needed more clarity that woulda clinched it.  We’ll be sorry to lose your services, Silmon.  We’ve got enough others to get by, I think... yeah.  One currently in training, another retires in about a year... if you can talk your other friend into signing up, things should work out well enough.  For now, keep your contingency fund and call it severance pay.”


Nodding once more, the rabbit paused, then asked, “Now, for the one thing I’ve been trying not to think about since leaving Wolf’s Bay... where is the cart I used to drive?”


“Those carts are special, and my managers know it,” his old friend assured him.  “He used it for the very next general import order bound for Stonecliff, and it’s currently in storage.  I was expecting you to need it again, but it can just go back into the circulation as strongboxes are called for.”


Half-slumping against his chair, Silmon’s voice almost dripped relief, “Good... then I can get my sword back.”


The badger jerked hard enough to bump his head against his own seat’s rear cushion, “Great Gods, you left your sword?!?  That sword?  You know how long I’ve been around and how much business I’ve seen, but that’s the most expensive blade I’ve met in my life!  I’ve met Dame Elaria and her swords, and only the fact that there’s two of them would push the price higher!”


Delana’s eyes were wide as she stared at her lover, “You never said anything!  Not one word!  I knew it wasn’t like any other sword I’d ever seen, but I hadn’t realized it was that special...”


He had to smile, even as he shook his head, “Dear... there were no words to say, because it meant nothing at the time.  I needed to get you out of a town where we couldn’t trust their highest officials, and as you said it’s a very distinctive sword.  It certainly wouldn’t have fit any of the roles I had to play, and it would be easy to follow the trail of people who’d seen it.  I’m very glad I can get it back, as I did have to save up for three and a half years to afford it, but if I have to choose between your safety and my possessions, there’s no choice at all.”


Rising to extend a hand across the desk, Treynor nodded to Silmon as he reached to grasp it, “For as long as you’re in town, you’re always welcome in my office or at my home.”  He looked over at the princess as he straightened, “And you, your Highness, I’ll be keeping your secret even from my wife.  Sil obviously doesn’t go anywhere without you these days, and the fuss she’d raise if she got her hands on you and knew your real name...  I think we’re all better off without that.”


Silmon had to wince at the mere memory, “I remember that time you found the ‘perfect’ present she’d wanted... and I have never, ever heard a woman get so shrill when she’s happy!  I think this is one secret our ears will thank us for keeping.  For now... I left our potential trainee wandering the district, with instructions to observe everything she possibly can, then pick the five most interesting things to try describing then analyzing.  Like most of our lessons it’s a trap; when I ask her how she picked those specific five, she’d better have a nimble damned tongue or she’ll feel the rough side of mine.”


The badger had to snicker, “I still think our courier training was designed by sadists...  Have fun.”

Chapter 12


Eight houses had been built in the same style, blocks of four on either side of the street each occupying the space one normal building would take, and they were... simple.  Other than the cuts for one door and two windows, each house was a solid box of four-inch granite, with no effort having been made to slope the roofs.  The way they were arranged, three of each quartet had easy access to the street, but Silmon led his friends through the gaps between the ‘outer’ residences, his own hardly even visible to passers-by where it hid in its corner.  “Good,” he commented, “the girls were by.”  He gestured to his simple furnishings, “Take whatever seat seems comfortable, now that they’ve been dusted.  Before I saved up enough to buy this place from him, my landlord’s granddaughters and I came to an arrangement.  I don’t have to worry much about weather or damage, in a house made of rock, but all I need to do is catch one of their eyes, or maybe their mother’s, while I’m walking by their shop as I return to town again, and one of them will come by and clean the place for me.  They have a key.”


Delana nodded as she plopped herself onto a storage chest, “Th’places we go where they know ya... it’s taken me a while to notice.  Those cleanin’ girls ain’t your only girls!  You seem to make friends with ladies everywhere you go.”


Nodding to concede her point, he took his usual seat, an ugly but comfortable thing with a view out the front window, “I already told you about the hormonal imbalances, which I’ve been suppressing for years, and it turns out that ladies can get remarkably interested in a rabbit who doesn’t immediately go for their skirts.  I’ve seen the pattern at least a dozen times the first few trips on a route as I make a new inn part of my routine.  Most of the girls will treat me cautiously at first, though there’s often just one who wants the opposite so she’ll be more direct, but I treat both types the same.  Eventually, their fathers and brothers around the place notice that no one’s having to fend off my attentions, and they mention this to their daughters and sisters, and suddenly I’m a pretty alright guy to have around, an old and welcome friend of the family, usually within one month.  In two, maybe three dozen places I can think of, I’m a good enough friend that I could find someone, fairly easily, willing to take things a step farther, but at least until this afternoon, I had my duty to my job holding me back, as well as very little interest in juggling girlfriends by the score.  One... is novel, and enough for now.”  He noticed Crystal’s faint slump, that she probably didn’t realize herself had occurred, and noted more gently, “Or... perhaps sometimes two.  Crys... a lot of the challenges of observation and mental connection we’ve been enjoying have been for fun, but they have serious applications too, and Del and I have both noticed what you’re holding back.  It... may or may not be necessary to restrain yourself, but we really should talk about it, rather than keep going on the assumptions we made when we were still strangers.  Keep in mind that while I am and forever will be Delana’s sworn man, we cannot marry.  The queen is dead, as is the king’s sister who was something of a ‘backup heir’ but never had kids of her own, and Del’s brother is barely old enough to string a simple sentence together.  The line of succession is too thin right now for a princess to remove herself from it by wedding where there can be no issue.  You told me, the other day, that you ‘woke up,’ and we’d already, plain and simple, liked you.  You’ve only been becoming even more interesting a friend in the last couple days, so in the light of your awakening, we thought it fair to give you a... choice.”


He’d called it, of course; that one, final word transformed the teen’s face, from cautiously interested to radiant.  She settled down a moment later, though, as this sort of issue deserved serious thought...  “You two are right about one thing,” she finally replied, “and that’s that we are friends.  You... you’ve given me gifts that I cannot hold in my hand, but are more valuable than I could previously have imagined.  You’ve shown me what I can be, can do, can choose.  I’m going to be taking you up on that job offer with your old boss... but I doubt I’ll end up a carter.  That part of your early work that you described where you work several different jobs... I’m looking forward to that, with no idea which I’ll prove best at.  But,” and she smiled faintly as she returned to the actual subject, “it was as a friend that I’d been... restrained.  From the first minute of watching you two build a campfire, even when I thought you were a boy, Del, I knew he was yours.  I got to know him, this simple-looking man who impressed me so many times and ways... but he was yours.  You two have deduced, I’m sure, that my previous life was... less than pleasant?”


Sil spoke up after a glance shared with Del, “Yes and no.  We’d both guessed that something happened, but also that the phrasing you just used would be a severe understatement.”


That brown-furred muzzle wrinkled at the memory, “Correct on both counts.  The previous summaries of my formative years I’ve given were... heavily edited.  The reason I could so easily dismiss the concept of a punch or a beating for being caught curiously eavesdropping was because I got those twice as often already just for being in the way.  My mother... did not deserve that title.  Even after she’d died, I heard tales of her sheer, stubborn laziness.  I was nursed by another woman who’d recently had kids, and I’m lucky I didn’t die from diaper-related infections the few times I was in ‘mom’s’ care.  Having me, I can now see, is actually what killed her, but I take no blame for it.  I’d just turned five when she passed, and she might still be alive if she hadn’t realized she now had a daughter capable of running to the store, speaking an order for liquor, and carrying it back.  It’s so clear with my current mind; she was dead the moment she had that idea, as her fundamental nature found it as irresistible as yours found the concept of sworn men, it just took four months for her to realize it.”


Silmon nodded, “Even regular hindsight is considered clearer than most vision, but the kind we use is sometimes as much a curse as a blessing.  I wish ‘learning how to think’ weren’t such an alien concept to most people... but I’m glad both of you caught onto the idea.”


Nodding, Crystal went on, “I had a few extended relatives around, and spent the next few years living with a succession of aunts and uncles, some fairly distant, but... I see now that they just couldn’t keep up.  I wasn’t messy, I didn’t get into fights, and I was reasonably good at any chores they had for me... but by that point I was...”


“Curious,” rabbit and coon chimed in unison.


The cat grinned, “Exactly.  I may still have been ‘asleep’ by my current definition, but my mind had at least started the journey toward waking, and adults found me exhausting and exasperating in ways they couldn’t even put into words; all they knew was that I had to move again for the sake of their sanity.”  Her eyes grew distant once more as a faint frown tugged at her muzzle, “I was... eleven, almost twelve, when a second death affected my life.  It was just a bad case of the flu... but my uncle-in-law picked a bad time to lose his savings in a dice game, so there was no money for a healer when my aunt fell ill.  He still had his little tavern, at least having the sense to never bet his stock, and since he could afford to support me he opted not to send me on again.”  A hint of a smile returned, “The customers kinda liked me...  I’m sure some of them considered me free entertainment, never knowing what strange question might pop out of my mouth next, and my uncle noticed.  Just two or three people coming by for a few cheap mugs who might otherwise not have was enough to make him actually like having me there, not just tolerate me, but... that couldn’t last.  Time itself was the problem there, as I eventually started growing curves.  He still wanted me around... but the reasons were changing.  I could see it in the way he watched me.  I’d gotten better at eavesdropping by that point, so I heard it when a gambling buddy offered him a silver crown if he could make my thirteenth birthday... ‘something I’d never forget,’ he phrased it.  It felt like a part of me died as my supposed protector laughed and said, and I quote, ‘For that much?  Hell yeah!’  Needless to say, I spent my birthday in a rainy alley on the other side of town.”


Delana hugged her arms around herself as she shivered, “I... I can imagine all that, a lot better than I could before I met Sil.  A properly-raised princess would ‘sympathize,’ but have no idea what it’s really like.  I’d never been cold an’ wet before this trip, an’ the closest thing to your fate my future could ever have held was an arranged marriage I wouldn’t like, but my daddy’s better’n that.  Now... I’ve felt the cold.  I’ve felt despair, watchin’ someone I loved die, someone else I loved almost die.  I never felt anything as bad as you did... but I’m not jus’ a princess noddin’ and sayin’ ‘oh dear’ anymore.  You an’ Sil... you’re the first real friends I’ve ever had, an’ I never even knew what I was missin’!  As your friend, I’m... grateful you shared your story, which must have hurt to tell.”


There were tears at the corners of Crystal’s eyes as she smiled, “Of course it hurt... but pain passes.  The memory of having shared that sort of thing, with friends, is much more lasting.  I am far, far freer than I’ve ever been, simply because I choose to be.  I could only wish I’d woken up earlier... there are so many times I can look back upon and see choices that simply never occurred to me then.  That past, though... might as well have belonged to a different person.  This cat is not the curious, but nervous girl doing everything she can to survive except that.  My couple years on the streets involved several more seeming friendships and betrayals, and that old me had pretty much given up on the concept of men...  My present perspective is somewhat different.  There’s nothing wrong with the concept, but if someone tried taking me against my will, I would choose to bite, to claw, and to go for the balls and throat specifically and directly.”  She looked to Silmon, “You’ve voiced a few hints about your fighting style, and it’d be just like that.  No wild flailing, no frenzied struggle, just reach straight for the most vulnerable anatomy in view and don’t threaten it, destroy it.  But, you... there’ve been times, usually right after you’d impressed me yet again, where all it would have taken was a strong hint, a kiss on the back of the neck or such, and my choice would have been to melt into your arms and surrender the night to your desires, if it weren’t for my friendship with Delana.”


The rabbit had to chuckle, though there was affection in the sound, “It’s too bad my brother ended up a shipping clerk...  He’s closer to your age, but his job is, in a word, boring.  He’d be unprepared for someone as fiery as you...  Not that I’d casually hand you off like that; it was just a random thought, from the fairly common fantasy ‘what if there were two of me.’  Still... this discussion was never meant to serve as a proposal, merely to clarify the situation.  I’ll still be getting you a room of your own at the boarding house one of my aunts runs, but if we ever find ourselves in good circumstances and in the mood... it’s simply a way of expressing our friendship.  Sex is not, could never be, something I get from you.  It’s something I share with you because I think you’ll enjoy it.  Now, I never tried specifically to be a ‘gentle lover,’ but simple practice, with Del, has been having an effect in that direction.  I hope your ‘perfect felinity’ doesn’t take the phrase ‘cat in heat’ and run with it, as I’m just not mentally geared for wild rides in bed these days.”


“Don’t worry,” Delana giggled from her seat, “I can handle that if you can’t.”


Rolling his eyes, though not so much as to miss the somewhat speculative glance Crystal was giving the other girl, he stood up and stretched as he proposed, “Auntie Marran’s boarding house, and don’t ask me how my childhood name for her ended up on the business, is right next to a produce market.  Just because she’s a rabbit herself, most of her tenants are herbivores, but there are three places to get meat in various forms within half a block so you won’t starve.  We can get your lodging set up and do a bit of shopping for my own kitchen on the same trip.”


The cat nodded, her ears just a bit low, but she was smiling, “I hadn’t believed that your ‘house’ could be this small despite your descriptions... so I guess we should do as you suggest.”


Nodding, Sil held up a hand, “But not quite yet...  I want to give you both one more lesson in practical twisted thinking.”  Gesturing for them to follow, he stepped through the door into the bedroom.  The house’s third room, the privy, made the bedchamber a third smaller than the so-called main room, with just enough floor space for all three of them to stand next to the bed.  “Now... here we are, the bedroom I almost never get to, and by definition my most secure refuge... so where is my savings hidden?  If either of you can guess right without prompting, you can have it; that’s how confident I am in my hiding spot.”


Her smaller friend already peering intently around, Crystal asked, “Do we have to just guess, or can I look for it?”


He thought about it... then had to give a short laugh, “With anyone else, I’d say look all you want, but you’d be bound to find it if you had enough time.  I’ll compromise with you both; look all you want, from any angle, but do not open or move anything,” and he slipped around Del to watch from the doorway without interfering.


Leaning to one side for a better view of the narrow dresser’s base, Crystal nodded and looked up again, “That was enough.  I won’t take you up on your offer beyond the replacement of, oh, two or three silver crowns worth of cheap clothes and things you’d already promised, but I do know where your money is now.”


Nodding, the rabbit considered...  “It’s nowhere near the dresser, of course, so I have to guess that you looked for a negative factor there, to dismiss it, not confirm it.”


She nodded, “The top of the dresser has a slight overhang.  Just an inch or so, but it means that the bottom of it is set out from the wall by that much, and it’s a spot even good cleaners tend to miss or skip.  The layering there suggests that the piece itself has not been moved in a long, long time, and the feet of your bed’s frame are similar.  The gap underneath the bed is too narrow for your body, while you clearly haven’t been moving furniture, and secret drawers are just too obvious... so that leaves the one place no one would ever suspect.  I dispute your use of ‘unprompted,’ as your very confidence was a prompt to eliminate the obvious and pay extra attention to places it ‘couldn’t’ be.”  Crawling onto the bed, she unfastened the sturdy latch and opened one pane of the window.  The ‘view’ was of another building’s wall, with barely enough room to walk between the two.  Ignoring the opening itself, she moved to grip the window frame, between the hinges of the open pane, and pulled.  The wood slid out smoothly, revealing the narrow hollow within the stone wall itself.


Moving to join her on the bed, Silmon was grinning as he reached around her hand to hook a finger through an unseen loop of twine, and by that he pulled out a bag a bit bigger than his belt pouches.  “You were right in every detail of what you said,” he agreed as he pulled open the drawstring, “and once again I’ll compromise.  I’ll give you the three crowns, but in gold.  Treynor’s trainers are going to love you almost as much as we do.”
* * *


Verona frowned as she read the short note a nearly incoherent junior scribe had delivered.  She had a few suspicions just how it had ended up in his mail, but they were unimportant next to the implications.  The checks being run on the loyalty of the local military had just finished vetting the senior-most noncoms, and were still at least a week shy of getting as far as the private the note mentioned.  She knew the man.  Actually a fairly dull lover for a wolf, she’d politely demurred a second encounter, and for just a moment she had to wonder if her rejection had driven him in the direction of treason... but it hardly mattered one way or the other.  There was little difference, in her mind, between someone who sold out in revenge for a minor slight and one who did so simply for cash.


She couldn’t have the man summarily dismissed on the basis of widened eyes, as he could have simply found the lithe cat of the group attractive, or some similarly innocent excuse that she wouldn’t believe for a moment.  “Dirran,” she said quietly to the sitting room’s empty air.


“At your service as always, Milady,” the whisper came from behind a decorative curtain.


She smiled as if to herself, and murmured, “In the main gate watch’s daytime shift is a Private Lenkin.  He’ll be easy to spot as he’s the only wolf in enlisted gear in the detachment.  I will need to know who he meets with, any reactions in the expressions of others who observe those meetings, and of course any commentary of pertinence you happen to hear.  He will likely frequent the common taverns catering to enlisted men, and their regulars’ reactions should tell us whether anyone he talks to is a fellow regular, a total stranger, or even someone they actively distrust.  Follow any leads that present themselves, as I doubt any of his own connections are significant, so any middleman you can eliminate will increase the odds of determining exactly what their interest in our city’s guests may be.”


That voice carried a hint of a laugh as it replied, “If you weren’t so recognizable I’d demand you for a partner.  You sit there, reading a short note, and promptly do half my job for me in advance.  I doubt my grandfather had this sort of detail, heading into a mission.”


“Oh, you’re a useful enough shadow to have around,” she quietly laughed back, “but Agents like your grandpa are very special men.  He’d have been insulted if I’d given him the same directives, as he lived to figure that sort of thing out himself.  Now, off with you, before the guards think I’m hearing voices again.”


