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Episode 8

by Adrian VanWormer (Kathalla on FA/IB)

Prologue


The guards’ expressions were vaguely puzzled as they watched the carriage roll up.  Inlaid in silver into the glossy black lacquer that shined with the wan winter sun was the crest of Drachath.  That was not quite the same, of course, as the king’s crest, his throne being the only public display thereof and smaller versions identifying his Agents.  The symbol on the carriage was similar, but it was more commonly seen on the official seal of every document to come out of the king’s council.  Near relatives of the king, or some of his highest officials, might legitimately use it, but the former was definitely out of the question as one middle-aged fox climbed down from the driver’s bench to open the door for the six equally-vulpine members of her family.  If they were officials, they didn’t look the part, their clothes common and sensible, while every last one of them except for the oldest man were armed, and more than one of the containers and bundles atop their conveyance looked like instrument cases.  The youngest kids had to be around seven, a boy and a girl, but even they had eight-inch daggers in their belts, and not cheap ones from the way they gleamed.


The woman who’d been driving, paired swords on her back and several knives elsewhere on her person, padded toward the guards, but slowed before she was close enough to be considered threatening, and told them, “I am Dame Elaria, Countess Emeritus Gatuque, late of his Majesty’s ambassadors.  May we be permitted to enter and report?”


If true, that introduction explained a very great deal, and the lieutenant in charge of the detachment nodded as he looked her over more closely.  Several necklaces circled her neck, but they were strictly religious; a much smaller version of the crest on her vehicle hung from her traveling robe’s belt, meaning she did not currently hold an official commission, and a signet decorated her right hand.  The wolf’s off hand reached for a rear pocket where at no point would it obstruct his sword arm’s access to his scabbard.  He remained silent as he ran a disc of iron and glass over her signet, noting just which inset baubles glowed and which colors, then gave a brief nod and leaned closer, running it over her hanging crest.  “Ma’am!” he half-barked as he straightened to attention and saluted.  Relaxing at her nod, he glanced farther to his side of the gate, “Specialist Gerex, escort the lady and her family inside and to a meeting room.  Tell a page in the outer hall to let the king know she’s here, by the name and titles she first used.  Swing through a hall with a privy from there in case any of the kids need it.  His Majesty will need to decide what their current status is regarding their weapons.  Private Crissen, find a footman to take her carriage around.  Diplomatic care on her luggage, please.”


The armored tiger nodded and touched his heels together, “Sir!” then half-bowed as he stepped toward the gate, “If you would follow me, ma’ams, sirs...” as his junior marched the other way.

* * *


That guard had thought far enough beyond his orders to have a few words with a servant they’d passed in the halls, so the remains of several snacks littered the conference table as the door opened, though a steel-clad arm from outside blocked the way.  “Sir,” a pained voice said through the gap, “One of them works for you, true, but six of the seven are armed!  And you all want to go in?  Remember what happened to—sir, please!”


The king shoved his way firmly past his guard captain, turning as his children and, oddly enough, a rabbit in modest palace livery joined him, to address the coyote while pointing at the smallest of the gathered figures, “See that girl?  I’ve known Elaria since she looked almost exactly like that.  Intimately, even.  I still consider her father one of my best friends, and her brother is efficiently running an earldom.  I don’t have very many friends like that family, and when one of them comes by, I will not treat them like I expect them to murder me or my own children.”


“Actually,” the vixen noted as she pushed back her chair to stand then curtsy, “that’s my son.  I wasn’t expecting a second set of twins... but with one of each this time, they decided it’s sometimes funny to switch clothes.  Your Majesty, it is good to see your face again.”


His guards merely wincing and closing the door behind him, he strode straight up to her to pull her up by one hand, “Please!  Elaria... Ela.  You need never bow to me...  Now, please, introduce me to your family; the last time I saw you you were swelling a bit, but that was the better part of eight years ago!  My own prides and joys,” and he smiled at his children where they and the visiting youngsters were exchanging wary looks, “have grown a lot since then too; little Burtak had barely been born the last time I sent you out.”


His old friend shook her head, “Not that young; I distinctly remember seeing him toddle after you yelling ‘Da!’”  She turned to her own seated family where they’d lined up, as things worked out, almost by descending age, save for the father at the far end to keep order.  Starting at the end nearest the royals, she had to smile, “You know my husband, of course... but your children were a bit young to remember, the last time I was in town.  Delana, Burtak, this is Sir Ronnel, the Swordless Knight.”


The princess, her gown modestly cut but snug enough to show the first faint curves she was growing, nodded as she turned to her brother, “I read about how he got that title, but I didn’t realize I’d met him...  Big, nasty fight, but he is, as my bunny would say, ‘good with his hands.’  Very good, and plate armor won’t save someone from a broken neck.”


‘Her bunny,’ standing against the wall and obviously a bodyguard even if he wasn’t visibly armed, smiled faintly and nodded.


Ela gestured toward the other end of the line, “You also knew Rellan, of course, but I’m thinking Drachath lucked out when Ayli and Lerrie were born in Letarr.  I birthed them in the embassy so they’re citizens, but they got to be the holy terrors of some other king’s palace.  I’m glad they calmed down a little when we got the new import treaty negotiated and I switched to at-large duties.”


The crown princess, wearing an odd tiara that had obviously been seriously broken then repaired at some point, nodded with a grin at the girls so close to her own age, “I think we doubled that luck, since I got that all out of my system in my... slightly unplanned tour of the duchy a few years back.  The trouble with princesses of all types that there just aren’t enough people around who can tell us ‘no’ if we’re feeling wild.”


Ayli, differing from her twin only in the hint of gray at the edges of her cheekruffs, the only visible legacy of her lupine great-grandmother on her father’s side, smiled back, “There were a bit more down south who could, or at least tried!  We were only... four, Ler?  Five?  But we taught those nannies right quick to ban by category, not specific!  I can’t tell you how many times that month I said ‘but I wasn’t doing what you told me not to!’”


Lerrie was smiling too, but also shaking her head, “Calming down was a good thing, though...  Poppa had a good point; getting away with things only because of Momma’s immunity really wasn’t the kind of behavior our parents deserved.”  She glanced over at the other kids, an angelic innocence radiating from her gentle smile and her tones honeyed, “I’ve always been the ‘good one.’  The voice of restraint, the one they ask if they think Ayli lied... which came in very handy the few times we’d have gotten arrested no matter who Momma was.  After all, if I insisted my story was true while Ay took her cue to look down and shuffle her feet... no one ever thought both twins would simply tell different lies.”


Lachier cackled, “So you’re the real evil twin of the pair.  I agree, let someone else deal with you in that sort of mood.”


Elaria nodded once more, then moved on, “Finally we have Jonia and Belaric, named after a few grandparents they’re not even related to, though Bel’s the one in the dress and if Jone stands up her brother’s pants’ll fall off of her.”


Glancing over his own children, who were trying with varying degrees of success not to giggle, the king nodded back, “I guess I’m lucky these two came into my life a couple years apart, so they never quite teamed up like twins evidently do.  To make one other introduction in turn,” and he gestured toward the attentive rabbit, “this is Silmon.  He was the ‘simple carter’ in whose vehicle Del stowed away that day my family tree got trimmed down so abruptly, and by oaths he took while keeping her safe he’s something of her personal Agent.  Even if they’re nowhere near as mischievous as your brood seems to be, the sight of all these twins reminds me of the chaos in the royal wing in recent times.  Silmon adopted the orphans of one of my Agents who died saving my daughter, two boys and two girls all just a bit older than Del, and consider yourself lucky that one’s married and the rest have business elsewhere, as you cannot believe how much noise four teenaged bears can make.  Next... it wasn’t important enough to bring up in our letters or official conversations, but your nephew, presently my favorite Agent but don’t tell him I said that, found romance just before those events; if you stop by the old playclub, which Berria runs these days, spend the evening upstairs if you can.  Wol’s girl calls herself a minstrel, but she’s really closer to being a bard.”


Nodding once more, the vixen’s expression grew a bit more serious, “Mentioning my fellow Sister, however, brings me to the entire point of this visit...  I’ve already had this discussion with the Goddesses involved, and They agree, but the final decision is yours.  My old friend and my king... I formally ask your permission to retire from the Sisters of Order, and to be released from my oaths therein.”

Chapter 1


Lachier insisted, since his guests were fresh in off the road, that serious matters could wait.  He shared Ela’s amusement at the irony as he and his family walked hers to a suite of rooms normally meant for foreign ambassadors, their luggage and instruments found already stacked neatly in the middle of the outer sitting room.  Once everyone had changed clothes and a few of them had bathed, they were invited to supper.  In his youth the then-prince had wondered why a king’s ‘private’ dining room would need a table that could seat twenty, but this collection of russet tails and black ears would have overwhelmed any lesser furnishing.


“It’s a lot of little things,” Elaria finally explained once they’d all retired to the sitting room and each one’s preferred evening drink was at hand, “but one more than any... I’m getting old.  I’m creeping up on forty, and it can be very tiring being the legendary ‘greatest warrior in the world’ when I’m not as spry as I used to be.  The next most influential factor is my children.  At eighteen, Rellan’s already a bit old to still be living with his parents,” and she gave the muscular young man a wink at his familiar eye-roll, “and my older twins are also nearing the age where they might strike out on their own.  For their sakes I’d like to settle down somewhere.  I’d like them to still visit, after all, but if we’re both moving between kingdoms at unpredictable intervals, that could get tricky.”


The king nodded, “Those are very good reasons, and far easier to accept than some my imagination suggested when you first raised the subject, so you may consider your request granted pending the related formalities.  Your Master’s old home is available...  Berria had taken to renting it out to medium-term tenants who need somewhere better than an inn to stay even before her son was born, since it really was too small for three adults, but two and at least two kids would be even worse.  You also have the manor in Gatuque, of course; I doubt your brother’s family has completely filled the place, or you could join your father at his villa in the Vale.  You may be pushing forty, but he’s eleven years older than you; I shouldn’t have held off so long in letting him finally set his burden of duty down.”


Ronnel spoke up, “Thank you, your Majesty.  You’ve always been a reasonable sort, so we were confident you’d take the request well, but it’s still a comfort to hear you actually say the words.  One bit of uncertainty has been laid to rest, and now we can focus on the issues that remain, such as deciding amongst ourselves where to ‘settle down.’”


The king chuckled, nodding, then gestured toward Delana where she sat to his right at one of the sitting room’s small tables, “You’re quite welcome, but that was also the first time one of you has addressed me ‘properly’ as my herald would see it since your wife’s initial greeting, and the honorific reminded me that we’d missed an introduction.  In addition to her previous titles of princess, duchess, commodore, and major, I’d like you all to meet her Majesty, Queen Delana.  Dear?  Summarize if you would, please.”


Several vulpine faces were blinking at the royals at that, particularly the twin girls who’d known the slim ‘coon outranked them, just not by how much.  Smiling, Del dipped her bare head, pointing at the tiara resting on a nearby sideboard, “That was my mother’s, and you’ve all heard the story about her shining moment...”


Rellan nodded, “And the song.  It’s a complicated little thing, rather tricky to adapt to the flute, but I think Jessela was more complicated herself than many realized until we heard the ballad.”


The young queen dipped her head in return, “Indeed, and I can never thank Crystal enough for making that song as her memorial...  To return to the subject, though, Drachath has always been a bit more flexible about its arrangements at the very top than most monarchies.  The difference between, say, a Queen Consort and a co-ruler is determined by whoever has actually inherited the throne, with the advice and consent of their council.  My grandmother on my father’s side was never given any authority by my brother’s namesake, because she clearly wasn’t suited for it, proven rather conclusively when Grandpa had to kill her just to avoid bigger problems.  This flexibility, however, a blend of law and unwritten custom, allows one arrangement that wouldn’t quite work the same in any other nation...  You’ve noticed my ‘guard,’ too, of course,” and she touched the shoulder to her own right.  “We don’t let it be generally known, but he is actually the ‘one man’ from the song who noticed something was wrong and personally saved the rest of my family and arguably even the nation, if that tiger had proven to be as bad at ruling as he was at staging coups.  My rescuer is an amazing individual, and had he been born with magic it’s highly likely he’d be the first bunny ever to make Agent in our land.”  A visible recalculation and a growing respect showed in the eyes watching the unassuming man at those words, and she went on with a smile, “I’m not as gifted as he... but I managed to learn some of what he had to teach, about observation, about making connections, and most importantly how to properly think.  Everyone ‘thinks,’ but they rarely think about thinking, and just doing it the way that’s always come naturally to you is not the best way to do it.  He gave me knowledge, then even more importantly, he showed me where, when, and how to use it, which means wisdom.  I turned twelve last month, and I was not expecting what was in that jewelry box that waited for me at the breakfast table... but, yes, I learned those lessons well enough that his Majesty, my father, decided it was time for me to earn my keep and help with the work around the old homestead,” and she finally cracked a grin at all the smiles and occasional blinks her rather airy phrasing had elicited.


Still smiling, Elaria nodded across the table, “Your Majesty... just from hearing how you described things, I believe he made a very wise decision himself, and you will be a credit to your line.”


That rabbit spoke for the first time in the visitors’ presence, his voice soft but with a hint of affection, “It was time, dear.  Your father was courteous enough to consult me even before talking to his council, and we all agreed on two things... that you will be a good queen, and that if we didn’t find something for you to do you’d hide in a cart again or such.  The deciding factor in several councilors’ cases was... me, to be honest.  They don’t mind you running errands around the palace, fetching records and reports, but you would not be doing so alone, and history made them right to have that concern.”


There was a sadness in the girl’s smile as she looked upon the Once-Broken Crown again, “I know...”


Elaria nodded, “I rarely got to speak with her, but I miss Jessela too.  The song was right, you and your brother have a sterling example and challenge to live up to.”


Looking up from his whispered conversation with the youngest foxes whom he’d insisted on sitting between, Burtak asked his father, “An’ have you made up your mind ‘bout my question?”


Instead of answering him directly, the king shared a near-smirk with the rabbit before prefacing for his guests, “One side-effect of this fellow becoming my daughter’s sworn man was that the royal family has a new tradition of ‘serious questions.’  My children can ask me anything, and if they can prove in the asking that they’ve put serious thought into the matter, my promise is that I shall do the same in turn; their answer will be well-considered, and I will fully explain my reasoning behind it.”


“That,” Elaria murmured, “is a recipe for a very good royal line if you use it well.  Teach them, early, that no monarch’s decision should be made lightly, and that more issues may be at hand than those easily seen.”


Lachier nodded, “That is, precisely, the reasoning behind the tradition, and on our earlier subject of ages, I’m not getting any younger myself.  This sort of thing is better learned now than on the job,” then turned to his son, “and your answer is a limited ‘yes.’  More detail is yours for the asking, but the most significant issue that may not be obvious is why our friend Sil wears a uniform more suited for a junior page than a queen’s personal guard.  I am entirely in favor of anything that increases my family’s safety, but appearances and traditions must be maintained, at least as the general populace sees them.  The reason sworn men fell out of general usage is that, despite the punishments involved, these folk would occasionally turn on those they’d sworn to.  Most often, it was because they’d proven grossly unworthy of those oaths, and leaders who wished full moral freedom gradually stopped accepting such extreme vows, preferring their established social or military structure, in which devotion could still be rewarded with promotion and favor.  If we moved beyond one exception, we would instead have a precedent, and even the exception must be kept... quiet, hence his uniform.  You learning to defend yourself is not exactly the same, but it would be observed, and in both cases we must not offer a visible opportunity for others.  If this general theme becomes part of the public record, very few people will think much about it, but there is a chance, however slim, that someone intending us ill will have the idea to journey here specifically seeking to become either a sparring partner in your training or a sworn man or woman to any of us, simply to get close enough to do harm.”


His expression uncommonly serious for age nine, the prince nodded, “That makes sense, an’ even slim chances shouldn’t always be taken, not on somethin’ this... well, it really is minor compared to my life, ain’t it?”


His father nodded again, “Yes, and I’m glad you saw that just because your want was big didn’t mean the prize was.  No, you cannot enter training with the palace guard, but I will allow you to learn more discreetly.  Dirty tricks, mostly, the sort of fighting most useful to you against an assassin, where your life depends on winning or simply escaping, fast, and no one really cares how you get it done.  Silmon will be one of your teachers, as will a few Agents and their instructors... and if she settles nearby, I’m certain Elaria has taught her young ones to use those blades they carry, so you’ll have some sparring partners closer to your own size.”


It was a good thing the guards were outside the door, since they would not have reacted well at all to the way Ela’s seven-year-old cubs, grinning, immediately shoved their chairs back and faced each other, reaching for their knives.  Besides the obvious daggers, they drew six-inch blades from a boot apiece and, around the prince who was suddenly sitting very still, his eyes wide, they started a fairly ordinary two-man, six-ball juggling routine, save for the ‘balls’ being sharp enough to shave with.


“You could say that,” their mother remarked, then gave them a few more seconds, “Alright, put ‘em away now.”


Delana giggled as her brother made a show of checking his clothing for cuts, noting to the cubs’ parents, “Thank you for not raising them within a duchy of here.  It’s hard to find good men to captain a king’s guard, and we’d keep losing them to heart failure around that pair!”


“Trust us,” Lerrie murmured...


Ayli finished for her, “We’re worse.”

* * *


To their own surprise, the guards gradually grew accustomed to seeing vixens and foxes everywhere beyond the three courtiers, one Agent, and four members of the serving staff already frequenting the halls.  As Lachier’s captain, the one who’d urged caution that first day, explained it to him during an evening report, the cubs’ weapons were at the core of both their initial wariness and their growing respect.  Above all, even the youngest of Ela’s children were clearly comfortable going armed.  The captain, and his lieutenants at his orders, paid particular attention the first two days, then gathered to discuss their impressions, and they’d definitely been impressed.  Compared to most cubs with something shiny and sharp, most of the time the kids didn’t even seem aware of the knives in their belts and boots, unless they’d interfere with sitting down or such, at which point they’d adjust a sheath’s angle with an absently casual touch, and none of the reported conversations had included even a hint of the childish threats that might have been expected when someone voiced their disagreement on some matter.  The third day of their visit, though, their mother declared it ‘practice time’ midway between breakfast and lunch, and all seven of them marched out the side of the palace nearest the guards’ enclave.


Ronnel simply observed and assisted, carrying no blades himself, as he corrected stances and critiqued combination strikes around the yard.  Little Jonia was having the most trouble with her routine, her oldest brother sheathing his own short sword to join his father and her twin in figuring out just where she was going wrong.  The watching captain was more than a little impressed; many ‘practice routines’ were meant to represent a fight against imaginary foes, but to the uninformed they just looked like a random series of moves.  In Jone’s case, though, he could almost see her attackers as she moved with vigor and precision.  The last time he’d seen a play, those who’d acted out its climactic duel could have learned some things from this little girl as she ‘blocked’ attacks from several angles, then kicked out to sweep the feet from under someone nearby before reacting to the envisioned threat of a ranged attack, throwing both daggers at a nearby target post before drawing another.  It was a more complicated routine than the guards themselves trained with, combining as it did melee weapons, hand-to-hand, and ranged attacks into a unified whole, but she was having trouble finding her balance after the foot-sweep.  Her left hand kept moving to compensate even as both blades were flipped with a hooked finger and a wrist-flick, meaning it was out of position and either clumsy or helpless as her right prepared to throw.  The captain’s guess was that her hypothetical enemy in that sequence was wary, and would block or dodge one knife if she couldn’t bring a second into play to complicate their defense.


“There!” Belaric yipped, and his sister froze, teetering in a one-foot crouch while her other leg and both hands were extended.  “It’s not you... not really.  It’s yer size.  The balance would work if you were grown up, but think ‘bout where you’re frozen.  Yer hands’re on the ground for almost two seconds an’ not doin’ anything else.  Change the routine.  Flip th’ blades around with your fingers while they’re down there, not while yer straightening up, so yer arms can balance where ya don’t have boobies yet.”


Both of the older men nodding thoughtfully, the girl’s eyes briefly widened, then narrowed, focusing on her hands.  She pulled her other leg in before it could cramp, and started practicing flipping her blades and hilts around against the ground.  “It might not work in mud ‘r some grass,” she noted, “but that’s s’posed to be an indoor assassin routine anyway.  I can spin ‘em unless the carpet’s a real thick shag,” and she stepped toward an empty space in the practice yard, sheathing her daggers as she went.  Once she had room, one of those blades was snatched right back out again, the first block of the routine.  More than one watching guard visibly bit their lips as she neared the part she’d been having trouble with, and a lieutenant hissed as he saw those blades reverse even as her foot swept.  Steel whistled and two thunks sounded almost as one, and the soldiers couldn’t help but applaud as the child stood there panting, her backup knife in hand and her daggers quivering dead center in the target post, close enough together that a ringing whine faded from where they touched.


Captain Veckal found, to his own surprise, that his were among the hands clapping as he stepped out onto the practice yard to ask, “You’re one of the ones who’ll be staying nearby, right?  If you can teach Burt even the first half of that routine, how to block repeated strikes from many angles... that skill alone could keep him alive long enough for help to get there.”


Lerrie noted, “Blocks are one thing... but you wouldn’t want us to teach him dodging.”


Ayli shook her head, “Oh my, you wouldn’t.  The whole family practices that as a group...”


Elaria smirked, “We’ve only done it that way twice, honest... but what my girls are getting at is that we have, just a couple times, had a large-scale food fight as a semi-official part of training.  Dodge well... because the first person to get hit by any food cleans up the entire mess.”


The armored coyote suddenly grinned, “If that’s the theme of competitions and consequences in your teaching style... by all means, have at the prince!  His father and I have been trying to figure out some way to get him to do actual work, just so he can empathize with his future subjects better.  If we make it a part of the training he badgered us for, there’s no way he can talk his way out of doing it.  After all, he asked for it.”


Ronnel clapped him on one shoulder pauldron with a grin, “Sounds like you’ve got cubs yourself.  The difference between child-rearing and psychological warfare can be surprisingly blurred at times.  We’re still tossing around ideas as to where we’ll settle down, the short- and long-term details of each option... but, yes, we’ll try to stay close enough for at least the occasional visit.”

