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Chapter 1


Tabina took a deep breath, held it, and opened the jar.  Moving quickly but surely, she picked up the wooden tongs she’d set out and gave the dried leaves a gentle stirring to make sure they were separated, then transferred three of them, one at a time, to the waiting porcelain mortar.  She kept her breath held as she closed the jar, fastened its latch, and returned it to the shelves of other jars, each clearly labeled, then shifted in place as she observed the air before her, brightly lit by the summer morning sun and the apothecary's large windows.  None of that light fell directly on the jars themselves, since many herbs would lose their potency through prolonged exposure, but the angles of the furnishings had been chosen carefully, the shelves themselves shading the precious dried roots, leaves, and berries.


Once she was certain no fleck of dust hung in the air, the bunny started breathing again, unfolding and draping the thin cheesecloth over the bowl and its leaves.  Through that fabric, then, she started carefully crushing the dried datura with a clean pestle, one of the more potentially-dangerous of the herbs she’d been learning about, and minor, planned exposures to some less dangerous substances had been useful object lessons.  She was still young, barely three months into her apprenticeship, but respect for the dangers with which she worked had been one of her very first lessons, and she’d learned it well.


As she worked the finely-carved marble along the length of each dried leaf’s central stem, breaking them up first so the thicker chunks would actually help grind the rest of the leaves to powder, the door at the back of the shop creaked open and someone stepped in.  She didn’t look up from her task, as the footfalls were quite familiar, and she’d encountered their owner’s personal scent at close enough range in the past to pick it out now, even amidst the near-reek of so many different herbs in one confined space.  Those footsteps paused, directly behind her, and despite an active effort not to she smiled as she shifted her hips subtly back.  The only visible sign of this through her knee-length green skirt was that her tail had risen by perhaps half an inch, but the newcomer’s eyes had been watching for exactly that, and unseen hands started plucking at the fabric around her legs.  The skirt had been a gift from their teacher, who enjoyed, among other things, watching her students enjoy each other in ways she was too old to actively share, and thus had just a few, subtle features uncommon to the type.  It was secured by an integrated belt, buckled at one hip, but the rest of that band was decorated with common clay shirt buttons.  They were certainly a nice accent that didn’t add much to the price, but their real purpose was to match the discreet slits in the skirt’s lower hem, to either side of the split in back that ran a bit farther than most, two thirds to the waist.  Utilizing the split, the buttons, and their distant, matching holes, the person behind her left a bit of fabric bunched up just under her tail, but the rest was parted, and held apart, baring the cleft of her rump... which was free of undergarments, and just a few inches too low to be seen past the main counter through the front windows.


“I still can’t believe that you’ve never once told me ‘no,’” Zerrin murmured.


Tabina took a moment to close her eyes as she heard her fellow student’s belt buckle click, savoring the hint of a stallion’s musk as it was freed into the air, then forced herself to concentrate on her careful grinding as she quietly replied, “Why would I?  I know I disappointed you, that first night, when I didn’t overreact to your size, but you couldn’t know I’d grown up around equines... and you’ve never hurt me.  Quite the opposite... so why, again, should I ever object to getting a good stuffing?”


The horse simply chuckled as he stroked his firming length, “When you put it that way, I have to wonder myself, but about my own insecurities.  I guess you couldn’t have known, either, how my first two girlfriends couldn’t get it to fit.  And... ‘grown up?’  You’re two thirds those other girls’ age, and you still have some growing to do; of course you’re a marvel to me!”  His scent, of course, was not the only one competing with the herbs, and by now he could see and smell the moisture glinting along her back-angled sex, so he wasted no more time with words, bending his shaft down enough for its head’s spongy flare to press against those tight-looking petals, its firmer core spreading them even as his flare bent back, and the next moment he was in, with renewed wonder at how readily the eleven-year-old’s sex engulfed him.


Only her last few months of practice let her keep some semblance of attention on her work as that thick equine shaft stretched her deepest regions.  The thirty seconds or so of grinding she’d had left, she knew, would probably take closer to two minutes now, but there wasn’t any rush.  The powdered datura, mixed with a few strong-smelling but harmless herbs, would be formed into pills and added to an emergency kit as a pain reliever, but there was no emergency now.  Her eyes closed to slits, but intent behind their lids as she sought out another clump to crush, she simply enjoyed the moment for what it was worth.  She did, of course, set the pestle carefully down as her vision pulsed; her teacher had enough of the healing gift for diagnoses, though she relied on her herbs for actual cures or treatment, and she’d almost followed the explanation of blood pressure, body tension, and their combined effects on the fluid within the eyeball, and that brief loss of clear focus was a useful warning sign.  Both hands gripped the counter and her eyes scrunched shut as she inhaled, then held her breath to keep from squealing as the threatened orgasm rolled through her.  She could already feel another building, but took the chance while it was there to resume her work in the cloth-draped mortar.


In between her second and third peaks, she set out the small glass jar she’d be storing the powdered leaves in, with one more lengthy pause, both hands braced again, as the boy behind her bit his own lip, stifling his nicker as his shaft throbbed and pulsed, jets of seed striking rhythmically against her cervix.  Clenching her thighs to minimize leakage as he withdrew, she slipped her hands and the waiting jar under the cheesecloth, letting it drape and guard the entire process of scraping dark green powder into its proper storage.  “Thank you,” she finally murmured as she reached for the bucket of water and rags.  Mainly meant to wipe up dangerous flecks, such as she’d just been working with, it would also come in handy once she relaxed, to clean up some of the mess her fellow student had just left.


“That was very pretty,” a new, strange voice remarked, two heads whipping toward the door, as neither had heard the bell of its opening.  “Relax,” the fox told the older apprentice, “your friend there knows me, and I know enough about her to find nothing at all wrong with what I just watched.”


Giggling despite herself, Tabina shrugged and started cleaning up, starting with her own damp groin since she figured the Agent had seen plenty.  “This is Wol,” she told her friend, “one of the first people I met when I moved to Fariach.  I know what he does for a living, but I can’t tell anyone, sorry.”


As the young stallion nodded and blinked, Wolran chuckled, “But you do know, which happens to be why I’m here.  You see, I need some herbs, but not nice ones.  I want to make someone sick, at least sick enough to make them go back to their home and baby themselves for a while so I can browse some files I shouldn’t know exist, but they do not need to die at this time.  It’s official business, I assure you, but most shops would report such a request to the constables rather than fill it.”


“Do you have a preference?” the bunny asked as she unbuttoned her skirt to let it fall back to a normal position and started browsing the labels on various jars.  “I’ve got a lovely emetic here... very fast-actin’; put it in a drink and you’ve got one minute from the first sip before the stomach in question will empty itself really spectacularly...  Then there’s this one, a stimulant with a rather minty taste, but the symptoms of a fever if you weren’t expectin’ to take any.  Laxatives in general tend to take longer, but I know one or two that are particularly effective in oily foods.”


Zerrin rolled his eyes at her suggestions, “Are you sure this man needs that kind of thing?  Those are the sorts of effects we’re supposed to warn customers about, not sell to them for!”


The fox answered before she could, “Son... while Tab here was careful not to name any specifics, your teacher also knows who and what I am, and it wouldn’t be fair of them to know a secret you don’t.  I’m an Agent of the Kingdom, and my name is not ‘Wol.’  You don’t need to know my full name, but rest assured that anything nasty I do with these herbs is for the benefit of Drachath.”


This fetched a hard blink, followed by a reluctant nod, “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize...  Hmm... Tab?  Remember that blend Glanta used in our safety training?  Nausea, a belated case of the runs, and that dizziness... it’s harmless in small doses, but that might be just what this guy’s looking for.  Once the shits start no one’s gonna hang around in an office.”


Nodding happily, Tabina stretched to reach a pair of jars on the top shelf, noting to Wolran, “Half of the blend I’ll be makin’ for ya is common basil, while the other plant is almost odorless, and has no effect by itself, but it reacts with basil to cause the symptoms Zer described.  That might help out, if you put each one in a different dish... never mind, you know the circumstances of your plans far better than I could randomly guess.  You’ll want to feed your mark a minimum of half a teaspoon of the basil,” and she tipped just a bit of the dried herbs into a small leather pouch with a drawstring, “but be much more careful with the other one.  You’ll get some mild symptoms if you just touch one fingertip to the powder and brush that into the food, which is why our safety training used it.  Right afterwards, Glanta gave us basil bread sticks we had to eat with our hands.  That’s when we found out how well we’d washed them... or hadn’t, but our unpleasant evenin’ coulda been a lot worse.  I’m giving you just shy of a fatal dose for a grown man.  Use half of it, and they’ll feel like they’re dyin’, but they definitely won’t.  The specifics, of course, are up to you.”  The second powder, less than half a teaspoon in total, she sealed up in a very small wooden cylinder with a cap, before passing the tube and pouch across the counter.


Nodding with a gentle smile, the Agent carefully packed her offerings into a belt pouch, then retrieved a gold noble from another, pressing it into her palm and closing her fingers around it with his other hand, “There...  Make sure Glanta gets a fair bit of that for the herbs I’m taking, but the rest is yours for your discretion and helpful advice.  Get something for your friend there too, since he helped.”


The young rabbit’s veneer of normalcy cracked as the coin cooled her fingers, as it was worth four or five times what her home village had scraped up to send her off for an education, and she nodded around wide eyes, “Oh, my... I certainly shall!  Thank you, sir, and if you need anything else, you know where to find me.”


Grinning, the man reached across the counter to give her headfur a firm ruffling, then turned on his heel and stepped out of the shop, the bell above the door visibly moving but still silent.


“Damn,” Zerrin muttered, “you have got some connections, girl!  You do realize that the man who just left outranks a duke?!?  The only way the day could get any weirder is if the king and queen stopped by for a cold remedy!”


Thinking back over her earlier travels, Tabina had to giggle again, “Y’know, if I tried, I could probably actually arrange that... but I won’t.  I’m pretty sure the folks who escorted me here are on at least as good of terms with the king as Wol is, but I’m not gonna ask them to jump through hoops just to see the look on your face.  The one you make when I’m sucking on you is fun enough.”


“Hey,” he retorted as he started helping her clean up the counter-top, “if you had a dick as big as mine and someone your age managed to get the whole thing in their mouth, you’d make weird faces too.”

* * *


The girl gave Glanta, the older rabbit she was apprenticed to, a warm hug, then shared a kiss with her that was anything but motherly.  She still preferred boys almost exclusively, but the lessons she took at a nearby temple had left her much more comfortable with casual displays of physical affection with either gender.  “Thanks again for the free morning,” she murred happily, then stepped around the table to share a similar embrace with Zerrin where he was finishing breakfast.


The herbalist nodded, smiling fondly at her student, “You’ve been doing almost perfectly at every test I’ve given you, lately.  You know I’m casual about this sort of thing, but by even the fussiest of my own teachers’ standards you’ve earned a bit of indulgence.  Have fun, but remember what I said and be careful where you spend that first coin.”


Nodding, she planted one more kiss on her fellow apprentice’s lips then let him get back to eating, promising, “I will, an’ I’ve still got some small change too if I jus’ need a two-farthing snack or such,” and pranced out through the back door.


There was no trace of the wide-eyed, bewildered youngster who’d been led down these streets just last spring as Tabina stepped down the alley then merged smoothly into the restday morning foot traffic.  The first two days of her education had had nothing to do with herbs or medicine, Glanta instead drawing shapes and diagrams on the backs of old parchment, calling attention to details lost in an official city map’s jumble of information as she patiently explained each one.  None of it had made sense at first, but it gradually all came into focus; the district divisions, the layout of the streets depending on expected traffic, and how to find each area’s shopping and lodging, as the quality in each district was fairly uniform and each needed its own class of supply.  By the second day, this subject she initially couldn’t decide whether to term ‘confusing’ or ‘boring’ had managed to spark her interest, and she’d started asking questions, such as why there were two warehouse districts.  The differences between land and sea shipping were interesting enough in their own rights, but even more amazing was the realization of just how good a teacher she’d gotten, a fresh prayer of thanksgiving offered to Roxanarra the moment she’d made the connection.  The next three subtopics the old rabbit covered each involved a similar division in supposedly unrelated things, but she could see, unprompted, how they all related to the warehouses, those holding food and goods for the local citizenry, and those serving the great, oceangoing vessels of commerce.  By the third ‘new, unrelated’ topic, she was looking for the connection from the first word, and had felt triumphant as she pointed out the different deployment of constabulary troops, how even dismissing the defensive needs of the city and the garrisons at the edges, more troops patrolled the central docks than the northwest, lower- and middle-class quarter of the city itself just because there was far more there to conveniently steal.


Her tutor... had merely given her a gentle smile, at which point she realized she’d been played like an instrument, manipulated into a completely new way of thought, and as a result learning as she never had before.


Back when she’d opened her shop, Glanta had made a careful study of the city’s districts, then picked the one in, as near as she could determine, the very middle, explaining to her students that she’d always had two motivations, to help those in need and to live a reasonably comfortable, easy life.  She could make more money in a better neighborhood, or do more real good in a poorer one, but had settled on a happy medium that didn’t quite satisfy either her desires or her conscience, the sign of a ‘good’ compromise.  Mindful of the gold piece hidden in the underdrawers she so rarely wore these days, she followed the bulk of the morning crowd toward the better districts, though most of them were intent on the temples at their edge.  This particular route was more distracting than most, as she’d followed it to the spring equinox celebration to Roxanarra not long after her arrival, one cue after another in the sights and smells bringing memories of wonder to mind, often followed by snippets of the orgy that celebration had concluded with.


The crowds, at least those going her way, abruptly thinned as she passed the various temples, crossing a narrower street to where the shops and restaurants started.  She’d been here far less often than to those temples, as she normally preferred to walk the other way to shop, since her needs were usually more suited to the lower-class districts, so with a mental prayer of thanks for the lighter traffic, she slowed her own pace a bit and paid more attention to the businesses on either side.  Outside of a cobbler’s shop, firmly closed while its owner attended services, she examined several wooden replicas, bolted to the window sill, of his more popular wares.  The boots she’d worn around the farms and woods of Hayshire were still in good shape, but not the most comfortable of footwear on hard cobblestones.  A set of shoes, or more than one in a variety of sizes as she knew she was due for a growth spurt, might be a good investment, and would probably leave enough of that noble to get her friends a present each.


That decided, she turned to start looking for possible presents, only to pause, blinking, then whip her head back toward the alley between the cobbler and a tavern.  The light was bad, but the hint of scent from that direction made her peer anyway...  A rodent in ragged clothes was turning away to pad the other way down the alley with the bag of yesterday’s bread he’d just been given, but it wasn’t him she’d smelled, nor any man.  The dimly-lit vixen in that back doorway was lingering to sweep crumbs out of the kitchen, and the rabbit knew her.  “Cin!” she called, striding down that alley with a grin.


“Well!” the woman yipped, ears perking, “If it isn’t Tabina!  We’d heard you’d settled in and were doing well, but the time never seemed right to look you up.  Come in!  This morning’s loaves just came out of the oven, which is why that fellow got all the leftovers that weren’t being made into pudding, and I just opened a jar of raspberry preserves.”


Even with her own breakfast just finished, that offer made her mouth water, and she nodded vigorously as she followed her old traveling companion inside.  Once her eyes adjusted to the lighting, though, she had to blink; the apron her friend was wearing was common enough for where they were, but it also happened to be the only thing that former pleasure slave wore.  “I’ve been too busy learnin’ to even really wonder where you three ended up,” she admitted once her surprise had passed.  That outfit, she supposed, explained why even a hint of her personal scent had reached as far as the street.


Smiling as she set about carving fresh, steaming slices from a golden loaf, Cin summarized, “Well, after we dropped you off the king sent us to talk to the baron whose crest those soldiers had worn.  We had our own, small army for a while!”  Her smile faded, then, “but so did the bad guys so a lot of our men died, and El and Ber and I were captured...  That wasn’t fun, but we made it out in one piece, then decided it was time to settle down.”  She brightened as she finished slathering jam on the bread and motioned her guest toward a nearby stool, “Here, sit, eat!  We’re quite happy, living here in Fariach.  I don’t just work here, my wife owns the place as the name suggests, while El’s got a nice little charity clinic near the docks.”  She glanced up as a teenaged filly with an unusually chaotic, spotty pelt stepped in from the common room, wearing an identical apron but also a short dress, and nodded, “Good timing, Jolie; the water just started to boil so you can fix the noon stew.”