A breathy chuckle was already fading, the base of the curtain swirling slightly as the secret door closed.

* * *


The feeling of being cold on one side was finally growing familiar as Lachier opened his eyes to look at the empty half of the bed by the morning light.  He’d have to do something about that soon, if only temporarily to ease the tensions of recent weeks, but nothing would ever fill the matching emptiness in his heart.  With the sigh that was growing to be as ubiquitous as needing his morning tea, he rose and started to dress.  Looking back over his life, his one redeeming feature in his teens was that he’d never had a body servant in his quarters.  The firstborn son of a king, he’d known his entire life that power and wealth awaited him... but he was still a man.  Just because he could afford to have someone dress and bathe him was no reason to.


Stepping out into his private dining room, his son was already there and eating, the family slaves waiting discreetly to one side.  Two of the group had fallen into a deep depression when Jessela died, and he’d regretfully sold them back to the slave house.  He had far too much to do, as king, to spend the time talking them out of it, and either their trainers could manage it, or not.  He grimaced at the mental reminder as he took his seat; there, beside his steaming teacup, was another sign of duty, a high-priority, royals-only diplomatic pouch.


The steam eased as he added honey and cream to the cup, and he deliberately gave himself three indulgent sips before setting it back on the saucer and reaching for the signet his helpers had already set out.  The single, small sheet of parchment in the large pouch was something of a surprise, and he was actually smiling as he reached across to lift the lid from his breakfast tray, “Burt?”


Prince Burtak V looked up, still chewing a bite of ham steak, “Yesh, dah?”


Lachier frowned briefly, “Swallow before you answer, son...  Anyway, for once this sort of pouch contained good news.  Your sister is just fine, and she’s only a few leagues away across the mountain.  She’s made it to Stonecliff, and Verona confirmed with her own eyes that she’s unhurt and happy.”


Swallowing as instructed, the little ‘coon brightened, then frowned...  He was still very young, but recent events had been seeming to mature him, and his father had taken to explaining, with minimal simplification, just how the investigations were progressing.  “Those orders y’found, they is after her.  That bunny guy must be amazin’, if they ain’t found ‘er yet.”


The king nodded with another smile, “I very much want to meet that man, and share a meal with him right here.”  He looked up as he heard the outer door of the adjacent sitting room open, as servants rarely interrupted his morning meal, then froze, eyes wide.  Though he’d never seen her in such a crude peasant’s dress, he knew this bear, and so did the guards who’d let her in without announcement or escort.  “Glenari!”


“That’s Auntie Glen?” his son asked with a broad smile almost simultaneously.


His old Agent was grinning as she bent down to give the prince a hug, “Hey, yer Maj!  I caught a few words on my way in, and I think I met the guy you’re talking about.  I’d no more than said the princess’ name, when I looked close at that ‘possum boy’s’ tail and saw striped stubble, and he had a knife out of I don’t know where in nothing flat.  Damned good guard, I say.  His visit got me to thinking just how little still tied me to that town and my shop, and that you needed all the help you can get.  I’ve got four kids these days, but a couple old friends who can watch them if there’s anything you need me to do.”


Her liege nodded firmly, “There is.  I need you to stop by the Chief’s office to get your badge back and grab your stipend, buy some knit mail on my tab, pick out a few clothes and blades, then haul ass to Stonecliff.  Silmon and my daughter are there, and they’re still safe, but we got our hands on a copy of the other side’s standing orders.  That bastard handed a bunch of hard cash to anonymous escrow agents, the kind who don’t bat an eye at paying out for contract killings, and my heir’s worth a hundred nobles to anyone who can claim it.  You’ve met Silmon, so I’m sure you’d listen to his suggestions, but I want to tell you now that if things get urgent enough for him to issue actual orders, you are to follow them.  He’s gotten her this far in one piece, and I’m not sure even my old pal Ferrl could have managed the same.  That matters to me.”


The bear nodded firmly as she straightened, “I can do that, because I agree.  I couldn’t believe that he wasn’t an Agent that first time we met, but a closer check showed he doesn’t have a hint of magic so he couldn’t be.  I’ll do whatever I can to help him keep Del safe, if only providing another set of eyes to watch his back.  Is there anything else?”


Lachier nodded once more, “Yes,” and smiled as he gestured.  “Join me for tea?  A lot has happened since the last time we were in this room together, and I could use an old friend, very much, right now.”

* * *


Lenkin had to smile as he slipped through the door of the Cliff’s Watch and into welcome warmth.  It had been a boring enough day, but ‘cool and cloudy’ had progressed to a chilly drizzle while he’d stood in line at the clerk’s office.  He’d have come earlier, as he was sure the information he had to sell was worth far more than the price of a few drinks, but people had been asking a lot of questions lately.  His own shift sergeant had been taken quietly aside two days ago, spending more than an hour in an office with a figure no one on duty at the time recognized.  His weekly pay, though, was a perfect alibi, and he stopped at the bar to buy three pints in advance before moving toward the dimly-lit corner table.


“I’d started to think you didn’t like me anymore,” the plainly-dressed feline in the other chair murmured.


The soldier simply snorted as he sat, then drank off half of his first tankard before quietly replying, “There’s some sort of heat from above, can’t risk coming here without an excuse.  Trust me, if I could have come sooner, I woulda.”  His voice dropped another notch, “I found them.  They didn’t match anything quite on the list, but that white bunny was a dead give-away.  The little one was a girl this time, and looked as much a cat as you do, but yeah, ‘round six years old I’d have to agree.  They also picked up another kitty, a wench I’d put in her mid-teens, maybe a little lower.  Not much of a rack.  The clincher of this shit was, the countess herself came out to greet them.  Way too far out to hear a word, but you think she just marches out of the whole damn city to say hi to random folk?  C’mon, Verona’s friendly, but not that friendly.”


Eyes a bit wide, the cat nodded as he reached for his breast pocket, “Len... I like you.  That’s the best damned report we’ve had.  My boss would smack me for saying this, but we’re actually under orders to string you along, pay a pittance and deride the information you’ve given us...  They say it’s to motivate you to get us even more, but I’ve never really bought that line.”  He dropped a small burlap pouch on the table between them, “That’s the official bounty this tidbit is worth, one gold noble.  There’s a hundred more where that came from, if you know anyone willing to get their hands dirty.  Very dirty, I’m afraid.  This is worse than just a murder, but if I told you any more, I’d have to kill you.  No bullshit.”


Lenkin’s hand froze halfway to the pouch, but continued a moment later as he shook his head and whispered, “That won’t be me, no.  I’m in as far as I want to get, and I’m glad you’re a decent sort for understanding that.  This is all I came for, and I hear a senior priestess at the temple is worth her half-crown minimum.  Thanks to you, I intend to find out for myself.”


His contact had to laugh quietly as the wolf reached for his ale again.  He’d stretched the truth in a few places, describing the circumstances and constraints, but he hadn’t lied when he’d called the information worthwhile.  That noble was gone for now, but he’d probably get a promotion when his report reached the big boss, and within two or three months that gold would be repaid and then some.  Meanwhile... he looked up and raised a hand to attract a wench’s attention; he felt like an ale or two himself, now.  Behind the scantily-clad mink as she rushed over, he didn’t even notice the mouse patiently sweeping that end of the room... and smiling.

Chapter 13


“So,” Crystal mused as she pulled a chair out from the shallow table that had been added by Silmon’s front window and sat, “this is it, our one-week anniversary.  I’m not sure whether to be relieved or annoyed that nothing has happened yet...  My teachers confirmed your standing suggestion, Sil, so I’d be practicing my observation anyway, but it’s kinda nerve-wracking.  Unlike the one other trainee, I know it’s not just practice right now.”


The rabbit nodded as he continued dishing up bowls of chowder.  Both of his girls would have a meatier lunch, but they’d rather enjoyed meeting to share breakfast these recent days.  “My own training was stressful enough without that sort of complication, so I can only sympathize.  What will they have you doing today?”


Smiling wryly as she accepted her bowl, the cat admitted, “You gave me a head start on the really specialized, even esoteric part of the curriculum... but I need some basics to fall back on.  Combat training is nothing I’ve done before, but that tutor was actually pleased, and after a moment I figured out why.  Your way of fighting is almost as unusual as your way of thinking, so he’s glad I’ll have no conventional training to unlearn.”


“I believe you’ll find that the mental training is even more important, once your strength is up and you’re comfortable with the blade,” he noted as he sat down, setting out his and Delana’s bowls.  “Your practice in observation will be crucial to the construction of mental lists, each move’s completion cuing your focus to make the next, even as you’re adding to that list.”


Crystal grinned as she swallowed a bite, “Two days ago that would have been so much gibberish, but that was two days ago.  I think I can handle this once I tone up a bit.”


Once the cat was on her way to training and the bowls were soaking in the wash tub, Silmon decided on a little shopping.  The crude dresses he’d obtained back in Lydni were just a little out of place in his middle-class neighborhood, and he’d delayed far too long in getting her a proper pair of shoes that fit.


“Could we get another comb like you’ve got?” Delana asked as he led her out of the residential blocks.  “I’ve never used one quite like it, and I’d like one to keep.”


The contents of half a dozen streets flicked through his mind faster than he could really follow, and the rabbit nodded, “Yes, we can.  There are also two tailors within four doors of that particular carver’s shop, and a cobbler on the other side of the block.  It would be a decent area to shop in.”


His charge nodded, but then gave his sleeve a little tug, “I think I just saw...”


“I was going to mention her next, as I noticed when I glanced down and over to hear your question.”  The aproned bear sweeping crumbs out the back door of a tavern kitchen didn’t look up as he neared, even when he murmured, “Mistress Glenna...  We’re a long way from your shop.”


Still seemingly focused on her work, the Agent shrugged, “I went with that idea and reclaimed my old name and duties.  The kitten’s dad sent me to tell you we’ve confirmed it.  Her head is worth slightly more than its weight in gold.  He figured it was good principle if I stopped by to provide another pair of eyes, just in case, and if shit comes down you’re the boss, period.  This is the easiest damned cover I’ve had, too; these folks were damn near delirious to get someone who knows their way around a kitchen like I do for an assistant cook’s wage.”


Silmon nodded, “And your kids?  How are they?  We were just on our way to replace your son’s old shoes with something that fits better.”


Glenari finally glanced up to grin, “They’re fine, and I do appreciate you asking.  I’ve got a brother and two cousins in Fariach; my boys and girls are having a ball with their own generation of cousins.”


The princess sighed wistfully, “I’d hoped to get to know them...  Maybe once the hunt for me has died down I can.”


The woman nodded, then gave her broom a couple bashes against the stonework to shake out the crumbs, “They’d probably like that.  For now, I’ve got a bet to win, that I can get a golden-brown loaf without burning the bottom in this place’s cheap oven.  The last idiot they had here didn’t know how to use coals, it had to be fire.”


Both of her visitors nodded, the taller murmuring, “Good day,” before leading the other toward combs and shoes.  If it had been an open, public bounty, he’d have turned around and gone straight home, but the news was disturbing enough as it was.  A block and a half away the thinner traffic let him murmur, “Very few people, thankfully, will know how to collect the bounty she mentioned, or that it exists at all.  Given what Verona said, and its timing... can you tell the difference between a private and a noncom?”


Del kept her reply simple, as her reaction to the news was a new obsession with watching her surroundings, “Horizontal iron bar, private.  Same with a smaller bar under, specialist.  Corporals are where they crimp the bar into a shallow vee, so that’s the minimum.”


“This is one time I’m damned glad you’re a princess,” he had to admit with a faint smile, “because not many other girls your age can tell the ranks apart.  By now all of the corporals should have been checked for loyalty, so I want you to make a mental note of every guard you see, with an emphasis on noncoms.  You always keep the location of the nearest known loyal one in mind, and that’s which way you run if you see trouble.”


“Back a block and a half, across the street from Glenna’s place, the district sergeant was having a late breakfast,” she immediately volunteered, and his broader smile helped to quiet the fears the Agent’s news had roused.


Back at home with her new wardrobe, they made lunch, then love, before an afternoon spent reading.  Silmon, in town or not, maintained subscriptions to every business with an etching press that ever dealt with news, making sure he got a copy no matter how trivial-seeming the subject, and he had a thick stack to work his way through, though most of them were easy to quickly dismiss.  Delana, in contrast, had a book seemingly as big as she was in her lap.  It wasn’t that big, of course, but the subject matter was even more incongruous.  Sil had read that one himself as part of his mental training, but a tome on the philosophical elements contributing to decisions whether or not to apply force for political or economical gain would be even more useful for a queen than a courier, and it was privately amazing to him that she seemed to be comprehending it completely.  He’d thought back to one question his tutor had asked about the first chapter that had stumped him, and asked her yesterday before supper... and she got it right the first time.  The key point was the difference between ordering violence directly and ordering actions that would incite violence in others.


A knock came on the door just as he was starting to prepare supper, and he slid the cover off the discreet, angled peephole before pulling back the bars near the ceiling and floor.  His door, unusually thick hardwood already, was very well-hinged.  It had to be, because the small iron bars sticking out led to large ones, a foot and a half long to extend six inches into stone.  There were no keyholes or other means of opening them from the outside... and they were the only reason he felt secure making love to his princess at all.  Finally getting the door open, he smiled, “Come in, Crystal.”


The cat’s nod was a bit stiff as she stepped in, immediately settling onto the seat she normally had breakfast in.  She stared into space for a long moment while Sil secured the door, long enough that he was frowning faintly as he turned, but the moment he was actually done she looked up and spoke, “A very strange thing happened this afternoon...”


Moving back toward the small counter as Del marked her place and closed her book, he reached for the spinach and a knife as he asked, “For you to call anything strange at this time... rather worries me.  What happened?”


“It’s taken me nearly an hour to come up with words that even come close to describing it.”  She was staring into space again, her voice soft in volume and tone, but there was no understating the steel beneath.  She was picking each word very carefully, and meant each one.  “I’d been twirling one of the shorter staffs, one useful for practicing rather flamboyant maneuvers with large swords without losing a limb to a slip.  As per my instructions, I managed nearly two hours before utter exhaustion, and my trainer sent me to that patch of grass they keep specifically to lay down on.  Hands behind my head, I closed my eyes and just... listened, but there was something new.  The harder I tried to hear whatever it was, as I could not describe the sensation even to myself, the farther it seemed to slip away, so instead I simply relaxed.  I put no pressure or emphasis on anything, simply laying there and... being, and once more I could... listen.  There was a feeling to that act of listening this time, almost the same, fundamentally indescribable feeling I get when recognizing and seizing a choice, but the differences themselves gave me the right words.  Choosing... is like a rising wave then a bright flash.  This was that flash, or a tiny echo of it, sustained.  Naturally, I tried ‘seizing’ it, focusing on it... and I listened.  I listened as I never had before, and I heard so much as to say I’d been deaf for my life until that moment, but it was more than that.  I smelled.  And I felt.  My eyes were still closed, but I could ‘see’ the entire area.  The tiniest, most distant noise had instant meaning.  A hint of scent told me a total stranger’s entire recent life history.  Far above me, a seagull flew.  Its cries were distant and soothing, the sound of the wind on its feathers moreso.  It relieved itself, as gulls do.  My eyes still closed... I rolled, without haste, to dodge it.  It would have struck my right breast.  It did pass within less than an inch of my shoulder.”  She looked at him directly again, and there was a hint of fear in her amber eyes, her voice suddenly... smaller as she went on, “No one can do that...  What am I?”


His knife had stilled halfway through her impossible story, and he scoured his memories for any possible reference to what she’d described...


“Oh, good!” Crystal exclaimed, “You thought of something!”  She calmed down to explain, “I could see it...  Now that I know it’s... ‘there,’ I can seize the moment at will, so long as I’m calm... and I could almost see your thoughts.  Tiny, tiny things; the angle of each whisker, the exact dilation of your pupils, the corners of your eyes, your lips, your nostrils, your cheek fur... I knew the moment you’d found an answer in that beautiful mind of yours.  Please... tell me?”


Silmon nodded and set the unfinished salad aside, “It was told to me in very nearly the context of a myth...  The sort of mental discipline we three practice, as taught to you and I by those working for Treynor... well, they are following a training manual written by a man in a university.  He called himself a philosopher, but he looked entirely within for answers, and tested many of his theories in hand to hand combat.  His other books cover various forms of meditation...  He made references to those books in the manual, but the head trainer in my time had only found one other by his hand, and I was still young enough and curious enough to ask him about it.  There are several words for one who has attained the state you have...  Savant.  Adept.  Enlightened.  My trainer had studied that other book intently, and tried his hardest to master the mental states it described...  He got a little harder to surprise in the sparring ring, but that was all, and he’s one of the most brilliant men I’ve ever met.  Something about you, some thought you had, was like a key in a lock.  You told me that your potential was no longer an abstract to you... and now it is not even a goal.  You have it.  All of it.”


Delana asked into the cat’s shocked silence, “Sil?  That... sounds amazin’, but what does it mean?”


Crystal nodded emphatically, “I’d really like to know the answer to that too.”


Picking up a small towel, Silmon started wiping flecks of chopped spinach off of his hands, asking, “You can do it at will, you said... are you doing it now?”  She’d only started to nod when he whipped that towel aside, and from beneath his other wrist flicked, his kitchen knife sparkling as it spun through the air.


Crystal blinked, cross-eyed, at the knife she held between two fingertips, its point just shy of touching the fur of her forehead... and leaned over to offer it back as she nodded, “That.  It means... I can do that.  Thank you, Silmon.”


Resuming his interrupted chopping, the rabbit nodded back, “Please, join us for dinner...  In the morning, I’m going to buy you a sword.  From this moment onward, using practice weapons would be a joke.  You will never land anything but the strike you intended.  The word ‘miss’ is no longer a useful part of your vocabulary, because you won’t unless you choose to.”