* * *


Pulling out a chair from the large oval table, Elaria was shaking her head but smiling as she joined her family, “I would have been back in time for supper... but the ambassador’s suggestion took me completely by surprise.  I can’t remember the last time I sat there, stunned and unable to speak, but it happened a few times this afternoon...  I suspect we just fell into something of a well-prepared trap, and my chief suspect is our old friend Dame Julara.”


Ronnel chuckled and glanced around as he directed, “Your mother has never been easy to shock... so everyone swallow.  This is an excellent meal, so let’s avoid spit-takes once she gets to the point...”


Several of her kids giggling softly, the vixen flashed a quick grin toward her mate before settling back to explain, “I’ve been offered a teaching position... in a school that does not yet exist, in a town that appears on no map.  For the better part of the last thirty years, the Vale’s mayors and other leaders have been kicking around the idea of establishing a colony of unicorns... or at least a brand new village, outside of the Vale, in which unicorns are the most numerous residents.  They’re mindful of their species-wide exodus a thousand years back, and wish to expand beyond their current narrow borders, but more cautiously this time, with clearer planning.  A little less than a thousand ‘colonists’ are lined up and ready, mostly mated couples who’ve not yet had children; they simply need a place to go and permission for mass immigration.  There’s an adequate area of very affordable land not far from Marblefield in Stonecliff, the largest of the farming towns outside of the county seat, and settling near that sort of place would be easier than having to import every last grain or sprout until their own farms yield a harvest.  Given the history between Drachath and Unicorn Vale, we’re the obvious choice for the first expedition, and I doubt our host would refuse them permission.  The settlement’s primary industry, once established, will be the teaching of the arts, including martial, as befits a batch of Maliites, though there will be no religious requirements imposed on the students and the school will not be a church.  We as a family are invited for permanent residence, with a standing offer of a position teaching music, combat, or both for any of us who wish it, right down to Bel and Jone.”


One by one, as the foxes absorbed the offer, its motivations, and its possibilities, silverware was gradually taken up again and the meal thoughtfully resumed, Rellan commenting as his mother started dishing up her supper, “I’d be willing to stay.  Teaching my siblings has been the most satisfying of my recent occupations, and I wouldn’t mind expanding on that.”


Nodding, his mother absently touched her necklaces with the hand that wasn’t pouring a cup of cider from a nearby pitcher, “While the school won’t be religious, unicorn stonemasons are already salivating over the chance to show off, particularly so close to Stonecliff’s own workers, as they build a proper variety of temples for the town.  So, if someone wants to stick around but doesn’t feel like dealing with students and their attendant headaches, they can pursue a bit of profitable relative leisure in Roxy’s service.”


Ronnel shook his head with a fond smile as his wife finally settled in to eat, “I might trade off between those options; say, one term of advanced students for the pleasure of teaching, one term of newbies to pay my proverbial dues, then a one-term break at the temple to recover.  On so many levels, too, I can see this benefiting the county, the country, and the unicorns in a variety of non-trivial ways.  It might even pay to invite your parents; your dad’s last letter suggested that he’s been retired long enough to start feeling bored, and he could certainly run a class in creative magecraft without much effort.  For the town, the temples, or the school, too, your mother’s administrative experience could be gainfully applied.”


All of the children brightened a bit at that, beyond their eager anticipation at the plan already described.  With the Vale north of Drachath and most of Elaria’s ambassadorial posts having been to the south, they hadn’t seen their grandparents nearly as often as they’d have liked.  Lerrie gave her mother a few moments for several much-needed bites of pork chops and potatoes, washed down with cider, then asked, “What’s the timing on this going to be like?  I know I’m good, but I’m still learnin’ myself.  Yeah, I want to see the new school and maybe have some new teachers, but no matter what they offer I doubt I’ll be teaching anyone else yet.”


Her twin nodded, swallowing a bite of pie to add, “Except for the ‘teaching’ shared with sparring partners, of course.  Still, the school isn’t even there right now.  This’ll take a while.”


Elaria took a moment from her meal to reply around a near-grin, “It might not take as long as you think... depending on what Lachier says.  The unicorns’ government is funding the initial ‘colonization’ effort, and if the king consents to let them use the duchy gates, for the usual fee that’s so high most never consider the option, they could be in place within a week, with building materials at hand if they order from Stonecliff tomorrow.  We could be enrolling the first students in a month if we pushed things.  I doubt they will, but no one’s planning to dawdle, either.”


Her husband nodded once, “We’re in no rush either, and this school idea has a lot of potential, while I don’t see a single frown at this table...  I guess the question of where to go now is settled, and once the king gets over his shock we’ll be able to figure out the timing to join the expedition.”


“The ambassador will be issuing his formal statements of intent and requests for consideration just after breakfast tomorrow,” Ela nodded back, then leaned her chair away from the table so she could thump a fist against the thin marble facing of the wall, “but Wolran will give him advance notice tonight.  Step to it, cousin!  And quit trying to spy on your own family; it’s like you forgot all the manners they taught you at O.E.”


One dark spot in the mottled marble lightened as the plug of the peephole was replaced, and silence held for two more seconds before most of the family burst out laughing.

* * *


The guards were watchful from their alcoves, but stayed out of the way as the stone archway darkened then brightened again, the view of marble tiles replaced with a much more crowded scene in distant Gatuque.  The first unicorn through was dressed nearly as well as the single figure waiting to greet him, to one side of the gate room’s main doors, standing wide in anticipation of the coming flood.  As strong men and women, crowded into dense but neat lines throughout much of the ducal palace, carried bundles and pushed handcarts through the hall and those doors, their leader paused and bowed, “General...”


Elaria chuckled softly, shaking her head, “I’d guessed that would be your preference among my titles...  It’s good to see you, Leoran.  For obvious security reasons, the king cannot be here to greet you personally, but he awaits us in a meeting room for the formal signing of all we have discussed.”  Though their paths had rarely crossed, she and the unicorn had spent much of their early lives near one another, she in her father’s embassy and he the son of the mayor of Hoofstomp, who she’d first met in the town’s park as cub and colt.


“Then the count agreed too?” the unicorn asked, even as two of the new settlement’s guards pulled a narrow four-wheeled cart of seasoned timbers and tightly-rolled bolts of canvas past them.  Taking advantage of the small gap in the vehicle’s wake, he led his hostess out of the chamber, then off to the side again so the hundreds of laden unicorns could keep moving.


The vixen shook her head with a bittersweet smile, “No... but the countess did.  It will probably be the last major piece of legislation Verona’s name will appear on...  She never mentions her age, but my own calculations put her somewhere between seventy-five and eighty years old, and she’s in a state of obvious decline... but her mind is still sharp.  I’m just glad she lived long enough to see this, despite the pain of outliving a second true husband, as it’s the surest sign of success in her decades-long efforts to improve her county’s lot.”


Leoran nodded gravely, “I’ve heard tales of that one... more like legends.  I find myself surprised to hear that she’s actually still alive.  If our project will, as you suggest, be recorded as the crown jewel in her achievements, then I am doubly proud to be a part of it.”


Ela’s chuckle was lost in the rumble of feet as she finally squeezed along the edge of the hall to where a more modest, narrow passage split off, and she beckoned, “C’mon, there’s a stairwell down here we can use to cut through the top floor and get around these adventurous new citizens.  You may have been one of the last children in the Vale to not really get much choice in their career... but you’re still a unicorn, man!  Your father taught you well, and I’m sure you’ll do fine administering the settlement.  Has everyone involved settled on a name for it yet?”


The mayor-to-be nodded again as he followed, “That should be settled by the final addendums I’m carrying.  Just about everyone consulted was in favor of the project, but the real arguments started when we needed to name it.  You wouldn’t believe some of the puns I heard folks trying to slip past us...  References to learning and fields found the most play, given the rather barren plain we’ll be building a school on, and the intended... inclusiveness ruled out the usual equine themes.  That last detail, though, was actually the biggest difference between this and any other project we’ve ever organized... which my father pointed out when nominating the final choice.  The town will simply be called... Welcome.”


Green eyes blinked in surprise, before Elaria’s muzzle spread into a grin, “I like it.  Just a few more twists, turns, and stairs, and we can get this finalized and our real work can begin.”

Chapter 2


Three foxes walked through Drachath’s early-evening traffic, which was finally back to normal.  Counting a few dozen individuals who planned to help with some of the earliest, hardest work in clearing untouched land for a settlement, then make their own ways back to their homes in the Vale, over a thousand strangers had emerged from the palace’s main rear service entrance.  All had carried a burden, but many had also carried money, conveniently minted to the same sizes and standards the kingdom used, and quite a few local businesses were in a state of confused happiness.  No one was complaining, of course, since the unicorns had come prepared, willing and able to pay just a bit more than fair market value to ease any individual transactions, but a lot of warehouses were suddenly much lower than their usual summer levels of stock, and quite a few carting services now had fewer carts and horses to move what was left after owners and managers found themselves unable to refuse the sums being offered.  The capitol’s economy would suffer a ripple or two... but it would survive.  The balance between what the colonists could carry, what they could buy, and what a major port city could actually afford to sell them, had been worked out carefully while those involved with the plans had awaited the right time to implement them, which had spanned decades in some cases.


“I wish your mother could have come along... but I understand her haste; we need someone with her diplomatic experience and her familiarity with the needs and abilities of unicorns coordinating everything at the Stonecliff end of the line,” Wolran noted to the young women following him.  “I’m sure Jorrie would have liked to meet her, and Jolie’s been curious about blade dancing ever since Ber mentioned it as being an even rarer form of her own gift.  We will, however, be spared my girl’s knack for improvised, not-always-gentle satire.  I don’t know how she’d tease the ‘greatest warrior in the world,’ but she’d be sure to slip a few entertaining barbs into the lyrics...”


Ayli giggled softly as she followed the Agent through the district-border archway, “She wouldn’t mind the teasing... but she’s trying to ease herself away from that particular bit of fame, aye.  The last time someone insisted she ‘prove’ her title... she almost didn’t win.  She normally sends such challengers off with a fine set of bruises and at least one broken limb, but she is getting older, and this guy seemed to know it.  He just wouldn’t let up, even when its clear he was using greater strength and endurance to counter much better skill.  Ler and I agree, he’d almost certainly been counting on the fact that she did her best to keep her opponents alive, and may have even practiced a specific style in support of that assumption, as his defense was very good... except for vital areas.  He guarded himself against wounds, against lessons, so she had little choice but to behead him before he killed her.”


Lerrie sighed, “He was good... and he threw it all away just because he wanted to be acknowledged as the best.  I was there when we bribed that healer to understate the wounds she treated, that Momma somehow managed to hide until we were away from the crowd.  He wanted her title, and he was very willing to kill a woman he’d never met to get it.  Mom made the right choice, for more reasons than her own safety.”


Wolran had to shake his head, “As much as I respect my aunt... I think I’ve actually had the easier life.  I may not always know exactly what to do in any given situation, but at least the sides involved are usually more clear-cut.  I, unlike her, don’t need to worry about random ‘challengers’ when I’m just walking down the street or stepping into a tavern for a drink... as we’re about to.  There it is, girls, the Black Unicorn.”


The gray-ruffed twin nodded, “We’ve been here... but it’s been long enough that it wasn’t called that then.  C’mon, Ler, let’s see if anyone remembers us.  Those most likely to are just as likely dead by now, but y’never know...”


The bartender nodded across the crowded bar as one of his best regulars walked in, “Wol!  Jorrie’s in back having dinner, but should be back by the time you could find a seat... though three might be asking a bit much.”


Both of the girls following him had paused, blinking, just inside.  The last time they’d been in Fariach for longer than it took to either board or disembark from a ship as part of a longer journey, they’d been much younger, but the crowd they’d barely noticed on their way downstairs at the time had consisted of less than a third of the number of bodies on stools and chairs they saw now; in fact, flanking the door as they were, there was barely space to keep out of its way without brushing against the nearest diners.


The Agent noticed, of course; as confident, almost ‘breezy,’ as the girls tended to act in known settings, most would still call them children, still a bit shy of their first official teen year, and their confidence had been reduced to an obvious veneer over confusion and mild apprehension at the unexpected press of bodies and scents.  “I can wait, and she’s patient too,” he replied to Andrel, “and it’s almost certainly less... hectic downstairs.  I’m sure my friends and I can find something to occupy ourselves with until she joins us.”


As usual, he hid the smile that tried to manifest at the stallion’s familiar grimace any reference to the basement tended to elicit, and at the man’s nod he beckoned to his companions and stepped toward the kitchen’s swinging doors and the alcove just beyond.  The moment it took the vixens to work their way through the crowd helped, letting him give the barely-dressed ‘chef’ a nodding smile, and the red-capped ermine on a stool a proper kiss.  “Guests, love... who don’t want to deal with the crowd.  We’ll all see and hear you in a couple hours.”


Jorrie nodded, giving his lips another quick peck, and murred, “Never a problem, dear.  Have fun!”


“Thank you,” Lerrie murmured as she slipped past the curtains, where she paused to meet the glance of the expected guard.


Ayli nodded emphatically, already visibly relaxing, “You told your girl true...  I’m guessing there’s a story somewhere, about that crowd and maybe the bard too... but I wouldn’t relish hearing it out there.”


Wolran nodded to his guests, chuckling softly, then again to the leather-armored fellow fox in his alcove, “Greltan...  Anything on the schedule?”


The guard shook his head, “Nothing major, but you know the boss.  ‘bout one night in three she gets a ‘hunch’ that the usual grind would be dull and makes a suggestion or two to liven things up.  If you’re bringing guests, I’d say that’s more likely than usual, since you’re not the type to associate with... anyone of little consequence,” and he gave the mildly-confused girls a nod as well.


“I’ll explain on the way down,” he noted to the pair, then patted the other fox on the shoulder, “and you’re probably right.  We didn’t send word ahead, but Berria is Berria.  She probably already knows just who I dragged along this time.”


Ayli was blinking hard as she started following him down the stairs, and she barely managed to keep her muzzle shut until they were in the buffer-chamber.  Just as the outer door clicked closed, she burst out, “The Archpriestess runs this place?!?  I... wait... I did know that, but I hadn’t put the pieces together.”


Her twin easily followed the thought, pausing from unwrapping her sash to nod, “Bits and pieces of what Mom said, and what the king said to her... yeah, we had the pieces, but I hadn’t put them together either, sis.”


Nodding once more to herself, Ayli started working off her own tunic, cut much like a short dress but easier to get out of, her snug leather breeches, and the wide scarf that had been impersonating an undershirt by the light of the little room’s two lamps.  Their host, for his part, simply quirked one brow as he unfastened his belt buckle, pulled it farther toward the loops away from his breeches’ top button, and folded the other end back along itself, keeping it out of the way but still in place.  “I don’t know why I’m surprised,” he commented as both girls used their tunic sashes to wrap their outfits and weapons into convenient bundles, “that as well-behaved as you’ve been at court, neither of you hesitated for a moment to strip bare, nor that you turned out to be dressed in fewer layers than even I thought.”


“You can only see a bit of a shirt through the neck of a tunic,” Lerrie noted as he reached for the inner door’s handle, “so why wear more than just that scrap?  So long as the fabric’s right, and on a vixen it’s hard to go wrong with a dark reddish brown over white, even ‘proper’ is subject to interpretation in the name of convenience.”


Ayli nodded as she followed him in, eyes bright at the sight of a room that had not changed much since her last visit, adding quietly, “The majority of our family’s clothes were tailored with... convenience in mind.  There hasn’t been a virgin in our bunch for a good three years now.  Even Bel and Jone are doing their part to honor the reputation they were born with as foxes.”


Lerrie was just as eager, but had to pause and point, “That is new.”  A small length of wood was carved with the legend, ‘Slave of the Week,’ atop a short, polished marble pedestal in the wall’s shallow alcove nearest the door, along with the smiling, unblinking face of a common brown mouse where its head rested.


Wolran nodded as he glanced around, then started padding toward the second left-most of the six tables as it was currently unoccupied, “That guy’s about due for replacement; I was here for his show just before your family showed up.  The slaves most terrified of their fate here don’t like that aspect of it any more than the rest, but a surprising number of them take interest, and compete for the privilege of having their severed head on display there.  If no one else has an idea for a show, just letting the slaves themselves contrive their own deaths in the most entertaining way they can think of can be... well, very silly sometimes, and there’ve been a few blunders that weren’t fun, but more often it is highly amusing.”


Both girls had to snicker, the russet-cheeked sister speaking for both of them, “I am glad to be back in Fariach.  We had to be... rather discreet in Letarr and the rest of those places; I’d almost forgotten what it’s like when Kathallics can show off among friends.”


Ayli grimaced as she gestured at her own nude body while pulling out a chair, “Half the stuff we almost got arrested for was in Roxy’s service, y’know...  I’m just happy I can be a vixen again,” and she had to grin as both of her companions laughed.


By this point, a bunny perhaps two years older than the girls had padded over, spots of fawn-brown fur amidst near-white cream shining softly in the lamplight, and incidentally confirming the Agent’s words simply by her collar, the combination of red leather and a gold clasp unseen in the sisters’ previous experience.  “Good evening,” she murmured with a dip suggestive of a curtsy, “and welcome to the Unicorn’s Nethers.”  Both vixens blinked, then burst into giggles, at the playclub’s new name.  “Our friend upstairs tugged the bell-pull to warn us that someone he did not personally recognize was on their way down, so as a matter of policy I came here to see if you have any questions or requests I might be able to help with.”


As the girls’ eyes narrowed, that very sensible step being another new detail since their last visit, Wolran answered for them, “These two are distant relatives of mine, and they’re currently accustomed to outkingdom temples and the discretion they require.  They are also, however, quite bright, so I’m sure they’re aware that they’re much more free to cut loose and have fun here.  Just what they’re looking for, though, I haven’t been told.”


Ay patted the bundle near her on the table, three hilts sticking out of her rolled pants, “I do have a goal... but it’s flexible.  If any of the guards mentioned that I was a bit hard to find right after a practice session, it’s because I can’t go through practicing the motions without envisioning the fight... and the blood and the rest, so as soon as I’m done I have to hole up somewhere and play with myself.”  She glanced to the bunny, “So whatever else we do, I’m going to sink at least one of these into living flesh at some point, and I’m going to relish it since there’s no telling when my next chance will be.”


“You’re welcome, of course, to gut me where I stand,” the bunny offered with a friendly nod, then glanced to the other twin, “and you, ma’am?  What are you looking for?”


Lerrie shrugged with an easygoing smile, “Other than to slurp up what my sister leaks when helping liberate someone’s cruelly-oppressed blood?”  Leaning over in her seat, she was just able to reach out and cup a hand over one of the lapine’s well-developed breasts, “Self-indulgence.  I fantasize, at least a little, about almost everyone I meet,” and she grinned as she gave that orb a squeeze, fingers trailing to leave its stiff nipple with a gentle pinch as she straightened up, “and here I’m free to act on almost any impulse instead of just think about it.”


The slave’s smile widened as she leaned into that touch, her voice a fraction more husky as she noted to the adult of the trio, “Then I suppose the only thing left is to take your order.  These two seem well able to find their own fun in whatever happens.”


Wol chuckled, “There isn’t much to order, actually.  To make a pair of introductions at the same time I clarify... Lerrie clearly likes how you look and feel for her fondling needs, and I smelled Ayli get wetter when you offered to show her what you have inside.”  Two titters, one from the bunny herself after a surprised blink, greeted his phrasing.  “Just to make sure there’s enough fun to go around, I ask that you pick one other red-collar of any species or gender whom you’d personally enjoy seeing die.  Bring them here, then take off your collar.  You won’t need it anymore.”


The slave blinked twice more, then shut her eyes for the moment strong shiver shook her, and the huskiness in her voice was no mere hint this time as she dipped a deeper curtsy and agreed, “Y-yes, sir.  I’ll... be right back,” and turned to hurry unsteadily away, leaving the scent of aroused bunnygirl behind.


As the twins took a moment to move their chairs closer together and a bit out from the table, Lerrie asked, “And will you be helping or watching?  You do, after all, have a girlfriend...”


Wolran eased his own seat around a bit for a better viewing angle then shook his head, “I wasn’t planning on helping unless it looks like you need me to, but if I do, Jorrie won’t mind.  I told her about another Agent and his wife—hold on, those would be your grandparents, wouldn’t they?  Well, the old arrangement I heard of when I met Sir Ferrl, allowing play with slaves so long as they die in the process... my own girl’s phrasing for it is my favorite, of course.  She called it ‘getting the vengeful bitch deal out of the way in advance’ when we talked out the ground rules for our relationship.  The usual worries over infidelity, that I’d become more interested in another woman or that they would talk and besmirch my or my mate’s reputations, are hardly an issue if the ‘other woman’ ends up being eaten for supper after we fuck.”


His guests merely grinning toothily, he glanced over to check the other two reactions of note, as the bunny had returned, followed by a slave whose face almost exactly matched that on the pedestal.  A bit dimly as he’d been focused on the show as well, at the time, he remembered seeing the other mouse in the line of regular slaves, her eyes wider than most as she watched her brother’s head, still grinning, roll free.  Now, the rabbit was glancing toward his crotch as she absently worked at her collar’s clasp, just one bit of curiosity for her bright-eyed gaze, while her companion was blinking as realizations about her fate dawned, her fingers jerky and a bit clumsy as they belatedly moved toward her own red collar.  That very nervousness, though she was clearly trying to bring it under control as she worked, drew the eye a bit lower than her hands, as the motions caused a number of bobs and sways on the part of her most prominent features.  The twins, at twelve, were showing their mother’s heritage in that their breasts were still small, but most distinctly there, no mere buds or hints.  At anywhere from one to three years older than them, her age one where she was clearly growing and blooming but it was hard to say what step of the process she was on, the rabbit’s chest had just enough of a burden for a visible crease along their undersides.  That mouse, though, had to be the oldest female at the table, and quite well developed; the slave breeders had probably had the same goals in mind as they’d had with their vulpine product lines, and the hefty orbs had clearly benefited to the fullest from that, the pair large, very pleasantly rounded, and prone to shift at the girl’s slightest breath.  As the fox glanced up again, he saw more than one other gaze locked on that lovely cleavage, and had to hide a smile; just for the attention they’d attracted, he doubted those breasts would be so perfect once the twins were done with them.