“Of course, ma’am,” the girl replied as she set aside her broom.  The ingredients were already laid out, making this a far easier chore than at the last tavern she’d worked for.


Her first taste of those preserves made Tabina quite grateful for the brief interruption, as she managed a second tart, sweet bite before it was time to ask, “Name?  Um, this was the back door we came through, an’ I went down the other street last time I was close; I never saw your sign.”


The bunny had noticed but ignored the black-curtained opening to one side of the swinging doors Jolie had come through, but now a voice came from behind the cloth, “Many tavern names are based on a color and a species.”  Tabina half-choked on her third bite of bread as she turned to see those curtains part, and swallowed quickly as she blinked.  The white satin parody of a Kathallic robe contrasted sharply with the glossy black fur of its wearer, whose face and spiraling horn were both quite familiar, but last time she’d seen her those colors had been reversed!  Stepping over to slip her arms around her wife from behind, Berria smiled, revealing much sharper teeth than before, “Obviously, you’re in the Black Unicorn, and I’m happy to see you again, dear.”


Her rough, back-country speech had improved quite a bit since she’d fallen under her teacher’s purview, and manners had also been a significant part of those lessons, so she managed to rein in her blinks and the first several incredulous questions to spring to mind, noting instead with all the tact she could muster, “I was thinkin’ of you just the other day, after Wol stopped by the shop, but... I kinda remember you being white.”


“You have,” the unicorn half-rumbled with restrained laughter, “the honor of being in the presence of the one and only Archpriestess of Kathalla.  A perk of that particular ‘job’ is that I can, should I so choose, perform almost any miracle my Goddess could, borrowing Her power much more directly than any mortal normally has permission to.  Now, if you think about it, no deity would choose an Archpriest who’d be prone to abuse that sort of capability.  A God would see that coming, and simply not choose them.  Thus, the only miracles of any significance that I’ve worked were this new fur coat and the ability to properly enjoy a good, thick steak.”


Cin spoke up, “If you say so...” to their guest’s confusion.


The priestess rolled her eyes, “How many times do I have to promise?  I would have helped if I had to, but I didn’t; you ‘caught’ naturally, and that is truly your and Elaric’s child within you.”


Brightening, Tabina leaned forward, “It is?  You’re havin’ a baby?  That’s great news!  Lemme know when mornin’ sickness starts, we gots a really good tea you drink before bed.  I’m in the shop one district down, Midtown Medicinals, with the star of green leaves out front.”


It was the vixen’s turn to blink, then smile, “Oh, good!  I hadn’t been looking forward to that part, but hadn’t thought to ask if there was a common cure, and it’s also nice to see your education paying off!”


Lapine ears flopped as she nodded vigorously, “I’m havin’ lots of fun with Glanta an’ Zerrin!  Glanta knows so much, and she’s got this way of tellin’ it that makes things fun, even parts I was sure I’d hate!  An’ she likes to watch when Zer amazes himself yet again, that somethin’ that big fits into someone like me.”


Her employers simply grinning, the girl still stirring a carefully-measured blend of seasonings and starch into the stew pot giggled loudly, glancing over at the bunny as if to ask if she’d really heard that right...


Turning on her stool, Tabina lifted her novice’s pendant out of her shirt and shook it in the air with a smile, “The temple’s been teachin’ me a few things, too, but me an’ Zer... I learned that game when I was ten.  Stallions are always fun; a filly like you should know that already.”


Both of her bosses snickering softly, Jolie nodded, a bit of a flush showing through her ears’ mismatched fur, “I... can’t disagree with that, I suppose.”  She moved the small cup of chopped chestnuts to the corner of the counter nearest the stew pot, then started collecting the other containers there, noting to Cin, “This is done, but the small beer and brandy kegs are almost empty; I’ll need some help to get new ones into place.”


Berria spoke up, “I’ll take care of those; it’s Andrel’s day off,” and gave her wife one more kiss before stepping though the swinging doors.


The vixen nodded, reaching to start cutting up the rest of the loaf she’d fed Tab from, and commented a moment later, a bit quietly, “She says she’s still the same person as before... and I guess I’m finally starting to believe her.  These days, I’m visibly more muscular than my wife, but right now she’s picking up a beer barrel even our burly bouncer normally needs help with.  That sort of thing kinda shook me up at first, but she really still is the woman I fell in love with.  The fact that she can wear a title as heavy as ‘Archpriestess’ and still help out around a mostly-ordinary tavern is proof enough, I suppose.  My wife and Mistress has always been... strong like that.”  Giving her head a shake, she glanced over to the filly still getting a few details settled before customers started coming in for lunch, “Before I forget... let the others know, if this bunny here ever comes by for a meal, feed her on the house and let one of my family know if we’re around.  She’s a dear friend,” and she turned back to outright grin at Tabina, “who I’m sure my husband will be particularly interested in getting reacquainted with.”


Blinking once, if at a far tamer and more pleasant surprise than the others this morning, Tab nodded with a widening smile of her own, “If he has ‘is own healin’ shop... Glanta probably knows where he is.  I’ll see if I can sneak in, some evenin’ where I’m his last ‘patient,’ and complain ‘bout an itch deep between my legs he needs to look at.”


Cin nodded again, “That sounds like a good plan.  He’s still almost painfully noble about some issues, though, so tonight I’ll make sure to mention that you stopped by, and I’ll find some way to bring up this conversation, just so he knows it’s alright when you actually show up and bend over.”


Grinning as she swallowed another bite of her snack, Tabina murred, “Thanks...  He was lots of fun on that trip, an’ I’d like to exper’yence that again.”

* * *


Running into one old friend, then another, had Tab waxing philosophical within two more days.  It had been such an insignificant thing at first, that second, chance meeting, but she’d come to the conclusion that noticing a familiar scent had resulted in another small, but fundamental, change to her very life.  Her world, she knew, had been very small not so long ago.  Yes, she’d wandered a relatively long distance around Hayshire, but her world’s effective contents had simply been one modest village and the farms and wilderness around.  This world had grown when she’d joined three strangers for part of their journey, and that growth had spurted uncomfortably when an entire capitol city of potential acquaintances and experiences, not all of them good, had been added.


As much as she enjoyed Glanta’s teaching, and the occasional hour or two of naughty play with her ‘classmate,’ she was starting to realize that neither of those were the greatest gift the woman she was apprenticed to had given her.  What the older bunny had offered, without her junior even realizing it, was stability, a set of known comforts to cling to while adjusting to the new strangeness that surrounded her.  Now, though, she’d finally and completely adapted to city life as it was defined by her role within it, and she could see the next set of changes taking place.  Her tutor had noticed her comfort, and was now subtly pressing her to take another step, to let her world grow once more.


She gave Glanta a kiss on the cheek, a little more firmly than usual given the gratitude she felt for those older, but newly-realized, gifts, and hefted the small bag she’d just finished packing, “Skirt and blouse, but no drawers.  I’ve run into a few guys with such strong personal scents that you could tell they’d had a girl for hours after, from her smell, but El ain—isn’t one of them.  Thanks for those hints ‘bout the timing, too; I didn’t think how the good places’d always keep some’un around in case of ‘mergency.  Now I’m sure it’s not his turn to stay late, at least not for work.”


Her teacher nodded, ruffling her headfur with a smile, “It’s good to see you finally getting an actual social life...  I wasn’t really worried yet, as I knew it’d take time for that country girl the priest dropped on my doorstep to get her bearings, but it’s still nice to see when it finally happens.”


Tabina leaned into the touch, then ran a hand over her head to straighten the fur and worked a floppy green cap on around her ears.  The clothes she wore these days were a step up from those she’d gotten with Elaric those months back, and a far cry from her home village’s brown homespun.  Herbalists, even still in training, liked to wear a bit of green in their daily lives, though the custom had not yet evolved into a truly distinctive garment for them.  The hat, meanwhile, both filled that role and served as a minor sort of disguise.  It had been among her own self-observations, when occasionally urged toward introspection at the end of a lesson to figure out how some new bit of knowledge might integrate with her overall life, that she’d started noticing one of her own mental reactions when it came to recognizing people.  Not everyone wore distinctive headgear, but she’d realized that with those who did, she’d been placing more weight of importance on their hats than their faces.  More than her clothing, the cap would be a mental disconnect from his memories of her, and she might get to enjoy a minute or two of non-recognition as she teased him, at least until she aroused herself enough for her own scent to come into play.  He’d certainly tasted it often enough on their short trip!


Looping her bag’s handle over a shoulder, she gave Glanta another smile and Zerrin a wave, “I’m off to get fucked, my friends.  Might spend the night, depends on El really, but I’ll be back when I can.”


The horse nodded, his smile a bit muted by the natural regret that he wouldn’t be the one fucking her this time, “Have fun, and stay safe!”

Chapter 2


Jorrie managed to stop wrinkling her nose as she set down the wooden tub, and dipped a finger into the one next to it; good, the water was still warm enough to make the job easier.  The special gloves helped too, two layers almost the same size but stitched to different patterns, the next best thing to water-tight, as she reached for the diaper on top of the pile.  Laundry was not among her favorite chores, particularly with the sorts of stinking messes a charity clinic inflicted on cloth, but this twice-a-week task was actually one of her better-paying jobs.  That first day as she’d slowly sounded her way through the positions on the help-wanted sign, she’d also read a few of the other posted notices, and knew what sort of place it was, or thought she’d known.  Beyond its front door, which she’d noticed didn’t even have a lock, her expectations had fallen far short of reality.  Whoever was behind this ‘charity clinic’ had money to burn; the rooms were clean, the latest in medical instruments were available and in good condition, and several members of the staff could probably have made a far better living in the manor district.  That very quality had almost scared her off, dressed as she was in worn shirt and breeches that had only been ‘laundered’ when an early summer warm rain had let her shower under a drainspout.  Some of those awaiting treatment, though, had looked even poorer, and as one half-crippled old doe was led away, the neatly-dressed young staffer was treating her as if she were a fine and proper lady, not the dregs of the slums.  That had been enough to change her mind, and despite her current, disgusting task she frequently blessed that day.


The back door of the clinic creaked open, a wedge of lamp-light brightening the tiny courtyard, and a soft voice asked, “Is it too late to add this sheet?”


The ermine quirked a brow; that young rabbit had been in the waiting room when she’d shown up for her earlier chores, but she’d been wearing different clothes.  It was one of her few points of genuine pride that she tended to notice things like that, despite the trouble it had sometimes caused.  Nodding, she tilted an ear toward the tub of dirty fabric, even as she scrubbed a strip that had been used as a bandage by someone who’d really needed it, and swallowed before answering as well as she could, “Just toss it in there, I can get to it next.”


Tabina blinked as she stepped onto the cobblestones...  She’d never heard a voice quite like that; it was... tight, strained, almost hoarse, its owner needing to make an audible effort to be understood.  “This shouldn’t be too bad, just a few... fluids,” she noted as she added the bunched-up sheet to the pile.  “This looks like a big batch; do you need a hand?”


The older girl shook her head with a smile, forcing out, “No, but thank you for asking.  We only have the one pair of gloves; disgusting doesn’t enter into it, they told me it’s not safe to wash these without them.”


“They’re right,” the bunny nodded.  “I’m studying herbs, myself, but learnin’ to treat infections is helped along by knowin’ how those infections happen.  I should have thought of that before askin’.”


Jorrie glanced up at the stars, not many bright enough to be seen over the city’s light pollution, but there were still enough to enjoy on a night like this, “Not many would ask in the first place, so my thanks stands.  It’s a bit late for lessons, though; what are you here for?”  She was a bit surprised that the girl had stuck around; a lot of people, especially children, developed a tendency to avoid her shortly after the first time they’d heard her speak, and it was nice to chat with one of the exceptions.


That buck-toothed muzzle smirked, “Preventative gynecology was the phrase my friend used in a joke.  He’s making sure all my parts still work.  Hence the sheet.  It’s okay, his wives don’t mind.”  She held out a hand, then glanced between it and the teen’s wet gloves, before pulling it back with a wry shrug, “I’m Tabina, apprenticed to Glanta at Midtown Medicinals in the northwest quarter.”


Nodding as she kept working, the ermine replied, “Jorrie, and I have several little jobs.  Whatever makes a few farthings while I save up.”


Tabina nodded, “An’ I should let you get back to this one...  If you’re ever in the district, stop by the store; five green leaves in a star shape out front, can’t miss it.  Your voice... I haven’t ever heard anything quite like it.  If my teacher can help, I’d like to know how she does it.”


This fetched a nod and a grimace, but she was spared the need to come up with a polite reply as the girl turned and headed back inside.

* * *


That sex-dampened sheet had been one of the easiest single pieces Jorrie had had to clean that night, but there’d been two extra farthings in the pouch she’d collected on her way out.  One of those angular pieces of copper bought three half-used candles from the back door of a tavern she’d never dare to walk into through the front, still open as the midnight hour neared, a luxury she intended to enjoy to the fullest.  She kept her eyes toward the ground as she finally neared her home, finding a splinter of wood that wasn’t damp near one of the neighborhood’s infrequent lamps.  She lit one end of it at that flame, and carefully shielded it with hands and body as she slipped between two crude buildings.


Snores to both sides made her appreciative of that tiny flame’s light as well, as she made her way through the home’s main room toward her own.  The only difference between her and those slumbering forms was that they worked only enough to get by; she worked every job she could fit into her time.  Thus, she could afford the higher rent of a ‘private room,’ which had literally been the dwelling’s closet in better times.  As the door shut behind her, she lit one of the candles and shook out the splinter, setting it aside for later in case she needed to transfer one candle’s flame to another.  A glance showed that no one had been rummaging through her things, which was a welcome surprise, but she knew better than to keep anything important here; finding ‘her’ room stripped of possessions had been the impetus to move to this city in the first place.  Pausing only to wedge a rusty iron spike into a knothole where it would keep the door shut, she carefully worked off her loose linen breeches.  She had, just once or twice, made a joking reference to ‘the treasures in my pants,’ and of course everyone else involved had taken it the wrong way, but these pants had originally been tailored for legs a full foot longer than hers.  Ermines were already long and slim, but she had a hard time imagining the body shape they’d been intended to fit.  One leg, folded inwards far enough that the pressure of her calf kept it secure, contained her savings, and she dutifully added her night’s wages, save for two brass ha’pennies and five farthings that would be needed for her next day’s expenses.  She’d paid her four-copper weekly rent two days ago, so there was time enough to save up more before it was due again.  That rent went to the old woman in the only real bedroom; she didn’t formally own this unit of the multi-residence building, but ten years ago there’d been some questions over rent and the responsibilities of maintenance.  She’d deliberately drawn out and confused the related legal proceedings, until the building’s owner got fed up with the hassle over a property he’d hardly been making a profit on to begin with, and offered to let her stay indefinitely for free if she’d just leave him alone about repairs.  Her four ‘tenants’ paid enough, between them, to support her and her modest vices reasonably, so it worked out all around.


From the other leg, she extracted her real treasure, an old scroll loosely rewound to fit around her shin.  By the light of her candle, then, she picked up a small stick that was slightly flattened on one side, and held it as one might the neck of a lute as she unrolled the parchment before her.  Age had been less than kind to the finely-inked figures, meticulous little portraits of anonymous, generic hands, as their fingers demonstrated one chord after another and the transitions between the trickier ones.  She’d earned a few bruises in the course of loitering around taverns and inns fancy enough to attract minstrels, but they’d been worth it; she’d managed to catch a good, long glimpse of a real musician’s fingers going through the drawn contortions, so now she knew what they sounded like.  Her own fingers moving on her imaginary instrument, she let the music in her head come forth, fingering along with the chords and runs as her other hand plucked the empty air where strings weren’t.

* * *


Tabina’s hands were full when she heard the knock at the back door, as was her mouth.  Reluctantly, she pulled off of Zerrin’s shaft; she’d only just started, so he wasn’t even fully unsheathed yet, and the students shared a grimace as he ducked into the shop’s small privy.  The rabbit blinked as she glanced through the inset window, sliding the small bar aside and lifting the latch with a surprised, “Jorrie!  I wasn’t sure you were coming at all after three days, and I kinda expected you to come in the front.”


The other girl shook her head, “Neighborhood’s too nice; I never use that street if I can help it, but this was the first gap of at least an hour between jobs since we met,” as she obeyed a gestured invitation to enter.


Zerrin peeked around the edge of the privy door, blinking, “I hear what you were talking about now, Tab...  She’s having to force it a bit, otherwise she’d be croaking.  What in blazes causes something like that?”