The ‘coon looked up from where she’d been combing her tail, the stripes faint but visible at this point, and asked, “Does she have to keep trainin’?  Because it sounds like she’d make a pretty good bodyguard...  I never seen anyone move that fast!”


Her lover shook his head as he finished mixing things and started scooping the salad into bowls, “No, you’ve never seen anyone move that well.  You could move with that absolute speed, just by swinging an arm or leg as hard as possible and at its easiest angle.  What she did that no one outside of those books could was move to exactly where that blade would be when it arrived.  She could see that spot before it actually got there, and her only choice was which hand to use or whether to dodge.  Any of the three would have worked.”


Crystal smiled for the first time since her arrival, “I knew I couldn’t hand it back if I dodged, and you needed it to finish making dinner.  My latest epiphany did come after an hours-long workout, and I’m hungry!”


The salad’s dressing was very rich, a cheese-heavy personal favorite he rarely indulged in, just to stay fit, so even an omnivore and a carnivore finished their servings without complaint, contentment in their expressions as they passed their bowls to Silmon for the day’s washing.  Delana lit several more of the candles and lamps around the room, then opened her book again.


Curious, Crystal eased around until she could see the page, eyes flicking as the meanings of whole paragraphs leapt out at her.  She’d progressed beyond needing to mentally sound out each word, and could read nearly as fast as someone with the benefits of a noble’s education, but that was evidently a firm enough foundation for her new abilities to work with, translating sense to meaning almost as instantly as they had with sounds and smells.  Even with just two pages visible, the book was also fascinating, and she could already see three of the points the author seemed to be working toward.


Squirming out from under the heavy volume, Delana murred, “Here, I can see your eyes well enough to notice you’re reading a lot faster than me, and you like what you see.  Start from the beginin’, just don’t lose my place.”


The cat didn’t need to be told twice, taking her friend’s place in the chair and flipping back to the front of the book.  The princess, for her part, lit a sliver of wood at one of the candles and disappeared into the bedroom or privy.  It couldn’t be called a ‘companionable silence’ with the clatters and sloshes that accompanied washing dishes, but the former carter was feeling downright domestic.  It could never actually last, but he could easily imagine spending his life like this, with these people.


It didn’t take him terribly long to wash the simple dishes he kept, but he looked up as Delana stepped into the doorway.  She was wearing only her underdrawers, and once she knew she had his eye she kissed the back of one hand then cupped it around her neck.


Crystal didn’t look up from the book, “Oh, I’d love to... though I think I’ll turn off this ‘enlightenment’ thing for the duration.  I don’t need to assign meaning to your every touch, sound, and scent... that’s not the point of making love.  I simply need to be there.”


Her host laughed as he finished drying his hands, “Couldn’t you at least pretend not to notice that sort of thing?  You almost take all the fun out of things... but not quite, of course.”


Setting aside the book, open once more to Delana’s page, Crystal’s hands moved unhurriedly but precisely as she rose to precede him into the bedroom, untying the fasteners of her blouse and loose pants, her shoes already on the floor by the chair.  Silmon was still working his shirt off as her clothes joined the small dress in one corner, and she sat comfortably on the featherbed.  They’d never seen her out of long-sleeved, high-necked tops, and her fur was not the plain brown they’d always assumed; along her back and sides, she was a dark tortoiseshell, brown and black mottled with hints of other colors, suggestive in places of spots or stripes but truly neither.  Her breasts were small but well-formed, matching the toned slimness of her muscles, and her pink nipples were almost shockingly pale amidst her dark fur, the lone swath of white running down her front barely reaching her bosom’s inner sides.


Since Sil was still working on escaping his breeches, boots, and knife sheath, Delana stepped closer, a smile spreading almost to her regrowing cheekruffs when the cat immediately reached out.  She climbed up into that hug, holding on with one arm and nuzzling her neck while her other hand closed around a breast’s swell.  Crystal immediately started to purr, tilting her head to catch that caressing muzzle in a kiss.  The cat’s own hands stroked their way down that slim back, turning as they went to slip under the band of the princess’ underwear and, claws lightly out, cup and squeeze her rumpcheeks.


The princess had seen how this girl looked at her man...  She couldn’t be jealous, because she understood so well how he could make a girl feel.  She had not, however, ever looked at her that way that she’d seen.  It was a complete, however pleasant, surprise to feel the older woman take the initiative, slipping that band over her hips so her claws could tease their way along her thighs as they guided the skimpy fabric down.


By this point Silmon was finally nude as well, and his hand slipped between them to claim her other breast as he eased onto the bed beside her.  With just a faint trailing of his claws against her nipple, he stroked down, reversing his palm as he went.  Seconds after it was bared of fabric, his fingertip caressed gently down the length of Del’s slit.  Both reaching hands lost their grips as the cat half-lifted her little friend to get her underdrawers the rest of the way off, and she crooked one arm as she pulled her close again, efficiently sliding her into a seated position between her elders.  Since it was right next to her from there, the ‘coon bent down and wrapped her lips around the hint of pink peeking out of Sil’s sheath.  As pleasantly occupied as she was, tasting and suckling, at least some of her recent habits of observation remained in play, so she knew when he lifted his damp fingertip toward his muzzle.  She pulled back a bit, loosening her grip, and sure enough the next moment his flesh surged, swelling and filling her mouth as he savored her flavor.  She’d just adjusted to her treat’s new thickness, though, when it swelled again, and as she pulled off of his shaft, already as hard as she could ever remember it being, a glance up explained things; the kitty who shared their journey was giving him a kiss like she’d never seen.  Both of the older lovers had their eyes closed, as lips, tongues, and teeth played in an intricate dance, one feline paw gently touching and guiding the back of the rabbit’s head...


Eyes open to mere slits as the kiss finally broke, Silmon rumbled, “That... that was intense.  I’d only just gotten used to having one lover whenever we could get away with it; I’m not sure I’ll be able to keep up with two.”


Crystal’s voice was almost blurred by her purr, just distinct enough to understand, “I said I’d distance my consciousness from my senses... and I promised myself I would, the moment they seemed to be reducing the intimacy of the moment... but they haven’t yet.  Where I feared they would press clinical, emotionless impressions on me, instead it’s the feelings, the sense of closeness and trust, that come through most strongly.  My kiss was meant only to convey, as best I could, some tiny semblance of how I feel in this shared, precious moment...”


From where she was gently stroking Sil’s cock, Delana smiled and started squirming around, “We’re only gettin’ started, and things can only get better!”  Following the suggestion inherent in her shoulder’s pressure against his chest, her lover scooted back a bit on the bed to rest against the wall, half reclined, next to the window.  Straddling his legs, the princess hunched over his shaft, stroking its tip with her petals.  Her faint tremors certainly suggested that it was an enjoyable act in its own right, but it was also an obvious intermediate step, and a moment later she rolled her hips forward, closed her eyes, and sank carefully down.  That slickened bulb lost some of its moisture to the brush of her rumpcheeks’ fur, but there was enough left to ease things as she planted her tiny anus on target, consciously relaxed, and pressed down just a bit harder.


Crystal leaned close, resting comfortably on one elbow as she planted a kiss on the side of the rabbit’s knee in passing.  Eyes closed to slits could still spot her approach, and those slim gray legs spread, offering both access and a much better view as Sil’s flare penetrated that tight ring and it clamped down behind it.  The cat’s eyes sank to slits of their own as she closed those last few inches, pressing her lips to the moist pink of Delana’s sex.  She’d never even seriously fantasized about doing this to another female, much less a child, but her heightened awareness guided her, conveying every nuance of the girl’s reactions, letting her know exactly what felt good and how much her body could take.  Those senses guided her tongue inwards, deep between those tiny lips, then up, planting the entire usable length of her tongue against the upper reaches of that snug passage then slowly, so slowly, withdrawing, her rasps starkly prominent with each fraction of a fraction of an inch.


“G-goddess!” the princess gasped, eyes fluttering open then scrunching tightly shut as her first peak struck almost without warning.  The tongue within her cast her mentor’s comment about moving well in a new light, one she’d flatly never believe possible if she hadn’t experienced it herself.  Moving exactly the right way... translated very nicely to bedplay, the sensations those rasps teased out of her flesh so intense they should have been painful, no, agonizing, but they weren’t; somehow, they were perfect.


Silmon’s eyes tried to widen behind closed lids and his inward progress slowed to a crawl as his lover’s climax made her squeeze down, but the tension Del generally lost with her first orgasm after a while without let him slip even deeper a moment later.  He slowed at the first hint of resistance, halting a good inch deeper than he ever got into her sex... but as he withdrew, a new sensation made itself known.  Crystal’s fingers played over the unslickened portion of his shaft, the stretched opening of his sheath, and the taut sac below, her touch almost feather-light at times, but growing rapidly in impact.  He’d guessed what she’d done with her new abilities to bring her first female lover to climax so quickly... and now she was doing the same thing to him.  His thrusts were unsteady at best; as hot and slick as the princess’ hindside was, the continuing magic worked by that feline tongue was making her clench at unpredictable intervals.  He still considered it a minor miracle that she’d taken him at all, and had no intention of forcing entry at those moments.


The parts of him that Crystal could reach and caress were not among those he normally considered his most sensitive, save for his testicles, though as a negative factor in their case.  Her touch, though, was infinitely gentle there, applying careful pressure in places he didn’t know were any better or worse than the rest, but somehow his thrusts’ sensations were growing in intensity, each stuttering dive into those depths like a strong echo of a peak in its own right.  He normally did his best to last... but tonight that wasn’t even an option.  Within a minute and a half of the feline touching him in earnest, his breath caught as his loins tightened... and kept tightening, while Crystal’s fingers did... something.  He couldn’t hope to describe what she touched or how, but she drew him to an almost unbearable height before the first strong throb made him grunt, that short, strangled sound all he could manage before gulping another lungful of air, a seeming galaxy of stars exploding behind his eyelids as it just went on and on...


When that unforgettable peak had finally passed, a new caress caught his attention and he forced his eyes open.  He was stretched out on the bed instead of against the wall, with Delana beside him, while Crystal, a hand towel in one hand and a damp washcloth in the other, gently cleaned his and her fur.  The child’s eyes were closed, an occasional shiver still dancing along her nerves, and he smiled across her to his friend, “Thank you.  I’m sure that any attempt to describe what you just gave us would be but a pale shadow, and any compliment I could voice you can already read from my body.”


The feline smiled warmly as she kept working, “It was... the most gratifying thing I’ve ever experienced.  The most obvious thing of all for me to read in either of you was your pleasure, and I ‘read’ it to such a degree that I may as well have shared it.  I would dearly love to do that again some evening... as I’m not sure either of you would survive an encore tonight,” and more than a hint of the mischievous teen she’d been but two weeks ago shone in her grin.


Her host nodded, his own smile broadening, “Now that my sense is coming back, I can indeed smell you enough to believe you.  I would, of course, beg the privilege of tasting you as well... but, as you say, another eve.”


Crystal’s chuckle was breathy as she leaned down, greeting the princess’ finally-open eyes by kissing her gently on the lips and murmuring, “Welcome back, your Highness,” before exchanging the rags for her clothes in the corner.


“I wasn’t ready to talk,” Del said quietly, “felt too good... too warm... but I could hear ya.  I’m startin’ to wear out the word ‘amazing,’ because it just isn’t enough with you!”


“Any time you think you’re amazed,” she purred as she pulled her pants back on, “consider how I must feel.  Being able to do what I can... Sil, I’m pretty sure that ‘bored’ is another word my lexicon can do without.”


Nodding, the carter asked as she pulled on her blouse, “Why are you dressing, though?  If we won’t all fit on my bed, I’m the obvious volunteer to sleep elsewhere.”


She shook her head as her fingers moved with impossible precision, refastening tie after tie, “You really were right the first time, we wouldn’t work as a group here... and sleep, I’m fairly certain, works a bit differently for me now anyway.  I will take a seat in the other room and go to sleep.  I will wake in six hours to start cooking breakfast, but if there’s an emergency and you need me, squeeze my left shoulder twice.  I’ll be ready almost instantly.”


As his young lover stretched beside him, Silmon nodded and sat up to start pulling up the blanket, “I envy you the dreams a mind like yours must have...  Rest well.”

Chapter 14


“No, I insist,” Silmon repeated as he unlocked the door to his house and led them in.  “It has to be like this.  You made the decision for me, when you chose a blade of that particular length then asked if they had one with a less limiting guard.  Now, I’m guessing you already know of my sword’s existence, if only from the smell of steel, but I’m almost certain you haven’t actually seen it.”  Reaching around the bedroom door, he lifted the baldric strap from the hook there and carried out a rather odd scabbard, consisting of a thin hardwood framework and many leather straps looped around small brass studs in the wood.  Setting it on the table, he pointed to the tip of the blade, “There... see that little iron rod?  If you have time, draw the sword normally.  If a fraction of a second counts, use your off-hand to pull that, and the side of the scabbard those studs are on will split open, freeing the blade to gravity.”


One fingertip tracing the whorls in the folded steel through a gap in the bands, Crystal’s voice was a near-whisper as she nodded slowly, “The store didn’t have anything like this...  If it’s as sharp and well-tempered as I suspect it is, I can think of no more perfect sword.”  She glanced up, one corner of her muzzle quirked, “I can think of a more perfect weapon to utilize my skills... but I will have to build and forge it from scratch, as it’s not quite like anything else in the world.”


Delana smiled gently from the seat she’d climbed onto, “Neither are you.”


Bowing his head slightly, the rabbit said simply, “The sword is yours.  It is but a year old...  While saving up was slowed somewhat by the purchase of this house, I had the idea for it at the very end of my training.  I checked with a few people I trusted, finally getting the name of a smith in Atheria.  We discussed the design over many months by mail, finally arriving on what you see here... and a price.  I have never told anyone what that price was, but it was three and a half years into my job proper before I’d saved it up, rarely taking more than three days off between the best-paying jobs to be had, which were often the riskiest as well.  I didn’t have this sword yet when I had to hide in a bush with a bag of platinum while two gangs of robbers killed each other around my cart.  Forging the blade and shipping it several hundred leagues took another six months, but it was during that time that I was able to influence the newest cart under construction and arrange for that hiding spot.”  He glanced up to meet Crystal’s eyes, “You didn’t see it, since you were in training the day I got my sword back, but it was a fairly clever ruse, taking deliberate advantage of the sort of magic used by mages who have to check cart after cart, day after day.  In that year I’ve carried it, no one ever found it until I needed it in that cave full of bandits.”


The cat nodded, “I can extrapolate several rather innovative cart designs from your words now and before, and it’s a good trick to remember, taking advantage of things people do by rote with minimum effort.”


“Laziness... of guards or of thieves, has kept me safer than anything else in my career,” Silmon agreed, then reached out to adjust the buckle of the baldric, “You’re not that much slimmer than I am... two notches should do.  Remember what I suggested over breakfast; your regular training regimen would be a near-total waste at this point.”


Nodding again as she picked up and slung the scabbard, Crystal half-purred, “I needn’t get effusive over how priceless a gift this is... and I have but one thing I can offer to repay it.”  She held out one hand, palm up, and a hint of whimsy entered her rich tone, “It turned out to be rather ironic to assume the name I did, only to end up with a clarity of mind that makes most crystals look opaque...  My name is Leora.”

* * *


Kryllan was still swallowing a bite of his lunch as he hastened to open the front door of his townhouse, even as he ran over a mental checklist of every weapon he kept hidden within reach of his entryway.  From the volume of the stranger’s pounding, he wouldn’t be surprised to find a guard detachment out there, ready to arrest him, though he couldn’t think of a thing he’d done lately that anyone might actually be able to connect him to.  One glance through the peephole proved that it wasn’t the guard, but when he got the door open and saw his visitor’s face...  Sketching a hasty bow, he stepped out of the way, “Sir!  I had not received word that you were coming.”


Larrel snorted as he brushed past the man, “That’s because I didn’t give it.  This was the sort of news Halton would have expected me to act personally on, and my sense of duty is too firm to be shaken by his mere death.  The company goes on!”


Nodding as he closed the door and hurried to follow, the younger cat offered, “I was just having lunch...  After your trip, do you need anything?”


The cougar shook his head even as he entered the man’s kitchen, “I can eat later, and so can you.  This news trumps any minor discomfort.”  Reaching under the shelf of a china cabinet, he felt for the inset latch and twisted, a muffled thump making it through the wall before the whole cabinet swung away, and he led the way into the small, hidden room.  In every city that warranted the attention of at least two members of their covert division, there was an office exactly like this one.  It belonged to whoever happened to be senior, which could change on the basis of one valuable report, while those promoted over seniors who were doing a perfectly good job were likely to be sent elsewhere.  However they’d gotten the position, the senior operative needed to be able to settle into their work quickly and smoothly, hence the standardized layout.  To the left of the desk were several large filing cabinets, while to the right three sets of shelves held stacks of paper and parchment, interspersed with a few books and even the occasional scroll.  Those documents most readily at hand were further divided between items that still needed to be dealt with and those most pertinent to ongoing matters, kept where they wouldn’t require a search through the files.