“I guess it’s... it’s my time?” the mouse managed to force out without squeaking too badly, even as her collar slipped free of her neck, her fingers, possibly unconsciously, curling possessively around its length rather than setting it to join the other scrap of red leather already on the table.


The other slave gave her a surprisingly toothy smile, “You said you wanted to prove that you’re as good as your brother, right?  Well, there’s only one way to do that, you can only try once, and as it depends on our patrons’ choices, logically you won’t know beforehand when the time comes.  You just have to be ready to do your best.”


Lerrie reached out to touch the rabbit’s arm for attention, then asked, “Do you still want to make your own try?  Because that’s the first time I’ve heard any slave build a deliberately logical argument like that...  I’m tempted to buy and keep you, for your mind.”


Tilting her head, the bunny was clearly thinking hard, the distraction letting her brown eyes meet the vixen’s hazel until her conditioning wrenched them down again... but after a moment she sighed, “Tempting, ma’am... but, no.  I’ve known my fate, at least in general, since the club bought me, and I’ve managed to come to grips with it, and even look forward to it a bit... and while my final end under your ownership might very well be similar, I can’t be certain I’d ever be as well-prepared again in my life.  You, of course, are the citizen, so my opinion carries only as much weight as you wish it to, but I’m... inclined to decline, if that’s an option.”


Ayli murmured, a hint of laughter in her voice, “We have committed actual murder, as opposed to sacrifices, when we felt for some reason that the soul in question deserved a fate other than Kathalla’s heaven... but I promise that even if my sis forgets, I’ll dedicate you.  Your brightness won’t be entirely wasted, that way.”


Wolran rolled his eyes, despite his smile, and quipped back, “Please try to remember that I’m technically a law-enforcement official before admitting that sort of thing near me... not that I’m foolish enough to piss off your mother by making an issue of it this time.”


Throughout that little exchange, the mouse had been glancing nervously amongst the quartet at the table, though it was another set of diners who elicited her wince, when a male slave’s moans rose to ragged screams as his group moved from mere sexual play to steps that involved him bleeding.  Not even glancing in that direction, she faced the twin vixens more directly, a flicker of gratitude touching her mind; clearly, as she saw it, these quasi-children would be gentler than the count’s sister entertaining herself at the other end of the room.  It took another moment to coax her courage out of the mental hole it had dived down at the first real scream, but she managed to ask as the nearer conversation reached a conclusion of sorts, “How shall we start, ma’ams, sir?  If I... if I must die tonight, then I should at least try to die as well as my brother did.”


No one answered her at first, though Lerrie did take a moment to touch herself between her thighs, then at least to the rodent’s surprise leaned over to reach between her twin’s legs too.  The dark-cheeked vixen merely smiled and spread her knees a bit, before her sister nodded to her, “You’re wetter, so that means I watch until I can match.  Have fun!”


Ayli simply snickered, “As if either of us is ever dry...” even as she beckoned the mouse closer, then lowered a flat palm...  Obedient, the slave stepped close and knelt between her feet.  The young vixen scooting to the edge of her chair and spreading her knees wide was as good as any verbal order, so she leaned closer, lapping at the petals just barely peeking out of white fur, her eyes sinking to slits at the first taste of the moisture glinting on their contours.


Lerrie’s eyes were intent as she leaned forward for a better view, only barely managing to restrain a jerk of surprise as something brushed her ear.  Her nose told her it was the lapine slave, leaning close, and her sibling’s breathy moan of pleasure was joined by a whisper, “Hali there... talks too much.  She told us that she wants to be the next Slave of the Week, and the foolish girl even told us how she plans to earn the title.  Her brother danced to the upstairs bard’s tune, until the final chord, where he stood still and smiling for a swordswoman.  She thinks simply refusing to evade or resist will fetch the same accolade.  I disagree, and I’ll prove it with my very life.  Beyond that, though, my... dying wish is that Hali’s misplaced hubris be rewarded as it deserves.”


Blinking a few times as she digested both those words and the almost aching sincerity behind some of them, she glanced up to catch her sister’s eyes and note as she lifted one hand, “She’s not worth it.”  Though each had her own personality and talents, the twins had discovered early on that their thoughts tended to run in parallel directions, and a few simple, suggestive gestures were nearly as good as a private sign language.  Lerrie’s hand, now, ran a finger across her forehead, tugged curled claws down before cupping around her mouth for just an instant before closing into a fist.


Eyes a little wide, Ayli nodded, “You’ll have to tell me what the other one said to make you so sure, but alright,” even as she reached for the bundle nearest her.  Lamp and candle light danced on the swirled steel as she drew one of her long daggers.  The woman between her thighs had heard the enigmatic exchange, but was still focused on the ‘meal’ before her rather than the words above, just barely having time to notice a sudden increase in those warm petals’ tasty moisture before clawed fingers dug into her headfur and wrenched back.  Pulled so suddenly away from the vixen’s loins, the mouse blinked up in confusion, pulling in her tongue and swallowing.  Before she could ask what she’d done wrong, though, that knife flashed down, cutting a long line into her forehead just above her eyes.  Hali squealed at the sudden pain, though it was less than she’d expected... and deeper than she realized.  The keen folded steel left a fine line carved into her very skull, and pain much closer to what she’d been expecting erupted the next moment as Ay’s hands traded places, the dagger hilt uncomfortable against her scalp but far less so than the empty hand’s claws, digging into the cut and pulling.


Wol’s and the rabbit’s eyes widened, and Lerrie grinned and reached to caress herself, as Ayli worked her fingers just a bit deeper into the folds of skin, the grip trickier than it looked as slippery blood welled but her previous experience sufficing, then literally tore the slave’s face off.  Most of it dangling from one side of her muzzle once let go, the mouse screamed, yet there was something about her eyes...  One of them didn’t even have lids anymore, and blood was flowing into both, but the realization was there; on top of the physical agony, she knew her hopes of being put on display had just been deliberately and cruelly crushed.  She didn’t have long to dwell on it, though; those hands swapped again, the bloody one cupping her head as its mate brought that dagger around, right in front of the eye she could no longer even close.  Claws tightened their grips behind her, and with one thrust it was over.


The bloody ruin of bone and muscle that had once been a mouse gurgled as her brain was pierced, and Lerrie spoke up, “That one, Hali by name, just didn’t get it.  She doesn’t see the artistry involved with her brother’s display, the willingness to practice and compose a performance in the knowledge he can only do it once.  She bragged that she’d get his prize, on one hand, then on the other assured people that all she had to do was hold still while a patron took care of the rest.  That’s not performance, that’s submission, something so basic that it’s a fair assumption from her status as a slave.  There’s no comparing things, really.”


Ayli grimaced as she nodded, “You were right, yeah.  Not worth dedicating or even fucking first,” then yanked her dagger free, setting it on the table and letting the corpse fall so she could lick the blood off her fingers.


Glancing up, the vixen smiled as the bunny at her shoulder seemed to start recovering from shock, “There you go, dear... your dying wish.  Of course, now you need to actually die.  Any thoughts on that?”


The slave’s short laugh was immediately apologized for, “Sorry, Mistress... it’s just that part of me can’t believe how calm I am about this.  But to actually answer your question... no, not exactly, because I’m not going to make the mistakes I’ve seen others stumble into.  Hali’s submission, or the do-it-yourselfers’ blunders, those don’t get your head on the post.  I want to work with you.  And if it matters, since I won’t have it much longer... my name’s Jen.”


The other vixen chuckled as she finished her cursory cleaning, “It matters... if only for when my sister and I are talking quietly before sleep.  It’s nice to be able to say things like, ‘hey, remember Jen and how she did that thing?’  I’m already doing my best to forget the name of this ugly pile of meat,” and she took a moment to nod to a pair of waiting black-collars, tilting her head toward the kitchen door in suggestion as they moved to pick up the defaced mouse, “but you really are competing for more than just that pedestal, however much value you may assign to your future place in our memories.”


Even as she stepped around Ler’s chair to stand between the vixens, Jen nodded, a small smile on her muzzle as she stood a bit straighter and quite deliberately met three pairs of vulpine eyes in turn, “That... actually sounds quite nice.  It’s... ephemeral, on the surface.  Memories are rather insubstantial as sought rewards go, right?  But... the concept does hold some appeal.  A legacy.  Tangible or not, not many in my position can realistically hope for even that.”


Reaching past the bunny to her own bundle of clothes, Lerrie pulled free one of her own blades, matching the one still covered in blood and a few flecks of brain or eyeball on the table.  The set had been commissioned just before her mother’s last ambassadorial posting had ended, ten blades for the five children from two different smiths.  One craftsman had made the blades themselves, from slim, full-tang folded steel, while the rest of the work had been done by the supplier of courtiers’ fancier weapons, the hilt’s metalwork plated in silver and the fine ebony inlays shining almost as brightly.  The final product looked just like those fops’ fancy, useless sidearms, but was much sharper and sturdier where it counted.  “I’ve had a few thoughts while we’ve talked,” the vixen noted as she peered with one eye down her dagger’s edge, “so I’ve some idea how to proceed... though whether you earn the legacy you desire depends on you and your response to two simple orders... and the first one is to close your eyes.”


The rabbit couldn’t help but blink once first, then her muzzle spread in a broad smile, and she kept her response as ‘simple’ as the order, “Yes, Mistress,” her expression growing almost serene as her brown eyes gently shut, though her faintly-visible shiver suggested a degree of uncertainty over whether she’d ever get to open them again.


Nodding, the vixen shared a grin with her twin before placing the tip of that dagger, just firmly enough for its point to cause discomfort, against the shadowed fur of the slave’s navel.  “You feel that, of course,” Lerrie mused softly, those long ears canted attentively toward her, “and you know that the belly is one of the most vulnerable parts of your body...  It’s not just the pain, though that’s bad enough; wounds there, if they’re deep enough, will almost always fester and even rot, left untreated for long enough.  The lower on your belly that wound occurs, too, the more of your digestive tract is left intact, so it can still partially nourish you, though as soon as your meal reaches the damaged part of your intestines the rest of your problems just get worse.  You saw the example my sister set; you know that for all our cheerful lewdness, we are also quite capable of outright cruelty... and the greatest cruelty I could inflict would be to push this knife into you, pull it out again, put my clothes back on, and simply walk out the front door.  You’d live for weeks, in agony far worse than that single wound, and die in a state of degraded animalism no one should ever experience...  You wouldn’t even be a person at that point, just a writhing, stinking thing whose world consists of nausea and pain.  Not the most pleasant of fates, would you agree?”


Eyes still closed, Jen nodded, “Indeed I would, and I certainly hope what you’ve described, and your plans... don’t quite match.”


The vixen chuckled softly, reaching between her thighs with her free hand even as her grip firmed on her dagger and that arm’s muscles visibly tensed.  The faint brush of her fingertips’ short fur against her slick petals deepened her voice a bit as she instructed, “That’s the part you cannot know... as we get to your second ‘simple order.’  My blade is eight inches long.  Keeping everything I just said in mind, step eight inches forward.  Now.”


The slave’s eyes widened faintly, briefly, behind their lids, as she just barely restrained opening them to stare.  Her muzzle also widened, a faint gasp prefacing a comment just as quickly decided against.  These and other signs of disbelief, surprise, and firming will flicked across that off-white face for nearly two full seconds, and the armed vixen had mentally budgeted three to count as ‘now.’  Her slim arm was, of course, stronger than it looked, and the knife barely moved a quarter-inch as the bunny’s legs tensed and pushed her forward.  A faint, keening, “Mmf!” escaped, surprisingly quietly, as four inches of folded steel penetrated her belly, and her step faltered for just a moment.  Sucking in a quick, deeper breath, she struggled for another second and a half, then pushed again; it was easier than it might have been with a cheaper blade, as that keen edge offered very little friction as it cut through her organs, its point finally emerging from the fawn fur to one side of her spine.


Both twins grinned as their playmate bit her lip, Ler reaching up to cup the older girl’s cheek, “Very good... and since you obeyed, I won’t just pull it out and leave.”  That hand brushed a breast in passing, then curled to bring two fingers, already moist with her own juices, up between the bunny’s thighs to gently penetrate her sex, “I will pull it out, now, and that’s the point at which you’ll seriously start bleeding, but I wanted to assure you first, you’ll die tonight, not weeks from now, and right this moment I offer your soul, and your final moments, to Kathalla.  You’ve earned that much of the fate you desire; the rest still depends on you.  You may open or close your eyes as you wish, now.”


Jen’s first reaction was to do just that, staring down at the silvery guard nestled amidst her belly-fur, fresh blood surrounding it and trickling down in a warm line, and her eyes widened further as that red, dripping blade was pulled out.  Watching bloody steel coming out of her body, just as those fingers below hooked up to caress the upper crease of her passage, caused another strong shiver, though this one was not entirely of pain.  One of the hands she’d struggled to keep at her sides came up, touching the blood-slick edges of the wound, and a whimper escaped as a finger nudged in, probing curiously, a hiss audible in her tone as she glanced up to note, “You were right about how much this hurts... and since the day I was last sold, I knew I’d see and feel something like this...”  She managed a pained grin, “A cliché comes to mind, though.  ‘Thank you, Mistress.  May I have another?’”


Ayli barked a laugh as she settled more comfortably into her seat to watch and masturbate, even as her sister grinned and dug her fingers in, pulling the slave closer by the hint of claws deep in her most sensitive anatomy before thrusting again, a bit lower, though she settled for a mere five or six inches deep on the newest wound.  “Yes, you may,” she replied over the rabbit’s renewed, louder squeal.  Even as a fresh burst of blood-flecks stained her forearm as her blade withdrew, she stood, pulling her fingers from the woman’s treasures to instead hug her close, shoulder to shoulder and their cheeks touching as she gave the older girl, slightly hunched as she returned the shorter figure’s embrace with both hands, several more leaking holes in her torso, each just deep enough to cut into the delicate organs within.  Jen whimpered or squeaked with each new hurt, even as she lifted one knee, half-straddling the smaller girl’s hip, replacing the lost touch of fingers by grinding her inflamed petals into russet fur.


“Th-the steel is cold,” the bunny managed, audibly having to force the focus and precision necessary to speak, “but my blood is warm, so warm... and the pain!  There is one reason I am still standing and not screaming... and that is wonder.  Or awareness.  That I’m dead, but somehow still right here, and a-about... about to...”  She gripped suddenly tighter, her hips bucking as she crushed her sex against Lerrie’s side, a liquid warmth most definitely not blood soaking through the fur there.


Ayli scrunched her eyes shut as she quietly joined the slave in pleasure, and while Wolran’s breeches were bulging noticeably, he’d made no move toward their ties.  Once the bleeding rabbit’s climax had passed, Lerrie nuzzled one of her ears then murmured, “I’m going to stab you again now.  It will hurt a lot more than the other ones, but not for as long.  Smile pretty for the pedestal.”


She could feel the bunny’s cheek-fur shifting against her own as her sacrifice grinned, and her next thrust was centralized, at a sharp upward angle, and slow, taking nearly five seconds to pierce her diaphragm then heart.  A pained grunt escaped, so perhaps that grin might seem a little fixed, but Ler did what she could to minimize that final agony, pulling her dagger smoothly and quickly free to set aside, using both arms to hug the dying woman.


“Goodbye, Jen.  You were fun,” Ayli murred quietly in the last few seconds that mattered.


Perhaps that explained, a few moments later when the other vixen let go and looked, the peaceful, contented smile that had replaced the rabbit’s final grin.


Wolran spoke up, “Very nice... and here comes Berria.  By the smile on her face I’d guess the new slave of the week is official, and you can catch up with her while the mouse cooks.  By the time we finish dinner, my girl should be coming down to play her ‘second gig’ as she puts it, and you’ll get to meet her for real.”


A few twitches of her eyes were enough for Ler to ask, and Ay nodded as she stood to scoot her chair over, giving her something to lower Jen onto while her sister fetched an empty replacement.  “A sensible schedule,” Lerrie murred, nodding, then turned to meet the most interesting unicorn in the world, to judge from what she’d heard.

Interlude 1


The wind was cold.  Perhaps he was focusing on that to distract himself from feeling like a fool, but the wind was remarkably chilly.  The sea being so close probably explained that; even in winter, humidity could amplify the weather, usually for the worse.  At least the rain seemed to have stopped.  Seemed being the operative word, as he could see a raindrop clearly, ‘motionless’ as it paralleled him, and, past it, the rocks seemed to be coming up awfully fast.


It had seemed so simple... if anything was possible, why couldn’t a mouse be a soldier?  And with the example he’d seen, what was arguably a childhood dream had persisted for far longer than most.  It had lasted him to his fifteenth birthday, still-dubious parents looking on as his eccentric uncle Jarret had presented him with a sword and a small purse of silver.  Despite the subtle disapproval of the rest of the family, Jarret had always been his favorite uncle, both for his outlandish tales and ideas and his own willingness to listen when Corren spoke of his dream.  To his mother’s relief, that sword had been peace-bonded to its scabbard, and his uncle’s very first instruction was to keep it that way until he’d found a qualified teacher.  With his promise on that point, his parents had let him set off on his own.  They knew he wanted to find and join a mercenary troop or, failing that, the somewhat less glorious army, but they did not know, for Jarret was the only one he’d ever told, the second half of his dream.  For as long as that silver could take him before finding employment became a critical priority, he wanted to get as close as he could to her.  Just so he could eventually thank her, of course, but she’d been so central to his dream...


She’d been traveling, and had mentioned Crown Port, so that’s the first place he went, on foot with one overnight stay in an autumn-yellowed tree.  He put some thought into who he’d ask, and finally chose an off-duty member of the city guard, a senior sergeant of some sort as best he could make out.  That man’s eyes had widened at his first, hopefully-casual mention of ‘a unicorn some years back,’ and he’d grabbed his shoulder to pull him close.  “Boy,” he’d hissed, “I can’t say a word about that one, nosiree!  I’ve met her, but if I told you where, when, or why, I’d be facing a court before the moon rises.  If you’re following her, though... more power to ya, boy.  That one’s worth followin’!  She took a ship, south, bound for the north duchy of Drachath.  Heard a rumor the next month that voyage had trouble.  Pirate trouble, but she lived and the pirates didn’t.  Good huntin’, kid, and I mean that.”


He’d gotten to the northernmost port of Northlook... but he dared go no farther.  The seeming fortune in silver he’d started with turned out to be less than impressive compared to passage costs for several hundred miles, and the shortest, cheapest of the available voyages had left him with enough to support himself for three weeks, a bit shorter than what he’d originally told himself was his minimum safety margin.  As an arriving foreign national, particularly with a sword, he’d had to answer a few questions.  He’d expected that, but the interview also came with a pleasant surprise; originally formed from an impromptu militia during one of Atheria’s frequent past invasions, a well-reputed mercenary company was based right there in Farwatch.  Following the guardsman’s directions, he’d known what to look for when he’d stepped into a tavern favored by off-duty mercs.  Naturally, the pair he sat next to asked about the sword on his back, and it had seemed sensible at the time as the conversation had progressed, how naturally they couldn’t take just anyone, so of course there was an evaluation involved.  The closest either one had come to pointing out that he was a mouse all of four and a half feet tall had been the comment, “If you can pass the test, you’re in; nothing else matters to the recruiting officer.”  That’s how he’d ended up out here, on a dark night, at the top of the cliffs south of town, with several bags of rocks strapped to his existing backpack.  The camp was another few miles, a total of ten from the city, and they’d set a steady pace; there’d be more tests at their destination, of course, but a simple ten-mile march, in the rain and with a burden, was a fair expectation from any hopeful recruit who wanted to prove their worth.


The mercenaries had called for a five-minute break, pointing out the view from that part of the trail, as it was one of the few points at which the cliff directly overhung the ocean, and a few rocks of course.  He’d stepped over to look, naturally curious and grateful for the brief rest, and his companions followed...  One snatched the purse from his belt while the other tugged his sword, scabbard and all, out of the loops of his improvised baldric.  He never saw which one actually pushed him.


‘At least I tried to ignore what was and wasn’t possible,’ he thought, closing his eyes as those jagged spires drew near.  In his mind’s eye, he could still see her face as she’d berated that town guard while he’d been eating dinner with his father.  A black unicorn...


A sudden, remarkably loud cross between a splash and a crunch sounded directly in front of him.  Frowning, he was still considering opening his eyes... when he realized that the noise had distracted him from noticing that the wind had stopped.  But the rain had resumed.  He opened his eyes, blinked twice, then shut them again.  The moonlight had, unfortunately, been enough to show quite a bit of detail, and that was clearly him slipping into the surf after hitting a rock and sliding down its side, leaving bits behind.


*This is awkward...* a voice, of sorts, sounded somewhere within him.  It was a rather disturbing sensation, actually, but he felt his ears perk attentively.  *Your final thought was rather intense, which is also rather understandable, under the circumstances, and someone thinking that hard about a black unicorn got My attention, but there wasn’t much time for Me to analyze the situation and make an informed choice of what to do about it.  Ah, good, she’s awake now.  Ber?  Do you know this fellow?*


‘Ber’s’ reply came as a simple, feminine voice in his mind, much less disquieting than the conversant whose subtle self-emphasis had dire implications, *Hmm?  No... but there!  That memory.  Five years ago?  Or damn near it, anyway... but he was in that common room while I vented a bit, ranting about having to pretend to be normal.  I guess I made an impression... and it’s pretty clear that he wouldn’t be hovering above a convincing semblance of his own corpse if I hadn’t.  Sorry, Corren; I didn’t mean to shorten your life, but I can’t see any outright bad decisions on your part.  It was just sheer, dumb luck that you ran into a couple fellows who figured your purse and sword would be worth more than a recruiting bonus.  Can we do anything for him, Kath?  ‘cuz this is definitely my fault.*


*For one thing, I can remind a pair of thugs that lives have value, and see to it that the duplicate I made in haste washes up where it will be found.  You can follow the probability paths as well as I can, these days; with or without that semblance, letting him turn up alive and well anywhere nearby would end badly.  We’ll need to move him at least a ways... there, that path will do.  You can also see that he’s figured out who I am, so maybe you’d better explain things.*


*Yeah, he’ll take it better from a mortal...  Corren, my name is Berria, and I’m the black unicorn you saw when you were ten.  These days, the fur color is real, not an illusion, because I happen to be Kathalla’s Archpriestess.  She doesn’t hand out that title very often, and I am rather unique, so once you got Her attention She knew She needed more time to assess the situation, so She stopped your fall, made you invisible, and created a duplicate of your body just below you.  The fellows watching didn’t notice the switch, and I’m afraid it was a complete duplicate, alive and aware, but his eyes were still closed and he didn’t feel much.  You have only one soul, however, and you kept it.  In just a moment, when those mercs are far enough away that they won’t notice the flash, I’m going to borrow a bit of power for a gate, directly beneath you.  My Goddess will let go, and you’ll land on a pad a hundred-plus miles away, but the fall will only be an effective three feet or so.  Relax and don’t hit nose-first, and you’ll be fine.  The gate will close a moment later, and the room you’ll be in will be dark, but a friend will see to you shortly.  Her name’s Lorina, and she’ll get you on your way.  We know just the place to send you...*


It was a good thing he had relaxed, because the next moment he hit the promised pad, but it wasn’t as soft as he’d expected.  It seemed to be a thin mattress, probably straw-stuffed, and while reasonably clean it bore hints of many other bodies’ scents, and more than one species’ fear.  His eyes opened just as the gate shut, leaving him in pitch blackness, which was when he realized just how long that conversation had taken, and near-freezing rain had been falling on him the whole time.  He struggled to divest himself of at least his backpack and the winter coat he’d traveled in, now soaked through in several places.  The bags of rocks for his ‘test,’ that had been tied on wherever convenient, were thankfully, if oddly, absent, and he was considering his damp, heavy linen breeches when a smallish door opened.  The one lamp he could see would normally have seemed dim, but it was bright after the blackness, and at least one more to the side lit the newcomer.