“If you’ll bring her out here, maybe we can find out,” Glanta called through the door to the storefront.


Slightly flushed through her gray and white fur, Jorrie followed the two students, noting in passing the tightness of the older one’s breeches, as well as a belt-tip that hadn’t been tucked into a loop.  First one of the clinic-workers, now her fellow apprentice?  She’d seen a hint of a bronze chain at the girl’s neck, and now had a good idea what she’d find at the other end of it under her blouse.  That actually helped; no one accepted into Roxanarra’s church would be the kind to mock others for their differences, and as uncomfortable as any conversational focus on her defect might be, these people were just curious and wanted to help, and she was pretty sure it wasn’t for the money she was prepared to pay.


Under other circumstances, she might have found the older rabbit intimidating, but there was a comforting hint of motherliness under her brisk tone as she directed her to open her mouth and relax her tongue, then say a few words particularly heavy in consonants or vowels, and finally hum a few notes while gentle fingers touched the sides of her neck.  Naturally, her flush returned for that last request, as she always started on the right note, but its tone had a burr to begin with and it rapidly got worse, cracking high or low without warning.


Glanta shook her head in mild wonder, “This is an intriguing case...  Several very tiny muscles in your throat are permanently tense.  I can trace the nerves that are telling them to pull, but my gift has fairly modest limits I’m afraid; the problem’s somewhere higher in your brain, and that’s just too complicated for me to find a path through.  Even though the muscles are tight, not limp, this is technically a form of paralysis, and by those muscles’ overdevelopment it’s been going on for years.  Have you ever suffered a cranial trauma?”


At her confused blink, the horse supplied, “Your head.  Have you ever hit your head really hard?”


None of the herbalists expected the sudden tears forming at the corners of her wide eyes, and she dashed her sleeve across them as she blinked them away, the predicted croak emerging as she half-whispered, “My... my mother dropped me.  No one told me ‘til I was eight, but they had to when the case was settled.”  She looked up, firming her voice to clarity, “My friends wondered why I was taken off to reading lessons for several weeks... it was at a magistrate’s order.  They needed to know whether I could learn to read, at least a little, to finally decide any liability for when my mother cuddled up too hard against a customer while I was still at her teat.  I’ve never tried to pretend that she was anything other than a whore, so I blame her, not the man, for endangering me in the first place.”


Glanta’s muzzle was grim as she nodded, “That’d account for it.  You’re lucky the damage wasn’t worse.  I think I can come up with something that will ease things on a short-term basis, but an actual fix will require a specialist.  This isn’t something most healers could handle.  Let me see if my idea can help,” and she turned to the storage shelves, pulling down one jar in passing as she stepped toward a locked cabinet at one end.


Curious now, as she’d always considered her voice an embarrassment, particularly in the context of her ambitions, and hadn’t ever really considered that a cure might be possible, she asked, “Could this... damage to my brain also affect dreams?  Because... well, I haven’t mentioned this since I was four, ‘cuz it’s what started all that fuss with the magistrate.  Just my mother trying to get some more cash out of a blameless man years later...  I don’t really dream at all; I never have.  Not the way I’ve heard others describe it.  No visions, no strange situations... but there’s music.  There’s always music, any time I let myself hear it, but when I’m asleep there’s nothing else.”


The rabbit looked up from where she’d been gathering ingredients, giving her patient two more blinks, “Yes.  Yes, the same trauma could have that effect.  Tab?  I very much want your friend to have a look at her, this case is fascinating!  Now, pay attention both of you.  You know how dangerous an overdose of this one can be, but in smaller portions it’s the fastest relaxant we’ve got.  The other one’s much milder, but lasts longer, and we add a little brandy to an extra-fine powder of both.  Just the tiniest bit of this for the contact narcotic value; if this works and we mix it again, I don’t want either of you trying to measure this part, leave it to me.  Some honey for the flavor, stir well, and the alcohol’s extracted what it needs to by now...”  She dropped the steel spoon she’d been using into a waiting cup of water, and poured the bowl’s contents into a teacup, which she held just out of reach, “Here, give this a try... but slowly.  Swallow it slowly.  I want you to take at least two minutes to drain this little cup, because we need as much of it as possible to remain in contact with your throat for as long as possible on the way down,” and she extended the medicine the rest of the way.


Jorrie nodded attentively as she accepted the dose, and sniffed faintly...  It smelled a bit like a mead-drinker’s breath, sweet and potent under a certain bitterness, so she wasn’t expecting the translucent, brownish-green concoction to taste very good when she took the first, tiny swallow.  It burned, of course, but the doubly-distilled apple brandy the herbalist used was surprisingly smooth and tasty for its type.  She took it about a teaspoon at a time, each sip good for several little swallows with a breath in between, but eventually the cup was empty, and she set it down on the counter to ask, “How lo—”  She had to break off, blinking, as talking didn’t even feel the same anymore, and that voice had been normal!  “Gods... it worked!”


“Whatever the magistrate ruled,” Glanta noted, “if I knew your mother I’d smack her.  You have a lovely voice, and she ruined it just to show someone a tit they’d probably already seen.  Now... some of the things I just used in small amounts are very powerful, very dangerous.  You won’t be able to use them very often or they’ll cause serious problems, the sorts of problems that ruin lives.  You will probably be a little clumsy for an hour or so, from more than just the brandy... but hearing the change in your voice is the kind of thing I got into this business for.  Helping people.  Healing them.  There’s really no higher calling, to me, save perhaps to teach others to do the same,” and she grinned at her students.


A low hum had been rising as the three shared satisfied smiles all around, a bass rumble starting deep in the ermine’s chest and climbing slowly in volume as it rose through the octaves, and blinks of confusion, one by one, evolved into dropped jaws as Jorrie closed her eyes and sang with a smile of purest rapture and a precise meter that needed no accompaniment.


“A conjurer’s gimmicks bring laughter and joy,


To wondering children, just one more fun toy;


While mages so mighty wield power more grand,


For war or for living, with sterner demands.


But flashy and blatant is not the lone way,


New wonder can dawn on a clear summer’s day;


The magic of knowledge, the magic of skill,


Can be found in the shape of an herbalist’s pill.


Freely she offered, from curiosity,


The challenge she faced in mind more than the fee;


A touch found the problem, and out came a bowl,


A skilled blend to make what was broken now whole.


You’d not think it likely by her smiling face,


The magic that lurks in her fingers’ strong grace;


But miracles care not to whom they’re revealed,


My worst lifelong shame by her touch has been healed.”


The middle-aged rabbit was the first to find her voice, after two coughs and the need to wipe her moist eyes, “If I knew your mother now, I’d probably kill her, Healer’s Oath or no.  You just tossed that off like it was nothing, just your way of saying thanks, and I’ve tipped minstrels for singing half as well, songs I’d heard a dozen times before!”


Jorrie was looking down, flushed and blinking, as she murmured, “I told you... the music’s always there.  It’s been with me for as long as I could remember.  I... I stole a scroll from a pawn shop’s discards once.  I’d seen it, but the guy wanted ten coppers for it.  Luckily I wasn’t the only one who wouldn’t or couldn’t pay that; it gathered dust for six months before he dumped it.  It was very old and hard to make out in places, but it was a lesson in playing the lute.  I’ve been saving up and I can almost get one, but I’ve been reading that old parchment for years, practicing over and over...  I thought it was the only way I could let the music out, with my voice the way it was...”


Impulsively, Tabina reached over and hugged the taller girl, “An’ now you finally did... but the medicine won’t work forever an’ you can’t take it every day.  I have got to get El or someone to help you...”


A bit surprised at the affection, as her voice had made that sort of thing uncommon at best, she patted the bunny’s back and noted, “But I did.  Nothing can ever take that away from me; even if I’m croaking again in an hour and I never speak like this again, I will have the memory of having finally sung.”  A speech impediment generally wasn’t a contagious condition, but people rarely thought that far into it; they simply shied away, usually unconsciously, from contact with anyone with an obvious defect like that.  She glanced over to the other rabbit, “You said those herbs you used were powerful... and that generally means ‘expensive.’  No matter what I said in the song, I’ve got my full savings on me, as I can’t risk leaving it home, ever, and this experience was worth whatever you ask...  How much do I need to reimburse you?”


Glanta shook her head, her expression firm, “You have credit.  What, did you think coins are the only sort of money?  You gave me a song, and that’s valuable in its own right, or bards and minstrels would have to get real jobs on the side.  Now, Tab saying ‘not every day’ is a bit of an understatement; I will not make more than one dose of this mix at a time, nor will I give you a dose less than three days after the last one, with a secondary limit of three per fortnight.  Your next three visits, however, you’ve already paid for.  Please, come in the front door next time; you’re always welcome here, and if someone gives you trouble for the way you dress, tell me and I’ll remind them that manners count.”


Flushing once more, Jorrie nodded, “If you say so, ma’am... but speaking of real jobs, I’m due to clean up a kitchen after an inn’s lunch rush.  I should get going.”


Both rabbits refused to let her go until they’d each gotten a hug, but as the chime of the door’s bell faded it was Zerrin who noted, “The last line of her song... is the most worrisome thing I’ve heard all day.  Shame?  Just for talking funny?  For at least four major reasons I can think of now, we need to get that girl out of the slums.”


Glanta nodded, “But carefully.  Very carefully.  She doesn’t have much pride right now, but if we can help she will soon, and we must not injure it aborning.  Tabina, from your descriptions of the man, I think Elaric has the sensitivity and tact to help in this case.  Talk to him beforehand, confide in him everything our new friend has shared, but I think we’ve got a project worth doing.  Almost an adventurer’s quest!  There’s no dragon to slay or princess to rescue, but a young woman needs our help and we shall give it.  She’s... pragmatic, almost worryingly so; she wasn’t depressed or anything, just accepting of her circumstances and any changes... until she sang.  Did you see her face?  I don’t know if she’s ever felt a joy like that before in her life... and we cannot allow it to be the last time.  Watch the shop, you two; I need to go write that song down while it’s fresh in my memory, so I can make another copy in calligraphy and a frame when I get the chance.”


The young rabbit could feel her world growing another tiny increment, and nodded in both agreement and anticipation.  This was an adventure of sorts, and she was looking forward to seeing where it would take her.

* * *


As she collected another three farthings to slip into her pocket, it was hard not to laugh at the raised brow the cobbler was giving her, because the innkeeper and cabinet maker had had the exact same expressions.  Only in the last few minutes had the almost magical effects of whatever had been in that teacup started to fade, a growing roughness lurking around the edges of her tone, but through all three jobs Jorrie had been smiling and humming to herself.  She could understand the coyote’s confusion easily enough as she headed toward a cheap meal closer to home; her weekly task for him was to contort herself under and around his workshop’s furniture, collecting nails and scraps of leather or laces that tended to fall, and even for a nimble ermine the job was uncomfortable enough to render her mood incongruous.


Of the three half-candles she’d bought, she had the equivalent of two thirds of a whole left, and she tucked her own tail into the gap under the door to muffle the clacking scrape of a chip of flint against her rusty spike, working by long-familiar feel in the dark.  Her ‘landlady’ had remarkably sensitive hearing when hung over, which was any time she wasn’t either drunk or asleep, so she’d practiced the art of pretending she wasn’t there for almost as long as she’d lived there.  As the sparks from the scraped-shiny corner of the spike flared and caught, the candle’s tiny flame growing full, she returned it to its usual spot securing the door and unfastened her breeches.  She’d have to be very quiet, and very careful not to let her own excitement get away from her, but as she ‘practiced her lute’ she’d get to hum along for a change.  She guessed that for perhaps an hour or so more she could still make a tone, however imperfectly, without having to force it, which had a certain minimum volume.  It was the perfect time to practice those partial chords that played around a sounding open string.


As she rolled up her scroll to hide once more, she blew out the candle and smiled into the darkness.  Tabina was such a little dear; not every child her age had enough empathy and compassion to fear this moment on her behalf, when a wonder she’d never hoped to enjoy finally had to come to an end.  She’d stretched the truth a bit when assuring the girl she’d be alright, because she hadn’t actually been sure... but the regret was something she could indeed live with.  For a few short hours, the music that lived always in the back of her mind had gotten to come out and share the day with her, and that was enough.  She’d heard what the teacher had left unsaid; her strict limits on the frequency of doses suggested a risk of addiction, and if she needed a warning about that sort of danger all she needed to do was look into the bedroom.  She’d noticed the scent as she’d come in, and while uncommon it was hardly the first time; the rent her tenants could afford to pay was only barely enough to keep her in cheap wine, and for a husky her age her figure wasn’t that bad, so whenever the landlady found a man who didn’t care that she was a bit on the older side so long as she was cheap, that bed saw more vigorous use.  She’d enjoyed improvising that song, and the humming too, but not so much that she’d risk a similar fate just to do it again.  She could, and would, do it again, but there needn’t be any rush.  She could spend that three-day minimum seeing where her work could be shuffled around to free up a nice gap, even if it occurred still more days later, thus making the most of her next time.

Chapter 3


“Are you sure about this?” the otter asked as he finished counting.  “This is a lot of money, and I’ve seen you so many places that I’ve got some idea how hard you’ve worked for it.  It’s still only a fraction of what instrument lessons would cost.  There are a lot of things you could do with this sort of cash, things that could change your life... and you’re buying a second-hand lute.  I know it has to be a sensitive subject for you, but I have heard your voice.  I just don’t want to see you wasting all that work you did.”


On the counter between them were the two silver half-crowns she’d changed her bulkier copper into, knowing just one or two vendors near Tab’s neighborhood who needed a lot of it as they made change every day so they gave exact, fair value, plus the seven intact pennies, eight brass ha’pennies, and twenty-four farthings it took to add up to a third half-crown.  Her harsh voice was firm as she pushed the pile of chopped copper closer, “I’m sure.  I’ve been sure for more than a year, since before I even got here.  I thank you for your concern... and for the lute.  Anything cheaper would not be worth playing, but anything newer I couldn’t afford.  That you have it for me to buy at all is a blessing.”


The pawn shop’s owner had to nod, chuckling softly, “That, to my surprise, was one of the few answers that would make me accept the sale.  I hope your plans work out as well as you think they will, and I’ll give you an exception to my usual policy just in case.  Seven days, full refund if it’s still in good shape.  Good luck.”


The backpack she’d brought normally doubled as both storage for her clothes and her pillow at night, the leather worn and a few seams at the sides starting to split, but it was a lot better than carrying the fragile wood around in her hands.  Pulling the bag’s simple drawstring tight, just under the tuning pegs, she slipped her shoulders through the straps and smiled, “Thank you again.  I’m going to be just fine now.”

* * *


The joy she’d been feeling the last few days was in noticeable abeyance as she padded nervously down a cleaner street than most she traveled.  She slowed as she neared the leafy green sign, but didn’t completely stop; she knew at least one nearby guard was eyeing her rough clothing, and sudden halts occasionally caused suspicion.  The hesitation was enough to see that there was indeed a customer already in the store, but her plan to simply continue down the block and come back a little later became abruptly impractical as that guard just across the next major street hitched up his belt and started strolling in her general direction.  Still keeping her expression neutrally casual, as if it had been her goal all along, she continued to the door and stepped through.


Glanta and Zerrin were both at the counter, and the well-dressed fox they’d been talking to took a moment to look her over.  It was barely more than a glance, but there’d been something about the sweep of his eyes that suggested she’d just been evaluated, against what standard she couldn’t know, and very thoroughly at that.  To her surprise, he turned and bowed at the waist, one hand extending with a flourish, “You must be Jorrie...  It’s a pleasure to meet you, and you can call me Wol.”


Courtly manners had not been any part of her previous experience, but after just a moment she recognized his gesture for what it was and placed her fingers in his hand, trying hard not to blush when he brushed his lips across their backs.  She failed.


“Wol’s business was done and we were just chatting, dear,” the rabbit assured her.  “It’s been four days so I could fix you another cup, if that’s what you’re here for.”


Jorrie shook her head, grateful for the distraction from just how many muscles she was noticing under the slim man’s clothes now that he was so close, “Now more than ever I want to be careful with that stuff... as the extended, even secondary, side-effects of addiction are why I’m here.”  She slipped one arm out of its strap and let her pack dangle from the other elbow, “I... just need somewhere to keep this, alright?  I’d owned it for less than fifteen minutes when my landlady saw it and... overreacted.  She’s hung over again, and expressly forbade ‘plinking’ and ‘screeching’ in her house.  I can’t carry it with me while I work, and if I leave it home I’m sure it’d be gone or in pieces before the sun sets.  Not many people really think about how many farthings there are in one and a half silver crowns...  I had to.  I earned them.”