Stepping around the desk and settling into its comfortable chair, Larrel leaned forward to rest his chin on steepled fingers, “A report came up while I was tracking that carter, the one your man identified arriving last week.  It was, to my surprise, completely unrelated to the contract you’re recruiting for, but it’ll actually pay at least as well.  You know how Halton kept family first, often in the worst way... well, our harmless little carter made a side-trip while escorting the target.  Our own efforts to determine the results of the attack were still in much too early of stages to realize his significance then, which is a pity as he left our real target at the time alone overnight.  Easy pickin’s... but them’s breaks.  While he was out, he visited a cave, then came back the next day with the heads of all eighteen members of a robber band... including that of Halton’s youngest brother.  He’d fallen out with the family in his teens, refusing to ‘stoop’ to working for a living, and moved his way up from petty thief, but it finally caught up with him.  Among the man’s many other flaws, though, our boss always hated the aristocracy.  He could never forget his early setbacks, when one business deal after another seemed to slip through his fingers, caught by those with better connections to the nobility.  So what if his brother had gotten as far as highway robber?  Those being hit were peasants, who didn’t count, merchants, who were his competition, and, just sometimes, the corpses they looted might be noble ones.  Every time the bounty on his brother’s head went up, he privately cheered, and he made no exceptions when ‘protecting’ his nearest kin with escrowed revenge contracts.  Those have been around a lot longer than the princess’, and he’s occasionally added to them.  Tell your men the rabbit’s worth a hundred and fifty, and that figure will still leave something... non-trivial, for you and me.”


The one stool tucked into the corner rarely saw use, but it proved handy to drag over and slump onto as Kryllan shook his head in wonder, “A quarter-thousand nobles for the pair... I think I can get a few of those who were a bit hesitant about the target’s age, with that figure to wave under their noses.  I know just how to phrase it to most of them, too; the bigger prize is on the man, so he’s who they’ll be after... but kids are fragile, and accidents can happen in the middle of a fight, and it’s so easy to just... slip when it will make you a wealthy man.  The three people I’ve had triangulating their neighborhood with spot observations say they’ve yet to see the two out of each others’ company.  The cat comes and goes, and seems to be the carter’s replacement now that he’s tied down watching the girl.  She spends most of each day at one or another of Treynor’s buildings, anyway, but she still visits.”


His boss smiled grimly, “You were probably thinking of promotions when you sent in that sighting report.  I will not ask, to spare you the effort of a lie.  It’s always a possibility when you know the tip’s good, and you are clearly on top of the situation and taking exactly the right steps, so you can take that possibility as confirmed.  My only concern now is the number of bodies we can throw at them; finding their exact location is merely a matter of procedure at this point.  On the other hand, once we do find them we’ll need to move fast.  The records I’ve perused very strongly suggest that he has training as a covert agent, but I couldn’t prove that, which suggests in turn that he’s a very good covert agent.  He will notice if he’s being watched, but give no sign that he’s noticed until he’s in a position to take action.  We must not let it get that far; the initiative is ours, and we must keep it.”


“Alright,” Kryllan nodded, “priority changes the paradigm.  New tack, I tell everyone who turned me down on the kid that I happen to have a new, even better contract.  I won’t even mention her, but I’ll have a second word with those I can count on... they’re to hang back.  Yes, accidents can happen, but there are several ways she could remain alive once he isn’t, so something of a follow-up team would only be... prudent.”


This fetched another nod and a broader grin from Larrel, “Everything I’ve seen tells me that ‘carter’ is actually close to the perfect man to protect a royal solo, but that description itself runs counter to common sense.  No one should do that job.  Since he’s fool enough to, and he isn’t a God, as soon as the big bounty’s on its way to collection, there will be nothing at all to protect... the little one.”

* * *


“We need lunch,” Silmon stated without preamble, abruptly veering to the right, despite their having eaten two hours ago.


Delana followed easily enough, and knew to keep her mouth shut, but confusion was clear on her features as she stepped through the tavern door and paused, blinking to adjust to the dimmer light.


“Back here,” a harsh whisper called, and the pair stepped past the curtain and into the kitchen.


As he settled onto the stool Glenna gestured him toward, the rabbit explained, “They don’t see much use these days, though that may change now that our friend is doing the cooking... but on the front wall of this establishment are three hooks, meant to briefly hold a horse’s reins while someone nips in for a quick, portable meal.  You wouldn’t think it related, but the day I shaved your tail that tavern keeper told us that she’d had twins twice, and she sent her daughter off for a brother’s shoes.  That means there had to be four shoes, originally.  Hanging on one of those hooks is a shoe that exactly matches the ones you first wore into town.”

The girl, looking more like a raccoon again by the day, shook her head with a rueful smile from her own seat, “You’ve been doin’ this for five years!  Everything I learn from ya shows me just how much more I still have to learn.”


Glenari nodded, “I was counting on you being that good.  Anyway... bad news.  You’re being tracked, but subtly.  Once I figured out where you live, I deliberately moved from a cheap inn to a boarding house on the opposite side of your place from my work here.  With this ready-made excuse to walk just a street or two away, twice a day, I’ve been noticing some odd coincidences.  Hardly a trip goes by where I don’t see someone leaning against a building, filing their claws or just whistling to themselves... and it’s not always the same person.  I had to pay careful attention for several days, effectively memorizing every face I saw and where... but I’m sure, now.  There are three of them, and they’re closing in.  They take turns, lurking on a street near where you were seen passing, until you either are or aren’t seen there, at which point they move again, changing off who’s watching if it was a positive hit.  If they make every remaining guess exactly wrong, you have two days.  Maybe.”


It was almost a relief to have a hostile presence confirmed, after the recent weeks of cautious tension, but Silmon’s mind focused instead on his immediate next steps, looking to his oath-lady, “We’ll get a bagged salad and some meat pies; shopping for our own produce is an unaffordable luxury just now.  First, though, we head back the way we went this morning and buy some steel.  I need to replace Crystal’s present, and you should have at least two small, sharp knives, one of them concealed.”  The cat’s gift of her born name, the one she’d tried so hard to escape, had been to them alone, and they hadn’t even needed to discuss keeping it private.


Delana gave one sharp nod, “Thank you, a blade or two would be a comfort.  Let’s cut Glenna’s estimate in half to call our safe margin, then move a few hours earlier to pad it.  We need to be where Crys can find us, tonight, but in the mornin’ I say we knock on Verona’s door and ask if she can spare a room and a place at the table.  ‘til then, same as always on the surface; let them think they almost got us, then simply not come home.”


The Agent nodded as well, fishing around under her apron then dropping one gold noble onto the counter before addressing Sil, “My boss can hire a decent replacement with this, I’m done here.  I’ll go grab my things from the boarding house, and find either a home or a job that will put me right in front of the castle by lunch tomorrow at the latest.  I don’t even know if you have a ‘higher alert’ mode, but if you do, use it.  I’ll be doing my best, myself, to keep from jumping at shadows as I watch everyone and everything until my princess is safe behind stone walls.”


“I hadn’t made the connection you did,” he admitted, “because they were switching between faces, and their pattern had gaps whenever they staked out a street I didn’t happen to use.  For that reason I can’t be as certain as I’d like that we weren’t followed.  Just to disappoint anyone watching the front door, we’ll go out the back, and I can keep us to the alleys ‘til we’re less than a block from the Cliff’s Edge.  Most of my gold is still at home, but I’ve got one and a half nobles on deposit there as a contingency.  Add in what I’m carrying, and I’m good.”


Glenari had to smile, “That you most certainly are.  Good luck.”

* * *


The young mouse crept silently through the alleys, always at a discreet distance, knowing just where the pair were going from the few words that had made it through the kitchen’s closed rear door.  He wasn’t certain just what to do with what he’d learned...  It had hurt, of course, the first time he’d been told he just wasn’t quite Agent caliber, despite his studies and practice, but by then he was old enough to be told much more detailed stories about his grandfather, Diral, including his final story, the one that had gotten him quietly named a Martyr of the Kingdom, his name inscribed forever on a column in Audience Square.  The bar for Agency was so high, and needed to be that high, that he’d soon realized just how little an insult it was that he couldn’t clear it.  He was, he knew, still very good at his job as the Countess’ Shadow.


Tracking the man the suspect guard private had met meant that he’d been in position to see the newest player in the game, and it was a big one.  Less than two days after the coup attempt, when they’d had only the sketchiest of information to go on, the countess had taken the initiative to request names and descriptions of every executive-level officer in all of Halton’s companies.  Naturally, she’d shared that information with her shadow, though he’d agreed at the time that it was simply good principle, highly unlikely to prove genuinely useful.  He happily admitted, now, that he’d been wrong, that the ‘principle’ he’d half-dismissed was the only reason he now knew that the suspected chief of Halton’s covert operations was right here in Stonecliff.  He couldn’t take that to the countess, though, as it was significant, but he still had no idea how.


Dirran paused for a long moment, two corners away from the alley exit nearest the Cliff’s Edge weapon shop.  Sixty seconds were counted silently off, before he passed the exit by and took the second-closest one, onto a street around the corner from the store.  That tavern and the rabbit’s home were on a roughly east-west line, with the weapon dealer halfway between on that axis, but nearly a quarter-mile north.  This north-south street to the immediate west was a near certainty as connections went, if he went straight home after buying some blades, unless the clever fellow deliberately obfuscated his route.  He’d give them... thirty minutes, and if he didn’t see them pass by he’d assumed he’d missed them and go to knock on the man’s door himself.


It had been just shy of twenty-eight when the mismatched figures rounded the corner, though the cheap sacks used by the local food vendors, carried in their off hands, helped explain the delay.  He murmured just as they were about to pass, the pair drawing to a halt at his first two words, “Peace, Silmon...  I was given a passphrase by my employer.  ‘His nipples were the first course of dessert.’”


Despite the surprise and brief fear of the meeting’s circumstances, the rabbit had to laugh softly, “It’s so her to phrase a password that way, and it’s definitely something no one else in the world could know...  You, good sir, have my attention.”


Nodding shallowly, the Shadow continued, “Starting with the private who overreacted to your arrival, our mutual friend had me investigating his contacts and connections.  Luck was a factor, as I was in the right place at the right time, twice in fairly short order, but what I found turned out to be, as the saying goes, above my pay grade.  Less than four hours ago, I observed a meeting.  The man that soldier had met was a middle-ranker on the seamier side of the city, but had never been involved in anything serious enough to attract much interest.  The fellow who showed up at his door in time for an early lunch, though, was another sort of fish entirely.  His official rank is ‘district manager’ for a large chunk of Fariach, but we’re near-certain he’s the tip-top head of every part of Halton’s business empire that they’d rather not have come to official notice.”


Silmon nodded, “And he wouldn’t be out of Fariach without a damned good reason.  We were planning to, tomorrow morning, try and surprise the folks who have almost found us by moving into the castle.  Taking that step by itself, though, is an admission that we can no longer hide, so once there I will start working on travel plans, with the countess, to best get this girl home.  If anonymity is no longer a shield, and your news is absolute confirmation of that, then the best damned military protection we can get is the next choice.”


A faint tension between his shoulderblades seemed to evaporate as he nodded, and Dirran started padding back toward the alley he’d come out of, “Thank you.  I knew that meeting was important, but I couldn’t figure out what to do with the information... except to tell you.  There were just too many ‘obvious’ next questions that I couldn’t answer, to report it to my boss instead.  Now, though, I can do something useful and warn her to expect guests.”


Silmon and Delana shared an amused glance as the quasi-Agent vanished once more into shadow, but his expression firmed as they resumed their own walk.  “The very fact that they’ve tracked us down,” he noted quietly, “implies a great deal of research and cross-checking.  One thing they’re pretty much sure to have determined is that I’m more than a ‘simple carter.’  They have to know that any attack will have to be organized quickly and well, or I’ll just bolt again, with you safely in tow, as they couldn’t hide slower, more thorough preparations from someone like me.  They probably don’t have any idea about Glenna or that mouse, and no one outside of House Treynor has any idea how significant a factor Crystal must be.  We have far more resources than the enemy has any reason to suspect... but there are always men willing to do violence for large sums of money, so we’re bound to be badly outnumbered if a confrontation comes.”


The ‘coongirl nodded, glancing at the new sword across his back...  He’d gotten the same one Crystal had been considering, though he intended to make a few changes to the guard, with saw and file.  “This wouldn’t be like the cave,” she deduced.  “They’d be facin’ ya, and after ya.”


“That makes a difference,” he agreed.  “In training, I once defeated five regular caravan guards without their practice weapons touching me.  More commonly, against four opponents I’d take a ‘wound’ about two times in five.  I doubt there will be that few when they finally close in, and they won’t be using practice swords.”


The figure stepping up from behind as they neared their destination was too familiar to elicit any surprise at all, and Crystal commented, “I, however, took ten unwounded, as the finale of my testing.  It took remarkably little to convince them... and you were right, I will have to resist the temptation to routinely manipulate people like that, by reading them too well.  The decision was unanimous; if they scored by formal points, each and every instructor would have broken the curve with the score they’d have to give me.  Now, of course, they have to figure out what to do with me.”


Her mentor nodded, stepping between the houses surrounding his and pulling his key from his pocket, “I won’t waste time explaining the exact situation, but right now is our window of greatest vulnerability for the immediate future.”  Leading them inside, he shrugged, “All we can do right now is make dinner and continue as planned.”


The cat glanced between her hosts as she sat, “Oh... Del missed it.  I was a bit late in spotting them myself, or I’d have been as careful with my words as you were.  So, you’re goading them?”


The moment Silmon needed to set the food bags on the counter and start opening them let the princess reach her conclusion, “Then someone was listening right outside?  So... ah!  You wouldn’t mention, above a whisper, that we’re ‘vulnerable’ ‘cept in here, normally.  Now I get it.”


“That,” the rabbit nodded as he worked on the meal, “is what Leora meant about manipulating people.  It’s a fair tactic to use on enemies, but with how clearly she can see reactions that other people don’t even know they’re showing, she could pick exactly the right words to get almost anyone to do almost anything.  That’s a scarily easy power to abuse, the power to always get your own way, but the girl who woke up is not the same as the one who figured I was an easy mark and that there was nothing wrong with helping herself.  She is, now, perhaps the only person in the world I’d trust with that ability.”


Crystal nodded in return, a pleased flush to her expression at hearing her old name again but in such positive circumstances, then surmised, “Depending on how ready to move they are, we can expect your words to elicit a reaction anywhere between a half-hour from now and morning.”  She rose to step over and secure the door’s inner bars, “I don’t think the shorter figure’s likely... but I believe you shall soon know whether you got your money’s worth in this house’s defenses.”


Adding the remnants of two loaves of bread to his preparations, sufficient to turn the two store-bought meals into three, he started transferring dishes to the table as he mused, “I have one or two tricks that I didn’t even mention to my employer, as I’m fairly certain they’re illegal.  While you’re up, go turn the dresser sideways, which will give you room to pull the bed a few inches away from the wall.  There are pull-rings on the far side.  Do not pull any of them.”  Something like her old curiosity was on her features as she nodded and stepped into the bedroom.


Delana reached first for the small bowl of salad he was offering, and she commented before digging in, “We’re under a lot of scrutiny from both sides...  Just in case it matters, I’m pretty sure my dad likes you enough to pardon you.”


“If those tricks help save your life, dear, I doubt he’d willingly hear a word against them.”


A certain, natural nervousness seemed to surround the trio as the last dish was slipped into the tub.  As they sat in a rough circle of assorted chairs, Crystal spoke up.  There was something different about her tone; they soon realized that they were hearing Leora, the curious little girl from before a hard, often-cruel life had driven her to forsake everything about it, even her own name.  “I have... chosen what to do while we await the inevitable.  Before I met you, I had many seeming friendships that turned sour, but only one came within shouting distance of the love and intimacy we shared last night.  That boy’s line was ‘let’s take it slow,’ as if he gave a damn about my comfort...  His true tactic was to feign respect for a girl’s wishes only so long as circumstances forced him to.  That made him seem more trustworthy, so eventually he was likely to be alone with his target in greater privacy than they might otherwise have permitted.  He only got far enough to damage my hymen when he showed his true intentions, but though I bled that night, my maidenhead remains.”  She smiled over at Silmon, “As bad as some of those nights were, I know that my actual exposure to true danger is far greater tonight than on any of them.  I never intended to die a virgin... so, with the assurance that I can hear trouble before it arrives... may I enlist your assistance in correcting that small oversight?”


Even as he nodded, the rabbit made just a few, discreet adjustments, angling his chair for a better view of both door and window, and shifting his and Crystal’s bastard swords to where they’d be in easier reach against the wall.  Finally reaching down to unfasten his belt, he agreed, “If we aren’t immediately interrupted by some people who wouldn’t even know how inconsiderate they were being... then I’d be honored to, Milady.  Why don’t you sit in my lap and... cuddle?”

Chapter 15


Crystal slipped back in as Silmon held the door, and shook her head as he shut it, “I don’t see a single person leaning against a building within two blocks, six or so where I had a good view.  No one on the rooftops either, like that unwelcome eavesdropper last night.  We were both wrong, and they didn’t attack here, but the next assumption has to be that they’re planning something elsewhere, forewarned by that report.”


The rabbit shook his head with a rueful smile, “We still have to chance it, because the castle’s safety is worth the risk, but I guess I won’t get to show you what those pull-rings do.  My roof has a few more holes in it than would be evident, holding long pans rigged to flip up and over the edge with the pull of a wire...  Other wires pull off the covers that protect the rest from the rain, and they contain things such as cooking oil, very slippery and flammable if it gets hot enough...  In one other pan, just over my bedroom window where people in a cramped half-alley might struggle to get in, is an assortment of highly combustible chemicals, things that do not go out easily, and several pieces of a very rare metal that burns when it gets wet.  A couple glass balls full of water, too, in case it hasn’t rained lately.  When you add that to the oil, well, anyone trying to get through that window will wish they’d picked a safer career.”


Chuckling as she helped Delana into her knapsack, the cat shook her head fondly, “Ever since that afternoon on the grass, I have lived in a state of constant and total amazement, mostly at the world itself, and at least partially self-directed as well... but you continue to be a source of wonder in your own right.  This tiny, unassuming house... really is a fortress worth the name.”