“Corren?” the tigress asked, a bemused look on her face.  “That has got to be the strangest conversation I’ve ever had with my Goddess, and right out of the blue, in the middle of the night!”  She turned her head and addressed someone else, “Seriously, sis... there’s a damp mouse in my slave room, and he wasn’t there five minutes ago.  Kathalla saved his life by accident, and had to put him somewhere...  I’m supposed to buy him a horse and some traveling gear then send him south.”  She glanced back in, pulling the door wider to improve the light, “My... you’re not a bad-looking young man, are you?  Come on, I’m sure we can find you somewhere better to sleep than where I keep playthings overnight.  You were up awfully late getting murdered, and you could probably use some rest.”


Nodding as he stood, Corren agreed, “Thank you, ma’am, and I am feeling somewhat tired after this... rather stressful night.  You would be Lorina?  And you already know my name...”  It was only as he stepped past her that he noticed the nightgown she was wearing, somewhat sheer and rather on the short side, since even in the dim light of two bedside lamps it was clearly all she was wearing.  Averting his eyes only brought them to rest on an identical tigress, in an identical negligee, on a second bed.


The first cat nodded as she stepped toward the nearer bed, “That I am, and this is my sister and acolyte, Sabine.  You’re in the temple to Kathalla in Wolf’s Bay, specifically in the priest’s quarters.  There’s a novice’s room available... if you insist.  Sabi?  This fellow’s remarkably fit for his type... would you mind if I made him an offer?”


Her twin shook her head, smiling, “I can’t say I’d mind... though I’d probably double up on it.”


Corren swallowed hard; were these ladies implying what he thought they were?  It was certainly an improvement over his immediate future circa ten minutes ago, but he had to make sure...  “Ma’ams,” he noted, “I think I know what you’re talking about, but... I can’t be certain, since no one’s ever, uh, ‘made me an offer’ before.”


Lorina’s very toothy grin was not entirely comforting from a rodent’s perspective, “Ooh!  Virgins are fun!  It’s past midnight... so I think I’ll interpret my orders of ‘tomorrow morning’ literally.  We can sleep in for most of today.  Yes, my lovely mouse, my twin sister and I would like to relieve you of that tiresome old virginity.  Several times.  Just to be sure, you know.  Care to join us?”


The other woman had already climbed out from under her sheets and discarded her skimpy nightwear on the way to her sister’s bed, and her smile was very inviting as she stretched out into a comfortable sprawl that let him see what he was getting into.  He tore his gaze back to the one who’d actually addressed him, and replied, “I expected to go to bed late and a bit sore... from a ten-mile march, not from two beautiful ladies wearing me out in a way I’ve never experienced, but have looked forward to ever since my yearmates started growing breasts.  Guess which one I find more appealing?” and he knelt down to start unlacing his boots so he could get out of those wet breeches and into something, or somethings, much warmer.

* * *


Corren glanced briefly to his rear; yes, he was at least fifty feet from the gate, so he stopped leading the horse and stepped around it.  Under the cover of a last-minute double-check of the girth strap and other tack, he carefully built a mental list of steps involved in getting up on that saddle, and double-checked it before reaching for the stirrup and lifting the correct foot.  It hadn’t been easy, admitting still more ignorance and inexperience to the twins who’d already taught him so much, but he was glad he had.  Not everything, of course; they didn’t need to know that the closest he’d had to ‘riding lessons’ were two harvest faire rides, both before his final growth spurt.  He had, though, found time to mention his general ignorance of customs and laws, while they’d replenished their energy with a meal between sessions in bed, and had asked just what details a traveler needed to know.  Sabine had launched into some of the exact subjects he’d needed, as she’d wandered a bit in her own youth before settling down with her sister.  Her teen years and his had some surprising similarities, though her childhood had involved more available cash so she’d simply bought the combat lessons he’d expected to have to contract a term of service for.


There was more to life, and more kinds of lives to live in the first place, than he’d ever realized.  He was coming to recognize that, now; he’d known that his view of the world and his place within it had started narrow, then widened with the mild epiphany of meeting that unicorn.  His own family was somewhere just to either side of the line between upper-lower and lower-middle classes, as most would see it.  Most of them worked retail or service jobs, the more ‘adventurous’ finding employment as carters, and a grand-uncle had gotten relatively wealthy as the quartermaster for a medium-sized trading house’s caravans.  The twin tigresses, though, had started from a higher point, and now lived a life of relative leisure; both had more than enough basic skills to get by in the jobs he was more familiar with, but ‘employment’ as the administrative clergy of a small temple left them with an enviable amount of free time and spare funds.  The horse he’d just urged to a walk was a prime example, as it had cost nearly twice as much as his best guess at his lost sword’s value, and while only a bit better than the most basic, average of blades, it had been enough to kill him over.


He patted the hilt at his left hip for comfort as he gave his mount’s ribs another gentle touch, still working to determine just which signals this beast was expecting for a decent traveling pace.  The short sword in its worn leather sheath was quite different from his uncle’s gift, but he suspected he’d come to treasure it just a bit more in the long run.  It had been Sabine’s own first real sword, and its blade’s edge was a bit wavy where nicks had been ground out over the years, but she’d never allowed it to rust and its steel was still sound.  The acolyte had, he suspected, used a trick from her own military training when they’d been mock-wrestling on the bed; the priestess had probably intended to pull rank to take his virginity ‘officially,’ but while he’d still been distracted by all the breasts pressing in near his face, she’d shifted her balance at just the right point, and the newest ‘tumble’ to the mattress had ended up with her hips atop his, and his first-ever experience of a warm, moist womanhood engulfing his rigid shaft.  More than being his first lover, what he’d learned of Sab’s early life and its similarities to his own only served to reinforce the dream that had started his journey, and for that he’d come close to tears at her gift of a blade that obviously meant a lot to her too.


The horse and the sword had not been the only tangible support the pair had provided at their Archpriestess’ order, and despite the chill breeze and the clouds above promising sleet or snow soon, he was warmer than he’d been the night of his murder.  That thought shook loose an amused snort; he still hadn’t come to grips with all the implications of being officially ‘dead.’  Still, he had better and warmer clothes than he’d set out with, a fine traveling cloak and a spare in case the weather worsened, and a reasonable stock of food that would last... including some beef jerky a packet of biscuits with shredded cheese and chicken mixed in.  He’d been raised vegetarian, and had assumed it was a requirement of his species... only to be greeted with grins, snorts, and eye-rolls from the twin carnivores.  They’d then proceeded to point out that a field mouse would live happily on grains and fresh green shoots, but they’d also make an excellent meal out of a fat grasshopper if they could catch one.  The fact that they were prey for so many other animals had seeped into the collective mindset of the two-leggers, but they themselves were actually omnivorous, and Lorina had innocently pointed out that the ‘oddly salty’ oatmeal he’d just eaten had contained bits of bacon, and he wasn’t puking now, was he?  The clincher, in Sabine’s much gentler, matter-of-fact words, could be found in his own experiences...  Had he ever smelled meat cooking?  Of course he had... but that scent, to true herbivores, induced reactions from disquiet to disgust, while he’d simply dismissed it as ‘not for him’ without any negative associations.


They had, as a group, found time to discuss his route, and come to the conclusion that for now he was probably best off continuing toward Berria, if not for the same reasons he’d initially had.  He still wanted to meet and thank her if he had the chance, for even more reasons than before, but there wasn’t any need to follow her exact, years-ago route.  A lone traveler and the limited supplies they could carry would face stiff odds, getting across the southwest mountain pass in a winter that had just crossed the line into the new year, even compared to the early spring in which the unicorn had made the same journey.  She, unlike him, had not been alone, another factor in the more recent decision to send him south and east, around the coastal foothills, instead of over the mountain proper.


He still had a lot to learn, he knew.  He’d been out on his own for less than two weeks, and was finally confident he could get by, but that was merely a beginning, so he’d approach this first, short step of the trip, to Sky Gorge, as a lesson, and he’d already set aside a time to reflect on what it taught him.

Chapter 3


“Okay... then it’s settled.  Two fines for disrespecting a public memorial, and two more for indecent exposure; two silver crowns and four pennies, received in full,” and the confused marten set aside the form so it’s ink could dry, then looked up to the gathered foxes, “but I can’t understand why you two would seek out that particular grave just so you could pee on it.”


Rellan, in charge of his various siblings, merely rolled his eyes with an exasperated grimace, but Lerrie answered for her and her twin both, “The message we’d wished to convey was ‘adding insult to injury,’ though other clichés apply too.  We know that grave belonged to a captain of this very guard post... because our grandfather’s the one who made the device which killed him when he tried it, for his being an insufferable asshole on top of attempting to obstruct an Agent of Drachath.  It was worth the price of the fine, just to see the look on Grandpa’s face when we tell him about it!”


“Ah,” the sergeant nodded, “the first victim of Hypalia’s Curse.  I guess things make a little more sense now...”  He glanced up to the one adult of the party, “Will your group be passing through, now?”


The teen shook his head, “No, we’ll be turning south where the road meets the highway... to join the group building the town of Welcome.  Our parents went ahead to help with the formalities and to settle any conflicts that pop up, leaving me to keep the rest of the kids out of trouble... or at least to make sure any fines get paid.  Keeping this bunch completely out of trouble is pretty damned close to impossible, you understand.”


That soldier couldn’t help but chuckle, nodding, “So I see...  Good luck with the rest of your trip, young man.”

* * *


Leaving a week behind the rest of the group had been a good decision, then and now.  The children had met more of their extended family than just Wolran, the youngest twins ganging up on their priestly distant uncle after restday services at the Roxanite temple, and the day before they’d left one of Silmon’s adopted sons had come home to visit.  The older twins had enjoyed meeting Jorrie, who’d ‘stolen’ a leftover tidbit of what she’d had to have known was a piece of a former slave, even as she’d kissed her boyfriend prior to her downstairs musical set.  They’d enjoyed the performance, enough so to schedule a return visit two nights later, better equipped.  As much as they’d enjoyed her, Jen’s legacy of memory had competition, that of the threesome they’d performed for the tavern, Lerrie joining Jorrie with her own lute and Ayli on her violin, at least a close second for the spot of ‘high point’ for their stay in Fariach.  Their schedule also meant that there’d be something better than a tent awaiting them; the town itself would be built almost entirely with local materials, but there were still a lot of people to keep warm and dry during the winter.  By now, the colonists would have moved from a combination of tents and crude structures made of stacked building materials, into still-temporary, but decent, barracks made from those materials.


It was still mid-morning when the five foxes rode in, the new town not far from the Stonecutter’s Rest hostel they’d overnighted at.  The settlement had been just out of sight from the highway, but there’d been more than the well-trampled path to guide them, the clear winter’s day making the smoke visible for miles, from the barracks’ fireplaces and the kilns already mass-producing brick for foundations.  Just ahead of them, a pair of large wagons from Marblefield were being unloaded; bags of grain, bushels of fruit and vegetables from nearby warehouses, and the tethers of two young bullocks for the relatively few meat-eaters among the builders.  Ronnel came striding out of the swirl of bodies with a grin on his face and his sturdy clothes, probably clean at dawn, already dusty and showing spots of sweat, “You made it!  Were the kids too much to handle, Rel?”


His son shook his head as he dismounted, “Not as much as I’d feared...  About a sixty-forty split on solicitations accepted or declined, one murder, one paid fine, not related, and three job offers.  Frankly I’d expected about three times the trouble.”


Belaric spoke up, “Most’a the offers were for our sisters, tavern gigs.  The third job t’turn down was mine, at Roxy’s place; I got offered a novitiate an’ a job for as long as my tightness lasts.”  The young fox grimaced, “Temptin’, but nah, I gots lots more to learn before I make up my mind.”


Ronnel nodded, understanding; he’d long since accepted that his youngest son was growing up enthusiastically bisexual, and that he rather enjoyed being on the receiving end.  He pointed, “We’ve got a room in the southern building, two small bunk beds, a cot, and a single about the size your mother and I shared when she was an acolyte.  I’m sure you can recognize the room by scent, so find a corner to drop your baggage into, then look around for something to help with.  Trust me, you will not mind the cramped conditions tonight.  Until we start getting the permanent buildings up and can take apart the temporaries for their wood, we’ll all be too tired to do anything in those beds but sleep.”


They’d known this was coming, only Jonia failing to restrain a visible wince.  “Yes, Da,” Ayli answered for all of them with a smile as she and her sister dismounted, “now where shall we leave the horses?”

* * *


No matter their previous experiences or expectations, every last member of the family was impressed at the difference planning could make.  From forty-year-old abstract generalities to rush orders on a week’s notice, almost everyone knew exactly what they needed to do, and any ‘spare’ hands were quickly found jobs.  Groups of a hundred or more focused on beams, boards, or stone, producing shapes others would assemble.  Smaller gangs of one or two dozen laid out boundary markers and cleared brush and trees, and in the order of their building priority more teams would dig out the bulk of the dirt for the foundation holes, then another, with smaller shovels, would sculpt it to the more precise lines needed.  In less than three weeks, the most important structures were complete enough to move into; the bunkhouses that would be expanded to serve as student dorms, weather-tight but with a lot of furnishing and detailing left to take care of, the gleaming marble temple to Malia, and one more, two-story house adjacent to the lot allocated for a future shrine to Kathalla.


The emphasis on that single house had been a bit confusing to the young foxes, though they’d had very little free time or energy to dwell upon it... until they were intercepted by their parents in the long mess tent, just before they could step into the light, swirling snow to return to their labors.  “C’mon,” Elaria told them around an incongruously wide grin, “we all have the afternoon off, or you could call it a diplomatic job instead.  Whatever the label, we’re needed elsewhere.”


Ronnel explained as mittens were pulled back on and they stepped out of the ‘dining hall’s’ warmth, “We’ve all heard the stories of Beckah the blind archmage... but for all her power, she’d been operating for years under a handicap.  Aunt Pria, as we know, was her first teacher, and she in turn was taught by your grandfather, Sir Ferrl.  A couple years ago when he retired to the Villa, though, he made one more long journey before settling in, to Atheria.  It was the first time he didn’t have a job demanding his attention, freeing him to make the trip at all, but he’d planned to do it as soon as he could, because he knew just how much he’d never taught his daughter, since there were many subjects her limited power would find useless.  Not so, of course, for his ‘grand-student.’  The phrase he used in a letter was ‘letting her pick his brain,’ and much more literally than the term usually implies, thanks to his skill with thought-magic.”


His wife took up the narrative without pause, “The result was that Beckah got even better, to an extent even she found surprising, and she promised Daddy ‘a huge favor’ at the time of his choosing.  He’s chosen.”


Her children looked on, interested but a bit perplexed, as they drew to a halt a few yards from that house’s porch.  Their confusion was remedied a few moments later when, with a flash that would have been blinding had it been anything but instantaneous, two wolves and a tall stack of luggage atop a narrow desk appeared on the gravel and dirt that would eventually be a cobblestoned street.


“See, dear?” Ferrl mused to his wife, obviously trying hard not to grin, “I told you your worries were groundless.  ‘A winter journey across the whole kingdom at our age,’ indeed!  Powerful friends can be a blessing in the face of that sort of thing.”


Danara nodded, blinking, then turned toward her grandcubs with a smile, “Indeed, indeed!  And that house we were promised certainly looks comfortable... but getting to see the kids now, not three or four weeks and a lot of aches later, is my favorite part.  C’mon, give your ol’ grandma a hug...”


As his wife was mobbed by the smaller foxes, the old Agent noted to his children, “Obviously, I accept the offered position as a part-time magic teacher.  I know I’m supposed to be retired, but that sort of teaching is ‘leisure,’ to me.  It was rewarding enough, when youngsters would stop by my porch in the Villa so I could share a few old tales and watch the wonder grow in their eyes... but I knew I could do better, and that’s what chafed the most.  Thank you, dears.”


Rellan had declined to join the group hug, since his grandmother was frail enough these days that he worried, but did nod to his grandfather, “I think you’ll share a few more of those ‘old tales’ here regardless, and not just to your students...  Lachier never misses a chance to point out how good a friend he considers you, and as soon as he hears that you’re in the next holding over, you can bet your ass our modest guard force will be getting a communique to coordinate with the royal security detail for a visit.”


The wolf’s muzzle, silvery but only just starting to wrinkle, spread in a grin, “I don’t blame him, and I’ll love it just as much as he does.  C’mon, dear,” and he took a step closer to start disentangling the arms around his countess, “we can have a reunion just as easily inside, since I doubt you’ve noticed that it happens to be snowing, and there’s already a fire going in there.  Remember the time difference, too; they probably just finished the lunch we left just before, so we should see if the pantry shows as much foresight as the hearth.”  As logical and prudent as his suggestions might be, he’d made one tactical error... and that was getting in arm’s reach of the cubs.  He had no trouble at all, freeing his wife from those grips, as they’d just clamped onto him instead.

* * *


The east-facing ‘front’ of the town had been among the firmer of the combined plans.  To one side of the wooden arch supporting ‘WELCOME’ spelled out in polished granite were the town’s main stables and cart-yard, with future expansion initially planned toward the west, with plenty of room before rocky foothills, though north beyond the school would be devoted to new fields and pastures.  The wide stream south of town had already been bridged, and the forest on the other side would continue to serve as a wood supply until long before the western area was fully built up, at which point it would be more clear, useful land.  Opposite those stables, though, was a packed dirt practice field mixed with gravel far enough down to resist turning into a quagmire during spring rains, in front of a large enclosed salle.  It was just as important, in the minds of those planners, to show off what the town was about from the very first sight, as it was to provide convenient facilities for travelers.


Lerrie and Ayli stepped out of the salle for a break, settling onto the simple stone benches already in place under the roof’s overhang.  Their mallets clattered as they were set down; the twins had been helping lay the hardwood flooring, simple patterns in maple and oak designed with several exercises in mind, where having lines or at least contrast at specific increments would be useful.  Half a dozen apprentice and journeyman unicorn woodworkers had made the pieces, but the girls’ compact frames, toned muscles, and practiced precision had made them the best choices to actually put things together.  Anyone weaker would have needed to use more glue to fill the gaps, unable to properly seat the sections against one another, and it was satisfying work.  It was less exhausting than some tasks they’d helped with, but they’d recognized the compliment they’d been paid when their unicorn ‘assistant,’ a fully qualified overseer whose help could be used any of a dozen other places right then, had left them alone after helping with only the first piece and watching them on others for not quite ten minutes.  The room was meant for up to two dozen students at a time, with space to swing practice weapons and several instructors nearby, so it would take them two or three days to do the whole floor, but progress was satisfyingly visible, enough flooring for some of their own, tamer practice routines complete by this, their first break.


Ayli glanced to the side to see her sister’s eyes already on their own way toward hers, and she grimaced, nodding, “This’ll be short...  I hadn’t realized what warm sun, cold air, and sweat added up to.  Three or four minutes sitting still and we’ll freeze out here.”


A faint, wooden squeak made Lerrie’s ears perk, since it had been from the wrong direction to be more construction noise, and she pointed at the shape drawing near along the road, “That’s only if we sit here; c’mon, it’ll be almost as restful to... welcome whoever’s on that cart.”


Grinning at the emphasis, her sister nodded, “I’m sure we’ll wear that joke out soon enough, but it’s still a good one, and so’s your excuse to stretch our break.”  Following the other vixen across the field toward the street, she peered, “One horse... two wheels, and three people on the bench.  Smallish ones, almost our size.”


Before they’d quite reached the street, the mouse driving the cart had reined in, and there was something between accusation and amusement on his face as the pair drew near.  A pair of female bears, just a bit older than the vixens, flanked him, so perhaps he was bemused by a similarly matched set...


“Hold up, sis,” Ayli exclaimed, “Remember the visit?  These girls’ scents...  Gen?  Bev?”


The lass on the right snapped her fingers, “It’s you!  Ler... damn, I can’t remember.  Wol and Sil both mentioned you in passing, but I wasn’t paying attention enough to catch your names.”


“I’m Lerrie and this is Ayli,” the other fox supplied, “and of course you’re Geniva and Bevora.  Who’s your friend?  He seems to be suffering from twin overdose, between the four of us...”


The mouse snorted and spoke for himself, “The name’s Corren, and the total is six.  I was sent to these two by another pair.  One thing I cannot and will not ever call this trip... is ‘boring.’  Anyway... I suppose I’m the school’s first unsolicited student, once there’s a school to enroll in.”


Both bears grinned, leaning in to hug him from both sides and plant a pair of kisses on his muzzle, Bev noting in a chuckling voice, “A high priestess and her sister had their way with a virgin... and we taught him a few more things too.  I suppose it’s your turn?  Don’t worry, he’s a fast learner.”