Wol frowned faintly, “You do know that if you’re renting from someone and they damage or steal your possessions, it doesn’t matter that they own the building, it’s still a crime, right?  You aren’t without recourse in such a case.”


“That doesn’t really matter,” the ermine shrugged.  “We don’t exactly have a formal lease; I give her money, and she ignores me for another week if I’m lucky.  Let’s say she does something and I complain to the law...  She certainly doesn’t keep enough cash to buy another lute; I don’t think I’ve seen her with ten coppers at once, so I’d still be out an instrument.  In the absence of paid fines, the magistrate would assign gaol time instead, and once she’s no longer living there the real property owner would resume control and her tenants would have to look elsewhere for shelter, and there’s not many places a girl alone can live semi-safely for four pennies a week.”


The man was nodding in unhappy agreement when the bell chimed behind her, and she had to step into the gap between the front counter and the wall just to make room in the shop as Tabina led in another face she recognized, the white wolf who’d hired her at the clinic.  She turned to better keep all five people in view... and to avoid looking directly at the armored figure leaning against a wall across the street.  She thought she recognized that fur pattern, now, as belonging to her least-favorite guard in the district, who had, on two occasions, followed her for more than a block while she was on her way to a restday service, one of the few times he couldn’t even call her scruffy appearance suspicious since the crowd came from all walks of life.  The few questions he’d asked, usually delivered at a walk as she’d never loitered where he could take exception to it, pretty much proved that he’d assumed some sort of guilt the first time he’d seen her, and now sought only evidence or an excuse.


The healer nodded as he shut the door, “Ah, Jorrie... I was pretty sure it was you my friend was talking about.  Now, she’s already told me how Glanta thinks you need a specialist, and I have no reason to distrust this fine woman’s diagnoses, but I think we’d all be more comfortable with a second opinion, as I’m not exactly a slouch myself...  May I touch your head?”


Elaric’s official title, at least according to the hand-painted placard on his desk, was ‘senior healer,’ though she knew full well he juggled both his own set of patients and the bulk of the clinic’s administrative work.  She’d had to wait while he set the broken and dislocated fingers of a child whose hand had gotten caught in a wagon wheel when she’d first sought employment, and before she’d even seen his face, just listening through the door, she knew where that orderly’s politeness had come from.  Asking a mere girl her permission for physical contact was unusual, even in a profession more inclined toward ‘good’ folk than most, but another memory of some faces she’d seen in the waiting room suggested just how good a habit that might be where patients could be suffering from rape trauma.  At her nod, he laid one palm on her scalp and closed his eyes.  The only thing she actually felt was that the point of contact between their pelts was a bit warmer than it should have been, as he remained still and silent for nearly a minute...


The wolf nodded as he opened his eyes, “You were right, ma’am.  Old trauma, as healed as it’ll get.  I think I see where those nerves go, and it’s right through just the tiniest hint of scar tissue... but brains and scars have never been a harmless combination.  I can even see how the treatment would go, finding the part of the nerve under pressure and either removing the pressure or removing just the sensory trigger that’s causing the ongoing, involuntary signal.  It’s way too deep in her brain for me to trust my control, though.  I could cut away part of the scar, yes, but also something around, or beyond it too.  Too risky.  We need an intracranial specialist.”


As he finally pulled that hand away, she was briefly stricken by how good he smelled... only to groan inwardly as she made the connection.  It wouldn’t be a serious problem for another few days, but between her reactions to the wolf’s scent and the fox’s muscles, it was obvious she was coming into season.


Glanta nodded, “Thanks for looking.  So... Vernel?”


His nod was much more reluctant than hers had been, “I’m afraid so.  I’m certain he could fix it.  Two others have a knack for it, but that’s not a specialty; my most optimistic guess would be one chance in four they’d break something else in the fixing.  Given the unpredictable results thereof, we’d be gambling with her quality of life if not her life itself.  No bet, thanks.”


The rabbit looked to Jorrie, “So, good news and bad news.  The good news is that we can give you your voice back, and it probably wouldn’t change anything else, not even your dreams.  The bad news is that the only healer good enough to risk trying knows how good he is, and charges accordingly.  We’d have to be roundabout in how we even make an appointment with him; he’s one of the very few of his kind in it purely for the money, and he can’t comprehend why Elaric would ‘waste’ his talent on the poor.  Five crowns.  Gold.  Minimum, for something like this, but once he takes your money he’s honest enough and will give you every bit of effort and care you deserve.”


No one was smiling at that piece of news, but the ermine nodded anyway, “Thank you for telling me.  It’s a high figure to aim for... but not impossible.  With all of my little jobs, I’m able to set aside, oh... two coins in five, after food, rent, and the occasional luxury like a candle so I can practice the chords on that scroll with a stick.”  She glanced down at the lute peeking out of her bag, “I suppose in a few years I could spend that on a better room instead, where I can use this.”


Zerrin spoke up, leaning forward intently over the counter, “Wait... am I hearing things right?  You’ve been working your ass off for months to save up for a lute... and now you have one, which I’m sure we could keep safe for you here... but you haven’t even played it?  You propose continuing your practice with a stick and an old training manual, but there’s no mention of playing the one you’ve got there either.  Where am I not seeing you getting to enjoy what you worked so hard for?”


As good as she was at spotting things and making unlikely but accurate connections, the same thing sometimes also worked in reverse and she’d miss the obvious.  She’d long since become resigned to the irony that everyone would notice the latter, and no one the former.  Once she’d thought about her next few days’ plans, though, then the days after that, she answered, “You haven’t missed it because it’s not there.  ‘til I save up those crowns and move to a better place, I’m just going to have to leave this with you,” and she opened her pack to set the lute carefully on the counter.  She glanced briefly toward the window, “I’ve got to help pull a beer cart for a while before lunch, though.  Would it be alright if I went out through the back?  The guy out there doesn’t like me, and I’ll be late if I have to answer his questions the usual three times each in different orders and phrasings as he tries to catch me in a lie.  Again.”


Wolran nodded, giving Tabina a quick hug on his way by to the door, “I know the type, and I happen to outrank him.  I’ll go have a chat that will last at least sixty seconds; you should be almost to the district wall in that time.”


Hugging him back but letting him go, Tab stepped past her other friends, “Come on, I’ll let you out... and I’ll take good care of your lute.  I hope things get better for you soon so you can come back for it.”


As doors at both ends of the shop opened and closed, the wolf, horse, and rabbit left behind exchanged several unhappy glances between each other and the musical instrument.  “There really is something odd about that girl...” Elaric murmured.  “I could see it in her face; regret, but not much of it.  Something under that scar tissue has made her... remarkably pragmatic.  She sees this as the most obvious and logical solution to her problems, so that’s what she does without a second thought.  I’m not exactly the most acquisitive fellow in the world, as I had enough cash to retire on but spent it to refurbish and equip the clinic instead, but even I couldn’t walk away from something I’d labored that hard and long for without a single tear.”


“Don’t worry,” Glanta whispered back while Tabina was still out of earshot, “we’re working on it.”

* * *


“I’m still not sure how you talked me into this,” Jorrie rasped softly as she nervously followed her friend through the alleys just past the temples, where she’d never once dared set foot.  Her back felt odd as her lute shifted against her; she’d known what those ‘spare’ pegs on it were for, but it was still a gratifying surprise to find that someone in the shop had improvised a comfortable carrying strap to attach to them from the tag ends of some cloth after using most of it to make bandages.


The bunny snickered, “That was the easy part.  Me an’ Zer had to take turns running around to get it all set up; check with El what your schedule was, check with you what day you might have time free, check with El’s wives to run the idea past ‘em...  We jus’ wanna show you a possibility you may not have considered possible yet.  You had a good plan for yer life, but it was awfully slow.  Slow an’ sure always finishes the race... but it don’t win nearly as much as kids’ stories say.”


Nodding as she followed what her sense of direction suggested was the last turn, the teen’s voice was still skeptical, “I’ll give it a try... but I’m not sure how well I’ll do even with Glanta’s potion.  I’ve barely taken time to eat the last couple days to get far enough ahead in my work for an entire evening off.  Given how loud some of the early risers at my place are, and given that none of them comprehend the word ‘consideration,’ I’m lucky to get five hours of sleep.”


They’d been getting close enough to the main road again to make the older girl a little nervous when a low, feminine voice came from the side, “I can’t do much about sleep, but if you’ve been eating poorly you’re in the right place to take care of that.  It doesn’t matter how well your little experiment goes, we can’t have you fainting halfway through.  Come in and I’ll fix you both a little something.”


That had been no part of what she’d agreed to, and however irrational she knew her own aversion to charity was it was still there, but the smells coming out of that kitchen were an extremely convincing argument in favor, and while she thought it several times, she couldn’t seem to get her muzzle to form the word ‘no.’  One even more confusing moment later, she found herself laughing along with the rabbit, “That was tricky!  The same thing happened to you, so you watched my face...”


Tabina nodded vigorously enough to make her ears flop, “Yep!” and grinned over to her hostess, “Yer apron.  I did a double-take the first time I saw you turn around, an’ so did she, but I was expectin’ it this time.”


The vixen chuckled heartily as she dished up bowls of stew from two different kettles, tucking a sprig of parsley into one to mark it, “This is actually related to the clinic.  Once it was up and running, El made sure to take one day off a week to spend with me an’ Ber.  I started skipping my dress those days, and he’d come up behind me while I was kneading loaves or something simple like that, and...”  She grinned as she kept working, “Well, I rather enjoyed it, but after a couple times with none of the regulars complaining about the view, I just sorta made the habit a daily one.  It means I need to be a little more nimble around hot grease, but I sweat a lot less this way when the ovens are going.”  Stepping out of the way, she gestured toward the bowls of stew with a plate of buttered rolls between them, “The one without the sprig is lamb, rice, and potato, while the other’s mixed beans and some thick noodles; I’ll go grab a couple—ah!  Jolie, you read my mind!”


The filly carrying in two tall mugs of cider shook her head with a smile, “No, I just had a free moment and overheard you, and since the last girl to end up at our back door was so interesting I thought I’d come meet the new one.”


Settling onto the stool, the ermine decided that the smells at the back door had lied to her.  The food here was even better.  “I’m Jorrie... which may be good for a laugh if someone mixes us up,” she noted, a bit harshly as she was focused on scents rather than speech, and she dipped up a spoonful to blow on.


Swallowing her first bite of fresh roll, Tabina told the blinking waitress, “She’ll sound better later, we gots medicine for that.”


Jolie nodded, her expression speculative as she set down the mugs, “I was right...  A minstrel who, under normal circumstances, literally cannot sing?  You are interesting,” and she gave them both one more grin and returned to work.


It was sorely tempting to ask for seconds, and she was sure the vixen would oblige, but if she did, then chased it with an alcohol-based infusion, she’d be asleep within an hour and knew it.  Jorrie couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten so well, and she doubted it was simply the norm for the district.  Cin was attending to several ongoing projects related to the tavern’s menu, but an almost absent precision showed with each step.  The end of a turning roast that had not been carved evenly was starting to darken, so she moved one batch of glowing coals from that end of the hearth to the other, smoothly and before the wooden scoop could burn.  A wooden spatula eased a pie toward the front of the oven so she could check its crust, but she aimed off-center as she moved it back, neatly spinning it a half-circle so the side now farther from the kitchen’s cool air would cook faster.  A set of measuring spoons hung near a well-stocked spice rack, but she tasted and adjusted three dishes without ever touching them, adding just the right pinch or shake to perfect the harmony of scent and flavor that filled the air.


Finally pushing her bowl away and pulling a small leather flask from her pocket, the ermine noted, “If I can ever play this lute the way you play a kitchen... I will die a happy woman.  Cheers!” and took her first little sip.


“Being born a slave meant I was taught the basics,” she nodded as she accepted a tray of mugs from Jolie through the doorway and moved them to the large sink along the wall opposite the ovens and hearths, “but it was the sheer joy of a loving family, right after coming close to losing them, that gave me my polish.  I never imagined this life a year ago, and now I couldn’t live any other way.”  She nodded toward the common room as she plunged mugs smoothly by pairs into three tubs of increasing clarity then upended them on a drying rack, “In the summer the hearth out there is cold, and I keep the stew in here.  You can sit on it where you’ll be out of the way, and just give Jolie a nod if your throat gets dry and she’ll bring you another cider.”


Before she could do more than nod, Tabina slipped off her stool and started working on the top tie of her blouse, “Jus’ a minute... you need one more thing,” and she fished out the bulge that her friend had assumed to be a purse.  She shook out the pointed red cap and punched a fist into it to spread the sides, then patted the top to flatten the point and turned it over, holding it out balanced on her other hand, “You can’t play or sing at a bar without a hat to put out.”


The bemused look on her face as she unslung her lute and absently accepted the cap was a poor echo of her sense of surrealism as she shouldered through the swinging doors and into the common room.  The end with the hearth contained the bar, eight stools, and two small tables.  Just past the front door, in a deeper space where that end of the building didn’t need a large kitchen, the tables were bigger, and there had to be at least ten of them.  A passing thought guessed that the room as a whole would comfortably seat a bit more than fifty people, though just over twenty were there that evening, fairly evenly divided between focusing on drink at the bar end or food in the dining room.  The mere possibility of a public performance, in the plans she’d made before meeting Tabina, had been far, far away, and assumed that she’d have had time and opportunity to practice, instead of having yet to hear the first tone from her instrument.  She knew she was actually doing it, that this was real, but parts of her still couldn’t believe it was happening, and wouldn’t shut up about how many ways she could fail in the next few minutes.  Contributing to both her sense of unreality and a hint of renewed comfort, though, no announcement about new entertainment seemed to have been made, and very few of the patrons so much as glanced at her as she stepped around the bar toward the shallow stone curve sticking out of the far wall.


Setting the cap, open brim up, next to one foot, she settled the lute in her lap, her left hand flexing as she tried to get used to the feel.  That stick she’d practiced with had given her something round to support and something flat to arrange her fingers against, but it hadn’t been connected to anything, so she’d had to hold her arm still and pretend.  Getting that arm to relax enough to merely support the neck’s weight took a few moments, and the faint textures of the strings over smoothness felt curious against her fingertips compared to bare, uneven wood.  Her right hand’s fingers also explored those textures, not yet plucking, but testing their resistance, another detail her imagination had had to supply previously.  Recalling the first fingering on the scroll that had been clear enough for her to determine which string was which, she brushed the very backs of her claws against the strings, shivering faintly as the instrument she’d yearned for for so long finally made a quiet sound... then frowned.  It had most definitely not been the right sound.


Her ears perked a moment later as she recalled a diagram at the damaged end of the scroll.  She could tell that it was the end, and no major length was missing, but her best guess was that at some time in the past someone had placed a heavy weight on one corner to keep the scroll from blowing away, then it had gotten pulled too hard anyway.  A fairly large triangle had torn off, but a picture had shown fingers quickly turning each of the tuning knobs, and ‘travel’ was among the words still legible near the tear-line.  It made perfect sense now; they weren’t always kept in proper tune, as they needn’t be ready for instant use while traveling or in storage.  Brushing just the first string with her thumb, she twisted the knob with her other hand, thinking back to one of her spying runs on other lutanists to recall that string’s open tone.  She slowed as she neared the correct pitch, giving it just two more soft strokes to be sure, then moved on to the next string and another memory.  A section near the front of the scroll, about tuning and neck tension, sent her back to the first string when she was ‘done,’ and sure enough it needed another small adjustment, as did the second, but those quiet tones were the right tones now.


She experimented at that same negligible volume for a long moment, trying some of the chords to see how close they sounded to what she’d imagined, and a few of the transitions and one run, paying attention to the differences between her expectations and reality.  It would take some getting used to, she decided, but there was a lot of potential there.  Returning to that first, basic chord again, she struck more firmly, just to hear the resonance in the lute’s body.


“Finally,” a nearby buck rumbled, “I thought you were gonna fondle that thing all night...  Give us a tune, girl.”