Double-checking his baldric and scabbard before picking up his own pack to put over them, Silmon grinned back, “You haven’t had that plethora of assignments to determine aptitude yet... but one of the roles for people like us is the protection of a specific object.  In terms of a training mission’s parameters, well, you’ve seen the slight sadistic streak they cherish over there.  If your teachers feel that you’re particularly gifted, the object you’ll need to keep safe will happen to breathe, talk, and occasionally demand a privy.”  Both of his ladies laughing now, he turned that grin on Delana, “You’re not actually the first cub I’ve rescued...  The ‘mission’ was a total set-up.  That warehouse was old and scheduled for demolition and rebuilding to begin with, and why would they need someone like me to go in and fetch my handler’s grandson anyway?  He had no business being there!  The situation was strange enough that I took a few extra precautions beyond the scope of the mission brief, which proved handy when they locked the doors behind me and set the building on fire in four places at once with the kid still inside.”


“And I thought the sparring tutor with sharp-spiked plates under his clothes guarding his more ‘vulnerable’ spots was mean,” Crystal mused in wonder.  At the rabbit’s blink and grin, she read his face and joined him in unison, “Sergeant Knuckleshredder!”


Sil shook his head at the happy memory, “That man taught me a lot about self-sufficiency, how I could cover a few basics then get by without all the gear and accessories most guards couldn’t imagine doing their jobs without.”


Crystal had to nod, “His catch-phrase is truer than he knows...  The mind is the greatest weapon and tool we could ever have.”


Nodding once more, Silmon reached for the upper bar he’d secured just an inch; his friend’s report might not have been positive when she’d first come back.  “That seems like a pleasant note to start our journey on.  Remember it, and keep potential threats, potential cover, and potential help in mind at all times.  C’mon, Del.”


People paused to stare as the trio passed, all three plainly dressed but two adults with large swords, clearly guarding a small child, were a bit unusual for a lazy Stonecliff morning.  The fact that neither of those bodyguards were outwardly tense or alert, though, helped to keep their curiosity from progressing toward panic.  Though his expression reflected neither his minutely intense scrutiny of his surroundings nor an awareness he was being stared at, Silmon was privately pleased with the reaction.  His group was unusual, and a certain natural nervousness was to be expected, so each face showing the right degree of surprise was one more person he probably wouldn’t have to kill today.  Crystal, he knew, probably wasn’t even consciously noticing their reactions.  She was certainly aware of them, far moreso than he, but only hostile action would truly draw her focus, no matter the expression on the enemy’s face, then or before.


Though they weren’t quite alleys, two smaller streets were put to use on the way to the central avenue.  It had been a detail of his minor, long-term policies that he’d stuck to the major roads from day to day, just so anyone who might be looking for him, legitimately or otherwise, would have a sense of his habits, but on days like this one that guideline was specifically made to be broken.  Just a hint of unpredictability saved for the right time could be a powerful tool.


Delana did her best not to keep reaching for the knives under her clothing.  Touching those solid shapes would be a comfort... but every detail of their group’s combined act was potentially decisive, and it was her job to play along as best she could.  Sil’s choice in routes helped a bit, and she took a mental grip on the mild wonder of seeing a residential neighborhood she’d not yet been to and deliberately indulged it, drinking in new details even as she tried to spot unpleasant surprises.  Some tiny part of her mind was screaming in gibbering terror, but confidence in her friends kept that voice small.  She’d known mortal fear for the first time as she’d followed her mother on a routine errand in the palace, only to see men with drawn weapons and very ugly smiles come around the bend, but she’d still been in a palace, with dozens of people ready to lay down their lives in her defense had they been there.  It had only been luck at the time, bad on her mother’s part and good on the invaders’, that had allowed the strike the queen had told her to flee, but her own choices, and those of people she loved, had led to this day.  She was in a city that was only gradually growing familiar, almost every face belonging to a stranger, and she knew that some of them were specifically seeking her death this morning.  If she let that tiny voice have its say, if she forgot for one second the ‘impossible’ abilities of the cat and bunny she marched between, she’d be worse than useless, unable to do more than curl up and cry.


A nagging thought, barely more than a feeling, tugged at her mind as they slowed briefly, each corner taken with a conscious caution.  The mind that had been improved, refined, over her journey had found something in her older memories, something to be seen in the new light of greater experience... and that same new quality let her chase the unknown thought down and identify it with calm ease.  She’d been four and a half when her father had sat her down and explained the duties of nobility to her, the obligation that came with the life of wealth and luxury they enjoyed.  She’d spent the entire lecture trying not to fidget; she’d only just discovered that spy post near a rarely-used guest chamber, that one of the maids habitually used when leading a courtier away for some freelance, extracurricular income, and she could pay only the slightest attention to the king’s words, enough to answer with the right noises at the correct intervals but... she really hadn’t been listening.  The memory was still there, though, and upon more mature reflection... she understood her mother.  The queen’s firmness and resolve had always seemed a sourceless wonder to her, something amazing and special about the woman that just was, but... it had been forged from duty.


Now, word by word, she picked that lecture out of the nooks and crannies of her memory, and gradually stood a little straighter, with a firmer, more decisive tread.  Yes, she was personally helpless and weak against a cruel and deadly foe, but she was also the heir to an ideal.  Every one of the citizens she passed believed in it; even if they never consciously considered the subject, they couldn’t help but have almost every aspect of their lives shaped by it.  Royalty.  Soldiers fought and died, but the kingdom lived on, the monarchy lived on, and every one of her father’s subjects held faith that it would continue.  Royalty endured.  Royalty never showed weakness or hesitation when the nation and the freedoms it cherished were threatened.  A king or queen would always be there, a rock upon which even the lowest peasant could depend when it really counted.  Now she understood completely the thoughts her mother couldn’t voice, as she’d needed those few, precious seconds left to her to tell her daughter to run away and not look back.  Now she knew why a defenseless woman would turn, plant her feet on the expensive carpet, and look straight in the eye of a man come to kill her, and she... could do no less when the time came.


Behind her, Crystal murmured, softly and emphatically, “Your Majesty,” and those perfectly-chosen words, from one who could nearly read her thoughts as they played unconsciously across her skin, redoubled the courage and pride growing within.


Silmon glanced back with one eye, and his brow rose as he noticed the change in Del’s posture.  Nodding, he muttered, “That can only help...  Good job, both of you,” before slowing a bit more than usual.  Two buildings away, this street intersected the one leading to the castle, and as such it was the single most likely stretch to set up an ambush on.  Every district’s road led to this one, and it was also the central commercial district for the city, resulting in a variety of businesses in specialized buildings, no two of which exactly matched.  Almost every pair of structures had an alley, or at least a gap, between them, and the mountain’s shadow that dimmed the town before noon blackened those potential hiding spots.


A gesture from Crystal, two fingers and a twist of her wrist, fetched a nod, and he traded places with her as they walked slowly closer, letting her superior connection to her senses probe those shadows.  “A pair of eyes down the street just ducked back into the shade and departed... and another in an alley one block up.  No one’s lingering, but someone’s about to know we’re here.”


The rabbit murmured as he led the way onto the street, “The closer we get to the castle, the more likely it will be we’ll see Glenari.  Not much farther will be the castle guard detachment.  If the people we think will attack don’t by then, they won’t get to.  Best-case hypothesis, they had something big planned elsewhere, our actual route coming as a complete surprise, and they need to reorganize on the fly but won’t have time.  If their actual situation leans even generally in that direction... we’re luckier than we had any right to expect.”


“We didn’t have time over breakfast,” she replied, just loudly enough to be heard to minimize her own voice’s impact on her listening for danger, “but I had an appointment today, just after lunch, to sign my employment contract with Treynor... but that’s moot now anyway.  Before I set up that meeting, though, one trainer opined that they shouldn’t have me, that despite my lack of magic, Agent of the Kingdom was the only possible job for my skills.  If we get close enough to the castle that it’s... semi-safe, I’d like to talk to Glenari and see if that’s possible.”


Silmon considered for a moment, disposed to say no on the principle of speed... but he could see a figure in the distance, now, that certainly looked like Glenna, leaning against a wall, something angular raising a faint lump toward the rear of her skirt.  The important detail to his current decision was that it was the very last building, Stonecliff’s finest restaurant and ten yards from the outer wall of the castle courtyard.  Once more the usual guard had been doubled, eight soldiers visible at the outer wall and more steel gleaming from near the inner doors.  “Given what I can see right here and now,” he agreed, “it should be safe to go inside for just a few minutes.  I’m frankly amazed we’ve made it this far, and I’m almost starting to think they did somehow miss us, but with reinforcements right there, and a building to provide cover from ranged attacks...”


His friend smiled and dipped her head in gratitude.

* * *


“You were right, sir,” Kryllan whispered as he shared half of the rare and expensive double spyglass, “he was cautious enough on the way... but since we didn’t attack, he’s overconfident.  He’s going into the tavern, not the castle.  This is hardly the time for a drink!”


Larrel shook his head, “This is why I’m a director and you’re an operative... the bear that went in with them is the king’s Agent, which you might have known if you hadn’t dismissed that report of a ‘new kitchen wench’ as insignificant.  Always double-check the descriptions!  I hope your girl is as good an actress as she claimed, because we only get one shot at this.”


Wasting no more time, as seconds counted now, the cat stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled shrilly.  A door down from the tavern, on the other side of the street, a man in dark clothes uncovered a lantern, and down another alley a figure nodded and moved.

* * *


“Why are we here and not in the castle?” Glenari asked as, ignoring the man in a somewhat formal uniform standing at a lectern, she led everyone to one side of the door where they’d be out of sight through it and, not so incidentally, out of bowshot.


Silmon flipped an ear toward his older companion, “You haven’t been introduced to Crystal here yet...  She needs to speak with you in private.  I allow this only because we’ve got reinforcements within a five-second run.  The fact that we got here makes me think something went wrong with their plans, or we just did something unexpected.  Given that any safety is relative, but this here is better than most, you really do need to hear what she has to say.  You won’t believe it, but if she offers to prove it in a way that seems to endanger her life, don’t hold back.  She’ll be fine, and you’ll be convinced.”


The bear was already wearing a look of wonder as she shook her head, “If anyone else introduced someone like that, I’d be certain I was about to get scammed in some way, but you aren’t exactly an average character witness, mister ‘I drive carts.’”


Nodding as things were settled, Del took a step toward that lectern and looked up at the increasingly-agitated waiter, “Calm down.  This situation isn’t as strange as it seems.  My name is Delana, daughter of Lachier and Jessela.  I’m sure you recognize those names.  I stowed away in an outbound cart on the day of the coup attempt.  I’ve been in hiding since, but it’s time to go home, starting with a visit to the count where I can be kept safe, as it turns out that some very bad men have figured out where I am.  Of course I have guards with swords, and we won’t be here long.  My friends here will need a private room in which to speak, while my guard and I will buy a snack just to keep your manager happy.  When he hears the whole story he’ll probably love it that I was here.”


The flustered skunk immediately relaxed and brightened, “Your Highness!  Thank you for explaining it to me; pick any of those doors, this time of day no one’s in the chambers since the breakfast crowd is gone, but a lot of what we served then would still be warm for while you wait.”


As the quartet split into pairs and Silmon kept a firm eye on the closed front door as he led the way around a corner from it, into the main dining room, he took time to murmur, “Wise call, dear.”  That same skunk followed after a moment to collect his wits, tugging a pad of fine paper out of a vest pocket and readying a silverstick.  The rabbit spoke up before he could start reciting the menu, “As we haven’t much time... a place this fine should press its own orange juice daily, and if there’s any left I’d consider it a rare treat.  For the princess, as you suggested, whatever’s warm and savory.”  He’d taken his savings along, of course, and had no cause for frugality after the king’s hints, so he held out a full gold crown, “For your troubles, good man.”


The server tucked his tools back into his pockets and gracefully accepted the coin, “I shall relay your order directly, sir, your Highness,” and turned to pad over and poke his head through the doorway beside the bar.


He’d barely returned to his place out front when a young rabbit in a short dress stepped out of the kitchen with a plate and a large mug.  A shy smile for her fellow lapine was on her gray-spotted face as she set them down, but she didn’t linger, retreating with the oddly decorous haste a high-end waitress would naturally need to learn.


Silmon immediately picked up his mug and took a long swallow, then blinked at the frown that was growing across from him.  “Something wrong, dear?  Right now, any tiny thing could prove vital; spit it out!”


“That girl,” she noted with a tilt of her head toward the kitchen, “smelled just a bit like I did that day you told me it was fear.  Not much, but it was fairly fresh.”  She glanced down, “Speakin’ of little details... there’s flecks on this ham scramble.  On it, not in it, an’ they’re the wrong color to be pepper.”


Before she’d finished speaking, the first wave of dizziness hit, and he cursed his own complacency.  His insides roiled, and he didn’t fight it; willingly, he leaned to the side and heaved, but only a small mouthful came up, and he spat.  In fresh, tangy orange juice... the very finest and strongest of distilled spirits would have almost no outstanding taste.  Even as the world spun around him, the very nature of the attack forged a new connection in his mind, but there was no time to act on it.  He knew he had very little time left where he could form coherent words, and each one was precious, “Don’t eat, after me specif’cly too, Leora!”  He toppled off the chair and into his own mess as gravity itself seemed to spiral, and he closed his eyes, fighting to keep some grip on his senses as the alcohol raced through his veins.


One of the doors at the other end of the chamber slammed open, but almost simultaneously another bang sounded from the front, and clatters amidst at least two shrieking voices came from the kitchen.  Even through a door, Crystal’s senses had heard her name like a shout, and her sword was already drawn as she burst instantly into a sprint, skidding to a halt just far enough away from Delana, still blinking in horrified shock at her friend, to give her blade full play without risk.


Glenari had a short sword in her right hand, the Agent lagging a bit behind the cat, but her left came up as a figure darkened the kitchen doorway...  The young rat in an assistant cook’s smock screamed like a little girl, at the armed, angry bear in front of him, then dove behind the bar at that end of the room.  The wolf in worn leathers behind him, a longsword in hand, grinned in anticipation as he took the man’s place in the doorway, only to blink at an odd sensation within, and collapsed the next moment, clutching his head in both hands and squirming against the floorboards for a short moment before suddenly stiffening, impeding the attacker behind him.


“Good idea,” Crystal breathed between the clangs as she intercepted the first two blades from those pressing through the front door, and her next sweep, both arms’ strength behind a long, heavy blade that was the sharpest she’d ever used, came in low, severing two legs completely and wounding two more, those crowding the dining room doorway promptly falling into a living, writhing barricade for those behind.


The bear’s voice was strained as she moved with the possibilities of the moment, the cat guarding the front entrance while she concentrated on the rear, “One reason I... didn’t object more.  Beats the... the hell out of an open street!”  Her blade was still unbloodied...  She’d rarely been in real fights with more than two or three opponents, but the strategy for a protracted battle like this was simple; she used her magic exclusively at first, as it exhausted her body far less, but would shift to physical combat as she started to tire, saving only enough arcane potential for emergencies later.


The distant voice of an enemy called from outside, and those seeking entrance paused, shifting a bit to either side...  The same twirl that got her out of the way of an outstretched arm with a dagger let Crystal snatch the first arrow out of the air, but a second followed behind, too quickly to have been from the same bow, and Glenna’s plain brown dress tore over her breast as the keen point skipped off, the gleam of interwoven steel wire visible beneath.  The cat hooked a finger around the shaft she’d caught, just behind its feathers, and swung her arm wide for leverage as she sent it back, hard enough to pierce the eye, but probably not brain, of a man in chainmail and the badges of a freelance mercenary.


The sight of the first arrow was enough to finally snap Delana out of her shock, and her eyes flicked to the windows, fairly high but she could see ears and scalps through them, filling the alley with those still trying to get in through the kitchen.  Ignoring her scrambled eggs with sliced ham, chives, and some sort of either poison or sedative, she shoved the table over in the windows’ direction, then slipped behind it.  She was able to shove it a bit more, to give the shivering form on the floor at least partial cover, and relief warred with her fear as his eyes cracked open to slits.  He couldn’t summon the concentration necessary to smile, but he did push off and roll, more of a flopping motion really, in the direction of that shelter.


No command but a crash reached them next from outdoors, as the massed guards from both of the castle’s gates, and a few just within, charged the small, well-armed mob crowding the street.  Some of those getting in each others’ way out front turned around, reinforcing the line working to keep the guards at bay, a few still trying to find a way around the pile of bodies who’d learned the hard way that a barely-grown cat with a sword too big for her wasn’t quite as silly as she looked.  The reduced pressure, there, let the corner of her vision catch Glenari’s sudden, wide-eyed expression of fear behind her.  Anyone with a more average delay between perception and action would have been too slow to react at all; as it was, her sudden dive to the princess’ side of the floor was almost too late.


“Aw, shi—” were the Agent’s last words.  Delana, Silmon, Crystal, and the terrified cook hiding behind the bar were all flung bodily away, the windows shattering outwards, as a shock wave like they’d never imagined threw them, a perfectly-round hole nearly ten feet wide ripping through the structure of the dining room and the kitchen beyond.  Wood and piled corpses both shredded along that path, filling the air with gory splinters, as the Column of Martyrs in Audience Square earned a new name that would not be associated with a body to bury.


The cook had the shelter of the bar, the rabbit was already almost limp with intoxication, and the princess’ scant weight meant just as little inertia.  Crystal had none of these things working in her favor, and was physically closest to the fringes of the blast in the first place, but where anyone else would have been at the utter mercy of the nigh-irresistible forces at play and the shock of their suddenness, she could feel and identify every vector of force working upon her.  Instant messages were obeyed by her nerves with the alacrity cats were known for, and instead of slamming into the wall between two shattered windows, she hit shoulder-blades-first, the rest of her body uncurling in an almost controlled fashion.  As much as this spread the impact, not a single bone chipped or broken, she could only mitigate the collision, not completely eliminate its effects, and she fell limply to the debris-littered floor, briefly witless.