Ayli nodded, “If he’s been trained from day one to please two girls at once, we just might have to give him a try.”


Corren rolled his eyes and noted, “A month or two ago, I’d have been certain you’re joking.  Right this moment, I’m almost certain you aren’t.  My horse, however, is standing there steaming; I take it that’s the yard I should park in so I can get her rubbed down?”


The other three twins nodding and the bears climbing down, Lerrie pointed, “The first row is kept handy for official use when someone needs to go shopping; park anywhere else.  I’m sure your nose can lead you to the only inn up so far, but it’ll be a while yet before the unicorn brewers who came along have anything to offer, so they’re stocking the best of the local brews in the meantime, and a shipment from the Wrenshollow wineries got here recently.  There’s also the mess tent, for workers only, but it’s harder to avoid getting drafted around here than it is to find a job.”


Ayli followed the thrust of her thought and finished, “And we should get back to ours.  Good luck avoiding the draft, unless you’re here as a martial student, in which case head for what’ll be Temple Row.  Plenty of stonework to get a head start on your strength training with.”


Patting the hilt at his hip, the mouse grinned, “Actually, I think I’ll do just that, thank you both, and thank you two for a... memorable trip.”


Waving him off with a smile as he flicked the reins, the vixen turned back to the bears, “We really should get back to that floor, but the banging’s not too loud; unless you need to be somewhere specific, you could find a spot to stand and gos—uh, converse while we work.”


All three other girls snickered as Ay led the way back toward the salle’s double doors.

* * *


“Is this seat taken?”


Ler looked up, then shook her head with a broad smile, “Not at all!  And if you’re here at all, I guess you took our suggestion literally.”


Corren nodded as he settled to the vixens’ left, sliding his tray onto the table before stepping over the bench, “I started out on my journey with a sword, and the knowledge that I did not know how to use it.  The blade I left in my new quarters is not the same sword at all, but yes, a job involving heavy lifting, or at least my version of it, was only sensible to pursue.  The first supervisor I spoke to had me load a pile of bricks for myself; it was an obvious test, but effective.  I took my limit for a steady walk, rather than a staggering reel, and he had me moving half-stacks of slate for the rest of the day.”


Both vixens nodded, Ayli commenting, “My kid brother’s stronger than he looks, but not as strong as he thinks; I think the same guy had him on quarter-stacks of the same roof tiles.  Anyway, welcome to Welcome!”


The meals distributed by the unicorn cooks were served on odd tin trays, each with four separate depressions.  They were actually one of the first genuinely new things to come out of the Vale; most of the colonists had been born after the Opening, their generation the first to learn, with no preconceptions, just what the newcomers had to teach them, and the water-wheel powered drop press that had formed the trays had been invented when one of those young ‘corns had returned from his education and applied it to the needs at hand.  One quadrant, though, had only a small scoop instead of the usual generous portions, and Lerrie blinked then caught her sister’s eyes to direct toward it.  Meat was available on request, but in no great quantities, so the beef and noodle dish’s servings were meager.  The salad, mashed potatoes, and baked beans in the other three sections matched the twins’ half-finished meals, their fourth compartments holding servings of peach cobbler since they’d had meat with lunch and didn’t want to strain the supply.  The salads on all the trays had also been a bit on the small side, the lettuce either the small, pale leaves of greenhouse-grown heads or the half-wilted imports from Letarr’s warmer climate, but everyone was too happy about any salad in late winter to complain.


“It’s good to be here,” the mouse nodded, scooping a fork-full of potatoes then spearing a sliver of beef, “and I can’t wait for the classes to start...”  He glanced up, “I’m in something of an odd situation, here...  You see, not long ago, two members of the mercenary troop I wanted to join as a trainee tricked me into following them on an ‘evaluation march,’ upon which they relieved me of my money and sword then pushed me off a cliff.  Their scheme was fairly straightforward as murders go, complete with them watching long enough to make sure I actually hit the rocks and died, and it worked perfectly.  For me, too, since I’m fairly certain that unicorn arms instructors will be at least as good as those mercs I’d wanted to learn from,” and he grinned as he took his first bite.


The vixens shared a wry glance, and several other workers in the tent murmured comments to one another, Ayli noting, “Your appetite seems fairly healthy for a dead man... and if you want to learn to fight, yeah, this is pretty much the best place you can possibly be.  Once we’ve got the floor done, maybe my sister and I could teach you a few things in the salle, if there’s room while the specialists are hanging the mirrors.”


Corren recognized the girl’s probe for what it was, and gave her a gentler smile while choosing his next bite of lunch, “I’ll explain my ‘death’ some other time, as it’s a... twisty little tale going back a solid third of my life, but, yes, as soon as lessons are feasible I’d like to get started.”

* * *


The sound of hammers and mallets came close to drowning out the rumble of thunder, given that it was so much closer at hand, and Corren glanced inside before moving.  Someone had thought ahead, so a mud-stained mat was available just inside the salle, and his obviously weren’t the first sodden boots to be wiped on it.  He shook the worst of the rain out of his clothes as he looked around...  The far wall’s half-dozen large mirrors, crucial for letting students observe their own motions and see any mistakes their tutors were pointing out, were still being mounted, those workers clearly staying well out of the way of the group spreading a protective varnish on the tightly-fit hardwood flooring at one end of the echoing chamber.  At the other end, he finally spotted some of the figures he’d come looking for, the four young women wrestling the last, tricky corner pieces of the floor into place, and he could really use some friendly conversation after nearly a week moving cut stone.


“I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner,” he half-yelled as the support pegs for the next mirror started getting hammered into place, “but this storm’s been building for days.  They were... reluctant to let any of the assistant roofers go with this sort of rain in the forecast.”


Bev looked up as she held a piece for her sister to tamp into place, “Reluctant?  That’s a very... diplomatic term for it.  I heard the foreman talking to the trio of designated full-time guards, and I don’t think he was entirely kidding about chasing down deserters should anyone on his crew take a break without his say-so.”


Her sister nudged her ribs with an elbow, “He wasn’t kidding, but it was the flooring planner who put him up to it.  The storm wasn’t on its way when she scheduled those jobs, so it wasn’t entirely her fault that unfinished wood was open to the sky, but...”


“‘But,’” Corren nodded, “and I guess the lady ‘corn who apologized to me this morning must have been that ‘planner’ you mentioned.  She said pretty much the same thing to everyone else who was trying to outrun the rain, too... and we made it.  Barely.”


Ayli commented as she reached anew for the dwindling pile of flooring pieces, “We weren’t around for very many planning sessions, as most of that had been done in advance, but those I overheard suggested that they actually anticipated this sort of scrambling rush.  That’s why they carefully calculated exactly which jobs needed to be done and how many people were required to do them, then added twenty percent or so.  There are always random factors, such as today’s weather, and the unicorns as a group were smart enough not to count on everything going exactly right.”


The mouse nodded even as he eased himself a bit closer to the corner, so two workers and a hovering overseer could carry in the pine framework that had protected the last mirror until it could be installed, then noted to the girls, “The rain’s bad, and it’ll only get worse for at least a few hours, so I’m under explicit orders to take the rest of the day off after the last rush...  When you’re all done with that bit, then, I had a thought.  There’s only one unicorn here near my age, a bit older really, and he’s busy.  You girls are really the only ‘social’ interaction available for me, while we don’t exactly have a library or the like handy, so I thought I’d gather as many of you as I could talk into it and we could look for something to do, in the town we’ve got so far, while the weather’s giving us an excuse.”


The girls’ work slowed for a moment as they exchanged a few looks and the occasional smile, and Lerrie looked up as she stirred the cup of diluted wood glue, “I don’t think any of us had thought that far ahead, but in half an hour or so we will be short one job to do, and indoor tasks will be hard to come by at that point.  Let’s add a stop by our rooms to this plan, for the best wet-weather gear we’ve got, then see what we can find.”


Their visitor gave one more, serious nod before his muzzle flashed to a boyish grin, “I’ll see you then... and I’ll spend the intervening time considering phrasings.  As the ‘first student,’ those who follow will expect me to have a good story or two to tell, and the one about how I asked out the four prettiest girls in town, all at once, and got a big ‘yes’ will be a good part of the collection.”

* * *


Ayli peeked through the gap, and pressed a finger to her lips.  Her sister nodded, so she opened the door the rest of the way.  Their mother’s breathing had just a hint of a snore to it as she napped, almost certainly having been involved in some other aspect of the town’s race against the rain, and their sister’s odd eyes, a turquoise that had had Ronnel speculating about a blue-eyed great aunt he hadn’t thought about in decades when she’d been born, opened briefly before she cuddled closer to her twin under a blanket and went back to sleep.  Their double-layer, hooded cloaks were hung between larger and smaller versions of the same garments, half behind the door where the cramped room had the most free wall space, but they simply lifted them down and draped them over their arms before withdrawing.  The door latched again and the pair back in the hall, they pulled the cloaks on and helped each other with the ties, now that their bulk couldn’t brush against furnishings or luggage and disturb someone’s rest.


Lerrie pointed as she made sure her sister’s hoods, the outer absorbent and the inner warm even when damp, were properly nested behind her, “Look, someone’s been through to pull half the pegs from the paneling.  Guess it’s a good thing we tried to keep things packed.”


The other vixen blinked, then nodded, “I can’t say I’ll miss this place once they start resizing the spaces.  Any smaller and there wouldn’t have been enough air for all of us at night.”


“If what I overheard was right,” Ler mused as she turned so her twin could return the favor with her hoods, “they’re not quite to the point of double-bunking, but while there’s still a roof or two to finish they’ll have to cram maybe half again the usual occupants into the building, so twins are stuck together and Rel will be tucked in with our littlest.  They’ll trim down to one or two per as space opens up.”


“That won’t take long, though, and it’ll be an improvement.  Any idea where we should go with Cor?  What’re Grandpa and Grandma doin’?”


Ler grinned as she led the way down the narrow hall, “I saw Grandpa while I was running for more glue... and they decided to stop struggling to keep the kiln fires lit in the rain.  Why go to the effort, when they’ve got a powerful wizard handy?  He’s probably too busy to visit, though, an’ you know Grandma took over the mess tent to free up the unicorn who’d spiced the meat all wrong the first few days.”


Ayli shook her head, “The classroom buildings and library are still just foundations...  Discountin’ places we know would be full of workers, there’s the inn and maybe some of the temples, an’ the first one’d be crowded with folks just like us, looking for something to do out of the rain.”


“If the storm had waited ‘til tomorrow, the general store would be open, but the last wagon to stock it with is expected this afternoon.  Speaking of noon, let’s find Cor and the girls and hit the tent first.  It’s a bit early for lunch, but that can be a good thing for finding a decent seat.”


Nodding, the other girl opened the stout outer door of the bunkhouse.  Both of them grimaced as they were greeted by the rolling boom of thunder, the downpour intensifying even as they watched, but there was no more delaying the inevitable.  Steeling themselves, they stepped out into the muddy day.

Chapter 4


Corren shielded his eyes with one hand, just to keep his vision clear, as he dashed through another quick, shallow half-loop, then leaned against a carved marble curve while he caught his breath.  One by one, the four girls joined him in the shelter of the temple’s decorated frontage as they leapfrogged from one overhang to the next along the Row.  Turning to look farther down the street, he blinked and reflexively stepped back as he noticed the shape of that supportive stone.  It was a very nice breast... but not what he’d expected to lean against.


“That’s nothing,” Ayli commented as she shook loose water out of her cloak.  “You should see the temple in the Vale; a very similar pose, and just as awesome a rack, but the statue’s sixty feet tall.  Her fun bits are literally big enough to walk through, so that’s where they put the front door.”


Geniva, among them, had the least interest in naked women so she’d looked beyond the statuary, through the arched entryway.  Pointing, she asked, “Is it just me or is this place farther along than most?  It looks like the first couple rooms are already enclosed, and the rest of that stone looks more like flooring than foundation.”


Bev stepped through the arch, looking curious as she peeked through the smaller doorways to either side, then nodded, “That explains it... this building has a basement, so that’s its ceiling and the ground level’s floor; the foundation’s a lot farther down.  They’ve got what’ll be a wall facing covering the stairs to keep the rain out, since the roof’s not quite done yet in here.”


Her sister stepped past her and through the doorway, “There’s not much of a gap, really; I’m getting fewer blown-in droplets here than out there.  It could probably get by without the cover.”


Even as the rest of the group joined her, she wasn’t the only one who realized what she’d just accidentally implied, and several wide-eyed glances were quickly exchanged.  “Should we?” Lerrie asked, trying to inject at least a small voice of reason into a potentially bad idea she could already call nearly inevitable.


Following the second vixen in, after a pause to... ‘admire’ those statues one more time, Corren pointed out, “The obvious issue would be light...  There would be lamps or such there for the workers, but if none are here they’d be cold.  Are any of us carrying something that can make fire?”


Bevora blinked, then barked a short laugh, “Neither light nor fire require... accessories, my friend.  One thing I left out in the story about my mother, that first day, was that I take after her in some respects,” and she held a hand out, palm up.  A point of light winked into existence a few inches from her fingers, then back out again.


The rodent could only swallow hard and nod, his eyes wide, though his, and his surprisingly talented lover’s, attention were redirected by Ayli’s call, “Wait, I can see... oh, my.  Give me a hand with this, and don’t bother with a light or any worries,” and her sudden scramble to push against the thin stone slab over the stairs.


More hands gathered to help, though as the gap grew Lerrie almost lost her grip, turning to stare at her twin, “I smell it too!”


Sharing a glance with Corren and seeing near-equal confusion in his expression, Geniva asked, “Smell what?  This temple is known for things like those statues, not the quality of their after-service refreshments, and they wouldn’t have stocked food here while the roof still needs so much work...  What do you smell?”


Glancing between the bear and the mouse, though the latter’s slightly-widened eyes suggested he’d just caught a whiff too, Ler grinned, “Vixen.  I smelled vixen, in the intimate sense, and it wasn’t me or my sis through all these layers.  Can’t you feel the warmth, too?  Damn, I can’t remember the names of those stories now...”


Her twin gave the slab one last shove and stood, dusting off her hands, “I think one of them was called ‘The Magic Garden,’ but there were others...  It’s a common enough theme,” and she looked to her companions as she explained, “but... have you ever heard one of those spooky stories where someone comes across something that just should not be there, and it’s gone the next time they check?  Well... that sort of thing actually does happen sometimes.  C’mon, you’ll see...” and she led the way down the stairs.


Following her, the other twins and the boy looked dubiously curious, but only until they neared the bottom of the stairs.  As their eyes adjusted to the dimness, they could make out... light, just a bit of it, leaking out from beneath a door in the direction of the main temple’s floor above.  The scent gradually became clearer, obviously related to feminine arousal even if not everyone had previously encountered that particular variant, but no stronger, not even as the noses in question moved, as if it were more some sort of ambiance than a physical presence.  The mouse and bears both winced reflexively as a door creaked open and light spilled into the darkness... but it was the strangest part of a strange situation yet, in that it somehow didn’t hurt their eyes.


“I’m pretty sure I’ve figured it all out,” Lerrie mused in a satisfied voice as she led the way into well-lit warmth and started unfastening her outer cloak.  An enormous, four-posted bed stood right in front of her, but it was only the foremost of the many impossibilities.  Brass candelabra in all four corners lit well-rubbed oak paneling and a thick, soft-looking maroon carpet.  Dressers, small tables, and chairs surrounded the bed, each a masterpiece of understated elegance and craftsmanship in its own right, but the secondary decor’s colors were bland at best compared to the crimson satin sheeting the bed and covering its half-dozen large pillows.  “Like my sis suggested, the next time we come here this bed, this room, won’t be here, but there’s nothing truly mysterious about that.  Roxanarra has decided that Her newest temple needs to be... ‘consecrated,’ to put it lightly, and we’re elected to do the job.”  Hers wasn’t the only muzzle grinning broadly as she dropped her outerwear, somehow already dry, to one side so she could get at the ties of her work clothes.


Bev looked awed, but her sister brightened after only a moment, then turned and grabbed Corren by the collar of his cloak to pull him in for a kiss.  Even as he blinked and panted, once released, she started pulling on his clothes, “C’mon, off with those.  A Goddess has given us a choice between cold rain, cramped and crowded buildings, or a warm, spacious room to make love in.  We haven’t had space since the hostel, and I, for one, am horny!”


Even as she slipped her pants down, with her sister’s grope-punctuated ‘help’ of course, Ayli had to grin at the startled mouse, “I’ll say...  I’ve never seen a bear look that hungry, and I certainly can’t suggest getting in her way!  We’ll get to know you better in a bit, Cor; for now, Gen’s got dibs.”


Bevora shook her head, grinning to herself, as she found herself the last one still undressing.  Despite the number of layers they’d donned, those vixens had gotten it all off remarkably quickly, the last one out of her pants immediately pounced onto the bed by the other.  Her own sister had only bothered with her and Corren’s outer cloaks and the rodent’s pants; her own were bunched around her lower thighs as she followed close behind the vulpines, half-throwing her lover onto the bed then climbing after him.  Bev could feel the rising warmth between her thighs, but decided to take her time getting properly naked before joining the others.  Stepping around one of the posts, she climbed up and leaned down, kissing the side of Cor’s muzzle even as she crawled closer.  She had to grin, staring down between her breasts, at the way he licked his lips as she straddled his head, then lowered herself carefully, mindful of his need to breathe, until he could lick her lips instead even as his lower body thrust.  Her twin immediately leaned close, her hips working even as she sought out her sister’s muzzle for a kiss, which Bev granted eagerly.  She’d always been... close to Geniva, even as their interests and tastes had grown gradually apart.  Unlike herself, her twin was entirely heterosexual... with the sole exception of her sister.  There wasn’t a single other pair of breasts Gen would have willingly cupped and stroked the way she did now, but her fingers were gentle, loving, seeking out her most sensitive spots as any true lover of women might.  Even if they hadn’t had a chance to be intimate in recent days, Bev had had a chance to talk to the other twins.  Interest had been expressed, so she’d discreetly but explicitly warned them: anything her sister did with her was not to be taken as an indication of preference.  An identical offer from any other woman would be rejected, firmly.  Meanwhile, she couldn’t exactly return the favor with the two layers still covering the other bear’s top, but she could be a helpful sibling and start removing them while she was there.


Ayli won, but it was a near thing.  The vixens had both sensed, in the other’s enthusiasm, that they’d had the same thought, and each was eager to have the temple’s first climax.  With so little work-up, slim muzzles diving between thighs and going for the hoods immediately, it wasn’t a very good climax, but it was the first, so she immediately slowed down just a little, lengthening her strokes as tension rose in the muscular legs to either side.  The post-climactic, gentle lapping at her outer treasures broke off with a breathy moan, and she planted her tongue directly on her sister’s hood, almost immobile save for a faint pressure, more of a leaning really, to either side.  Her determination that Ler’s first be better than hers worked out well, that moan quickly rising to a near-scream as the petals in front of her visibly spasmed, and she eased her tongue’s pressure in time with the softening muscles that had briefly gripped her skull.


Lerrie panted, knowing exactly what had just happened and loving her sister all the more for the consideration, but a flutter of cloth as Geniva’s wool undershirt came off drew her attention to the side.  A triangular gap between thighs, calves, and bunched-up pants happened to be the first thing she saw, and her eyes widened...  Tapping one of Ay’s legs for attention, she tilted her own lower thigh to nudge her sister’s head.  Mostly disentangling herself, the other vixen looked, and blinked, as the shaft Gen was riding would have been called ‘average’ on, say, a rabbit standing around six-foot three.  On a mouse standing all of four and a half in his stocking feet, it looked just shy of huge, and from the moist gleam the candles described along its length the bear certainly had no complaints.


Corren knew his oral skills still needed work.  His performance was, the tigresses had assured him, distinctly above-average when he could actually focus entirely on that single task, but with Gen sating herself so vigorously, he physically couldn’t keep his focus, involuntary flutters of his own muscles seeming to conspire with the bear’s hips as they slammed down again, sending his muzzle wide at unpredictable intervals.  Finally, the walls surrounding him clenched, Geniva throwing her head back with a gasp as she thrust down just once more.  A squeak in a matching voice marked Corren finally getting a good shot at Bev’s hood, closing careful lips around it to gently suckle, his tongue stroking in tiny circles against its top... for as long as he could.  Gen’s rhythmic grip was bringing him dangerously close... and the combination of her twin’s sudden, throaty cry and the warmth of new wetness against his muzzle were enough.


Ayli absently cupped one of her twin’s breasts as she squirmed around, trying for a better view as the rodent’s seed joined the juices already seeping from their friend and musing softly, “Not quite simultaneous... but close enough that I’d call that a triple.  Would you, Ler?”


“I would,” a soft, androgynous voice commented, and several heads turned, though no one felt any fear, and their expressions blossomed into confusion as each one realized that.  They should be at least startled by a newcomer...  Looking to be around Corren’s fifteen, a slimly-muscular male fox was climbing onto the bed, and he smiled as he looked over the youths, “I’m... Roxy.  I know, I don’t match the stories at least some of you have heard about that name, but wouldn’t you agree that we’ve got enough girls here already?  I wanted to thank you all for helping to consecrate my temple, and the best way I know to do that is to join in.  Ayli?  You’re first, so I can make up for what your eagerness cost you.”


The mouse’s fundamental concepts regarding the nature of reality had taken a brief blow, in Lorina’s care, when he’d innocently asked about an overheard conversation, why she’d said ‘Kathy’ one moment and ‘Kathalla’ the next, and she’d answered, fully and completely.  Some corner of his mind chalked ‘attended an orgy with a member of the pantheon’ onto the list that included ‘got murdered’ and ‘slept with two sets of identical twin sisters in a row,’ noting as well that that last number would change to three shortly, then asked itself... when would his life stop proving ‘things couldn’t possibly get weirder’ was considered a challenge, not a fact, by the universe?  That, though, could be pondered in depth another time.  Given the looks the bears were giving that fox’s growing erection, and those the vixens were giving him, his attention would shortly be required elsewhere.

* * *


Lerrie blinked, then groaned, her sister joining in the next moment, and she shook her head before looking back to Geniva, “That’s a horrible pun!”