Grateful for her voice’s borrowed smoothness, she murmured back, “I’ll try, sir, but I only just got this thing and hadn’t really learned any songs yet...  I’ll see what I can do.”  Settling back into a more relaxed posture, not quite a slouch, her eyes sank to slits and her fingers moved again.  It was hard to hear the music over the rumble of conversations and meals, but as she tuned out those distractions it grew clearer, a lilting little thing, almost a jig, that seemed to flow in counterpoint to the room’s other noises.  Her little finger touched the thinnest, tightest string, far down the neck, and the thumb that had been strumming moved aside as a fingertip plucked, her other fingers finding their places naturally as she followed the winding melody across the strings.  She found, as she played, that her right hand could do more than just pluck or strum; those notes from a left finger at the higher-pitched positions, closer to where her other hand plucked, had a different quality to them, and she spent some time following a lower register in her mental harmonies as she experimented.  Notes plucked high on the strings had a mellowness to them, with more profound bass, while past the hole in the body, near where replacement strings were threaded through and anchored, the tones were crisper, with more distinction at the high end.  She couldn’t move that hand as quickly or easily as her left, so it wasn’t something she could vary on a note-by-note basis, but trading off between portions of the harmony was the next best thing, letting her emphasize each one in its own way.


One difference between practice and reality, she started to discover four minutes into her play, was that real strings kind of hurt.  Her fingertips would probably toughen up in short order, but right then they were stinging a bit, and it was getting gradually worse.  After eight minutes, it was enough to annoy and distract her, so she returned to the highest register, strumming low on the body, and worked her way physically up and tonally down, finally resting the neck on her open palm as the lowest, open string thrummed and faded.  She shook her stinging left hand as she glanced up, “Was that alright, sir?  I’d go longer, but my fingers aren’t used to it yet.”


She wasn’t sure how to take the look the man was giving her, with several slow blinks on his part before he took another swallow from his mug, then reached for the row of farthings he’d set out for his refills, swept up half of them into his hand, and leaned over to pour them into her hat.  They clattered when they struck, which was confusing until she looked down and saw that they were not the first... and that not all of the coins in that cap or fallen nearby where they’d missed were copper or brass.


It was only Jolie stepping close and murmuring, “Here, you weren’t singing but that didn’t look like easy work,” and holding out a mug that let her snap her gaze away from the money.


Nodding, she set her lute across her thighs and reached out to accept it, “Thank you.  I’d... never understood the phrase ‘I could really use a drink’ where it specifically applied to alcohol... until now.  After that, I do need a sip,” and she smiled up at the deer even as he ordered a fresh ale, “but I’ll try that again in a few minutes.  It was certainly fun ‘til it started hurting.”


One of the men farther down the bar snorted and quipped, “That’s what she said.”


Surprising herself with a laugh, something she usually avoided since it sounded more like braying in her unmedicated voice, Jorrie saluted him with her mug and took a drink.

* * *


Convenient carrying strap or no, a light, late-night rain had spawned an offer from Cin that beat the moist alternative, and her lute had been tucked into a free corner of the vixen’s spacious pantry, but mere weather could not dampen her mood.  It had been worth it.  Every long night, every ache or bruise, every meal where she’d passed up mouth-watering temptations and took the cheapest, most basic nourishment to be had... and the coins clattering faintly around her ankles weren’t the best of it.  Her dreams might be blind, but her daydreams weren’t, and she’d longed to share the music in her head for her entire conscious life.  A bitter amusement at the irony of her voice had accompanied those aspirations for about half that time, but as she’d grown up she’d resolved to find another way, and her fearful scamper down a dark alley, the precious scroll clutched in her hands, had been her first step in finally making it a reality.  She’d barely escaped with her treasure intact when her mother had grown intolerable...  That woman had found her income shrinking in step with her fading looks as she’d gotten older, while her daughter was there growing steadily more nubile, and once the tavern had closed she’d rather fiddle with a stick all night than spend that time emptying a willing man’s purse.  Even less than fully grown, she’d been spending ten hours or more each day on a steady string of chores, but that wasn’t enough for her mother, who gradually started bringing up the years-forgotten suspicions of her head injury again.  Jorrie had tried to defend herself, insisting that it wasn’t some sort of aberration that she didn’t feel like sleeping with strange men for money, but the woman would only mock the very voice she argued with.  One such argument included something very near a threat to throw her out entirely if she wouldn’t whore, though the woman backed down toward the end, but in a final flare-up she’d struck her daughter, and not apologized.


That had been a warning sign... so she’d wrapped her scroll carefully around herself under her shirt the next morning, packed her meager collection of tips into various pockets and a double layer of socks where they wouldn’t clink much, and gone about her day as usual, but subtly alert.  Her suspicions twanged when she helped drag the main room’s large rug outside to drape over a fence for its weekly beating.  She normally had help for the entire task, but her mother had called the other server in and told her to keep working.  Her next tasks were in the dining room, where she’d had one helper instead of two in readying the stacks of assorted dishes, both that job’s and the last’s missing partners reappearing to carry an armchair up the stairs and into the living quarters.  Mildly suspicious, once the rows of mugs were ready she’d muttered something about the privy and stepped through the door next to the stairs the pair had come from.  There were four guest rooms upstairs, and an assortment of others for the permanent staff in slightly less total space beneath.  Her ‘room’ had been meant as something of a second pantry or large closet, and the mattress on the floor had been a bit small for her for the last two years... but as she’d gazed upon that room, empty except for the mattress, she’d recalled an argument several nights earlier, where she’d cracked a sarcastic quip about fitting a man into her bed.  With the absence of her own possessions, it had clearly been decided to correct that deficiency.  Before her mother, who seemed to be deserving the term less with each passing day, could corner her to make her status as a guest who was expected to have guests official, she’d carried a pair of buckets out the back door to the well, left them sitting on the edge, and kept walking.  She walked right down the street, through the gate, and out of Lark’s Reach, until the sun was almost down, then found some trees to sleep between.  When the sun was up again, so was she, walking.  She showed up at the gates of Fariach dusty and hungry, but with everything she actually needed to get by, most notably a determined will and her dignity.


She had felt the satisfaction of power, of control over her own life, beneath the shame and anger that had made her leave home and never look back.  She’d had a bad situation, but instead of just living with it she’d made a choice.  Tonight... didn’t feel quite the same.  She’d chosen to abandon her careful schemes and jump ahead by several years, but the choice had been the idea of friends.  She couldn’t help feeling a little pressured... but she also had to smile as she padded silently thorough the snores of her housemates to curl up in her worn blankets.  Even if they could get a little pushy about what she did with her life, it was nice to have friends, and she was glad Tabina and the rest had given her a shove.

Chapter 4


The only real signs of the previous night, that she’d have dismissed as a dream if she’d ever had any, were a faint roughness in her left hand’s fingertips as she pulled her breeches on... and the weight in both legs.  Her precious scroll was mixed in with her spare clothing, as its figures and words were right there in her mind.  She’d studied hard, and she grinned in the faint light seeping through cracks in her door at how well the knowledge inscribed as ink on parchment had worked.  Judging by that light, though, the wrong color to be one of the cheap tallow-dips no one in the house ever bought enough of, the sun was well up and she needed to get to her first job, naturally one involving mid-morning leftovers from a breakfast crowd where she could barter some of her work for a meal instead of cash.


She could hear her landlady shuffling around her room, though the other tenants’ piles of bedding and possessions were empty as she stepped out the front door, giving it an upward tug to latch it where the loose hinges made it sag and resist.  The street was little better than an alley, the crude buildings crowding in as they fought for all the living space they could get, and a few of the area’s roughly-dressed residents were visible, making their way with a nervous haste toward whatever filled their lives or just loitering or rummaging through junk.  She slipped just a bit away from the nearest wider street, as another alley that way led more directly to the dockside restaurant that was her goal, and she noticed one of her own housemates among those lurking around, a pot-bellied rabbit who’d rarely said three words in a row to her.  Whether others were or not, though, she’d always done her best to be polite, if only to contrast herself with her mother’s behavior, so she gave him a nod in passing as she turned.


He nodded back... but not to her.  Another man she lived with, a bear she’d privately labeled as the single laziest individual she knew, was there around the corner in the alley, but she didn’t have time to consider politeness or greetings; a determined grimace on his muzzle, his fist was already swinging.  The blow to her temple sent her tumbling, seeing stars, and the ground came up to knock the wind out of her.  She could barely hear the rush of steps as the rabbit joined in, kicking her hard in the side, but just as her vision started to clear and she could consider fighting back, a heavy weight pressed into her back, and the tearing of fabric and stitching was loud in the cramped alley.  While the big bear held her helplessly down, the bunny exclaimed, “Yeah!  I was right, where the hell did she get all this?!?” as he kept pulling the linen down, coins spilling into the dirt.


She squeaked at the unexpected sensation of a paw gripping one of her rumpcheeks, and a flush burned as she felt a tug to the side, exposing her, and the bear snickered, “Wish we had time for more; look at that, did you ever know she was hiding an ass like this under those pants?  Shit, get that silver before it rolls away; we’re set, man!  Let’s scram!”


As if the sudden assault had not been indignity enough, the rabbit finally got her shoes off, pulled her breeches past her feet with most of the money still in the legs, and snatched up a few stray coins before he and his partner ran off... with her pants.  Barely a minute and a half after she’d seen the first man, they were nowhere nearby, and she was prying herself out of the mud and grime, wiping blood from just over one eye and clutching her bruised side.  She had other breeches, though they weren’t as good at concealing treasures, and she made her way back toward the house she’d barely stepped out of.


Jorrie blinked, then tried the latch again... and it didn’t budge.  Something was wedged into it on the other side.  Balling a fist, she pounded a few times and called, “Destra?  I just got mugged and they took my pants; let me in!  I just need to get dressed...”


A sound did, finally, make it muffledly through the wood... a scornful laugh, and she knew she’d been set up.  It was probably as simple as one of those men being less asleep than she’d thought, and they’d heard the sounds of her unprecedented haul in tips as she’d come home, but working late also meant she rose late, leaving the people she’d barely trusted, which had now obviously been trusting them too much, free to conspire before she woke.  A couple of those lurking nearby, genuine strangers though they’d seen each other in passing, took note of her words and looked, enjoying the rumpcheeks her tail was curled between for modesty, but there clearly wasn’t going to be any response from the old bitch who’d betrayed her.


Flushing, but with a grim set to her muzzle, she turned away from the door, physically and mentally.  What she’d left behind, including the scroll, was already gone.  She needn’t dwell on it since none of it mattered anymore.  She couldn’t even summon the effort to go back to the alley and take back her cheap shoes.  Instead, she headed the other way, crossing the street into another alley, with her tail between her legs and curled up over her mound.  The clinic was, both luckily and regrettably, fairly used to women and girls showing up at the door disheveled and bleeding.  If a guard stopped her to make an issue over ‘indecency,’ she’d give him an earful.  How much more decent was it that she’d been attacked right outside of her own home?  Meanwhile, she knew help and comfort was to be had if she could make it just a quarter-mile more with bare feet and cold legs, and those feet had gotten her here from another barony.  They’d get her where she needed to be one more time, she was sure.

* * *


A polite knock came at the door of the tiny room, and Jorrie stretched in the light of its single candle before rising to unfasten the latch, which could be locked from within but had no keyhole on the other side.  She’d been confused when that healer had initially explained it to her, but had to agree after the fact; fear was, itself, tiring, and even if it was barely noon a short nap had been an excellent prescription, while the comfort of having a door she was in control over was remarkably welcome after the trauma of being unable to defend herself.


Two canid faces greeted her in the hall, though Elaric and Wol were dressed very similarly for a change, instead of the former’s usual white robe.  She’d felt a rush of chagrin when told that it was his day off; that vixen had hinted that they sometimes had special plans for such, and it was rather churlish of her to interrupt that sort of thing... but there was no resentment in his eyes as he looked her over, probably with more than just mundane senses, in the loose gown the clinic had provided, “Ah, good... you’re bouncing back better than I’d hoped, and probably better than you actually feel right now.  Are you up for a meal?  We have a change of clothes for you.”


She made no particular attempt to smooth her voice as she nodded and croaked, “I’d appreciate that...  I can’t repay you right now, of course, but... I’m really glad it rained last night.  At least my lute’s still safe, and even once my novelty wears off I can use it to make up a bit of what they took.”


That fox she was still a bit confused about, given that she had no idea who he was or what he did, nodded as he passed her a burlap-wrapped bundle, “Here, and you can use the cot room to change...  I was there for your debut last night, on the dining end of the room so I didn’t spot you noticing me, and it was definitely worth hearing.  I’ve heard my share of the minstrels who provide idle entertainment for the king’s court, but I’d never heard what you played...  Original?”


She shook her head with a grimace as she accepted the package, “Improvised.  I’d practiced the motions for years... but I’d never actually held a lute.  I didn’t have time to come up with something profound, I just played along with what was in my head.”


The man paused, blinking, then shook his head as well, “That’s... well, it’s obviously not impossible, and I’m pretty sure you aren’t much of a liar.  I don’t think you realize just how unusual you are...  I watched you tune up.  Normally it takes months or years of training just to do it as quickly and simply as you managed, since you didn’t have anything for a comparative reference.  You tuned those strings to the right notes from memory, and that’s not something that very many people can do.  Also, ‘music in your head’ is a rather unusual concept to begin with.  Most bards, composing a new work, will make the music in their heads at first... but it’s not just there for them to listen to any time they feel like it!”


Jorrie shrugged, “It’s there for me, so I used it.  Glanta’s pretty sure it’s all from when I got dropped on my head as a baby.  Now... thank you for the clothes, and I would indeed like to change in private.  As if my life weren’t hectic enough already, my season’s just around the corner, and I’m glad none of the guards got close enough to smell it.  In my neighborhood, there’s no way they’d accept a lesser excuse.  A girl in heat with no clothes below the waist?  Whore.  Lock ‘er up.”


Elaric spoke up, quietly, “One thing you are not, however, is a whore.  Now... the tavern my wife owns has always been special in a way I’m not free to make public.  It has gotten a lot more special since my other wife took over the cooking... and last night after your performance, several of the patrons were complimenting the staff on our ‘decision’ to hire a minstrel.  They had no idea it was your first time playing, publicly or not; they didn’t realize you were there just to find out if you could, they assumed you were an experienced musician and our common room was just another gig for you, and those expectations failed to be disappointed.  In short, my dear, they liked you.  Now, in a roundabout fashion, that was meant to preface the comment that it was never really ‘your’ neighborhood, just the place you happened to sleep.  We the owners of the Black Unicorn, and our patrons, would very much like to see you again and hear you play, but we couldn’t do that with a clear conscience if you’re living as precariously as this morning’s events have proven you were.  I know you try to avoid accepting charitable hand-outs... you’re proud, and the skill you showed last night deserves that kind of pride.  But you’re not just someone who scrubs filth and hauls beer carts to us.  You made a difference to the lives of those people last night; you brought them joy and wonder as they listened to your lute.  We’d like that to become a regular thing, and we’re willing to help stabilize your situation so it can be.”


Half-unconsciously clutching the bundle of clothing against her chest, the ermine nodded slowly, eyes wide, “That... I just hadn’t looked at it from that perspective, but... I could, couldn’t I?  I’ve... daydreamed of just that sort of thing at times, for so long that it had gotten stuck in my mind that they were dreams, not reality.  But...”  She shook her head as the belated realization finally struck, “I did it!  It hadn’t really hit yet, but I lived that dream last night.  No wonder it felt so surreal...  Yes, sir, I’d like to do that again!”


Wol nodded with a smile of his own, “That you did...  Now, I know you don’t have much in the way of physical possessions, but I’d like to invite you to my home as a guest while we look for something more permanent.  I live within easy walking distance of the Unicorn, so when El here told me what was going on I tagged along to make the offer.  I agree that you’re much too great a potential asset to the city’s entertainment industry to take avoidable risks with, and we can get you settled in as soon as you’re dressed.”


Looping a finger through the twine binding the package she’d been given to hold it up, Jorrie nodded, “Alright...  Give me just a minute and I’ll go with you,” and both men nodded back as she shut the door.

* * *


The comfort of that conversation, and the stability which it promised for her future, did not mean that her shocks for the day were over.  The only item in that package that she actually recognized was her hat, forgotten last night after emptying it of coins, while the fine blouse’s maroon complimented the cap’s red, and provided a fashionable transition to the brown leather breeches that fit surprisingly well, as did a better pair of shoes than those she’d abandoned.  Did a healer’s senses come in handy for checking measurements under a girl’s clothes?  The thought surprised a breathy giggle from her as she followed her friends, grateful for the way her personal nemesis didn’t seem to recognize her as they passed by the herb shop.  El bade them farewell as they passed his tavern and he stepped inside, but that was merely the cue for the next shock, her expression growing a bit wooden as the necessity of her new clothes’ quality was explained, and they passed into the next district up, where she’d never dared venture even by alley.  The modest apartment on the second floor of a well-made building was probably even smaller than the home she’d just left... but with only one man living there and the occasional cleaning girl hired to keep things neat, there was really no comparing the two spaces.