The table they’d been sheltering behind, from the wrong direction for that blast, was just one more hard surface as the princess and her man bounced off of assorted planks at a slightly lower level than their friend, chair and table legs scattered around them.  Wood protested in several ways as the structure settled after the impact, a few chunks of rafters and one intact cupboard falling through the gouge in the ceiling in the long moment that no living thing moved.  Finally, with a clatter of falling wood chips and the thud of one larger piece of what had once been furniture, Delana pried herself to a sitting position, then stood shakily up.  “Sil?  Sil!” she immediately turned to check on the nearest body, and sighed with relief as two splinters shifted with his breathing.


Stepping around the biggest chunk of the table, she checked Crystal next; they weren’t focusing, but her eyes were still open and fluttering.  A muffled groan drew her attention toward the bar, and heaped planks shifted, but that was probably just the cook.  Turning away, she scanned the cylinder of destruction that had interrupted the fight, a fight she could still hear going on outside now that the ringing in her ears was starting to fade.  Glenna had to be there somewhere, but where?  She’d caught that glimpse of knit mail, so she had at least some protection...


The princess was still standing there, searching, when two hands reached through the window.  Grips just shy of bruising, at both shoulders, lifted her up and back, and she twisted against them, trying to get a good look at her newest attacker and maybe even bite something, even as her hands flashed to a bulge in her sash.  Another pair of hands intervened first, though, pulling a burlap sack that smelled strongly of unwashed potatoes over her head, then intercepting her paws to relieve her of that small knife.


“It’s our asses if you’re wrong about this,” she heard someone mutter, “so let’s move ‘em.  Get a better grip, that minx had a blade on her.  Treat her like the fighter she is or we’re both screwed.  Now let’s go.”


Even as she was more efficiently restrained, her joints protesting the bounce of a sudden jog, the man carrying her agreed, “Lead the way.”

Chapter 16


Silmon opened his eyes, closed them, then tried again.  This time, his urgent suggestions to his eyeballs were obeyed, enough to briefly focus on the index finger a hand in front of his face was holding up.  He recognized the hand.  Closing his eyes for another moment, he fought his vision into focus anew, on Crystal’s face.


“You have not failed yet,” she told him sternly.  “I was just getting my wits back when someone took her, but their words suggested a sudden change in plans and one cohort who wasn’t quite convinced.  They did not hurt her, and we still have a chance to get her back.”


Nodding, Silmon leaned away from the wall he was propped against, bits of wood falling from his shoulders.  “Alright,” he managed.  “I... I think I can walk, but I can’t fight yet, and I can still hear clangs and yelling.”


The cat nodded, “I know, and I’ll help you out front so no one comes at you from behind, then give the guards a hand.”  She started working an arm under one of his shoulders as she continued, her other hand holding her sword, “Glenari’s dead.  Her armor’s still mostly intact, but she was dead-center in the sort of blast I only know from ancient stories of wizards on rampages.  Woulda gotten me too if she hadn’t sensed the magic building; I’d never seen that much fear, that fast, in an expression.  She was squeezed through her armor.  I took her badge to return to the king, but there’s not going to be much to bury.”


Silmon found, to his surprise, that he could stand, but he still had a distinct tendency to sway, so he was grateful for the assistance as he and Crystal picked their way through the worst of the damage toward where the front door had been, “At least it was quick, and then some.  Aw... shit.”  Pausing, he pointed at a black-furred forearm amidst the shredded wood, its hand still half-curled around a gold crown.  “Someone doesn’t care who gets in the way...”


Nodding, Crystal loosened her grip as she stepped around the circular hole in the outer wall, onto an intact section of the covered porch.  She absently flicked her sword out as a figure there spun; the inertia of his blade and hers as they met with a clang was, by seeming coincidence, almost precisely equal, the bastard sword stilled conveniently in front of the man’s heart.  Giving her sword arm a gentle thrust while the other let go, she noted, “More guards are showing up, flushing folks out of those alleys, but they’re just a little outnumbered.  Get your knife out just in case, but I’ll be right back,” then kicked over the newest corpse to step past.

* * *


“She’s been awfully quiet these last couple minutes...  You sure she’s okay?”


“She’s relaxed, not limp; she just decided not to fight is all.  Here, bar the door and watch the window in case she makes a break for it.”


The raccoon’s sense of balance protested as she was twirled upright, and a yelp escaped as she was plopped down on a springy surface, which proved to be a fabric-covered armchair as that smelly bag was finally pulled off of her head.  Observations of her surroundings had to wait another moment as her vision was blocked again, this time by her dress as it was pulled up and off to her indignant, “Hey!”


“Can’t risk you having another knife somewhere, kid,” the wolf in militia armor noted, though he didn’t sound particularly apologetic.


The horse taking up a watchful stance near the small room’s one, shuttered window shook his head as he eyed his ‘guest,’ “Len and I, we both got an offer a few days ago... well, two offers now, but something’s fishy, and that’s why you’re here.  The first offer, we both declined, as our mutual friend had hinted that it was no job for the squeamish, and the man in question is known for one nasty sense of humor.  If he called it that... well, no matter, we thought; we’d said no.  Then just yesterday he comes to us with an even bigger job.  Just one rabbit, nothing special, right?”


‘Len’ snorted from where he sat on a simple wooden chair, “Right.  I’d have said the same thing, the day I saw him walk in, but I also saw how many people had run into that building, while not many were coming out again.  Soft, easy target my arse!  If that contract was money in the pocket like he’d said, why’d they even bring the kind of magic they used?  No... when a simple, easy contract started resulting in body-piles, two buildings have a hole blown clean through them from sheer overkill, and right after warnings of a ‘dirty job’ I see a little girl in the middle of it all... someone is not telling me everything.”


Delana tilted her head curiously, discreetly sizing up the privates and her surroundings even as she asked, “Bigger?  There was a bounty on S—the rabbit bigger than the one on me?!?”


Both soldiers blinked, the equine shaking his head to clear it then demanding, “You?  You’re the ‘dirty job’ that guy wanted us to do?  Who the hell are you to come within shouting distance of that guy’s hundred and twenty noble bounty?”


His partner blinked and blurted out before she could answer, “Twenty?  He told me one thirty-five!  Maybe he really does like me... but this is just one more sign that someone’s keeping a few damned secrets!”


A smile of what could almost have been pity crossed their young guest’s face, “Secrets are sometimes better off kept...  I don’t expect it to improve your mood when I reveal my secret.  You two have just forcibly kidnapped, then stripped, Princess Delana of Drachath, and just before that I was looking for one of Daddy’s Agents who was part of the fight...  I didn’t see her, and I’m starting to think there was nothing left to see when that blast hit.  I think I can safely say that my father may be in a... volatile mood when he hears about today.”


“Len?”


“Yeah, Jin?”


“Is there a word for when you’re so fucked that even your fuckedness is recursively fucked?  I could really use a word for that right now.”


Since the wolf couldn’t seem to come up with one, Delana volunteered, “I’ve always been fond of another Agent’s phrasing when he speculated on the fate of someone he was about to rescue on the off chance he failed.  ‘Screwed sideways.’  Whether referring to tools or sex, it conjures up so many delightful mental images.”


Private Lenkin nodded, grimacing, “I suppose that’ll have to do... your Highness.”

* * *


“Find them.  At this point I don’t care what it takes, how much it costs, or how many pawns we have to sacrifice by abandoning subtlety and demanding dangerous specifics.  Only two members of ‘team squeamish’ aren’t accounted for, and I don’t believe for a minute that it’s a coincidence that the princess isn’t either.  Those guards’ counter-sweep damn near got me, and if we don’t reacquire the target before they do, every farthing and drop of blood we’ve spent will be for nothing.  Not on my watch; I don’t care if you have to beat a clue out of the count’s wife then mime the information from a noose, just find me that girl!”


In his current mood, neither of the men sharing his table outside a much cheaper restaurant than the one that had been destroyed dared to glance at the other, no matter how comforting it would have been.  Instead, they simply nodded, Kryllan murmuring, “No stone unturned, sir,” as they both rose and stepped away to pursue their contacts.

* * *


Silmon murmured quietly as he followed his friend, “In the brief time I’ve known you, you’ve become someone I’d trust with my life.  In any other circumstances, I would trust you still.  I cannot, however, afford to trust anyone to that degree with her life.  Please tell me what we’re doing here...”


He envied the expression of serenity on her face as Crystal replied simply, “Listening.  Every detail counts... including the tips of two standard guard helmets, seen through the windows and intermixed with those attacking us through the kitchen.  This... is the neighborhood easiest to afford on a private’s pay, according to two other guards.  At the time of the blast, those guards, traitors or not, would not yet have entered the kitchen, and what little I saw of the arm pulling her through the window wore armor, which relatively few of our foes did.  If she lives and is here, I will hear her.  If she was taken here to die, I will smell her.  Your nervousness is natural, don’t fight it, but also don’t let the need to do something force you into ill-considered action.”


He had to shake his head, but he was smiling as he murmured back, “And the student rightly rebukes the teacher...  I’ll stop bugging you.”

* * *


Delana finished setting out the rather meager supplies in what had turned out to be Lenkin’s home, back in her dress once more.  Calling this place a ‘boarding house’ was almost an overstatement, but it sufficed for low-income bachelors like the private.  In keeping with that theme, he generally ate out, but the bread the princess had cut up wasn’t too stale, and the cheese only had a few spots of mold, carefully trimmed off.  She glanced up at the two men still watching her from the far side of the room and pointed out, “I’m not going to grow fangs and bite you...  We’ve all had a very strenuous morning, and none of us will really be thinking straight until we’ve eaten something.  I plan to enjoy a snack, and it wouldn’t kill you to do the same.  Look, you may have saved my life.  No one can say what the people behind you would have done if you hadn’t pulled me out when you did.  If I remain as healthy as I presently am, you won’t be looking at a noose.  For mild abrogation of your oath of enlistment, you may see something minor...  Restriction from unsupervised duty or such.  You’re not ravening traitors and my dad won’t treat you like you were, so will you please calm down?”


Private Jinnel moved first, nodding reluctantly as he stepped over and sank into the one simple chair by the small table, “Most of my brain disagrees, and insists I’m still doomed... but my belly thinks you’re right.  I just... I want it to be clear, alright?  You’re free to walk out that door.  I want the record to show that the moment I found out who you are, I made no attempt to hold you against your will.”


The princess had to giggle, “Alright, if you insist then I’ll swear to that, but I know some of the people currently looking for me, and they’re very good at this sort of thing.  I’ll stay right where they can find me for now,” and she broke off a small wedge of cheese to press into some bread then took a bite.


Lenkin still looked dubious as he moved to join them... only to flinch as his door crashed open.  Reflexes drilled into him during basic training, only six months gone and not as forgotten as he’d thought, had him spinning in place and drawing his sword even as the boot that had kicked its way in took a forward step.  “You,” he growled.  He didn’t recognize the cougar who’d just ruined his door, but the housecat behind him was familiar indeed.


The bigger cat was already holding a long, slim dagger of folded steel, and he stared past the soldier, “Finally... stand aside, man, and you’re rich.  We may have missed that damned rabbit, but she’s worth enough to get us where the law cannot follow with a small fortune left to enjoy.”


“Hell no,” was not the reply Larrel had been expecting.  The wolf’s resolve, and his grip on his sword, visibly firmed, and his partner’s blade left its sheath behind him, “I’m not the best soldier in town...  I drink too much, fine pussy can empty my purse in nothing flat, and I don’t respect the sanctity of my post.  I get that now.  But one thing I am not is a fucking traitor.”


“Better a live traitor than a dead... wait, what?”


Two quick thumps had just come through the outer wall, followed by a third from the ceiling.  A loud but calm voice came through the shutters the next moment, “Delana, move to the window.  Anyone coming close enough to harm you will also be within reach of my sword.  Your man is with me.”


None of the four men watching, if for varying reasons, could believe the calm, even amused expression on her face as she stepped around Jin to lean against the wall under the window, still holding her snack.  Glancing up as she swallowed, she addressed the cats, “Impasse...  If you come near me, you die.  If either one of my friends leaves the window to come around, you have time to escape.  If you try to run first, though, they’ll at least have a starting direction to work from, so it’s not a safe bet either way...”


Being ten feet from an enemy with a blade in his hand was a little frightening, but she had it under control.  It was actually harder to keep her expression straight from the pleasure and relief that threatened to overwhelm her when she heard Silmon’s clear voice, “I know that tone, Del...  You’ve got an idea.  I’d like to point out, though, that all we have to do to win is keep this stalemate for another five or ten minutes.  The regular guards will find us by then.”


Delana shook her head, “You like to serve with quiet distinction...  Waiting would be serving.  I want the distinction of beating this man we’ve been running from for so long.  I want to defeat him myself, and I want him to know he’s been defeated.”  She stood up straighter against the wall, “Jin?  Len?  Let those men in, though they’d be wise to stay at their end of the room, then go out into the hall.  If any other guards show up, delay them long enough for me to order them to stand down.  And you, my enemy... please, come in.  I challenge you.”


The guards looked reluctant, but clearly feared the consequences of disobeying her more as they traded places with the newcomers.  The younger cat simply looked confused, while his senior’s voice and expression were suspicious as he probed, “What sort of challenge?  Physical combat is clearly right out for several reasons.  Intellectual contests such as chess come to mind, but would frankly bore me to death.  And what of the stakes?  I doubt you’re going to let me just walk out of here.”


“That’s almost what I’m offering,” she insisted.  “If you win, I will cooperate, as a hostage, with a writ of safe passage in my father’s own hand being part of the ransom.  If I win, I want you to cancel the damned contracts, and you’d obviously need to be alive to do so.  I just want to go home, without wondering if my next meal’s poisoned or the guard at my door will stab me in the back, and the same goes for my rabbit, whatever he did to earn that bigger bounty!  Both of these options, for both of us, are better than just standing here until the guards storm the hallways and chop you into cutlets.”


Larrel nodded, a more serious expression on his muzzle now, “I am, naturally, biased in favor of any proposal that leaves my blood on the inside... now, the challenge?  I’m still waiting to hear how you plan to ‘defeat’ me, little girl.”


Lips spread over sharp teeth in a wide smile, “Pain, good sir.  The challenge is pain.  Silmon?  You’ll be pleased to know I paid attention even with a bag over my head...  I know we’re not far from that produce market.  Go there and buy an assortment of the worst from that pepper vendor we saw, and a jug of something to drink.  We’re going to have a snack... and the first one to drink loses.”


Still well outside of the threatened radius near the window, where he could now see an amber feline eye watching through the shutters, the cougar smiled broadly as he turned the armchair and sat down in front of his challenger.  “This will be fun, your Highness,” he purred.  “I rather enjoy a nice, hot meal...”


Delana allowed herself to smile as Silmon stepped through the door ten minutes later.  She could see evidence of at least two minor puncture wounds on his clothes, probably splinters from that blast, but the improvement from her last view, while he was still incapacitated by booze and his sudden impact with that wall, was a comfort she’d be hard-pressed to describe.  Things had changed a bit while he’d shopped; Delana and Larrel faced each other across the table, now in the middle of the room, and Crystal, her sword sheathed, stood directly behind the princess’ chair.  The two reluctant guards in the hall had grown to six, but the ranking soldier present had only made sergeant the week before.  When the crown princess told him to stand down and stay put, he was... disinclined to argue much.


“I wasn’t exactly on a tight budget,” the rabbit noted as he set a wooden crate on the room’s short, wide dresser, “so I bought a bunch of small bags and some paint I barely touched, then had the pepper guy number them.  Here’s the first batch,” and he pulled open the first small bag from the box, upending it to pour half a dozen small, oblong, dark green shapes onto the table.


Whiskers and ears both perked up as Delana grabbed for one, even as the rabbit set out a small cider jug and pulled the cork, “Ooh!  Zingers!  These are the best ones raw; a big bowl of them is almost a meal itself.”


The cougar nodded with a smile of his own as he reached for one, “Indeed, and a good start.  I was a bit afraid you’d start off with something weak enough that I might be full before things actually got spicy.”  Popping the zinger into his mouth, he chewed, watching as his foe followed suit, though it took her two bites.


Clearing off the spare peppers, Sil more carefully pulled two small, bright orange shapes out of bag number two, and set one to either side of the jug.


Larrel nodded, “A significant improvement!  Those bite-me-backs are particularly good in a saute.”


A welcome heat spread through her muzzle as she bit into the small fruit that had deceived so many with its size, a heat that seemed to come from within, but just to keep things interesting, she feigned a slight tightness around her eyes, and gave her lips an occasional, pained twitch she hoped looked convincing.  She took the lead as the next bag was broached, holding out her hand in expectation, and the results failed to disappoint.  “Magefire peppers, I didn’t know these were still in season!  I’m really surprised this isn’t dried; that’s how I usually get them,” and she lifted the vegetable, looking like a bright red string-bean, to start nibbling steadily from one end.

The big cat accepted his a bit more gingerly; he’d underestimated this breed once and used too many, but just one shouldn’t be too bad, particularly if that girl was already having to hide the burn like her eyes suggested.  He broke the pepper into thirds, then ate them as one loose wad, chewing slowly and carefully to better control his expression.  It nearly slipped when his teeth pierced one of the seeds, and he thought briefly that a section of his gums had just caught fire.


Silmon gave the crate a shake to separate the remaining bags, numerals visible through the loose slats.  He lifted the fourth bag, numbers five and six still waiting, and noted, “We’ve got more magefires if we need them, but I was only able to get two of these.  That man’s my second cousin by marriage, but he flatly refused to sell me more.  He keeps them in a locked box behind his usual stuff.”