“Speak for yourself,” the bear smirked.  “I know it’s bad in that sense, but it’s still associated with fond memories in my mind.”  Her expression softened to a mere grin as she glanced over at Corren while they walked, “I suspect Roxy was very careful about that detail...  Other than the knot, of course, the ‘member of the pantheon’ was only a little bigger than yours, and both were plenty.  We’re all still growing; as much as the fantasies may make us salivate, enormous cocks just aren’t practical to enjoy.  Yours is more than enough, dear.”


Bev spoke up, “I think that’s how our littlest brother ended up married a couple years before either of us...  He lucked out, judging by what I saw through his drawers before he woke up one morning.  His wife struck me as a girl who’d be happy with any number of men, but our new mother in law let a few things slip.  Something about being physically gifted but still young enough to train, and that’s why the daughter chose him.”


Ayli nodded and, since she couldn’t think of anything to contribute to the conversation, increased her pace just a bit, taking the lead of the small group to climb the steps of their destination’s front porch.  Work assignments had been a bit scarce, most of the overseers still sleeping in after the rush, so the youngest members of the group had proposed a purely social visit to their grandparents’ house.  Once she’d knocked, she turned to watch the others join her.  Their adventure, the previous afternoon and evening, seemed to have gone unnoticed; they’d pulled on their warm, dry clothes just in time to lose themselves in the flow as the mess tent emptied, but the crowd’s sheer density helped to explain to their family and acquaintances why they hadn’t seen them at that meal.


“Just a moment,” Bevora said, an odd look on her face as she drew near, then pointed at the door, “Someone’s coming, but... that’s mage-locked just now.  Rather strongly, too.  I’m also seeing little flutters of energy that suggest partially-cloaked wards, all over the place; I dare not actually probe them.”


Corren was glad to finally have something to contribute to the conversation as he took shelter from a much gentler rain than the previous day’s, noting, “I suggest, then, that we wait.”


At least two of the girls looked like they had a quick come-back for that line, but whoever Bev had been referring to got to the door before they could be voiced, the muffled scrape of a physical bar heard just before it finally opened.  “Come in, kids,” Ferrl directed, “but don’t leave until we’ve had a word about what you can and can’t repeat to the general public about your visit.”


The five youngsters filed in past him, his granddaughters pausing to hug him on the way, but Bevora had to stop in the still mostly-bare entryway and ask, “Is it too soon to sign up for your magic classes?  Because I know you were the one who made those wards, but I’ve never seen them loosened so fast without canceling the whole spell.  I really, really want to know how you did that, beyond the obvious of just practicing for several decades.”


“It’s all in the initial casting,” he replied as he led the group down the short hall to the dwelling’s sitting room, “particularly in where you physically bind the spells.  Just about every part of these defenses is based on a slightly offset projection, not a simple radiation from its origin point, so while they cover the actual doors and windows as intended, they were originally bound to the frames and wall studs, letting things move with a lot less disruption later on.”


Only the one bear followed his explanation, most of her companions grateful for a subject that they could safely ignore while they dealt with the surprise of just who was waiting for them.  Lachier’s crown was nowhere to be seen, and if fine his clothes were anything but ‘regal,’ the aging ‘coon exchanging nods of greeting with Gen, Ay, and Ler.  Since her sister was still nodding in wide-eyed understanding to the wolf, Geniva stepped over to give her royal, unofficial ‘uncle’ a hug.


Danara stepped in through the room’s other doorway, carrying a tray of mugs and a steaming carafe to set down on the small, low table in front of the couch, “Here you go, kids, the last of my stash of Dachiland chocolate.  I made some for our guest’s breakfast, but it’s still warm.  Now that we’re living a mite farther south, of course, restocking will be a bit easier.”


Settling onto the couch with three girls filled it up, but there were chairs enough for Bev once she’d finished digesting her impromptu lesson, so Corren instead took a moment to ask while the lady wolf was pouring a dark brown liquid into teacups, “What is ‘chocolate?’  It’s obviously something from kingdoms with a climate closer to tropical, but I don’t have much experience with exotic imports.”


A quiet, “Oh!” from the old raccoon drew several eyes, and he straightened in his seat, quickly explaining, “He meant that, didn’t he?  I guess that puts things in perspective for me...”  Addressing the young mouse directly, he continued with a faint smile, “Chocolate is one of those odd substances that tastes horrible in its raw form, but with a little refining and a bit of sweetening, it’s a rare and delicious treat.  Rather expensive, too; think of it as a form of sweet tea that’s absolutely nothing like tea, except in how it wakes you up.  For mornings, I usually prefer that ordinary tea, as enjoying a ‘treat’ is not the mental mood I wish to court while preparing for most of my days, but for the first vacation I’ve taken in about a decade and a half, it’s perfect.  Getting to meet the sort of fellow for whom my routine luxuries are actually something special, though, that’s quite a bit more satisfying than even the sweetest cup.  Lad, my name’s Lachier, and I snuck in under the cover of yesterday’s storm.  My daughter can run the kingdom for a few days while I enjoy my old friend’s hospitality.”


Gen grinned broadly at her lover as he sat there blinking, and noted with a faintly malicious amusement, “Bev and I got used to chocolate on a regular basis for a while... when we were living in Fariach.  We told you our mother was an Agent, but left out the detail that the queen’s man adopted us after she died, so of course we recognized our ‘Uncle Lach’ after living with him for several years.”


Nodding, and blinking at the nudge of a knuckle wrapped around a cup, Corren finally recovered enough to accept his serving from the wolf.  Since he couldn’t think up anything to say to his king, off-duty he may be, he instead addressed the nearer surprise, sniffing carefully...  Whatever else ‘chocolate’ may be, there was definitely fresh cream in there somewhere too, and he sipped, eyes widening as a remarkably complex, bittersweet blend struck his senses.


Lerrie opted not to join the several indulgent chuckles as others watched the mouse’s reaction, instead commenting, “You weren’t the only one to take advantage of that storm, your Majesty...  Grandpa?  You probably have some idea who the senior priests in this bunch are, and you might want to tell whoever will lead Roxy’s temple that they needn’t go to any special effort to consecrate it.  That’s been taken care of, even if none of us are her clergy.  Yes, she joined in, though she left the boobs in heaven this time and wore a nice cock instead.”


Sharing a grinning glance with his old friend, Ferrl mused, “My daughter and I have few secrets between us, so while she didn’t censor her letters to me, I knew she had to be summarizing heavily, as the fine details of my grandcubs’ mischief would be more than she had time to write.  Nipping into a half-built church and holding a small, divinely sanctioned orgy... is less surprising news than they might think.  Are you sure we’re far enough from Fariach?  It’s a convenient distance to visit, but chaos can and often does spread.”


“I think they’re safe enough where they are,” the king replied as he glanced from one vixen to the next, “but no closer, please.  Berria stopped by the palace before I left, and told me she’d had to stop a small cult before it really got started.  The slaves at the Nethers were swapping rumors and speculation, about ‘Kathalla’s Judges,’ the seeming children who decide whether or not one is worthy of Her heaven.  Those stopped soon enough once she’d pointed out that the pair in question had just been visiting, thankfully.  If that kind of thing is left to grow on its own, the next young vixen to go downstairs would be mobbed by the collared staff.  Pleasantly, most likely, but still mobbed.”


Bev rolled her eyes and injected into the soft giggles and chuckles surrounding her, “Just like her Agency and magic, Momma always hid her faith from us... but once we’d made the connection, every rumor we’d ever heard about the ‘evil Kathallics’ turned from a warning into a joke.  She was a loving mother, a good shopkeeper, and we found out only too late how good an Agent she was.  That these girls share her faith does not make me regret one thing we shared between us, yesterday.”


Several nods were forthcoming, but Ferrl’s paused mid-motion, his eyes widening briefly, and he pointed a finger at the young man on his couch, “You...  I’ve heard of you, of course, the martial student who showed up and immediately started helping, and not with just the easy work, but... oh don’t look so worried, lad.  You haven’t done anything wrong, and I most certainly don’t object to you and my granddaughters having fun, but this needs a bit of explaining.  Bevora will probably follow it best.”  As the mouse blinked curiously at the bear who’d found a seat of her own after the couch had filled, the wolf went on, “Anyone who learns how to use magic in combat develops certain habits, such as using mage-sight, often in several different ways, to periodically probe their surroundings.  I have not, myself, been an Agent for several decades, but some of my more paranoid rituals remain, and they have saved my and my wife’s life at at least two points.  I have four or five ‘routine probe’ spells I use, though calling them ‘spells’ is a bit of a misnomer as they’re simply different ways of looking at the world, and one in particular lets me know if anyone else with mage-talent happens to be nearby.  That’s the one I use the least often, but I try to get around to it whenever I remember, and my latest glance showed that three people in this room have the potential to use magic, while only two of them actually knew it.  And that, lad, is why I’m pointing at you and changing the subject.”


While the town’s newest wizard sat there blinking in surprise, Lachier noted, “Diral... and Dirran’s single biggest lack.  Keep an eye on him, Ferrl, and let me know if it seems likely, okay?”


“If I’m reading his potential right, that’s a firm ‘maybe,’ so I’ll be in touch about it,” the earl nodded.


Slipping her arm around his waist, Ayli leaned in and kissed Corren on the cheek just to break him out of his confused stupor, Gen following suit from the other side a moment later, but it was the vixen who pointed out, “You’ll still need that power ‘woken up’ before you can use it... and I remember the story about how Grandpa got his magic.  You’ll need to come back here some evening, after a hard shift but before dinner... right?”


Their host nodded, “Exactly, and good memory, Ay.  More than half the town has the morning off after yesterday’s rush and the storm, and most of the rest are just mopping up water and collecting fallen branches.  No one’ll have a particularly tiring shift until at least tomorrow, so that’s probably the best time, once he’s exhausted.  After that, it’ll still be a couple weeks until formal lessons can begin, but I’m sure Bev will show him a few interesting tricks to keep him occupied.”


Finally recovering enough to smirk at the suggestion, Corren replied, “A few more interesting tricks, you mean.  I’ve already enjoyed a few of her surprises, and I look forward to learning the rest.”


The bear and her sister were both blushing faintly, as few could be quite as shameless about that subject as a pair of young vixens were, but they were smiling anyway.

Chapter 5


“It only came up during pillow talk, since Wol hadn’t had an assignment recently.  Peaceful times can occasionally be boring for the sorts who only usually deal with outright crises, so Jorrie gave him a mystery to solve that didn’t have anything to do with the safety of the kingdom, as well as being impossible on the surface.  How could even an Agent track down the origin of a pair of common pants, that had themselves been lost years ago?  A bit of lurking, an insightful observation, and one question were all it took to find out what body-shape a pair of skinny legs that were a foot and more too long for a slim ermine had originally been tailored for.”  Lerrie didn’t make her curious friends wait, explaining with a grin, “They’d belonged to a young ligress, who at age thirteen hit seven feet tall, but she wasn’t done growing yet, leading to a ‘custom-tailored’ garment ending up in a second-hand shop after just a few months.”


Gen nodded with a smile, “Of all the entertainments in Fariach, Jorrie’s music and wit are what I miss the most.  I know the salles and such have been more work, but I’m looking forward to the musical students’ facilities’ completion a bit more.  The occasional muffled tune as one walks by would seriously brighten this town up.”


Drawing to a brief halt as three unicorns, one a foreman, hauled a handcart piled with wall paneling past them down the main street they’d just reached, Corren commented, “I hadn’t really thought about it... but that’s what’s missing from this place.  It’s why some part of me still feels like I’m on a trip, because I haven’t heard a single lute or lyre since my arrival, which is interpreted at some level as my still being between towns.  I’ve seen plenty of instrument cases, but that’s not the same.”


A thoughtful look and a raised paw from Ayli made the whole group pause at the intersection, and she explained, “Two of those cases are mine and Ler’s...  Yes, we can play.  I haven’t heard any of the adults talking about this sort of thing, though.  For all those years of planning they did, it’s all about the town’s buildings and roads, nothing about its soul.  The sounds and smells of a settlement are generally what one remembers, more than its architecture.  I know you need to go haul gravel for the road bases, Cor, and all four of us are wanted on the flooring teams after the job we did on the big room, but... Welcome needs some music.  The central square’s almost done, plenty of benches, but they’re still building the cistern that will run the fountain, so it’s actually quieter there than it has been before or will be again.  Ler?  Tune your lute tonight; tomorrow morning, we’re going to set up an ambush, and the whole town’s our target.”


Gen raised a finger, “I’ve got a pair of bongo drums in my luggage.  Don’t start without me,” and grinned.


The mouse smiled around at his friends, “You four... never mind.  I’m just glad I met all of you.  If I’m not too sore from today’s job or too bewildered from what that wolf will follow it with, I’ll be there.”

* * *


Corren opened his eyes, then immediately blinked, which didn’t do a thing to interrupt the dull gray shapes of the house or the bright, mostly red and orange glow of other bodies in the room.  A faint chuckle from the office’s other guest chair started to draw his gaze, but he had to stop and blink again as he realized he could see the king’s smile in those energy-shapes without having to actually look.


Ferrl nodded from the other side of the desk, “Welcome to my world, son.  It seems you’re almost as gifted as I am, at least in your perceptions, and I still remember my first few weeks of trying to get my new senses under control.  Good luck.  We’ll give them some time to settle down before I show you how to do anything more active, at which point I’ll get a better idea of your actual power.”


Lachier commented, “I’ve got a councilor who would probably object to the term, but he’s my ‘loyal opposition.’  I don’t think he even realizes the impression he’s giving when he does it, but almost any idea that isn’t his, he’ll object to, and he was halfway to a full-blown, whining rant about the ‘danger’ of letting a foreign, racial power establish a foothold deep in our territory, before I cut him off and called for a straight-up vote with no more debate.  The fact that I personally witnessed the first new mage of the school getting his powers, and that there wasn’t a single unicorn involved in his awakening beyond the overseer who exhausted him first, will do much to quiet the mutters of that man’s allies.”


His old friend nodded with a faintly toothy smile, “I’m pretty sure I know to whom you refer, from your letters, and you’re right.  The consistency with which he objects makes him predictable, and a predictable enemy is sometimes the best friend you could have.”  The monarch’s return grin faded as both men perked their ears, a muffled knocking making it to the second-floor office.


“It’s Dame Elaria,” the mouse mentioned.  “No one else wears their weapons like she does.”


One brow high, Ferrl gave him a closer look, “This house’s defenses let us look out, while keeping others from looking in, but they still... blur the magical view outside.  I’m surprised you were able to see her clearly enough to differentiate her swords from the rest of her.”


Glancing up, the younger man flushed, a wry twist to his muzzle, “I know she’s your daughter, sir, which is what makes me reluctant to clarify... it’s not just her swords.  One of her knives is in a very... unusual scabbard, and I think I just figured out how to muffle this sense a bit, simply so I could avoid perceiving that spot.  It’s a punch-dagger, so the handle doesn’t stick out.  I may be on intimate terms with her daughters, but that gives me no right to violate her privacy.”


The king shared a glance with his old Agent, then looked back, “Young man, you’ve just guaranteed yourself a comfortable, easy life if you want it.  There are quite a few positions available where your duties would be identical to what you just did, examining new arrivals and reporting on anything hidden.  It’s not very exciting work, I’ll admit, but it pays well.”


“I knew Ela was coming,” Ferrl noted, “but she’s fifteen or twenty minutes early.  Even if my shelves aren’t built yet, this office is officially active, and she’s got a report for me.  I guess it works out; this was the first time I woke up another wizard’s senses without a headmaster-grade partner, so I’d budgeted more time to get it right.  If you’d like to finally get that supper you need, just tell my daughter to come right up.”


With one more blink as he pulled his thoughts back under some semblance of control, Corren nodded, “Thank you, for the senses as well as the meal, as I could really use one right about now.  Bev has probably eaten by now, but said she’d wait for me; I think she’s really looking forward to someone else her age she can talk magic with.”


Both of the elders chuckling, the ‘coon waved toward the door, “Then you should be on your way, lad.  Even a king knows you should never keep a woman waiting.”

* * *


Her friend watching closely through closed eyes, Bevora held her hand out, muttering, “Now.”


Corren’s brow furrowed as he felt the pressure against his chest, and when it faded he opened his eyes, “Nothing.  I didn’t see anything.  I’m going to have to talk with Ferrl about this; is it a blind spot of my own, or did he miss something in my head?  I can see every elemental energy line you can make, except this ‘motion magic.’  I had to stop myself from trying a light projection, too, since it looks so easy the way you do it, but I’ll be an odd wizard indeed if it turns out I can’t move anything.”


Gen was there too, in the twins’ little room.  Even without magic of her own, her sister valued her input, as some of her ideas had proven remarkably workable.  Now, she took a moment to consider, then suggested, “Maybe you should try some projections?  I know it’s ‘too early,’ but it makes sense to find the actual limits and conditions of a supposed weak point before consulting about it, if only to minimize how many tests your tutor needs to help figure out what’s going on.”


Bev nodded, “Let’s try that.  Just light, as it’s hard to hurt anything with a mistake that way, but try for a point or ball, Cor.”


Nodding back, the mouse closed his eyes again and held up a hand.  While he still had very little control over his mage-sight’s focus and sensitivity, he’d managed to get a firm hold on its range, so only his and the bears’ bodies were glowing to him.  He’d watched those glows closely during Bevora’s demonstrations, and had seen how each element had started as a faint pulse in her brain, then grown on its way through her chest and down her arm, while an echo of that first surge continued above, ending only when the projection itself died, except for motion-magic.  If that had had a ‘pulse,’ it had been just as invisible as the force pushing against him.  Now, he started gently trying to ‘push’ his own magic, and his own glow intensified encouragingly, but he paused as his chest and arm started tingling faintly, as every element, in varying degrees, seemed to be part of that pulse.  He analyzed the pattern more closely even as his mind moved in new, random directions, trying to figure out what it was doing and how to do it better, and an unconscious tension in his shoulders faded as something finally clicked into place in his thoughts, half of the elements fading from the gathering energies.  Light was still part of the mix, so he kept going on the same mental path, pulling fire and air out of the blend and filing away how they felt for a better grip on them next time.


“That’s it,” Bev rumbled, a smile audible in her tone.  “Project that.”


Corren nodded once more then focused, a broad grin spreading across his muzzle as his mundane vision went from black to pink through his eyelids, his other senses reporting a bright, shining point a few inches above his palm.  He pulled back a bit, until the energy-shapes of Gen’s face relaxed from their wince, then, without increasing its power any, pushed just a little harder on the projection, expanding the point into a small sphere before opening his eyes to look at his handiwork.


“Good,” Geniva grinned.  “The next time we go exploring, we won’t have to count on a Goddess to bring candles along even if it’s just you and me that time.”


Her lover had to agree, “I can see why you were so blasé about it, Bev.  This really is pretty easy once I know how to do it.  Hmm, but what else can it do?”  Though it wasn’t strictly necessary, since his mind controlled it rather than his hands, he touched the ball with his free hand’s fingertips...  They didn’t feel anything, not even warmth, but to his mind’s eye that ‘pure’ elemental light-energy still had some variations...  Physically pinching one edge of the light’s insubstantial border, he focused on those variations even as his hand moved, ‘pulling’ a long, ribbon-like strand of bright red outwards, the rest of the white light fading to a bright cyan.  That shifted in turn toward blue as he pulled a second ribbon out, yellow this time, and he moved a bit faster as his confidence grew.  Four more repeats of the motion saw the sphere completely gone, and a very small, perfect rainbow hovered in the air between them.


“Ooh, pretty!” Gen breathed.


Her twin nodded, her eyes wide, “Very... and while I don’t know the full implications yet, I must point out that it took me three weeks of practice before I could do something like that, not three hours.  We should get some rest, because it’s late... but you need another chat with Sir Ferrl, and I want to be there for it this time.  He, if anyone, would know what your quirks actually mean.”


Letting the illusion fade, the young wizard nodded back, only to be interrupted by a yawn that had snuck up on him.  “Whew!” he finally exclaimed as it let him go, “I think some part of me was just waiting for that suggestion so it could point out how tired the rest of me was.  Good idea, my dear, and while both of you are, as always, delightful company, I think I should follow that suggestion in my own room, rather than here.  I’m afraid I’d only disappoint, if you asked me to ‘help you get to sleep.’”


Gen leaned in to plant a smiling kiss on his cheek, “You’ve never disappointed us yet... but on those other nights you had a lot more energy, aye.  We’ll see you some other eve.”

* * *


Breakfast had provided an opportunity to check with his teacher’s wife, with about the results he’d been expecting.  Their ‘special guest’ was leaving that evening, once full darkness fell, and the related details of a king’s security meant that tomorrow would be the earliest a meeting could be arranged, according to Danara.  The apparent progress as the town of Welcome was built came in spurts, as behind-the-scenes details were finished and the next, more visible step was started, and the small, private rooms he and each pair of twins had been assigned had been his cue to look around and actually see how far they’d come.  While work crews were still busy in several major areas, from the central square where the entry road and Temple Row met it seemed like it was finally ‘real,’ only needing a bit of decoration and a lively populace to feel like any other settlement its size.


As he followed the vixens out of the mess tent, having just told them exactly that, Ayli quipped, “That’s what we’re here for.  If we can’t liven these folks up, I’ll eat my violin.”


A stop by the back door of the general store was their only side-trip, picking up the instruments the owner had agreed to hold for them, but once they reached the square it became obvious that, even if no one had discussed it, the teens had not been the only ones missing music.  As the girls settled onto a pair of benches to uncase their stringed instruments, and Geniva set her drums up between her knees, several unicorns were blinking in pleased surprise and looking around, their immediate errands set aside as they found benches of their own.  Corren, for his part, took a seat on the cobblestones between his lovers, their mortar solid but still smelling of its newness.


“Let’s try ‘Welcome Home,’” Ler murmured, and her sister nodded.  “Give us a high, fast beat, Gen.”


The bear’s paired bongos were two sizes, the smaller one sounding high and clear as her first paw came down.  One hand alternated between its fingers and heel at the drum’s center, while the other tapped the edge in staccato harmony before darting to the far drum at the end of each measure for an emphasizing, bass beat, and more than just the youngsters’ feet were tapping as Ayli lifted her bow and tucked her instrument under her chin.  Her first run, a trilling little jig of single notes, was echoed the next moment by the same sequence as full chords from Lerrie’s lute, and on the third measure they joined as one, and the mouse closed his eyes, relaxing as the first music he’d heard in weeks touched his soul.