“You can have the couch unless one of us thinks of a better arrangement,” the fox noted as he shut the door, “and what you’re wearing is clean but we should get you a change or two by tomorrow.  Unless you have jobs that you just can’t abandon in clear conscience, your only real appointment at the moment is to drop by the Unicorn any evenings you feel up to it.”


Jorrie shook her head as she settled onto the broad cushions in question, “I... actually avoided jobs where I’d be ‘important.’  I was just a girl, and a defective one at that.  I never put the thoughts into so many words, but I just didn’t feel right in roles where I couldn’t be easily replaced; they... weren’t my ‘place.’  My various employers may suffer a brief disappointment when I don’t show up, but there are dozens of other people willing to do those jobs, if perhaps without my motivation to save up which contributed to my perceived work ethic.”


The man nodded from the comfortable chair by his small dining table, “And now you’ve got something else to save up for... but it should go faster this time.  As a matter of general policy, just because you’re associated with some fairly important people, I’ve... looked into your background a bit.  Just a few casual questions, about how some of the folks you work for first met you and their general impressions of you as a person.  You see... my real name is Wolran, and I work for a man named Lachier.  I... represent him, in situations where it just wouldn’t be prudent or appropriate for a king to appear.  The tavern you played in belongs to a Goddess’ Archpriestess; the man who hired you to scrub bandages is nephew to a count, deposed, and grand-nephew to a duke, executed for treason; and even the little bunny you befriended has several powerful acquaintances with an interest in her well-being.  Naturally, I had to check to make sure a scruffy street-rat like yourself was no threat,” and he softened his words with a mischievous wink.


Work had always trumped tales around the inn she’d grown up in, but even she’d heard of this sort of man...  “Agent,” she murmured.  “Gods... I’m surprised you let whore-spawn like me within spitting distance of those people you were talking about.”


The fox’s smile was much friendlier this time, “Dear... I know, perhaps better than anyone, how little one’s born station means.  You see, much like Cin I was born a slave.  A fuck-toy for rich people.  The convenient nickname ‘Wol’ is actually the one on my birth record.  My aunt Ela was also to be a living toy... until she was purchased as a cub by an Agent in training, freed, and adopted, then came back more than a decade later to buy all of her kin.  I was just a kid in the pens, with my butt hurting from the latest training session, when a beautiful woman I couldn’t possibly be related to came up the stairs with guards and a senior member of the slave house.  My life, and its associated expectations, changed rather profoundly at that point.  If you can stop thinking it’s impossible long enough to accept it, your life can change too.”


“I’m inclined to accept your offer,” she noted, then smiled wryly, “but right this moment I know that’s my loins thinking for me.  When we were all in close proximity in the shop, my season started making itself known; Elaric smelled very good, and I was noticing a lot more of your body’s details through your clothes than usual...  All the excitement and changes have kind of thrown me off my game, though.  The last time I’d thought about heat, I’d planned to beg sanctuary at the Temple of Love, where they’re usually happy to guard a woman from unwanted advances when she’s unfit to do so herself.  It’s a bit late for that now, particularly if I’m expected to keep a tavern full of people happy.”


Wolran chuckled, “We’re not expecting you to perform in that condition...  Remember, your first friend who pulled you into our social circle is learning herbs.  I’m certain she can help you deal with your symptoms without squirming too much to play or smelling too distracting for any male in the place to listen.  Also, I’d beg to differ with your earlier use of ‘defective.’  You got hurt when you were young, and it changed things... but the mind is really an amazingly resilient thing.  It found its own way around that injury, resulting in a young woman who may not be average by any means, but you definitely aren’t broken.  You’re pretty, and your talent is amazing.  Don’t let others’ focus on negatives blind you to your true worth, because they can deride that worth, and insult it, but that worth is yours, and no one can take it from you.”


Silently cursing her season as his compliment awoke a warm flush in her loins that she tried to keep from reaching her face, she nodded, “I... should see Tab or Glanta first, I guess.  Get some of those herbs, as I just had to rein my libido in again.  You’re a perfect gentleman, of course, but if I don’t get something like that soon, I wouldn’t treat you like one for long.”


Laughing gently as he rose again, Wolran half-bowed and swept an arm toward the door, “Then let’s go do something about that.  If you’re still worried about the money that was stolen, you’ve got some credit left there, and heat’s such a common condition that the medicines for it are grown in bulk and are usually cheap.”

* * *


The tea Zerrin immediately brewed for her while Tabina measured out a week’s supply for her to take along helped a great deal, though there were other customers waiting so they’d hadn’t lingered to chat.  Wolran’s company was certainly pleasant enough, but it was nice to know she was experiencing that for herself, rather than letting her body set the standards by which a far worse man than he would have still been ‘pleasant.’  Once she was thinking more clearly, he accompanied her on a quick circuit of some poorer districts, so she could apologize to those for whom she’d done the dirtier, less pleasant tasks among her jobs.  They might have trouble finding someone to do the same as cheaply as she had, but the summary that she’d been mugged and evicted at the same time, but had a temporary home and a firmer job prospect already, satisfied them that she wasn’t just walking away and that she’d be alright herself.  Her incongruously fine clothes added some visible confusion to the mix in two cases, but as she followed her newest friend out of the slums, she managed to find some amusement in their reactions.  After all, if only for her voice she’d always been considered a bit... odd.


Back at the Black Unicorn, with only a few early diners around as afternoon moved into evening, she noted to the waiter at the bar while Wol retired to a dining table, “I should probably talk to Cin...  Last night was far more successful than I’d thought possible, but... those tips were stolen this morning, and it’s rather customary for a minstrel to share them with the tavern-keeper.  I hadn’t thought about it ‘til after I’d left, and I’d been planning to divvy up this morning before things went south.  We should probably make other arrangements to avoid surprises like that in the future.”


Slipping out through the kitchen doorway, the dark figure in white didn’t attract her attention at first, until the gleam of her horn drew the eye.  “I’d be the one to discuss that with,” the impossible equine smiled, showing teeth just shy of being fangs.  That smile remained as she stepped over and offered a hand, “Berria, owner and manager of the Black Unicorn, Archpriestess of Kathalla.  You’ve met my spouses.”


A bit of natural hesitation slowed her reach to clasp that hand, but she nodded, “Jorrie, Beginner’s Luck Minstrel at Large.  Thank you for your part in my... audition.”


The priestess shook her head, giving her hand a warm squeeze, “No... you’re not, and can never be, a minstrel.  I can see your soul... and you’ve never even seriously thought about learning songs.  Learning music, yes; learning an instrument, definitely.  But your songs come from within.  No one wrote them down, no one sat there balancing syllables and meter, your subconscious mind created them.  You can only ever be a bard.”


A hint of bitterness tinged her brayed laugh, “A bard?  Please... with this voice?  I believed in fairies for longer than I entertained that daydream.”


That grip firmed, and the unicorn’s smile vanished, but her eyes were intense as she insisted, “Bard.  I can see hints of your future... and your music will span generations, if I do you a minor cruelty right now.  You see, I am arguably one of the most powerful mortals on this world.  At the merest whim, though I try not to be whimsical about it, I can perform miracles.  I know exactly what is wrong with your voice, and it would take me less than a thought and less than a second to simply make the pressure against those nerves go away... and I will not.  By this refusal and explanation, though, I have set your feet on a path that will let your music shine,” and she finally let go of her hand.


Jorrie could only blink several times at that... prophecy, finally murmuring raspily, “If what you say and predict is true... then you have my thanks for this cruelty.”


This fetched a chuckle from Berria as she settled comfortably onto one of her own bar’s stools, “Back to the subject you first broached, though.... did this place look like we’re struggling for business last night?  Keep whatever our customers toss your way.  Word of Cin’s cooking is finally spreading, and I expect the crowds to get even bigger once they hear we have music too.  Keeping it to instrumental melodies is just fine, though the occasional potion might help if there’s something you feel like singing about.  I suppose it wouldn’t hurt your fate too much if I sometimes let El give your throat a temporary treatment...  It’s less risky than what I can see Glanta’s been feeding you.  Muscle relaxants are always tricky, since your heart is a muscle too and relaxing it too much is... unhelpful.”


The woman’s earlier boasts of power had been taken with a grain of salt, but her casual mention of what went into the ‘potion,’ which none of their mutual acquaintances would have specified in casual conversation, was actually profound proof that she had abilities beyond her unusual appearance.  “Thank you for your generosity,” she replied a moment later, finally putting in the effort to speak in her ‘normal,’ strained voice.  “Most taverns operate on a thinner margin so no source of income can be ignored... but they don’t have the advantage of your wife in their kitchens,” and she grinned.


“I heard that,” a voice called through the door-flaps, “and thanks!  I’ll have a snack out to you in a moment and I’ll bring your lute too.”


Jorrie nodded to her hostess, “That’ll work...  My practice before I got the lute didn’t take into account how strings push back.  I’ll be able to play longer as time goes on, but for now every bit of exercise my fingers can get will help.”


Forewarned by the conversation, every male eye in the place and at least two women watched the kitchen door as the vixen emerged.  Seeing her come out was just the tease; watching her go back in after dropping off instrument, plate, and cup, tail swaying over her bare, well-curved rump, was far more entertaining.


The ermine had to roll her eyes and smile as she reached for a flatbread rolled around something savory and meaty, “I looked similar this morning after those assholes ran off with my pants... but I can’t carry off the look like she does.  You’re a lucky woman, Berria.”

* * *


The second evening’s playing was easier... but not just because it was second.  She hadn’t realized that the medicine to fix her voice had been having such an impact on her manual dexterity until she played without it.  She could feel a bit of that clumsiness midway through her third mug of cider, like everything else in the place both finer and stronger than she was used to, and the alcohol surging pleasantly through her body was probably the only reason she went through with Jolie’s whispered suggestion.


With another murmured warning to the bartender, who also happened to be her brother and the tavern’s bouncer, the filly moved two of the chairs near the bar out of the way and, at a triple-strike in a minor key, modulated to major a moment later, she began to dance.  It was an experience like the ermine had never imagined; her fingers and that lithe equine form seemed to move as one, flurries of steps and notes building to a crescendo, a sudden silence in the strings filled in by two sharp claps from the dancer.  She could never be certain whether her music was being danced to, or whether she was playing along with the dance, between the way her melody left gaps to fill with the snap of fingers and the dancer somehow knowing when to snap.  Jolie’s apron and skirt flared as she twirled; she wasn’t being deliberately provocative, but breaths came quicker around the room as she spun through another graceful leap.  Spots of sweat were showing through her apron on her chest as the lute intensified, clearly building toward a climax, and she undulated between patrons, spinning once more in place before lunging into a backward handspring, landing on one outstretched foot with hands and eyes toward the sky as the highest string keened... then collapsed, but gracefully still, into a smiling, panting puddle on the floor to a final fading chord.


Berria had to yell to be heard over the applause, “Cin?  Give that girl a fucking raise.”  The vixen watching from the kitchen door could only nod, her eyes wide.


Still a little breathless, Jolie stepped toward the hearth to murmur, “Thank you...  I wasn’t expecting to move like that.  I’ve never moved like that... the one time I tried a flip of any kind I ate a face full of dirt.  Your music... was very easy to dance well to.  That last pose looked like I was waiting to be lifted away... but I already had been.”


Jorrie shook her head, “I was about to say the same thing, but the other way around...  I was watching you, and sometimes it seemed like you controlled my fingers with your moves.  I... I guess this is something that just happens sometimes?”


The black unicorn stepped up behind her employee to clarify, “It is, but it’s rare, almost as rare as the related gift of blade dancing...  It happens when two people with an unusual creative gift work as one.  Jolie, you called yourself a dabbler the last time you mentioned dancing, but you’re not.  You have a true gift for it.  When working with anyone equally gifted, you will transcend what you thought were your limits, and if you need any further proof of my words... well, I suggest returning to your regular duties and checking the size of the tips I’ve been seeing people set aside.”


Chuckling helplessly, as she’d been trying not to notice how often glints of copper or even silver had been tossed past her peripheral vision tonight, the minstrel clasped her hands a few times to limber her fingers, and reached for the strings anew.  After her friend’s (and she’d seemed to be getting quite a few of those lately, she thought with a smile) energetic display, a slower piece seemed right, and the orchestra in her thoughts obediently quieted, a gentle harmony guiding her through a short introductory bar then onward.


Slipping in through the back door, Elaric knew better than to be surprised when his other wife joined the one already there the next moment.  He had, she’d told him, a very distinctive soul, so she always knew when he drew near.  “I stopped on my way home to talk to Tab and Glanta...  I knew they needed to be told about Jorrie, but it turned out they’d made improving her life something of a group project, so they deserved to know.  They were a bit upset about the attack, of course, but they agree that she deserved better, and now she can get it.”


Cin nodded, “She’s not the only young woman with gifts we need to help, though...  It turns out that Jolie can dance, and I mean dance!  We may need to rearrange the dining room a bit to give her some space.”  She suddenly grinned, “It’s too bad we’re just a tavern, at least officially...  My training included a few moves too, but those dances are for more... specialized entertainment venues.  I guess if I want to play an erotic duet, I’d have to talk both of the girls into performing downstairs.”


Her wife brightened, her voice quieting a bit, “We may have to see about that, at least for Jorrie, because that ‘equinox pole dance’ idea with the entrails would work best to music, and it’d be even more fun if we did it to a male, Pola-style, so the girls could dance under the ‘rain’ he’d make...”


Elaric had to laugh softly as he gave them each a hug, “I’m glad Tab brought her by...  You two can plan shows without me; I’ve got a talented minstrel to listen to over ale.”

Chapter 5


The biggest difference about her sudden change in districts, she found, was the lights.  Excellent night vision was almost a survival requirement in the slums, but many more lamps and lanterns, as well as the occasional torch or magical crystal, lit these better neighborhoods, leaving far fewer shadows that the ill-intentioned might lurk in.  She found herself almost luxuriating in not needing to constantly be on her guard, though she pulled her focus in a bit to pay polite attention when her guide spoke.


“I won’t be escorting you on any permanent basis,” Wolran mused, “since I have other duties, some of which keep me out overnight, and I could be called on for a mission elsewhere in the kingdom at any time.  In the morning when the shops are open, though, in addition to some clothes and a nightgown we’ll get a copy made of my keys.  The rent’s covered by the crown whether I’m in town or not, and I’d rather it got some use, so you just stay as long as you’d like.”


Something about the sense of his presence was... relaxing, and even as she replied she knew she wouldn’t have said these words to very many others, “I wouldn’t be displacing anyone, I know...  You don’t have visitors over often; very few scents made it through yours, and the only girl among them wasn’t there to have sex.  It will be almost as good a refuge as the temple... as I definitely will not be performing in public tomorrow night, tea or no.  The second day always hits harder, and my second cup has already almost worn off.  I know the stuff varies in effectiveness between people, and I’m not one of the lucky girls.”


The Agent chuckled, “I must admit that your cycle did factor into my calculations... but that was after I’d already decided to offer you sanctuary, and as per my training I had to think of every potential complication and whether it was enough to reverse my original choice.  That one wasn’t.  It was more like an additional favor I could do a deserving girl without lifting a finger.”


They’d reached the building she’d briefly visited before, its front door requiring a second key that every tenant had, and she followed him up the stairs, making sure neither hallway was presently occupied before venturing, “The ‘sanctuary’ offered by the Roxanites... takes two forms, either guarded celibacy or a waiver of their usual standard donations as risk-free assistance in dealing with the symptoms is offered.”  Her smile was shy as he unlocked his own door, “I... I’ve found myself thinking about that second option more and more, and circumstantial evidence suggests you don’t currently have a lover...  One other ‘maybe’ rears its head, from your comment about your young butt, but I saw you watching Jolie...  You like girls, I’m sure.  I’d be content with the couch and my clothes, and I won’t turn down the offered nightgown tomorrow, but... couldn’t we share for tonight?  You... you’d be my first, but... you’re a rare and special man.  Who else... to share something rare and special with?”