The princess noticed her opponent’s frown as she reached for the new offering.  Similar in shape to the zingers, these were about twice as big, and a deep, glossy blood red in hue.  She had to ask as he turned his over in his hands, “Never seen one of these before?  Well, I’m not going to give away an advantage and name it for you, sorry.”


Frowning, Larrel shrugged, “Then you take the first bite.  If you think it’s going to be that big a surprise, then I invite you to eat your own tactic.  Literally.”  He hadn’t held much hope of surprising anything useful out of her with that challenge, but was disappointed anyway as she merely smiled and took a moderate bite out of the narrow end of the pepper, clearly chewing thoroughly before swallowing.  He followed suit a moment later, only to be disappointed; this thing was milder than a zinger!  He saved his second and last bite for the ‘coon’s fourth, but felt no qualms about chewing it well.  “I have to wonder why the seller raised a fuss about those,” he mused.  “What’s next?”


Delana held up a hand to stop Sil’s reach for bag five, “We’re not done yet...  Those were assassin peppers.  They sneak up on you.  I call for a five minute wait, as the real challenge of what we just ate is yet to come.”


Very slowly, the cat eased back against his chair, his eyes steadily widening...  His own spice vendor had ‘raised a fuss’ too, asking him the details of his planned recipe, then had refused to budge a granule over the dried half-teaspoon he’d sold him of this pepper... and, two minutes into the meal, he found that the man had been too generous.  “Those... those get stronger when they’re dried, right?” he reached for one slim, distant hope.


That masked face looked somewhere between cheerful and malicious as it smiled back, “I’m afraid the opposite is true... and, I must admit, I’ve never eaten a whole fresh one myself.  What part of ‘challenge’ did you fail to understand?  Did you expect this to be easy?”


The first hints of true burning in his mouth, his throat, and his sinuses had begun as she spoke, already climbing sharply.  He could see tears, definitely not faked, at the corners of her eyes now... but it was a scant consolation as the fire burned even hotter.  His voice was a bit ragged as it started to hurt to breathe, the pepper’s vapors as insidious as its flesh, “Well... yeah, I kinda did.”


Slipping out of her chair, the princess reached for the cider bottle... and pushed it toward him.  She murred as she stepped around Crystal, “I’m done for now, so I’ll just stand over here where that won’t tempt me.  You may signal your surrender with a drink... or we can just open the next bag.  Either way, I call checkmate, you great big bitch!”


Larrel stared at her through tear-blurred eyes as the burning rose... and rose... and rose.  Would it ever stop?!?  He wiped his eyes to clear them, careful to use the back of his sleeve and not the fingers that had been handling spices, only to blink as they focused on new motion.  That rabbit’s white hand was reaching into the crate, where not one, but two bags waited, with even stronger peppers...  A noose would have to hurt less than this, he finally decided as he snatched up the jug and drank deeply, not stopping until it was upended above him and the last drop had fallen on his burning lips...  He kept going from that leaned-back stance, the chair slowly tipping, until he and it finally fell with a loud thud.


Silmon smirked at the curious look both of ‘his girls’ were giving him, “That asshole’s not the only one who can spike a drink.  I taught you too well to get into a fight you’d loose and I knew it, kiddo.”


That sergeant waiting in the hall peered in, “Uh... now what, your Highness?”


Delana smiled, “Now you finally get to do your job.  Arrest both these men; the younger cat... we’ll need to determine his degree of involvement, but this one, I want him charged with that attack that destroyed Diamond Cuisine.  His vendetta against me I can... well, not forgive, but understand, and however personal it was to me, I know it wasn’t personal to him.  What I can neither understand nor forgive is the use of an attack that had to have hurt or killed bystanders.  Attacking me is one thing, but attacking my subjects is quite another.  From the destroyed buildings and lost lives to broken saucers and minor bumps, I want him to face a magistrate for every last count.  If he’s willing to cooperate fully in canceling every death-contract he has a say in, he may be allowed to live out his days in prison.  If he refuses, I want him to hang.”


Kryllan looked at the sprawled form of his ‘big boss,’ now faintly snoring... and turned around, wrists crossed behind his back, “Lady?  I’ve never met a princess... but you fuckin’ scare me.  Take me away before she changes her mind, alright, guys?”


Once the cooperative cat had been shackled, and the unconscious one simply slung between two soldiers, the hallway got a less lot crowded... and Silmon opened bag number five, handing his oath-lady a small cluster of fresh-baked rolls.


“Oh, thank you!” she sighed with relief as she tore one off and bit deep, chewing rapidly to spread the bread around her muzzle.  She swallowed and noted before her next bite, “I have never been in as much pain as just then!”


Lenkin blinked, pointing accusingly at the bags, “Then there weren’t more peppers?  I knew I was in above my pay grade, but... just how much of this thing was a set-up, anyway?”


The rabbit shrugged as his lover kept eating, “I am the princess’ sworn man.  I would not have given her that oath if I didn’t trust her, and it was also my duty to help with her evident plan.  The two more bags were pure psychological warfare, but did you see the way he was looking at them at the end?  They helped him to his decision in a way that let his pride take a step out of the way; he wasn’t giving in to this pain, he was surrendering to the sheer agony he thought awaited him.  I trusted she would win with that help; I trusted her enough to spike that cider so hard that if she’d downed the whole bottle, at her body weight, it would have killed her.”


Delana rolled her eyes as she set down the remaining rolls; her lips no longer felt like they were going to fall off, so she swallowed and said, “Some of your other lessons have felt like this; I’m not sure whether I should be pleased or not, as that sort of ‘trust’ could be interpreted either way... but I’d be happy if we’re never in a situation where that’s an issue again.  Can we go to the castle, now?  Len, Jin, you come along; I don’t want you out of my sight until I explain to someone that you helped, and no punitive action is to be applied without running it by me first.”


Crystal nodded, “They’ll be expecting us...  Del’s bag was still in the restaurant; I had it sent ahead.”


The one non-suspect guard remaining after the arrests, a mere specialist, looked relieved, “I’ll swear to it, that I saw both of these men with steel in their hands, guarding your person, after a man had offered them money to kill you... but I’ve had an itch between my shoulderblades the whole time here.  Could we please get her Royal Highness out of a damn tenement and behind some decent walls?  If she gets hurt now, Sir Charad and Verona will take turns killing me!”


“Only after her father and I were done with you,” Silmon noted, then gestured toward the hall, “Let’s go.”

Chapter 17


There was no fanfare as the guards waved the cart through Fariach’s north gate, though it wasn’t the same cart Silmon had last driven that way.  His Grace, Sir Charad, Count Stonecliff, had provided that cart, the horses, and the eight men sitting on the vehicle’s side-benches from his personal guard.  Their one evening stop on the trip had been something of a spectacle; the staff of that hostel knew the rabbit, of course, but he usually wasn’t accompanied by two archers, four heavy infantry, and the white leather and conical helmet of, respectively, a combat healer and wizard.


They’d been the count’s guest for two days, which had barely been enough to get used to the oddly-divided court while they’d waited for confirmation of the messages Larrel had been allowed to send.  For so long as Verona lived, she was the Countess of Stonecliff.  Her husband had retired, and her stepson ruled well, but his wife was only the ‘countess consort.’  The royal decree granting the former baroness that title was a ‘permanent temporary exception’ to the usual rules of succession, and things would return to normal when she finally met her Goddess for the last time.  Meanwhile, she had the official clout necessary to support her own ongoing projects, many of which had their own representatives in the court, their corner always just a little busier than the more socially-inclined (though they’d say ‘traditional’) fops in the rest of the hall.  Even knowing that his remaining lifespan depended on his cooperation, Crystal had still had to step in twice in Larrel’s case, playing on the man’s own pride and insecurities to make sure he’d send cancellation messages to the escrow agents, free of encoded directives to disregard them or any similar deception.


Outside of the front gate of the palace, though he’d have preferred the service entrance for its lack of passing gawkers, Silmon turned to hand the reins to one of the infantrymen on the benches back there as his girls climbed down, “Here you go, and thank your liege for me when you get back.  The suspension was smooth and the horses well-trained; this cart was a pleasure to drive.”


“We were glad to be along, sir, and glad for a boring trip,” the man nodded as he settled onto the driver’s bench in the rabbit’s place.


In the time it had taken them to make that exchange, they should have been challenged by one of the six palace guards two or three times over... except that their usual professionalism seemed to have gone missing.  Protocol was obviously the last thing on their minds as they stared at the princess.


Giggling faintly, the girl walked up and rapped her knuckles on one man’s breastplate, mock-calling as if to a great height, “Hey up there!  We’ve already got enough statues decorating the place; could I get an escort inside?  We couldn’t call ahead; the royal pouch hadn’t gotten back to Stonecliff yet, but my dad and I haven’t seen each other in way too long.”


More stares, and one destroyed tea set when a servant caught sight of her, kept the trip inside amusing.  She clung to that feeling, lest the nostalgia and sense of homecoming each familiar sight elicited overwhelm her as she padded down the long red carpet she’d sometimes thought she’d never see again.  At Silmon’s faint cough as they neared the throne room’s double doors, she slowed, glancing up...


“Until your father has a word with folks,” he noted, “neither of us can go in there with these swords... and we shouldn’t.  This is your moment.  We’ll wait out here until summoned.”


Coming home with her lovers and friends had been in the forefront of her mind of late, but it had always been just that concept, with her friends.  Until he’d pointed out an alternative view, she hadn’t even considered it... but this was her moment, wasn’t it?  Her mother had lived up to the ideal of royalty when she stood and died.  It was her turn now to take up that mantle, to live up to it by living, returning unhurt and unbowed after a vicious attack.  Without another word, she strode forward, right past the startled herald, reaching up and leaning to open the heavy door herself.


The world had changed because she had changed, but part of that change let her ignore the rest.  She knew that if she but looked at the courtiers, falling silent to either side as they caught sight of her, she’d perceive new and interesting things about them that she just hadn’t known to look for two months ago, but only two figures, both at the far end of the room, actually mattered.  She’d learned loss, and she’d learned love as she’d never known it before.  The man rising from the throne, his jaw slack, and the tiny boy seated next to him, staring wide-eyed, were her family.  She missed them, and loved them; she understood far better now what she’d taken for granted until it had been taken from her in that castle hallway...


Lachier was drawn forward, as if against his will, in tiny, shuffling steps as she neared, one hand outstretched as if he couldn’t believe she were real...  It couldn’t be an illusion or hallucination, though, because she’d changed.  More than just the dress, simpler than anything in her old wardrobe; he could see it in her eyes, in how she moved.  She’d always been a princess and his daughter... but as he finally fell to one knee at the top of his dais, and she burst into a run for the last few yards, he knew that she was both, now, to a degree she’d never been before.  Words would only have cheapened the moment as she leapt into his arms, and he didn’t give a damn who watched.  Impossible as it was, the daughter dozens of amoral killers had been offered a fortune to kill had come back to him.


When he finally let her go, Delana took a step back and looked up into his eyes, her own more serious than he’d ever seen...  “Your Majesty,” she intoned formally, withdrawing a bloodstained gold pin from a fold of her sash, “it is with regret that I must tell you that your Agent, Glenari, has fallen.  Those who sought my life used what Frentin there,” and she nodded to the court wizard, “could probably describe in more detail, a ‘siege burst spell.’  She was almost directly in its path, and very little remained, but her final second was a decisive and worthy contribution to my safety.”


The king nodded gravely, even as the whisper, ‘martyr,’ rose from several clusters of courtiers and he accepted the badge like the precious relic it now was.  “She will be sorely missed, and remembered with honor.  What, though, of Silmon?  I hope his fate differed; I really wanted to meet that man...”


A wide smile on her muzzle as she dipped her head, Delana gestured to her rear with one paw, “He lives... and he guarded me to the last, halting only in the antechamber as he was of course armed.  He swore himself to me, Father, in the old way, with the old consequences.  He would keep that oath even now, let the laws be damned, save for his respect for an ideal...  Royalty.  A little girl can be walked home.  A princess stands on her own two feet.  His duty to guard my person does not supersede his duty to allow me to do mine.”


Lachier couldn’t resist snatching her into another, tighter hug, murmuring, “Oh, baby... your mother would be so proud!”


Both their eyes were teary as she squeezed him back, “I know... when things got their worst, when I was out in the open and knew they were huntin’ for me... I understood Momma.  Everything she... she couldn’t say.  It was just my turn.”


Nodding as he straightened up, the king reached down, smiling again as that little paw slipped into his, “Court’s dismissed.  I need to go thank the man who saved our next queen.  Come along, Burtak,” and he strode down the carpet toward the outer gathering hall.


As Del followed along, the sides of the room suddenly chaotic as courtiers milled in confusion and guards rushed to reinforce a door the king did not normally use, the girl mentioned, “We picked up another friend too, an’ you might wanna give her Glenna’s job.  No magic, but... well, it’d take a lot of explainin’.  Basically, if it’s possible, she can do it.  Anything.”


Conversation was contraindicated for a brief moment as guards formed a curved steel wall with their bodies around the long pages’ bench occupied by the entire royal family and two complete strangers with swords.  That last detail made at least two of them visibly uncertain whether to watch the strangers or the courtiers, flowing as well as they could out the doors and around the improvised barricade.


“Your Majesty,” Silmon acknowledged with a nod once the babbling crowd had moved on and the ring of steel had loosened somewhat.


The smiling raccoon offered a hand, and the rabbit took it.  “Glad to finally meet you in person,” he noted as he squeezed.  “Just this morning, there were some absences from the daily briefing between breakfast and court, and the only time my generals and spymasters do that is when they’re ‘analyzing urgent reports,’ meaning something came in that they know I won’t want to hear.  They can only get away with it for so long, but I’m guessing that whatever led you to finally return here was... tumultuous.  I had not heard of Glenari’s death or the use of magic even the military has trouble getting their hands on.”


The carter had to smile, “Actually, your Majesty, the final battle... was your daughter’s.  Events leading up to the circumstances in question were, indeed, quite violent at times, but in the end we cornered the one man who could cancel the prices on our heads, as it turns out one of those bandits I killed the morning before I met Wolran was Halton’s brother.  We could have killed that spymaster easily enough... but Delana beat him instead.  Hot pepper eating contest.  What sort of self-respecting bad guy would turn that down and admit he’s not as tough as a little girl?”


Lachier leaned to the side to give his girl another hug, “That’s my princess.”


Crystal finally spoke up, “Your Majesty... she was strong.  Fairly early, after the second pepper, she lured her foe toward overconfidence by showing pain, though she felt none...  Bodies speak, sir.  A thousand tiny details that even the most disciplined can only imperfectly control.  My blessing and curse is that what I sense, I know.  Every detail of my environment speaks to my consciousness without my mind getting in the way.  I easily saw the false pain, but after the third one it was starting to get real.  She never showed what she truly felt, when she ate an assassin pepper, whole, raw, and well-chewed.  Our foe’s final view of her involved a smile, while I could sense her agony well enough to nearly share it.  I say again... she was strong.”


That ‘coon was looking awed as he shook his head, “I never had the courage to try those...  Even Jessela was uncommonly careful with that spice!”  He glanced up again at a pained cough... and it hadn’t been the first one.  “Alright, Vec, we can take this elsewhere.  As much as I wish it were otherwise, my guard here does have a point that we could chat just as easily somewhere other than a public hall.  Let’s head back to my room and I’ll ring for tea.”


Nods were shared all around as the five people rose, and the relieved guards settled into a loose ring as they made their way toward more private corridors.  Delana took her brother’s hand for the walk, smiling at him, “You’re gonna love the stories I have to tell...  Unless we cancel court for a few days, I’ll be talkin’ when we can for weeks!”


Burtak grinned, squeezing his sister’s paw, “I missed ya too...  Glad yer back.”

* * *


Lachier glanced between his family’s new best friends, their swords leaning casually against a wall of the dining room, as his slaves cleared the meal they’d just shared.  It was late, but dinner had been too; even in summary, with more details yet to come, the descriptions of his daughter’s adventures had gripped his and his son’s attention until at least three bellies were complaining, at which point they’d done something about it.  The conclusions he’d reached so far were that no reward of titles or wealth could ever adequately repay that ‘carter,’ and that despite lacking what most would call magic the young cat was overqualified for Agency.


He shook his head as Del finished telling how she’d first met ‘Glenna’ in that small-town shop, “No wonder she thought your guardian was one of my Agents too; that was pretty much the only conclusion she could come to since you were with him and not screaming for guards.  I kind of wish there were a way I could make a similar journey... but the captain of my troops would break my foot or leg himself to keep me here.  I envy you for having gotten to go out and meet some of the interesting, occasionally amazing, people that make up the nation.  I’ll just stick with the ones that can make the trip here, I guess.”


Silmon chuckled and sipped from a cup of fresh milk, “He’d be right to, y’know.  Delana didn’t know how lucky she was, at the time, to hide in my cart, as anyone else there for basic statue delivery would have lacked my training and that indefinable something that got me the job in the first place.  Treynor doesn’t just pick drivers at random for the special runs, after all.  I formally quit that job at my first opportunity, of course, after swearing to her.  Conflict of interest, you understand.”


Crystal shook her head before the king could respond, “Not so indefinable... but very hard to assign a number to.  Integrity.  Loyalty that must be earned, but once given, stays.  The fact that the challenge of the job was more important than the pay for it, keeping you from finding that locked steel box tempting.  You had the correct set of priorities to earn your employer’s trust, then a royal’s.”