Bevora didn’t own or play an instrument, but she also didn’t care to be one more passive member of the audience.  Her eyes half-closed, she listened to the old, familiar song’s first repeat, pleased at how well her friends were rendering it, and as the violin sang its momentary solo anew, she joined in.


“The ale is cold and the apples are ripe,


The fire is lit and I’ve filled your old pipe.


I yearn for the stories you’ve heard on the roam,


But right here and now, my dear, oh welcome home.


I envy the travels that I could not join,


Someone must stay home to earn a fair coin.


But words paint a picture I see and can share,


The people and places that you’ve met out there.


You know that I worry, whenever you’re gone,


But your feet must wander those miles so long.


Each time that you come back, safe hearty and hale,


I give thanks then listen, it’s time for a tale.


The merchant who cheated, the robber that stole,


The shivers up my spine, grateful you’re still whole.


The dancer that teased you, the bard that did play,


Tell me more of them, ‘fore you go away.”


By the second verse, three of the younger, watching couples’ energy-shapes were up and dancing with one another as the mouse sank further into himself, only his mage-sight observing as he savored the harmonies that seemed to thrum deep within him.  He could almost see the scene the old song described, a wandering spouse or lover returning to their home’s comfort at long last, and those new senses, or rather the powers linked to them, seemed to itch.  If only to relieve that unsettling sensation in the middle of his brain, he pushed just a little, feeling the energy gently flow and the irritation immediately fade, and those visions seemed to intensify, his uncle’s sitting room coming to mind, a fire roaring and refreshments set out as the man hugged the wife he hadn’t seen in weeks.  An odd catch crept into Bev’s voice as she kept singing, but he didn’t open his eyes to determine why; he was far more focused on his own little world, his aunt and uncle seated in comfortable chairs while, between them, the fire faded out, images of majestic vistas, crowded taprooms, and a bandit’s evil smile filling the space between them as the lyrics covered the sharing of tales.


Only as the song concluded, with its second and last use of its title lyric as those imagined mice embraced once more before moving out of the imagined room toward bed, did he open his own eyes, then immediately blinked.  Even as Ler’s lute’s final chord faded, the exact scene he’d been watching in his mind was fading too, from the air around and above them, and a great many people were staring, wide-eyed, at him.


Ayli murmured, “We don’t need to talk to Grandpa, I think...  He’s right over there, and I can guess who’s in that hooded cloak beside him.  I didn’t understand your explanation of your magical difficulties, but now I know I’ve seen someone with the same ones.  The whole family had to pay a gold crown each to get into that show.  There’s nothing wrong with you or the way he woke your powers...  Corren, you’re an illusionist.”


The mouse gave his head a shake to clear it, then nodded, “I’m not sure what that word means, exactly... but I think I’m about to find out.  Your grandfather is beckoning, and his expression suggests that I’d better not decline the invitation.  He’ll probably explain things to me momentarily,” and he stood up, pleased to note a lack of soreness from his position on the stones.


Ayli was nodding as she massaged her fingers, a bit sore from lack of recent practice, then stiffened, one arm twitching, and she hissed, “Don’t point or stare... but there’s a black cat with some white on her forehead on the opposite street.  I think we just repeated our helpful performance for Roxy, in a different way.”


Grimacing, Corren nodded, “I’ll take your word for it.  If I confirm it for myself, while all these folks are still watching, I might freak out a bit.  I’m going to go talk to the earl, since that seems to be the least chaotic of my options just now.”


Bevora patted him on the shoulder and smiled, “Life is always interesting and chaotic when unusual talents crop up unexpectedly...  Assuming you survive the meeting, we’ll see you at lunch after we give these nice people a few more songs.”


Rolling his eyes at her phrasing, the mouse kissed her on the cheek then steeled himself, doing his best to ignore the eyes on him as he joined the wolf and his disguised king.

* * *


“You were right,” Corren told his friends as he set down his tray.  “Once we were away from the crowd, his very first words were, ‘You can’t see motion-magic at all, right?’  Evidently my kind is slightly more common than natural mages, but Ferrl’s estimate is that I’m one of perhaps a dozen living illusionists at this time.”


Bevora nodded and swallowed her latest bite, “That’s why it took three hours for you to learn what took me three weeks.  You’ve got a knack for light-energy that’s hard to understate, and if you want you can use it to get very, very rich.”


The mouse frowned and started slicing the small piece of grilled steak on one corner of his tray, “That’s not what I’m here for, though.  I still want to learn to use my sword; if I’m offered magic lessons and combat lessons at conflicting times, I’d probably pick the latter.”


“We should be able to get started on that in a day or two,” Lerrie nodded, “as major projects are starting to get hard to find.  There’s still a lot of detail-work, but Welcome is almost ready to welcome the general public.”


Her sister added, “Once the businesses are running, anyway...  They’re already planning to take down this tent in no more than half a week, but by then the dorm kitchens will be furnished and the stores will have a proper selection of stock, so we can get back to making or buying our meals.”


A deeper frown flickered across Corren’s muzzle as he chewed a bite, then swallowed and pointed out, “While I’ll be glad for the start of classes, I’m realizing now that I didn’t think things through very well.  What I’ve got left in my purse, once I’m not being paid in meals, is going to run out rather quickly, even with just basic living expenses.  I seem to have left one important word out of my plans...  Tuition.  I’m not sure what that costs, but I don’t think I can afford it, unless I provide visuals to go along with everyone else’s music for tips, four days out of seven.  My education still seems possible, but I now dread how long it will take.”


Ler rolled her eyes, “What part of Bev’s ‘very, very rich’ didn’t you understand?  That illusionist we saw in Letarr, my family was only a small part of the audience.  Extrapolating from what we paid, I’m guessing the performers’ total haul for that one-hour show was somewhere around fifty or sixty gold nobles, depending on how big a cut the venue owner demanded.  Sure, the newborn economy of Welcome doesn’t have that kind of money, but you’re not exactly without resources.  The overseers told you about the pay structure, right?  If your wages aren’t enough, you can take a week or two off then come back with all the money you need.”


Even as he loaded his fork with a large bite of salad, Corren blinked, “Pay structure?  Wages?  I don’t have a job, so I’m afraid you’re just confusing me, dear.”


Gen sighed, “Oh, Goddess... you really didn’t know?  You thought that days of backbreaking labor were being paid with nothing but a few meals, a place to sleep, and some worthwhile exercise?  I’m glad the subject came up, or you’d end up living a life of poverty, trading away your time and effort for next to nothing.  It’s part of the most basic plans for the town; this tent coming down and the businesses opening up are going to happen at almost the same time, and every bit of work you’ve done has been noted and written down by someone.  They haven’t made an issue of it, since there’s nowhere to spend money yet, but your room and board were complimentary, just perks of the job.  Once a pocket full of currency is actually useful to them, every worker will be paid for the work they’ve done.  You should have quite a tidy sum coming to you.”


That frown finally disappeared from between Cor’s whiskers, and he nodded slowly as he chewed...  “That’s all news to me, so I’m guessing our late arrival meant everyone assumed it had already been explained enough, and I just missed any repeats.  Thank you, Gen; that’s a major load off my mind, since this whole ‘illusionist’ thing doesn’t even enter into my calculations.  It’s too new, too different, to even think about, so in a sense I’m the exact same non-mage who shared a cart bench with you.  I’ll still need to see what the actual numbers look like, but unless the prices are really high I should be able to stick around for the basics.”


Her sister nodding and smiling, Bevora shook her head with a much more wry expression, “You are something else, my friend...  The figure Lerrie mentioned, in every other man I’ve met, would prompt an immediate change of careers as they jumped at it.  I’m still not sure whether you’re simply principled or very stupid for being an exception to that.”


“Neither, I hope; I simply try to keep my focus on things that actually matter, and the hypothetical income of a job I never knew was possible and have no interest in pursuing falls under the category of ‘meaningless, useless trivia’ to me.  Same thing with the... special guest’s suggestion of a career in magical inspection.  I may have mage-potential, but I’m not, and have no plans to ever be, a professional wizard.”


“You will have magic lessons, though,” Ayli told him firmly.  “That’s a matter of kingdom law.  From your first awakening, you have exactly six months in which to prove that you have enough control to prevent magical accidents, or you’ll face consequences ranging from remedial lessons to the permanent removal of your gift.  Historically, whether they used their powers much or not, a lot more than half of those who have their magic taken away end up committing suicide, so don’t make any permanent decisions too quickly.  You’re still getting used to your gifts, but life without them, after experiencing them, is said to be very depressing.”


The thoughtful grimace on his muzzle was much more encouraging than his frown, from his friends’ perspectives, and he nodded, focusing on his meal as he tried to wrap his mind around his immediate future and the choices therein.

Chapter 6


I’m sorry it’s taken so long for me to write, and I can only hope that no official notice reaches you first, Corren wrote by candlelight.  The writing desk, quite simple for its type, was part of the dorm’s standard furnishings, though it had only just been finished by one of the carpentry teams.  The Fanged Goddess told me that the copy of my body She made would be found, so there is a chance that you believe I died on my adventure.  I didn’t, though my seeming murder involved the theft of my birthday present.  I have another sword, now, a gift from my first lover.  I know you disapprove of casual dalliances, Mother, but I rather suspect you’d object even more strongly to my bringing home a tigress for a wife.


If you find a map of Drachath that includes their county of Stonecliff, you will not find the town of Welcome.  It’s there, though, north of Marblefield, the first ‘colony’ of unicorns outside of the Vale, and they built this town to teach any who wish to learn.  I helped them build it, in my own small way, as there was work for every hand that offered.  I’ve also met several interesting people; a retired Agent and earl, the mortal incarnation of Roxanarra, a pair of twins who lived for several years in the royal palace, and King Lachier II himself.  The earl, as any Agent would be, is a wizard, and he quickly noticed a potential within me that I’d never suspected.  I do not, at this time, plan to make a career of magic; I still very much wish to learn to use my sword.  I did, though, quickly figure out that there was something odd about my powers, as there was one major thing it seemed I simply could not do.  I cannot move anything, which is also the same force used by magical swords and armor, so if someone attacks me with a knife, I’d better know some other way to defend myself.  This failing, however, is the unique hallmark of an illusionist, and the very day after my magic was awoken, I discovered a knack for projected imagery.  I will attempt to use it at the end of this letter to provide proof that I am your son, and that any corpse that may have been returned to you was not me.


The hard work of building Welcome has only recently finished, but my wages are what will get this letter to you.  I love you and miss you, and my path has taken me places none of us ever imagined, but I’m in a good place, and I’ve found friends here.  Give Jarret my love and thanks, and my apologies for losing his gift before I even got the peace-bonding off.


Your son, Corren

His first lesson with Sir Ferrl had led to the spell he planned to use on this letter, since it had incorporated two techniques crucial to his thought, the use of energies other than light and using light itself as something other than a projection.  Glancing over his shoulder once he’d blown on the ink enough for it to start losing its shine, he started by planting bright, white balls of energy in each corner of the ceiling, fully illuminating his body and desk, then he mentally sketched a plane in the air, a bit behind and to one side.  He could sense every bit of light that passed through that imagined square, a jumbled blur from all angles, but as he concentrated his focus narrowed, a blurred mental image gradually coming into focus as he ‘listened to’ only the light coming straight at the box.  His eyes closed, he watched himself as he folded the page into thirds, then lifted the top flap.  He could feel the itch of sweat as he slowly defined a second square, carefully so as not to lose the first, on what would be the bottom flap of the parchment’s blank back.  A duplicate of his mental view appeared on that flap, moving even as he did, but light was ever transitory so he wasn’t done yet.  He had a very good idea, after his lesson, of just how much fire-energy it took to scorch or ignite parchment, and he spent a long moment simply keeping both spells running and observing the balance of light and dark around him as he trickled power into a temporary pool.


It was a good thing his eyes were closed when he twisted all three spells together, the brightest pink flash he could ever remember making it through his lids just as the scent of burnt leather rose.  He opened his eyes quickly, to make sure he hadn’t actually set anything on fire, then smiled.  There, under the regular candlelight once more, in shades of black and brown, was... himself.  He frowned faintly as he peered closer, as his short-sleeved shirt was showing a lot more muscle than he’d left home with.  He’d noticed a bit more tightness when pulling on warmer clothes, but hadn’t had any reason to examine his own body lately.  Still, he thought to himself, it might actually make a difference.  An image of exactly the same mouse who’d set out would be initially accepted, but prove suspicious once anyone thought about it, as any journey such as he’d described would leave a mark.  Blinking, then, he looked even closer...  The shading in the burn was really remarkable, depicting even the desk wood’s grain, but the miniature version of the letter itself contained words, so small that he could only make out capital letters, and just a hint of the shape of a mouse in a tiny square on the bottom flap.  He had to smile at the thought; if only his eyes were good enough to see them, how many recursive images had that spell actually captured?


As he folded the letter and reached for a candle to seal it, a different flicker caught his eyes, inner and outer.  Straightening, he watched as a glowing point spread into a dimly-glowing orange sphere, which stretched and blurred before forming the shapes of letters: Corren.


Blinking, the mouse nodded and spoke quietly, “Sir Ferrl?”  This sort of trick was probably beyond Bev’s abilities, after all, and he didn’t know any other mages.


The floating name smudged from one side as if a chalkboard had been wiped, and the student guessed that’s just what had happened as the next words were drawn letter by letter.


Yes, and I watched that spell very closely.  Wipe.  How did you judge the level of fire-energy?  Wipe.


Cor had to smile, “Very carefully, sir.  Our lesson this morning involved burnt parchment, with and without flames, so I paid attention to the difference, and balanced the power against the dark spots in the image.”


That’s what I’d hoped to hear.  Wipe.  I’ll send a note to the guild.  Wipe.  Your control’s just fine, son.  Wipe.  We’ll talk about your study options next week.

Eyes wide, he could only dip his head and murmur, “Thank you, sir,” as the words and magic both faded.  His friends would be happy to hear about this, he decided as he set his letter aside and started blowing out candles in preparation for bed.

* * *


“That’s great news!” Bev nodded, then swung.  Her wrist twisted as he ducked, and the next instant her ‘obvious’ head-strike came down hard on his shoulder.


Snorting at the mouse’s yelp, Geniva pointed out, “That trick probably wouldn’t have worked with real blades, but you’ve gotta watch for it anyway.  That wood doesn’t have much difference between flat and edge, but you should have seen it widening as she twisted.  No real opponent’s going to smack you in the head with the flat, so something else was obviously on its way.”


Rubbing his newest bruise with his free hand, Corren had to snort back, “Obviously.  Right.  My turn.”


“Your turn for another thwack,” both bears chimed as Bevora lunged.


He dodged to the side, bringing his own practice sword up, but her second step had been a feint, that foot instead halting her, and she was already back on guard.  His brow furrowed as he made three high, alternating slashes, each blocked with little effort, then the forth was a repeat from the same left side.


“Not—ow!” the bear yowled as hard wood struck her head from the right, the quickly-memorized illusion of his arm vanishing as his real one reappeared.


Corren kept his tone deadpan as he remarked, “The light bent around the area of my second strike right afterwards, so you should have realized a future blow would be made invisible there.  Obviously.”


Her twin snickering at her this time, Bev nodded with a grimace, “I should have been paying more attention to mage-sight, yeah; your glow didn’t get bent.  I dare you to try that again.”


“Accepting would be foolish of me,” he replied around a smile, then lifted his sword.  Once hers was ready, he lunged, his arm simply vanishing, and her eyes went wide just before his blow, pulled, hit the leather over her belly, and he added, “After all, you were expecting that trick.”


Bevora was still blinking when a unicorn stepped over to their corner of the salle and asked, “What did you just do?  I’ve been keeping an eye on you two because I’m the only instructor here who can, but I’ve never seen anything like that...  Four copies each, of your living glow and your wood’s earth-shimmer.”


The girl looked up, “I didn’t know he could do that either, sir!  It’s starting to look like an illusionist makes one hell of a lot better combat mage than I realized.”


“Um, I’m not sure I’d ever really be able to explain except to another illusionist, sir,” he replied, thinking hard about what he’d done by feel...  “Maybe the language of spells has words for it, but I’d been shown the standard mage-sight shroud blend, and I got to thinking about how and why it worked.  I tried... inverting it in a few ways, and one of those indeed made my mage-sight see things that weren’t there.  I can’t match things exactly without study first, so just to cover any flaws my real arm was shrouded.  You probably think she had a one in four chance of blocking the real sword, but she didn’t, because she was watching the light show it wasn’t a part of.”


Both other mages just shaking their heads in wonder, Geniva stepped up and held out her hand, “Alright, Bev, give.  And, Cor, don’t even think about magic.  You’re here to learn to use your sword, right?  Let me help.”


His friendly smile quickly hardened into a more serious expression, “Indeed, and thank you.  I only pulled those tricks because of your and her goading, but they’re just that, tricks, not skill.  I forgive you the bruises I’m about to receive,” and that smile came back as he lifted his sword.

* * *


Two heads shook as the traditional offer of refreshments was issued and politely declined, so Leoran relaxed back onto the simple stool that was his ‘temporary’ mayoral chair.  Until basic furnishings had been built for all students and faculty, Welcome’s official leader’s comfort could and would wait.  “The stores have been open for a bit, and it’s just about time for the town itself to do the same, as far as I can see.  Can either of you think of anything we’ve missed?”


Ferrl shook his head, “I can’t.  The teachers may be a little overwhelmed once a full-sized class of students, far more diverse than those in the Vale, is here, but I’m pretty sure a lot of them realized that.  Unicorns with no logical connection to the practice sessions involved have been going out of their way to stop by and see if they can help, any time one or more of the kids is busy, and it’s pretty clear that they’re trying to get a small taste of that diversity before they’ll need to handle a full meal.”


His daughter nodded, “That’s my take on the situation, too.  Those teachers’ principles are sound, but it remains to be seen how effective their attempted preparations may prove, since there’s an order of magnitude between a few, well-behaved kids and a whole class in terms of the chaos they can sow.”


The wolf nodded too, “Then we’re agreed on that...  I suppose now would also be the time to report on the letter I received yesterday afternoon.  As much as we enjoyed it, my old friend’s visit was also very useful.  His ability to speak from direct observation and experience gave him an authority no one on his council dared dispute, and all the formalities are out of the way.  This is an official town of Drachath, now, a legally-recognized communal entity firmly settled into the administrative hierarchy.  The county representative of Marblefield is now sharing that optimistically-large office of his with a new desk with ‘Welcome’ on the placard.  After Lachier’s working lunch with Fariach’s high priestess of Malia, too, we can expect a steady influx of new residents, as prospective students without a religious vocation, but with the resources to travel, will be given a firm suggestion that they apply here, not at their local temples.”


This brought a smile to the unicorn’s face, “The Holy One was rather cagey when we consulted Her about this project’s wisdom...  She often calls us ‘Her favorite children,’ but I guess we’re growing up now.  A lot of my conversations with priests, back when we were planning things, involved flickers of remembered annoyance, as She’d often replied to questions with some variant of, ‘Why are you asking Me about it?’  She clearly wanted us to do this on our own... and She apparently approves of the job we did, since the results of that lunch are a subtle but clear sign of support.”


The retired Agent had to give his daughter another smile, “Children grow up and leave home... but that’s what gives them a chance to shine.  I can definitely sympathize with Malia on this point.”


Restraining a chuckle at one of that particular vixen’s very rare blushes, Leoran moved on, “The second dorm building should be ready within a week, but we’re still debating on its exact use...  The most obvious choice is to separate the boys and girls, but since we hadn’t decided that yet, the workers went and installed sanitary facilities for both genders in both buildings.  My own preference is to divide them between martial and intellectual studies, or we can treat them equally as just more generic living space.”


“We’ve already got the enchantments set up to keep an eye on curious young mages in the first dorm,” Ferrl pointed out, “which proved very handy when Corren decided to get inventive.  If we just leave out one wall between the end units in the new place, that’ll provide a small salle on each floor, so kids arguing over the correct block or counter can figure things out without disturbing those who just want to study.”


Reaching for a quill and a notepad, the mayor nodded, “They haven’t put up more than the beams for those walls, yet, so I’ll float that idea with the project leaders right after we’re done here.  Thank you.”


Ela spoke up once he’d finished writing, “I think the next available team should focus on administrative buildings and facilities.  We will have several tax clerks, a dedicated military liaison for coordination with the constabulary in times of emergency, and others with similar roles arriving as soon as their superiors get around to assigning them, and they will need places to live and work.  Those teams and their leaders are very good at their jobs, of course, and I’m certain they’ve done as much research into local laws and regulations as they could, but no government can afford to assume that sort of thing.  ‘Native’ experts will be provided, and their assistance would be unwise to decline.”


The unicorn nodded, “That’s just what we all assumed would happen.  Now, in terms of our own administrative staff, the current arrangement is much like that between Malia and the mayors back before the Opening, and it’s one that’s familiar to unicorns so it works for us, but that’s exactly why we cannot continue with it.  Instead of the overseers and team leaders sharing their second-place rank below me, our plans call for one more layer, the senior council of the school, which shall consist of three members.  The Vale’s best young bard has already started her journey here, overland since she knew there wasn’t much she could help with until we’d finished building the place, and she’ll be headmistress of the musical classes.  Now, appearances are a large part of the other two choices, since Welcome’s four highest authorities should not consist purely of unicorns, but we wouldn’t offer the jobs to anyone unqualified, regardless of political considerations.  Still, it would kill two birds with one stone if you two accept, respectively, the headmistress of combat and headmaster of magic positions.  No one else in this entire settlement has a fraction of your personal experience in those fields.”


A faint smirk touched Ferrl’s silvery muzzle, “I, for one, accept this offer that I’d already figured was coming.  The house your people built for me... would not have had a large office and a dedicated files room if your original offer of a comfortable retirement telling stories were the whole truth.  I’ll still get to save my energy, picking and choosing which crisis deserves my personal attention, but I came prepared for a much more active role than the one originally described to me.”