Wolran had been careful not to interrupt as she’d danced so hesitantly toward the point, spending the time lighting a splinter with his magic and some lamps with the splinter, and he sat down on the edge of his bed before answering, “I do, actually, have several lovers, most but not all of them female... but they’re infrequent, merely friends who like to make each other feel good once in a while.  You would be the first virgin to offer herself to me; as varied and exciting a life as I’ve had, I’ve yet to be someone’s first... but I would be honored to be yours.  You are not your mother.  The prices of things I’ve given you were not what led to this offer, and I accept your genuine gift as the symbol of friendship and trust that it is.”


The minstrel pulled off her cap and reached for the ties of her blouse, smiling as she slipped onto the mattress beside him, “That was a lovely phrasing...  You are a very easy man to trust, but after a while it’s also clear that you’re no one I’d ever want mad at me.  You have... a strength inside you that filled me with something very close to awe, the more I got to know you.  The certainty in your voice when discussing plans and events...  That’s the one thing I lacked all my life.  I made plans, I had daydreams, and whenever I saw a chance to move forward, I took it, but nothing was ever certain... until you walked me out of the clinic.  My safety was a certainty at that point.  As you voiced support of plans to help me, my future was... perhaps not certain, but I’d take any odds you could name that it would be better.”  Topless, she coiled her belt around her heavy purse on the night stand by his bed, and reached for her breech’s ties as she leaned in to kiss him gently on the lips, “And I want you.  That’s one more thing I cannot doubt.”


Her fur... was possibly another point her mother had derided her for, as it was among the less-interesting combinations seen among minks and ermines, a dull, dark gray with pure white around her muzzle and down her throat, chest, belly, and inner thighs, coming into view as she eased her breeches down.  Something about the scent now infusing the air reminded him of an occasional lover, far younger than she, but the connection was fleeting; she required, deserved, the bulk of his attention right that moment.  Easing around a bit while she worked with her pants and shoes, he kissed the back of her neck, one hand trailing fingertips gently down her spine and through the strands of her tail, silk-soft after her bath at the clinic.  A boring fur color did nothing to detract from her shape, which he admired unabashedly as she settled back against his shoulder; her breasts were wide, but shallow, probably indicative of all the exercise she’d gotten on her many jobs, but just the sort to fill out quickly if given the chance.  Her hindside, given the heavy beer carts she’d occasionally pulled through alleys a horse just wouldn’t fit into, had very little padding, but the muscularity it shared with her legs was quite pleasing in its own right.  He had to comment as he nuzzled her ear, “You’re... stronger than I thought you’d be, under those clothes.  If you’d like to learn to defend yourself from the sort of thing you suffered this morning, you wouldn’t need much strength training; I’d merely need to show you how,” and he peeled his shirt up and off before reaching for his belt.


She kissed him again before answering with a smile, “As if I needed any additional reasons to trust and respect you... of course I’d like that.  No one likes feeling helpless, but with my face in mud I couldn’t see because of the stars, a bear kneeling on my back... never mind, I’d rather skip that part next time and it doesn’t matter now.”


Finally free of his pants and city shoes, Wol climbed the rest of the way onto his bed, “And for things that do matter... is there any special way you want this?”


Jorrie shook her head with a smile as she turned to join him, “Gods, no... I know you’d never seriously hurt me, and right now it isn’t just warning signs... I’m in heat, plain and simple.  My body just wants you inside, and it doesn’t much care how you get there!”


“Then you get on top,” he suggested as he stretched out.  “Puts you in control, harder to make mistakes.”


She’d never considered herself beautiful, but he clearly liked what he was seeing, the first hint of his shaft and its sudden scent peeking out just before his latest comment, a bit of distracting lust perhaps also explaining his simple sentence structure compared to his previous eloquence.  Herself, she had no complaints about the sight of him naked.  Those muscles looked like he’d put a lot of work into them, making them as hard and strong as possible without letting them get big enough to make him stand out.  She obviously wouldn’t need to go to extreme measures to get him ready... but, following her own lust’s demands, she leaned down and lapped upward along the length so far visible, the first taste only managing to make her want more.  There was, of course, even more to lick the second time, but by the third its firming length was giving her very different ideas.


She was almost in two worlds for the moment it took to straighten up and lift a leg to straddle his belly, several positions flashing through her mind so vividly that she could almost feel them, but one leapt out at her as serving the most goals at once, and she scrunched up her long torso as she leaned down to press her chest against his, hands caressing as they slipped around his form.  This, of course, let her trade several gentle kisses at various points on her and his muzzles, even as a flare of sensation she could almost see marked the first touch her sex had been demanding for so long, the lightest brush of his tip against her petals...  She didn’t pause to savor the sensation, merely adjusting her angle slightly and continuing to slide her hips down his abs.  Naturally, she had no previous experience by which to gauge or label the sensations, but her body and instincts recognized them just the same as places inside that she’d never consciously thought about made themselves known.  They stretched, even as they warmed at the welcome invasion, and a rising sting at one relatively-outer point peaked as a sharp, tearing pain, but it faded quickly, and had never exceeded the physical and emotional positives of the moment.


Wolran had considered her somewhat excessive pragmatism before, mainly as a potential liability, but in this situation it was a definite plus.  Because of her estrus cycle, even her untried body was as physically ready for this as it could ever be, and taking things exceptionally slowly and carefully would be a needless damper on their enjoyment.  She was still the second-tightest lover he’d ever had, as she urged her hips down until nearly one third of his knot’s surface was newly warmed and moistened and her belly was finally flat against his.  “Goddess...” he murmured, “it’s gonna take some getting used to, how flexible you are,” and, since it was so close at hand, licked gently along the rim of her ear then left its tip with a careful nip.


Shudders rippling their way from both ends seemed to collide in her midsection, and she sighed happily as she eased herself off of him a few inches.  Another twinge of pain suggested just a bit of stubborn flesh still hanging on, so on her next stroke down she set her jaw and pushed, gradually harder, until his knot slipped fully inside and her mound touched his sheath.  That pain was fading faster, now; even when arguing with her mother, she’d rarely actually thought about her maidenhead, but its final moments had brought up a memory or two...  She’d maintained a distinct mental separation between the concepts of losing her virginity and fucking men.  The latter was what her mother did, and the man didn’t actually matter.  The former... was barely thought about, because she didn’t know anyone she’d feel right doing that with, and in its case the man definitely mattered.  She had to wonder, in passing, how her life might have been if there’d been a man as wonderful as this one in the poorer districts of Lark’s Reach... but the thought could not be dwelt upon.  Two strong hands and a muzzle were demanding her attention instead.


Even if she was the one ‘in control,’ Wolran had no intention of remaining completely passive; her position was convenient, but could be improved upon.  Gripping her firm rumpcheeks, he urged her up and off of his knot, the first genuinely unpained mew of the evening escaping her muzzle as it tugged at her outer reaches.  She’d started to resist his pull as he withdrew almost completely, but his hips made up the lack, thrusting smoothly inwards once more, even as his muzzle dipped to explore the curves the shift had brought into reach, teeth teasing through gray fur before finally closing around a nipple, his tongue following close behind to lap affectionately.  That resistance instantly evaporated; now that he was doing what her body wanted him to, she almost melted against him, her hands flanking his shoulders to keep her weight from smothering him as he nipped and licked his way around her breasts, eliciting little sparks of pleasure she’d never imagined they could experience.


The little yips and mewls she made as she matched his thrusts’ rhythm were only barely affected by her usual vocal troubles, even at their soft volume where she’d usually had the most difficulty.  One emerged as a louder, tonal croak as she thought about it, but even reflexive embarrassment couldn’t keep the thought there, her next mew emerging with unconscious ease as that attention was called elsewhere.  All these little pleasures, the claws teasing around her ass and tail, the teeth and tongue at her chest, and most of all that delicious shape moving inside her, they’d distracted her from the build-up of a new pleasure.  She couldn’t realize how mild and tentative her first orgasm actually was... until the second started building.  Even as she let out a long, low sigh at the sense of release, the waves of stimulation that seemed to wash through her, her lover slowed for a moment as well; some of those ripples must not have been her imagination if he could feel them too...


She’d heard, or rather overheard, from women other than her mother, that her gender could experience pleasure multiple times, though she’d neither dwelt on it nor lingered to hear more.  Still, it was a natural assumption that that was just what was happening as Wol eased his knot, a bit thicker this time, fully inside of her once more and those pleasures started rising anew.  Her eyes, behind tight-shut lids, gradually widened as the sensation kept rising, past what she’d assumed was its highest peak last time.  It had certainly felt good enough...  That bulb of flesh moving within her, and the narrow tip that nudged so deep, were coaxing hints out of her fluttering passage that she’d better find something to hold onto, and she didn’t need to see to notice Wolran’s panting breaths or the scent of his effort’s sweat.  Gripping the bed’s sheets in both hands, she simply kept up her hips’ steady rocking, acknowledging her own ignorance as she stopped trying to predict events and just let them be.


Those hands at her rump caressed their unsteady ways up her back, finally crossing as the fox hugged her close and thrust in as far as he could go... but she barely noticed.  That pleasure she’d decided to let take its own course had, and his final plunge didn’t go as deeply as planned since nothing could in her sex’s grip as her world seemed to explode.  The focus of the sensation was, of course, on the point of her joining with this wonderful man, but little waves of it seemed to radiate outward, distinct, pleasurable shocks felt at her fingertips, her ears, her nipples, her toes...  It only lasted a moment, but it reminded her of the feeling after her first performance...  Triumphant, and that it had been worth the effort.


Gentler, but still real, pleasures seemed to suffuse her as she relaxed back down against her lover, but she chose instead to savor the sense of closeness she had for him, in the brief time her condition would let her.  Her cycle was satisfied for the moment, but only until it realized she wasn’t pregnant, a safe enough assumption between canids and mustelids, and for this moment she could focus on emotions other than lust, as complimentary to it as they sometimes were.  “Thank you,” she breathed into his ear, making no effort for even a whisper’s hiss, the only way she could reliably speak smoothly.  “I... I was amused when I noticed Tab’s habits and necklace.  I know better now.”


The Agent chuckled softly, nuzzling her cheek before murmuring, “We live and we learn... and Tab’s not as experienced as she thinks yet.  She’s about due for her first cycle, if not this year then next, and at least you’d been through them before.  That, though... damn, I’m supposed to be better than this.  I’ve lost count.  That’s either four or five times now that I’ve noticed you making uncommon connections...  I do the same, because I’m trained to, but I almost didn’t notice your knack for it at first.  Little things.  Tabina doesn’t show off her necklace much, but you know it’s there.  Your comment about a guard who disliked you included an analysis of his internal methodology when trying to justify action against you.  The ‘perceived work ethic’ that suggested you in turn were psychoanalyzing others perception of you.  These tiny details... suggest that you’re almost as observant as you are musical, and uncommonly good at making connections.”


Jorrie shook her head, blinking, her harshness returning as she simply let the words flow, “You noticed?  No one notices that...  It was my private, wry lament that something about my brain is odd, and I sometimes make weird connections that turn out to be true, but when I do it goes unremarked.  It also, though, works the other way, and just occasionally I’ll miss something completely obvious, and everyone sees it when that happens.  You’re the only person I’ve ever met who didn’t fit that pattern.  ‘Rare and special’ indeed!”


Wol had to laugh softly as he hugged her again, “If you’re going to stick that label on me, I’ll have to return the favor, because you qualify too y’know.  Now, let’s clean up a bit and brew you another cup of tea so you can sleep the whole night through.  Don’t bother messing with the hearth; part of my job’s requirements include a knack for magic, and it will be less trouble if I just boil the water myself.”


“I’d wondered how you lit that taper for your lamps earlier,” she nodded as she slipped out of his grasp, closed her eyes for one more moment, and eased off of his shrunken knot.  “Ooh... that was fun, but yes, the tea instead of keeping you up ‘til dawn.  I’ve rarely been anyone’s guest, but I do try to be polite.”


Her friend nodded back as he joined her in the few steps toward the kitchen corner of his room, “That part of my gifts has never been a secret, so don’t worry about mentioning it like you would about my job.  Agency is not generally advertised.  I’ll need to talk to my boss, though, regarding... well, never mind.  The details depend on whether or not I can convince him, so they don’t really matter right now, but if things work out I may have the occasional odd job for you, but probably not much like your previous chores.”


She’d been about to comment on the unique learning experiences her old employment had had, such as how many colors of bodily fluids drained from infected wounds to end up in her laundry tub, but the sight of him holding a teacup in his hand, the water boiling as he added a pinch of dried herbs, distracted her.

* * *


The raccoon tilted his head, considering... then shook it, “No.  My own objections at the time were mild, and you’ve proven them so, but since we last discussed the subject some significant objections were raised by others over the logistics and standards.  Your idea is good, but there would be a serious risk of imitators.  If we make Deputy Agents or Assistant Agents a real thing, and people generally knew about them, then the part where they’re protected from most consequences of assisting you by your written orders will become a problem.  Common citizens who can’t test your badge could be driven to criminal acts by a fake handing out such orders, and the number of people in my kingdom who can read is still in the minority, so anyone could grab a random paper with writing on it and claim they were a deputy acting under orders.  A stronger push toward universal literacy would be only the first step, and we’d worry about making badges harder to counterfeit and easier to verify later.  You’re looking at twenty years minimum and a lot of work, for an official position that would be useful, but not vital.  I’m sorry, Wol, but it just isn’t feasible right now.”


Jessela patted his arm comfortingly, “I know you just want to help the kingdom.  We all do.  But the kingdom is bigger, and older, than any of us, and nothing like that changes quickly without a pretty significant disaster.  Gentler change may be slower, but we all do what we can to help it along.”


The Agent nodded to his queen, smiling, “That we do...” then glanced back to her husband, “Thank you for your time, though.  It’s better to have a well-reasoned ‘no’ than a hasty or over-eager ‘yes.’”


Lachier chuckled, “Let’s not abandon the whole idea, though...  I think I can manage one little tweak to the statutes.  You, already, are pretty much immune to prosecution unless it’s on my say-so.  That’s not a custom, that’s a distinct point of law.  As things sit right now, it’s an ‘arguable implication’ of that law that the authority I’ve delegated to you may in fact be delegated further, and thus is a genuine security risk in its own way.  In the interest of eliminating that ‘risk,’ which isn’t much of one as Agents rarely exceed their authority like that, I shall ‘clarify’ and amend the statute.  You may issue written orders that will protect the recipient, under two non-negotiable conditions.  You will write two copies of those orders, one of which will be to my personal attention, wherever you may be and by whatever route it must take to get to me.  This will allow me to override you if needed, including, and unfortunately I must insist on this point, the possibility of retroactive prosecution for your assistant if I strongly disagree with your handling of the situation.”


The fox winced, but nodded, “That’s fair, and good motivation for me to be damned careful how I use this sort of authority.”


His liege smiled, “The second point is that these orders themselves will be limited, and cannot convey command authority over any other citizen or official.  As in, your real authority stops with you, and cannot be delegated.  Only an assistant’s acts are protected by this arrangement.”


It was Wolran’s turn to tilt his head for a moment, then he nodded, smiling, “That’s a twist I hadn’t thought to put on it myself, and a very sensible one.”


The queen spoke up again, amusement rich in her tone, “If you were any other man, I’d be questioning your fitness for office right now... but don’t worry.  I know the oath you took.  You can’t be putting personal feelings ahead of your job, despite bringing up the subject of official assistants on a morning when you come in smelling like a girl I definitely have not met.  That sort of ‘coincidence’ doesn’t play well with other official positions.”


Nodding as he stood, as the official inquiry that had justified this short meeting in time stolen from other duties had been answered, he smiled back “I hope you will get to meet her...  She was a bit old for a virgin, particularly given her background, but she’s... interesting.  She was dropped as a baby, which damaged some portions of her brain, but I think the advantages managed to outweigh the liabilities.  Definitely not an ‘average peasant,’ that girl, which you’ll learn if you ever see her with a lute in her hands.  ‘Amazing’ just barely covers it.”


Royal brows rose at the faint emphasis he’d put on ‘was’ at one point, but the couple were already reaching for the crowns and capes they’d set aside.

* * *


Jorrie smiled as she recognized a familiar pair of black ears making their way through the other foot-traffic, even as she dropped two coppers onto the table and stood.  Those same two pennies would have fed and housed her for more than a day, normally, but the little cafe across the street from Wol’s apartment building had very little in common with her previous neighborhood.  The staff there had obviously made some assumptions about why she was accompanying a known local, but clearly didn’t judge her for it; they knew that building housed mostly bachelors, who were almost expected to bring some mercenary companionship home from time to time, and so long as her work, whatever it may be, let her afford their prices and a decent tip, they were happy to have another customer.