The rabbit smiled as he glanced between the three raccoons, “I suppose that fits... but I gave it all up for love, and the fact that she was a princess didn’t matter.  I got to know Delana, not the institution of a crown princess.  I admit that a bit of loyalty to the kingdom as a whole was still a factor, since while she was worth teaching in her own right, I also knew I was shaping, contributing to, the wisdom and values of our future queen.  Of course part of that was based on my personal opinion of what a queen should be like, but those were important secondary considerations at best; I needed to be there for her, first and foremost, so I was.  She needed to survive, and learning how to properly use her mind was one route to help with that, so I taught her.”


Lachier sighed as he reached for his own wineglass, “A royal should be able to go on a trip like that without needing to fear for our lives...  The way my guards treat that sort of thing, you’d think the entire world had a hobby of killing kings whenever I dared to bring up the possibility.  Still... progress is being made in that direction.  A number of changes to the laws are working their way through my council’s and legal staff’s desks, relating to anonymous escrow bounties and the present disassociation between the escrow agent and the crime for which they’re paying.  Now those agents will face liability as an accessory when rewarding illegal activity, and they will face separate, personal charges if they fail to keep a record of who gave them the money for what in the first place.”


The carter smiled, “That, in several ways, would have prevented the situation we just dealt with, or at least made it much more difficult to advertise for murderers, even covertly.  Everyone involved, at every level, would have had to wonder whether the person they were dealing with was planning to turn them in, if more details of the procedure had been specifically illegal.”


“There will always be difficulties when it comes to legislating morality,” the king acknowledged, “and all we can do is look for a better set of rules, with less ambiguous phrasing, than we had before.”  He glanced over toward Crystal, “Speaking of rules... I can understand why even trainers as specialized as yours couldn’t figure out what to do with you.  The suggestion you relayed has merit, but problems as well.  Under the rules as they currently stand, I could not make you an Agent, regular or junior.  The rules you’ve apparently broken are fundamental realities of life itself, not mere laws, and placing even the tiniest of artificial limits upon you would restrict your abilities, and your usefulness, all out of proportion because they’re so far outside the norms already.  Even junior Agency would require a religiously bound oath and place you under the orders of those who are fundamentally incapable of understanding what you can do, what you are.  You are like a large vault full of platinum.  Incredibly valuable, but one mistake in how you use that potential, and... disaster, or at least a failure to achieve a better outcome that might have been possible had you been unfettered.”


The cat gave another of her calm, serene nods as she smiled gently to her host, “With your agreement with those trainers, it has become unanimous... so I shall seek no special position at all.  I rather enjoyed journeying to new places and encountering new things, particularly after I... woke up.  I shall merely continue to do so, as the mundane worries of safety and finance are... simplified for me.  Any job I may need for as much money as I require, I can almost certainly do, and if a siege burst couldn’t kill me, I doubt the average footpad will be much of a threat.”


The smirk this fetched earned a faint raised brow in reply, before Lachier noted, “You probably just read it on my face, but... yes, your own words did just suggest a job that would actually fit you.  Have you ever heard of the Sisters of Order?  No?  Good, because that’s how it’s supposed to be.  Let me tell you a story...”

* * *


The Black Unicorn was a bit quieter than usual this night, most of the regulars having been told of the reservation and that seating would be limited, but a few had shown up out of curiosity anyway.  The end of the common room away from the bar had seen two tables replaced with several extra chairs, and about half of the temporary seats contained bears.  In uniform but at least relaxed enough to sit, a palace guard was at each end of the room and several more were discreetly positioned around the building, but only because the princess was there.  The king, with regrets, had been unable to attend... at least in person.  The gold chain circling Wolran’s scalp, a teardrop sapphire dangling just between and above his eyes, had been part of a royal gift-exchange with Atheria, and had been made by Beckah’s hands and powers; he may have been in his own suite at the palace, but in a way Lachier was also right there.


It was Delana’s duty, as her father’s representative, to break the news to the four children and their two adult relatives who’d accepted the somewhat bewildering invitation.  “You knew her as Glenna,” she murmured over the lilting chords of a minstrel at the other end of the tavern, “but to my father, she was Agent Glenari.  She was crude, even profane, and always blunt, but we loved her for it.  Where a courtier would tie their tongue in knots over polite lies and never giving offense, your mother told us what she actually thought, no two ways about it!  She was also very good at her job...  There were people looking for me, and if they found me they’d kill me, and they were very careful, very subtle, in how they went about tracking me down... but Glenna saw them first.”  She glanced around, meeting ursine eyes two by two, “Agents are hard to kill, and bears are tough.  When you make a bear an Agent, you’re looking at an almost unstoppable force... and that’s what it took to bring her down.  The ones trying to kill me brought along a weapon you just don’t use on people!  It was meant to blow a hole through a castle’s stone wall, not a body!  And... that, I’m afraid, is why we have no body for you to properly mourn.  I just lost my mother myself, so I know the emptiness you feel now, the sense of missing a hug you’ll never feel again... but you deserved to know.  Not just how your mother died saving my life, but just what it took to stop her in the end.  When the safety of the kingdom was on the line, she was hell’s pure bitch, and woe betide anyone who got in her way.  You are all invited, next restday, to Audience Square for the formal addition of Glenari’s name to the Column of Martyrs, and any who attend will receive the king’s personal thanks on her behalf.  While Drachath carries on, and while my family leads, her loyalty and sacrifice will never be forgotten.”


Both before and after her side-career running a store, Glenna had described her job in Fariach as ‘doing odd jobs for the king’ to her children and immediate family, and expressions had been mixed between disbelief and wry amusement at the princess’ first use of ‘Agent.’  On reflection, that had been the single most obvious interpretation of her own phrasing, but it had seemed so outrageously improbable that those who’d considered it had just as instantly dismissed the possibility.  The first comment came from one of the nine-year-old girls, “Momma had swords... but she’d never tell us why.  First they were ‘from another time,’ then we were moving and she was buckling one on, and all she said was ‘it’s time again.’  We knew she was special, though...  She never did anything where someone could see, but things kept happening around the shop.  We almost never hired someone for repairs, as things fixed themselves when no one was watching... and Agents are all wizards, right?  Once we stopped thinkin’ it was fairies or somethin’, magic was our next guess.”


Crystal nodded from her seat to one side, “That’s what saved my life...  The spell that killed her was extremely powerful, and I could see her face when she sensed its energies building to strike.  If she hadn’t been ‘special’ like that, they’d be shoveling me into a hole in the ground, not bringing me a fresh drink, thank you,” and she nodded to the waitress as she reached for a mug from the tray.


One of Glenna’s sons giggled despite his tears at her phrasing, and the poignant tension at that end of the room eased by several degrees, several others helping themselves to another ale now that they were relaxed again.


Silmon’s eyes were serious as he caught the gazes of each adult bear in turn before noting, “The children you expected to be temporary guests while their mother was on an ‘odd job’ need something a bit more permanent, now.  Glenna died in direct service to the crown, and in a good royal that instills a sense of reciprocal responsibility.  I’m proud of the part I played in her becoming so, since Princess Delana is a very good royal.  She feels her duty keenly, but even with royal prerogatives involved she’s too young to formally adopt anyone, much less kids one and three years older than her.  I, however, am her sworn man, which means I’ll be local for as long as she is, and she proposed that I adopt and raise Glenna’s orphans.  I am, myself, in possession of a number of unusual talents, and I can only look forward to teaching children with the sort of potential an Agent’s must have.  Unless you feel they’d be better off with their extended family, which is a real and important consideration, you may consider that offer formal and firm.”


The man nodded, “As much as we enjoy having them as guests, it was never meant to be permanent...  So long as they’re free to visit, and our own kids can reciprocate, I don’t see anything wrong with the notion.  A princess’ ‘man’ would not, offhand, be someone I’d suspect to be a bad father figure, and they’ll be either in or near the palace so they’d never want for comfort or safety...  Most of all, they need stability, with this fresh tragedy on top of their sudden move, and that’s one thing I’m sure you could provide.”


The rabbit nodded back, but it was Crystal who mused, “I can only speculate what my life would have been like if I’d had that very stability...  I’m an orphan, too, and I can tell you that being passed around among distant relations is no way to spend a childhood.  Speaking of which, it’s time to indulge one of my inner child’s old dreams...”  She turned in her seat, caught a distant gaze, and beckoned, then continued, “This will also be my gift, my memorial, to a woman I know only from tales... but she deserves a lasting tribute, something that can spread farther, and be experienced by more, than any statue in a royal garden.  I know his Majesty is listening... but if he’s also having a conversation or such, now would be a good time to pay attention instead.”


Several of those gathered, most particularly the princess, were looking interested at that preamble as the minstrel made her way through the tavern toward them.  Without a word, the exchange obviously having been discussed in advance, one hand held out her lute by its neck, while the other accepted several gold coins from the cat’s.  The young ermine’s modest clothes and peaked red cap were both proper for the district and her profession, but also showed subtle signs of wear, and while well-maintained her instrument was probably older than she was.  The gold she closed faintly-trembling fingers around probably represented a paradigm shift in her entire future lifestyle.


“Thank you, Jorrie, and may your fingers never falter,” Crystal murmured, then turned back to face her companions as her fingers absently flowed over the pegs and strings of her new purchase.  A faint wryness tinted her serious expression as she noted, “I expect, over the course of my life, to be the source of many new legends, few of them believable, fewer of them true, because of what I can do.  I have never before held an instrument, nor composed any song more profound than the game-rhymes of a child.  I have, though, spent this evening watching and listening to a minstrel, one with more talent than luck as she struggles through life, and every subtle trick of the trade, everything that separates a dabbler from a virtuoso, she showed, and I learned.”


Her fingers ceased their aimless wandering, one hand closing around the neck as the other flashed down in front of the body, striking a hard, minor chord, fingertips stroking along those strings as she modulated each note separately, the ringing tones sending a shiver up several spines as they broke up and converged into a new, haunting combination.  “I have also,” she went on, “never attempted to sing in any serious way... but despite those many lacks, I offer to you... Jessela’s Stand,” and her fingers began their dance.  Each string was its own instrument, plucked with a claw or stroked with a fingertip’s pad singly or in twos and threes, often with a gap where a string had been left to sing on its own behind the melody, which suggested one familiar chord after another but never actually struck one directly.  Her voice would never claim any unusual natural talent, but her unique, conscious control of every aspect which could be controlled gave her a richness and clarity those listening could only envy as she sang...


“Gaze on the court of our king and you’ll see,


Workers and fops in a spectrum complete;


Watching you back from beneath filigree,


Eyes of bright green in a gown matched and neat.


Pretty she sits by the king on his throne,


Listening closely as any queen can;


But when court is dismissed and the fops leave alone,


She joins in the work to be done for our land.


Smaller green eyes watch with bottomless trust,


Two precious souls see her unlike another;


They know not the issues that politics thrust,


Upon times her children must part with their mother.


She teaches, she molds them, whenever she can,


Dividing her duties, ‘tween nation and kin;


She hopes that they learn where her principles stand,


What’s expected of them, their own strength within.


Good work alone will suffice on most days,


Peace and fair commerce the news of the time;


A family’s love to share serves as fair pay,


The kingdom is safe and its people sublime.


But not all can rest with the way that things stand,


And avarice blossoms in hearts that want more;


A friend’s smiling face can hide threats to the land,


And not every crisis need involve a war.


In darkness and pain died a princess in tears,


Betrayed by a lover who feasted on lies;


Her death was the first move he’d plotted for years,


His ego demanding a new unearned rise.


Orders and gold had been given to many,


Thorns in our nation, a poisonous barb;


Men who’d do murder for even a penny,


As thieves’ fingers filched some well-known trusted garb.


Soldiers most false were led in by this beast,


Blades newly sharpened to open veins wide;


They moved seen but not, through the halls to the east,


Thoughts dark and focused on sweet regicide.


One man alone found the flaw in their ruse,


The scent of old leather brought out at long last;


He gathered the workers to spread out the news,


Something was wrong and they had to move fast.


Our king lives and breathes thanks to this one man,


Who found real guards to protect royal life;


They rushed to his chamber and there made a stand,


But though the king lived, not so well fared his wife.


Helping her lover, her lord, and her king,


Working through lunch with her daughter so small;


Jessela drew up as she heard steel ring,


And unfriendly gazes met hers in the hall.


Words would be useless she knew all too well,


So no plea passed her lips as she faced her own end;


The seconds she still had must be used to tell,


Her child to run while she stood to defend.


Flee! sweet Delana, run hard while you can,


Don’t look back or linger, or they may kill you next!


Turned back to face men with blades in their hands,


She stood up tall and straight, unarmed yet unvexed.


Jessela knew her duty such as few could understand,


The line must be protected, no matter her own fate;


She would not budge she would not move as the first hard fist did land,


In silent pain she stood up tall, a living, stone-strong gate.


Arms out wide to block them all our queen honored that name,


The courage we expect from those we call our liege and lord;


The blows they fell but she did not however hard they came,


‘til head and crown lay broken on the carpet’s bloody sward.


Our king he lives, his daughter too, because she made that choice,


Her child safely hidden once the traitors could get by;


The courage of a royal that belied her gentle voice,


With something more important than her life at stake, she died.


Rarely do our leaders prove they’re worthy of our vows,


But kings and queens are heart and soul, the symbols of our land;


The prince and princess have a hard example to pass now,


The love, wisdom, and loyalty behind Jessela’s Stand.”


Crystal let the lingering notes fade from the lute’s strings as she fell silent, eyes closed.  They opened again at a touch to her knee, Delana standing there with her heart in tear-streaked eyes as she held up her hands.  The lute was the only obstacle, held carefully aside as she leaned down to hug her friend.  “Don’t say it,” she murmured.  “Your face says it for you... that words would fail.  You’re welcome, dear.”


The princess sniffed and nodded, “That’s why you asked about her on the trip, I guess...  Please, write that song down, it deserves repeating.”


A new, but quietly melodious, voice intruded, “That it does...  I know as few can that you did not lie, but no mortal would believe that to be a first effort.”  The black cat took a moment to pull over an unoccupied chair so she could join the small group, smiling around, “Two... no, three of you figured it out,” and she glanced to the other cat again, “though your correct guess was assumed from the beginning.”


Crystal chuckled softly as she let go of her wide-eyed friend, “It’s not like images of your face are difficult to come by...  So, Malia, what brings you here this eve?”


“I’ve come to explain your own rarity to you better than anyone else really could, and to extend an offer before you figure it out yourself and render the point moot,” the Goddess replied.  “Taking those things in order, then, it’s been phrased that the whole world is lucky if it gets one natural mage in a century.  You, on the other hand... entire worlds have risen and fallen without once having an individual like you.”


As peripheral as they were to the meeting, everyone within earshot was paying close attention, including Glenna’s family and that young minstrel.  Only Silmon commented, “That... actually surprises me less than I thought it would.  There are so many things you can do that we don’t even have words for, that ‘special’ or ‘rare’ are almost uselessly pale terms.”


Malia inclined her head in his direction, then went on, “To apparently, but not actually, change the subject for a moment, there are basically four ways a God can be born or made...  Many scriptures make reference to an original ‘voice,’ that commanded the universe to be then broke up.  Three members of our pantheon are fragments of that original voice.  Another method is for mortal memories, mortal experiences, which are a form of sustenance for Gods, to build up without consumption or harvest.  If there is enough of it, if the experiences are diverse and detailed enough, the memories themselves can come to life on the spiritual plane, which is where every dark God we’ve got came from, starting with Kathalla.”


This fetched an arched brow from Crystal, “Not all of us are paying much attention to math right now... but if you count Molinden, whose origin we know, there’s still one missing, and you’re much better than a mortal at controlling your body’s signals, but some still get through.  Since it’s what you’re obviously leading up to, how did you join the pantheon?”


The mortal goddess glanced around, making sure she had everyone’s attention before explaining, “This fact has never before been voiced on this world... but I was born a mortal, on another world entirely.  I can’t remember very much of it; I led an exceptional and extraordinary life, which was what attracted the notice of one of that world’s Gods.  Worlds come and go, you see, and the Gods sometimes keep in touch with their counterparts elsewhere.  This God I met knew that a new world, this one, was being created, and He’d been offered a position in our pantheon, but He was quite content with his current ‘job,’ so he found a worthy mortal and offered a somewhat different afterlife than she’d been expecting.  As I said, I no longer remember that life, but my personality, my essence, carried through to this incarnation and my new career.”  She fixed Crystal with a firm gaze, “This, of course, leads to the fourth route to divinity... that of achieving it yourself, which some entire worlds never manage.  You have taken a step almost no one ever does.  You now think like a God does, and you see the world as we do.  There are ways in which I perceive something as ‘simple’ as this room, which no mortal could grasp if I tried to explain... except you.  Only one thin barrier remains.  Your senses are linked directly to you, to your sense of self... but if you can ever let that go and simply be, you will become eternal.  It’s inevitable that you will come to that next stage eventually, so I was sent, by my family, to tell you it exists before you took that step by accident.  You will be welcome among us.  We haven’t had a new member of the family in a long time... but we’re also patient.  You still have a long mortal life to enjoy, so my suggestion is that you recognize and avoid that last mental shift until you are content to move on.”


The cat nodded once, replying simply, “Thank you for this consideration, and at this time your personal take on it sounds the most sensible.  Mortal life, though, has many things I wish to experience first, such as helping my friend here raise the cubs he’s about to adopt.  The Sisters, too... I’ll be talking with you about, as it’s been suggested that oaths may or may not be necessary for that sort of thing in my case.  Besides, if I retire from mortality before writing any more songs, I think Jorrie here would hunt me down and figure out if Gods can die too.”


The minstrel blinked and giggled, then nodded around a wry smile.


Leaning close, Malia kissed her gently on the cheek, smiling, “Good points, those...  I’ll see you in a few decades then, sister.”

The End