“No trouble, I take it?” the Agent inquired as she greeted him with a quick hug then settled in to walk alongside him.


She shook her head, forcing clarity to comment, “None, and I spent the meal thinking.  I know you were a bit concerned about my clothes...  It’s just part of my old life that’ll take a while to get over, but even second-hand they’re the best I’ve ever owned.  I just don’t want to invest in things that I know will wear out soon, especially since I might still grow a bit.  I could, though, use some new and better accessories.  Things that last longer.  A belt for some of those pants and one skirt from this morning’s buys, my own fork and spoon and some more pouches and bags, those sorts of things.  Maybe some underdrawers too; my mother never bought me any, hopeful bitch that she was, and I just couldn’t afford them before.”


Wolran nodded, then turned toward the district border with the more middle-class areas as he walked, “That sounds good... and I can’t tell whether I’m noticing a deliberate choice on your part or not.  You didn’t ask how my meeting had gone... which, if that wasn’t merely a lapse, was very good.  It went well, but like most of such I cannot discuss its contents, so refraining from mentioning it at all is a good general practice.”


Thinking a bit, the ermine shrugged, “It was a choice, but over an hour ago when you dropped me off.  I knew you were ‘going to work,’ and that the details weren’t my business, so I hadn’t thought about them since.”


“Damn,” he murmured, “you are sharp.  Given the unpredictability of my role, despite my friends and lovers I’ve always kept things casual... but you seem like someone I hadn’t thought possible, someone I could go steady with in the longer term...”


Jorrie blinked twice as she followed along behind him, considering that possibility from a new perspective...  She’d never gone looking for a relationship, just because she didn’t really feel worthy of one and hadn’t the spare time anyway.  This man, though... and she grimaced with a glance down as her loins twinged, expressing their opinion of his qualifications.  “I think I see what you mean,” she murmured back, trading clarity for discretion as she croaked softly.  “Other girls... might not understand, that they can never be the most important thing in your life.  Your duty has to come first; we can’t risk the safety of the kingdom just because your woman raised a fuss over you going off to fix things, right?  You were probably as resigned to a life alone as I’d been, in your own way...”


Glancing over his shoulder just so she could see his broad smile, the fox agreed, “I hadn’t thought about it in those terms yet, but you’re pretty much spot-on.  Also, you said we couldn’t risk the kingdom.  This implies an agreement with my principles that I can only be thankful for.  If you can still stand my company next week when... certain things have calmed down, well, I can only say I’m glad that I met you, and I look forward to seeing more of you in the future, in several senses of the term,” and he grinned at her faint flush.


They were nearing the area where the stores would suit her stated needs, but both shopping and romance were shoved aside as the gloating voice of a guard corporal intruded, “Finally!  I’ve got you now, minx.”  The stocky marten smirked as he stepped closer, “Soliciting from the gentry, hmm?  I’d wondered whether you were stealing or slutting the other times you snuck through, and you probably thought you were set now, with a proper sugar-daddy.  Too bad, bitch.”


Wolran didn’t need the sudden shock and fear in his friend’s eyes to motivate him, but they certainly didn’t improve his mood as he stepped forward, “Excuse me...”  Folding up one corner of his blouse’s collar, he pointed at the gleam of gold and polished orange sardonyx hidden there, “Do you recognize this, Corporal?”  At the man’s stunned blink and jerky, almost involuntary nod, he went on, quietly but with a firmness suggestive of anger, “You seem to have forgotten, if you ever knew, that people such as my companion are citizens.  Your job is to protect them, not to harass those who cannot conveniently afford fine garb.  The rules and laws you swore to follow do not contain one word about the quality of a person’s clothing, coming only as close as criminalizing a lack, and even that has some common-sense exceptions in the wording.  If you cannot get this through your skull, if a woman in heat patronizing an herb shop that sells treatments for that cannot be anything but a whore in your mind, I shall order you transferred to a post where this lack shall not impact your duties.  Say, latrine duty at the Dengarian border, and your request for an extension beyond the standard twenty-copper remote posting travel stipend shall be mysteriously denied, as well as a ‘clerical error’ reporting your rank as trainee for salary purposes.  Do I make myself clear, Corporal?”


Jorrie had never heard him speak in that tone, and fought to keep from smiling or giggling as her ‘nemesis’ snapped to rigid attention and barked, “Sir!  Yes, sir!”


The Agent sternly held his gaze for just long enough to make him sweat, then dipped a short nod, “Carry on, soldier,” before turning on his heel and resuming his leisurely stroll.  He remained silent for just two or three more buildings, then glanced back to check...  The guard was back at his official duty post, clearly alert, but rather conspicuously watching everyone except him or his companion.  “Good,” he muttered, “it took.  Not every man will stay scared after the fact, but I’m pretty sure he really won’t bother you again.  That may have been a bit excessive of me, effectively invoking the king’s authority just to administer an attitude correction... but, damn it, his type just pisses me off!  He doesn’t make that much more than you did, but he sees himself as a breed apart.  People are people, warts and all, and that works from both perspectives in this case.”


Reaching forward to catch his elbow before he could walk past it, she nodded toward a leatherworks and rasped, “I can get a good belt here.  And... thank you.  I don’t think that was excessive... because big problems are made up of little ones.  Nothing says you have to wait for a problem to get big before solving it, right?”


Not caring who was to see, he slipped an arm around her shoulders and kissed her muzzle, right there on the street, “Marvelous!  I never knew how much I could use someone to help me keep things in perspective until you came along.  Please, dear, never stop.”

Epilogue


Jorrie hadn’t seen her boyfriend in two days, though she wasn’t particularly worried as she made sure the building’s front door had latched and strode confidently down the clean street, her lute on her back with the same improvised carrying strap, though she’d woven leather thongs around it to improve the look.  The hours spent in his company had varied from day to day, as she’d expected, but he’d been careful to keep his nights free until he’d seen her through the end of her cycle.  She’d found it comforting, though, the first morning she’d woken up alone in that bed, to find that she did miss him, and had every intention of pouncing him to the fine feather-stuffed mattress and having her way with him when he returned, even with her more restrained, off-season libido.  The guards in this district, as she passed, offered polite nods of greeting; they knew her man was an Agent, and they respected her for being part of his life.  She could hardly believe it even as she returned their nods; guards, and not just the enlisted ranks either, respecting her!  She’d have to sing something nice about them someday.


Come to think of it, as she entered the district she worked in, she was seeing more of those guards than usual.  Never more than one or two, but they seemed to be tucked into an uncommon number of alley entrances and awning-covered storefronts as the sunset cast odd gleams on their armor.  They were watchful, of course, but didn’t seem to be preparing for imminent action or focusing on her in particular, so she simply continued her journey toward the tavern with a black wooden cut-out of a unicorn’s head hanging over the door.


One more guard, and this time she noticed a lot more metal plates and less leather or chain involved in the wolf’s steel suit, flanked the tavern door itself, but he looked her over and nodded as she neared, “You’d be Jorrie...  Go on in, and I hope I can hear a little through the windows.  I lost the coin toss but I’ll be in there some other night.”


“Thank you,” she rasped quietly, stepping inside and hoping the motion looked natural.  A sense of unreality was intruding upon her, almost an echo of her first performance, as she took in another plate-armored guard at one of the small tables near the bar, and there was something about the expressions of the regulars, many of whom she knew by name these days.  One of her habits from a life of poverty was that the more scrutiny she was under, the more naturally she tried to act, and she’d not yet seen any reason to change that, so rather than stop and stare around the rest of the room she proceeded to a free stool at the bar, nodding a greeting, “Andrel.  As usual, whatever’s handy, no special requests,” and she smiled.


The stallion nodded, reaching up to tug a string dangling in front of the ale barrels, and smirked back, “I know, those come later if ‘your fingers feel it.’  I don’t think there’ll be space for my sister to dance tonight, though; we’re full up.”  It was part of the tavern’s reputation since its new ownership that no one had ever ordered a dish their vulpine chef couldn’t at least come close to, but from its more average days they still had that little bell-pull, signaling whenever a customer ordered whatever the default ‘usual’ meal was that day, with two tugs noting an herbivore.  He was already filling a mug of cider when Jolie came out with a plate, a thick layer of potatoes slathered in sliced beef and gravy sporting a wooden spoon sticking up in the middle, and the siblings shared a nod as she set it down.


Jorrie repeated her thanks as she pulled the plate closer with a lick of her lips, then glanced up to ask, “What is all the fuss, tonight?”


The filly blinked, then murmured, “Uh... just some prominent guests.  They’ve been here twice before, but this is the first visit they’ve stayed upstairs.”


The ermine’s eyes narrowed as she dug into her meal, grateful for the chance to think as she ate...  No one had confirmed it, because she hadn’t asked, but she was pretty sure she had a good idea just what was on the other side of the kitchen’s black curtain.  Between Berria’s rank and the occasional obvious noble who’d leave a bodyguard behind as they entered, ‘downstairs’ had to be some sort of temple.  Come to think of it...  She frowned faintly into her cider as she sipped; following a chain of related concepts that had never lined up that way before in her mind, her boyfriend, Wol, must be Kathallic himself.  Some of the few ‘stories’ her mother had consented to waste time on had, she knew, been intended to encourage her to stay at that inn forever, as a whore of course, for fear of the dangers beyond its walls.  By those stories the slave houses had not been as prominent or productive in centuries past, and a young girl like her, with no money or title to protect her, would be a prime target for those wicked bat-worshipers to kidnap and sacrifice... but that thoughtful frown flipped into a small smile as she scooped up another slice of beef.  That had been centuries ago, and unless she chose, stupidly, to oppose the kingdom itself on some issue, he’d never dream of hurting her in any way she hadn’t asked for.


Once she’d finished her meal (and Cin and Berria, together, had made it a standing order that she was never to play until she’d been fed), she picked up her drink and turned away from the end with the hearth and instead stepped past several tables, toward the clear spot in the corner of the dining room where a comfortable chair with no obstructing arms lay empty and an old rug’s edges had been sewn up into a shallow bowl where tossed coins wouldn’t clatter on hardwood.  Though the cloths draped over them all looked the same, she knew some of those tables were special, hinged and pegged to easily fold or disassemble, including the nearest one, arranged that way to free space for Jolie to dance the one other night she’d felt up to it.  This evening, as she took her place, there were just too many customers to spare the reduction in seating... and she almost dropped her lute when she finally realized why.  She did not, offhand, recognize either of the raccoons in the corner table that, coincidentally, provided the minimum exposure to windows or other convenient routes of attack, one last guard standing watchfully against the wall behind them.  On the mantle of the dining room’s fireplace, though, used strictly for warmth in the winter rather than cooking, was a crown of gold, red velvet, and rubies, and next to it a delicate, intricate tiara of silver and diamond.


Wolran and Berria sat at the royals’ table, and the next one held Elaric, Glanta, Tabina, and Zerrin, the young horse occasionally casting a disbelieving glance between his lover and his rulers.  Blessing the attention-avoiding habits that let her not freeze up and stare at her very monarchs, she wrenched her gaze to the side and caught her former employer’s gaze, touching her throat with a silent plea in her eyes.  Nodding absently toward her, the wolf murmured something to his companions and rose to step carefully around the tables.  Not needing to ask this time, he lay a gentle hand on her shoulder, that casual touch being enough, and murmured, “So you feel a song coming on?  Good.  I enjoyed the framed copy in Glanta’s shop, and I’d like to hear the next one in your own beautiful voice.”


She had to give him a bittersweet smile at his phrasing, the strain in her tones fading even as she replied, “Some day, when I have the gold, I will be able to sing at the merest whim... but for now, my thanks.”  However quickly his treatment had taken hold, she knew it wasn’t the same as Glanta’s potion.  It would only last an hour or so... but she could feel those ‘overdeveloped’ muscles relaxing as he’d worked.  She hadn’t followed his explanation about ‘inducing formation of an overstock of natural inhibitors,’ but did understand that his power was much more tightly focused than herbs and chemicals that worked on contact.


He gave her shoulder a squeeze and her cheek a friendly peck, then returned to his table as she quietly tuned her lute.  Her fingers were used to the strings now, but tended to be a little slow at first when it came to following a complex run, so she listened within for the melody’s basic theme, strumming simple chords in a sequence that hinted at the rest of the song, its orderly patterns interspersed with unexpected minors and sevenths before switching keys for an easily-imagined verse change.


The busy dining room quieted a bit as she played, patrons still eating, but comments were restrained to polite murmurs as the diners enjoyed what they’d come to hear.  Her eyes were half-closed as she reveled in the quiet thrill of performing, but she was careful to pay attention to two diners in particular, and noticed when Jolie approached and they both nodded at whatever she’d suggested.  The filly then made an exchange on her tray, the royals’ supper dishes for two saucers with generous slices of Cin’s blackberry pie, already famous enough that she was baking them four at a time while the berries were in season.


That was the cue she’d been waiting for, and as the waitress withdrew, Jorrie spoke up, still strumming lighter chords on her lute, “My friends... two weeks ago I was just the toad-voiced girl with dirty jobs and a big dream.  I won’t bore you with the details,” and she smiled at the chuckles her suggestion that they could be boring deserved, “but tonight, to my amazement, I sit here with the opportunity to do as I always wanted, and that is to let the music inside me come out and share my joy that it’s there, to share this precious day not just with me, but with all of you, too.  ‘Amazement’ doesn’t begin to describe it, though, that the ‘you’ I get to share with includes his and her Majesties over there,” and she nodded toward the ‘coons, “which is why this evening deserves distinction.  In their Majesties’ honor, and for their entertainment, I’ve composed a little song...”


To the mild amazement of her regulars, she did something she never before had, and returned to the melody she’d just been playing.  Her improvised style was one of her biggest attractions to those with an ear for music, something fresh and new always there to be heard, but their confusion or disappointment faded as she leaned back to sing, because those ‘missing’ pieces of the song had been the notes now supplied by her voice.


“Step into the tavern and order an ale,


Then sit back and hear an inspiring old tale,


Of duty and glory and enemies slain,


Of wenches and romance, of love and of pain.


We all know the stories, we all know the songs,


The heroes we honor for righting dire wrongs,


They guide us, remind us, where principles stand,


The value of justice, the peace of the land.


But rarely will you hear in bard-written chords,


The quieter duties of soldiers and lords,


Their crises seem tiny, their choices mundane,


‘Their job’ people call it, as certain as rain.


They see just the power, the velvet and gold,


Authority, respect, as custom foretold,


And ne’er do they think a stern face might be a ruse,


Nor how a mile feels in the powerful’s shoes.


Respect and authority don’t come for free,


Salutes and brass fanfares earned through stern duty,


Defending our freedom’s no job for the weak,


Their own lives curtailed as our safety they seek.


A cobbler, a carter, can get up and go,


Wherever their heart wills and few’ll tell them ‘no,’


The guard that you pass by the lamp-post at night,


Is not so free to of his duty make light.


The higher you look then the more this truth shines,


The grander the title in good men of all kinds,


The lazy, the stupid, they may catch your eye,


But just you keep looking, just pass those fools by.


How many who listen have bothered to think,


Just how hard it is to go out for a drink,


When heavy on your head rests a gleaming crown,


How often is that seen, just wandering town?


The guards in here with us, the more guards without,


They had to secure and inspect the whole route,


All for a night out to share with his friends,


A night which much pass while his work never ends.


Drink now, my good friends, and raise up your ale,


To my little twist on a classic bard’s tale,


I give you your monarch, your lord and your king,


Here in a tavern... who’d have thought such a thing?”


Her left hand held the last chord’s fingering as her right lifted her own mug, dozens more rising in unison around her, and she grinned unashamed across the room at the royal couple.  His wife grinning beside him, Lachier could only laugh and clap, smiling around at his subjects while sharing a sense of familiarity with them that he’d never expected.


When more applause than just his had fated, and the mugs had stopped clattering against the tables, the king half-bowed in his seat, “Thank you, young lady.  It’s easy to forget how much work does go on, when we don’t have a war or crisis.  But the other side holds true too... if the common citizens can take their life for granted, without any major threats to worry about, then I, my nobles, and my soldiers have been doing our jobs right.  It’s good to be reminded of that occasionally.”  He glanced to the fox next to him and nodded; he didn’t say anything, but Jorrie knew well enough that he was expressing approval of the man’s relationship choices.  Looking back at the crowd, he grinned and gestured toward his wineglass, “This... is for court supper.  Jolie?  Bring me a decent ale, would you?  Hell, bring two.”

The End