The stallion nodding at his sensible response, Elaria agreed, “I’ll take it too, but on one, minor condition.  I would like the phrase ‘retired blade dancer’ to occur somewhere in my official titles, because the circumstances that brought me and my family here relate to my efforts to distance myself from those seeking to ‘prove themselves against the best.’  Life and death struggles are for the young, and I’ve had far more than my share already.”


Leoran smiled, “I’m sure we can find some way to discreetly make it clear that you are no longer accepting casual challenges.  Thank you, both, for accepting; our second choices for both your jobs are distant ones, and those struggling youths deserve the best we can give them.”


“On behalf of both of us, you’re quite welcome, and we’re grateful for this sort of challenge, the kind that improves the lives of all involved,” the wolf nodded.  “I have, of course, had brief chats with every mage-gifted unicorn I happened to notice, but I’d like to meet them all at some point, even the ones with split duties.  The fellow whom Corren confused wasn’t the only one with a mage-eye on the bout.  I need to get a better feel for their personalities and powers, for when the time comes to assign students where they’ll fit best.  I’m certain my daughter requires a similar chance to evaluate her subordinates, as I raised her to do her job, whatever it may be, right.  Next restday in the evening, for me; I’ll have my wife prepare some meat-free refreshments and make sure there’s plenty of seating.”


“Same day, just before lunch,” Ela added.  “I may need to evaluate a few people more energetically than a sit-down meeting entails, so I’ll want a good breakfast first.  We’ll meet in the main salle, as our few students wouldn’t be using it then.”


Leoran was scratching at his notepad again as he nodded, “Good, good... wages for the headmaster-level slots are currently budgeted at two nobles bi-weekly, but that will go up when it can; any increase in your workload will, after all, be accompanied by a proportional increase in received tuitions.  On the principle of doing everything properly, formal employment contracts will be delivered to you by a clerk when available, and the fellow who invented that belt-mounted inkwell will probably end up my chief clerk just so I can pay him what he’s worth.”


Blinking at the topic’s last sharp turn, Ferrl chuckled, “That definitely sounds like one of those ‘why didn’t anyone think of this sooner?’ ideas, even moreso than the mess tent’s trays.  Certainly a lot cheaper than the one I enchanted for a competent but accident-prone secretary so it’d be impossible to spill, some years back.”


“Oh!” Elaria exclaimed, snapping her fingers.  “I don’t think anyone got around to telling you, since we were all so busy, but talk of enchantments reminded me...  Remember that border guard captain, just before I turned seven?  Well, my kids made a small side-trip on the way here...”

* * *


Corren nodded in greeting, as well as to himself as he took a seat in the classroom, as just the people he’d expected were here; all three sets of twins, and Lerril, the youngest of the unicorns at having celebrated his seventeenth birthday the day of the big storm.  The foxes’ older brother, he’d guessed, would be seeking a staff position rather than student, so he’d meet the new bard in his own time.  He could still smell drying glue from some of the furnishings, but everything looked well-enough built to last for decades.


No one spoke as he looked curiously around, wanting to make a good impression on someone they’d not yet met with as grand a title as ‘headmistress.’  They didn’t have to wait long, though, the door opening just over a minute later and a brown feline in brown linen, save for a red-dyed feather in her peaked cap, stepping in.  Her smooth stride continued until she was just in front of the slate chalkboard, then she turned, looking over the students for the first time.  “My name is Crystal,” she said in an oddly-detached voice.  “I know you were expecting a unicorn... but the official message to the mayor said only that the best young bard in the Vale was on her way.  That happened to be me.”


Corren had to blink; not at the bard, but at his companions.  Ayli and Lerrie were wide-eyed, their siblings only slightly less-so, and the bears’ expressions were curious, as if they recognized this cat somehow but weren’t certain.


“Please,” the headmistress went on, “each of you, in your own words, briefly describe your musical experience.  Lerril.”


The colt blinked, then hastened to respond, “Harpist, ma’am.  I’ve played solo and with a choir at the temple in Hoofstomp since I was six and could only handle a lyre.”


Crystal nodded shallowly, “Bevora.”


The bear’s response was much crisper than Lerril’s had been, “I sing, ma’am, preferably as part of an instrumental group.”


Nod.  “Geniva.”


“Percussion.  Bongos when we’re traveling, toms and kettles when I need to make some noise.”


“Corren.”


The mouse realized that, somehow, this stranger was going in descending order of age, and had managed to determine the birth-order of the twins beforehand.  That thought almost distracted him from the answer he’d been composing...  Almost.  “Nothing yet, ma’am, but I enjoy music enough that I’d like to at least find out if I can make it, too.”


“Lerrie.”


“Lutanist, solo or ensemble.  I sing decently, but I wouldn’t want to try living off of my voice.”


“Ayli.”


“Violin, ma’am, though now that I’m big enough to handle my mother’s cello I’m at least apprentice-level on it.  I sing a little better than Lerrie does, but Bev beats us both.”


“Belaric.”


“Brass, just about any horn I’m big enough for.  I sing soprano.”


“Jonia.”


“I’m still playing my big brother’s first piccolo... because I’ve never found a sweeter instrument to my ear.  I just love that little thing, even if it’s getting a bit tarnished these days.”


Nodding one last time, the bard’s gaze returned to the unicorn, “Lerril.  I formally suggest you return home, but I know that you won’t.  You would be welcome at the temple and enjoy a long and satisfying career there, but you are too used to being ‘the best,’ and the center of attention.  You won’t be that, here, and I predict a bitter expulsion five or six months from now unless you’re self-analytical enough to recognize your ego’s interference and compensate.  Bevora, you haven’t been doing your voice justice.  Your range in particular can make a small, good group truly spectacular.  Geniva, I will be finding you a tutor for the xylophone.  You love your current instruments’ tonality more than you know, and the melodies in your heart should not stay locked up forever.  Corren, your other talents, of which I was not informed before my entry, will forever outshine any music you might make with your hands or mouth, but those other talents will need the touch of musicians to help you refine them, and you are welcome here.  Lerrie, Ayli, the next time Jorrie goes on a tour, she wants you two to come along if you can, and I very much respect her musical opinion.  Neither of you will have any trouble in this school.  Out in town, though, I make no such promises, as you tend to carry your own trouble with you.  Belaric, plan a one-year break from lessons about six years from now, after which you’ll need to relearn your favorite songs as a resonant baritone, but don’t stop studying brass yet.  Jonia, you and your brother, like your older sisters, are on good paths.  Perhaps not the very best, but the choices you’ve made will bring you joy.  Does anyone have any questions other than ‘how did you do that’?”


Lerril’s mouth shut with a snap, and he grimaced.


“I will be deciding the class structure with the rest of the staff this afternoon and evening.  Check the notice board tomorrow morning to see when and where you’ll be expected.  Dismissed for lunch,” and the very confusing feline stepped calmly toward the door.

Chapter 7


“Thank you, ma’am,” Corren murmured, nodding respectfully as Danara unloaded the small cart.  The ‘first students’ didn’t quite fill their single table in the corner of the dining hall, so there’d been no point to stocking and staffing the long serving line.  The countess had continued and expanded upon her job managing the old mess tent, and was already collecting a fair wage as the school’s chatelaine, but the mouse had assumed she’d delegate the students’ breakfast to one of her subordinates.


The old wolf smiled as she pulled the lid off of the porridge pot, “The last of the crystals my husband worked on finally reached its destination, and part of the mage-relayed news was confirmation that more students are on their way.  This is probably the last day or two, three at the most, when my old bones will be able to keep up with you kids, so I’m enjoying it while I can.”


Chuckles and murmurs of thanks came from several of those permanent benches’ occupants, the oldest one’s horn dipping in another respectful nod as Danara led her cart away.  While most of his fellow students were reaching eagerly for serving spoons and forks, Lerril spoke up, “I’d been meaning to ask something, but almost forgot...  That lady is a side-figure in some of the legends I grew up hearing, so actually meeting her was a bit of a shock, you understand.”


Jonia giggled as she speared a slice of ham with her fork, “It’s funny watchin’ folks meet them, to us...  They’re just our Grandma and Grandpa.  They’re jus’ nice folks who happen t’have stopped some bad guys a long time ago.”


One corner of his muzzle quirked up in a wry half-smile, and Lerril nodded, “I hadn’t really thought about it before I got here, but I guess you’re right, even ‘legends’ have families and a more ordinary facet to their lives.”  He frowned, then, “But that cat... I don’t know where she got most of what she was telling us, but I can’t believe her sheer nerve!  Classes haven’t even started yet, and she’s warning me I might get expelled?  Just from some of your faces at that meeting, I’m guessing some of you already know her, and that quick a display of favoritism does not reflect well on her qualifications, to me.”


Both of the younger foxes’ muzzles opened, then shut, the twins looking to their big sisters, all in the space of about a second.  Ayli nodded to them, then glanced back to the unicorn before replying, “It’s true that we do know her, or at least of her, through our mother’s connections, but there are some very serious secrets surrounding that particular cat.  There are entire subjects that we can say very little about, but for now let me ask you a question...  If those exact same words had been spoken by Malia’s mortal semblance, would you follow them?”


Lerril blinked hard, then gave a jerky nod, “Immediately!  But under that flesh she’s a Goddess; of course she’d know about the future and a mortal’s innermost potential!”


Lerrie took up her sister’s line of thought, “We cannot tell you even a little bit about why, but we know, very firmly, that Crystal’s word is almost exactly as authoritative.  The fact that she’s met some of us previously had no impact on whether her commentary toward us was positive or negative; she spoke only the truth as she saw it, and she sees far more clearly than most.  You know that you were the best harpist in Hoofstomp, and probably for some distance around, but this is a school.  You’re here to learn, not to compete, as someone doesn’t have to be better than you to be worth learning from.  If some part of you has categorized your future lessons as just a chance to prove how good you are rather than to get even better, you can take her word for it, that combination will lead to trouble down the road.  Just in case you’re still uncertain about her qualifications, though, please note that the very first song she ever wrote was Jessela’s Stand.  Not the work of an amateur, that one.”


Even in the Vale, the harpist had heard and even performed that particular piece.  A faint frown on his muzzle, he reached for his breakfast, thinking as he ate, but more than one relieved glance was shared when he wasn’t looking.  At least he was finally thinking.

* * *


“What’s ‘har-mon-ic theory’?” Belaric asked as he and his friends clustered around the few, small pieces of parchment pinned to the large notice board just to one side of the dining hall’s sheltered entrance.


Bevora smiled and ruffled his headfur, “Boring but useful.  Unless someone’s come up with a better way to teach it, it involves sitting around, playing almost no music, but talking a lot about why two or three notes do or don’t work together.  It’s for when you’re making new songs, and you want to convey happiness, or drama, or suspense; different combinations of notes work better than others for those sorts of things.”


This fetched a nod from Lerril, “I’ve had that class, and while I value what I learned, I wouldn’t want to go through it a second time.  When you take a song apart and look closely at the pieces, it’s not very pretty, but it helps you figure out the right pieces for the song you want to make.  It looks like I’m mostly getting classes to help me integrate better with other musicians... which should be useful.  I’m starting to get what you guys and Crystal were trying to say; I’m a lead harpist, yes, but now that I think about it, not every composition really needs the harp out in front.  I’ve even thought up a few things I’d like to try; my main instrument has a very nice range, and a little pluck, far higher or lower than a lutanist could easily reach but in harmony with them, could have a good emotional impact on the audience.”


“Speaking of instruments,” Gen remarked, “none of these classes actually start for three more days, but I think the music shops are open today.  Strings, brass and woodwinds, and percussion; several instrument makers came along and have been quietly busy preparing for the customers they know are on the way.  We should see what they’ve got before the other students get here and buy all the best stuff.  You said you wanted a tambourine, Bev, and I think we can afford a good one.”


Glancing around at her siblings, Ayli nodded, “Cor?  Could you take Bel and Jone to the wind instrument shop?  Our friends can ogle the drums, and both ‘Ler’s will probably come with me to finger a few strings...”


Chuckling softly, the mouse nodded to the faintly-pouting cubs, “You’re good, smart kids... and I’ve never been to an instrument store.  Don’t think of me as the fellow being sent to keep you two out of trouble; rather, there’ll be a whole bunch of things I’ve never seen before, and I’ll need you to explain just what I’m looking at.”


Jonia blinked and grinned, “I think I c’n do that...”


Gen caught his eye to slip him a quick wink, and he just barely heard her murmur, “Smart trick, Cor...”


Lerril looked like he had a few reservations about the vixen’s decision that he’d be coming shopping with her, but the younger foxes had already grabbed Corren’s arms and started pulling, so he followed along.  The morning was sunny and warm, as spring finally decided to show its more pleasant face, just a few clouds dotting the sky, and Welcome was far enough west of Stonecliff to avoid its all-morning, mountainous shade.  Several unicorns were clearly enjoying the combination of fair weather and an almost-finished town, just wandering with satisfied smiles and no particular goal in mind, and the three youngsters exchanged nods with former coworkers and overseers, as well as the occasional individual in finer clothing who’d probably turn out to be one of their teachers once classes started.


The student dorms and class buildings were on the south half of town, extending west and south from the main salle, and they shared Welcome’s widest cross-street with the commercial district, just north of the middle.  Corren knew that more than two thirds of those storefronts were still empty, but the first settlers had naturally chosen the best of the available spaces, all close to the main boulevard.  The Winds of Welcome was certainly a fitting name for one of them, and the mouse had to smirk to himself as Bel opened the door to a bell’s chiming ring and they all stepped in.


The twins immediately let go of his sleeves as they rushed toward the sections related to their personal instruments, so Corren took a moment to properly shut the door and look around.  Brass, silver, and black lacquer gleamed from almost every direction, a bewildering variety of shapes on shelves, hanging from hooks, or nestled into velvet-lined depressions in glass display cabinets.  Just as he took his first step toward a section of simpler horns, either perfectly straight or coiling through a single loop before flaring, a rustle drew his eyes to the dullest part of the shop, the curtains leading to the back rooms.  The filly stepping out was still running a polishing cloth over one of the smaller examples of just the sort of horn he was curious about, and her eyes widened briefly as she looked at who’d rung the bell.


“By Her Whiskers,” she muttered, or at least the mouse thought that was what he’d heard, then she set her horn on the short counter by the curtains and spoke up, “Welcome to the Winds!  You two, I know by reputation, so just feel free to browse; I’m here if you have a question,” and she turned her oddly-amber eyes, not quite a wolf’s yellow but very light for an equine, on her third customer.  “I was there for your show... not that you’d planned one, by the look on your face right after, but my shopping could definitely wait just then.  I’m honored to meet someone like you while it’s still possible,” and, to his surprise, she curtsied.


Three blinks of confusion and a moment’s intense thought led to one possible connection with subjects he’d dismissed from his mind, and he shook his head, “Please don’t...  That show was a complete accident, and I have no plans to repeat it.  I’m only in the music classes while they’re still small to see if they’re something I’d like; I still plan to spend most of my time here, and my career, working with my sword.”


Those eyes flicked to his left hip, where the friction-polished iron stud his scabbard clipped to gleamed, and she nodded, “So you say... and if you can, that will be a triumph of will over pressure.  Anyone who can produce a solid-looking image from their imagination or memories like that will be urged by almost everyone they meet to perform with it.  For now, though... you’re curious about our trumpets?”


The occasional muffled tone sounding as the twins picked up various instruments to try, Corren nodded, “Yes, ma’am, and thank you.  Even if I’m not pursuing illusion as a job, I’m afraid I have gotten used to using mage-sight to investigate anything I’m curious about, and these horns baffle me.  I picked them because they seemed like the simplest things here, and probably the easiest to learn to play, but once I looked through the metal I can’t figure out how they play.  ‘Simple?’  They’re basically funny-shaped tubes!”


The unicorn didn’t respond immediately, and he glanced up to find an odd look on her face as she noted in a slightly-forced voice, “You may want to reconsider your phrasings, unless you meant to walk up to a strange girl and tell her you could see through her clothes.  I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt that that was a slip on your part.”  Her tone was a bit richer as he blushed and she continued, “Basic brasses are just specially-formed tubes in a sense, but you blow through tight lips to make the base sound which the shapes amplify and clarify into a tone.  Very tight lips, and that tightness is varied to produce different notes, based on the shapes, their sizes, and the natural science of resonant harmonics.  Valves and such simply change the shapes involved, allowing for additional notes.”


“Thank you for that explanation, and the warning.  I figured out the first night I had that power that I couldn’t go around looking at energy-shapes all the time, and I assure you, ma’am, I did not violate your person in that way.  And blowing through—wait, you mean a sound like a f—oh.  Okay, I think I get it.”


A soft snicker was politely hidden behind one hand, before a thumping from the other end of the shop drew both sets of eyes.  Bel’s shoe tapped a fourth beat, and conversation became suddenly impractical.  The mouse wasn’t sure what that curled, valved, wide-belled monstrosity in his arms was called, but it was surprisingly mellow as he and his sister worked their way up a scale, she on a full-sized flute her fingers were visibly stretched playing.  The high note was held for two beats before, satisfied with the instruments’ sound so far, they fell into a melodic game, taking turns providing a basic supporting theme while the other improvised over it, then their twin had to duplicate the improvisation before offering their own.  Two brief, tightly focused peeks through mage-sight helped; the explanation regarding brass was proven, and the additional curiosity of a flute’s working, air simply blown past the hole, was quickly made clear.  He could sense those ‘resonant harmonics,’ the point at which a vibration was taken up and shared vigorously by the instrument, and his talent started to itch...


Giving his head a shake, Corren wrenched his thoughts back under control, mindful of what had happened the last time he’d indulged that instinct.  The spell that had suggested itself to him remained; most mages used finely-focused motion magic when they needed to make a sound, but with an understanding of why it worked, he thought he could do the same with wind-energy and a physical horn, though after this girl’s several odd reactions to him an acoustic version of his earlier visual display seemed like a very bad idea.


Leaning just a bit closer so he could speak over the music without being rude to the young musicians, he noted, “What your explanation suggested, their performance confirms, and I think I’ve figured out how to play the simpler trumpets with magic, but I won’t try today.  Too many complicating factors and I’m not sure yet whether I’d have time to practice.  Those two, though, look very happy with what they found; why don’t you see if they’re ready to buy when they quiet down?”


“Oh, I hope so,” she murmured back.  “Those are not among our ‘more affordable’ selection, and my uncle would stop complaining about the whole trip if we make an early sale that big.  They seem to be winding down, so yes, I’ll check.”


Her half-spin and graceful step had him reining in his powers for the second time in quick succession, but this time out of reflexive politeness, and he frowned faintly to himself...  He’d thought he’d gotten fairly good at keeping his mage-sight under control, but it had just almost invoked itself without his conscious choice, just because some motion or another had caught his physical eyes, so he resolved to keep a closer mental watch on it.

* * *


“Today,” the burly unicorn in worn, functional leather bellowed, “you will face your first, last, and greatest opponent.  Yourself.  You will be using your body in ways to which it is unaccustomed.  It will complain.  It will hurt.  It will tire and slow.  It may bleed.  If you listen to it, if its cries of ‘this is too painful’ or ‘you’re too tired’ are allowed to influence your choices, you will walk away a traitor to your own potential.  You will have given that potential less than the effort of which you are truly capable if your greatest weapon, your mind, cannot best your whining meat.  The difference between your full physical and mental potential, and achievements almost as great, lacking only the fine edge true effort can grant, could mean your death.  I ask only one thing of all my students... absolute perfection within your actual abilities.  I will help you attain that, but you will need to work for it!”  Pausing from pacing back and forth before the lined-up students, he turned, his hand darting like a viper to point a finger, “Corren.  The strikes you used when sparing with the twins, when you pulled that second trick; use those, but without the magic.  They’re a little higher than what the rest will be using, but then you’re a bit shorter than most people you’ll need to fight.  First practice dummy, swing hard for the neck, five from each side then switch hands, and continue not until you will not, but until you can not.”


Exactly zero of the town’s three sets of twins were in line with him, but he’d figured out why between the last students assembling and their instructor’s appearance.  He’d learned a lot, sparring with some of them, but it was enough to be certain that they’d been practicing a lot longer than he had, and even the cubs could probably take him in a fair fight without magic.


That thought stayed with him as he stepped toward the end of the line of vaguely-hominid wooden shapes dug in at the edge of the practice field, serving to reinforce the unicorn’s words, which were bellowing out again as he assigned the rest of the beginning class to their tasks.  The most important of those words, in his opinion, had been ‘choices.’  Now, as he pulled his practice sword out of his belt and took his very first swing, was the time to make the decision to keep hacking wood against wood until he physically couldn’t launch one more blow, and he smiled grimly as the shock of impact stung his palm.  That pain would only be the first of many.


The class had started two hours after lunch, so the mouse had plenty of energy available, but only about four hours of usable sunlight.  The clouds were still fairly light, though they thickened visibly toward the sea; it might rain, but by the time it did he’d probably welcome the coolness.  Those last few thoughts and observations came slowly as he alternated strike angles, then shifted his weapon to his left hand.  By the time he switched back, he’d managed to narrow his focus, tuning out the other students and the world in general in favor of strike after strike against his wooden foe.


The steadily-worsening burn in his hands was the worst part, though his shoulders, back, and joints had their own complaints, growing ever louder.  He couldn’t ignore his discomfort, but he’d known it was coming, his jaw steadily tightening but his swing’s rhythm steady.  Fatigue was the next intruding factor, only a last-second increase in effort keeping the beat steady the first time he swung and it just didn’t happen as fast.  His next strike carried that extra little push from the start, but it tried to be even slower.  He was nearing what felt like his absolute limit when his muscles chimed in, an initial twinge rising rapidly to a sharp, shooting pain all along his bicep with each blow, and it had long since grown difficult to hold his practice sword with a layer of sweat on his hands.


A hand on the shoulder of the arm he wasn’t swinging made him pause, half-stumbling as he aborted the slight lunge it had been taking to get the blade to the target fast enough.  Turning his head and looking up, he blinked at the instructor...  “You’re taking me a bit too literally, son.  Let me see your hands.”


“But I can still sw—”  His reflexive reply broke off as he lifted his arms, because that let him see his hands.  It hadn’t been, at least not entirely, sweat making his grip difficult, the pads of his fingers and several parts of his palm raw-looking under the smears and crusts of blood.  Now that it wasn’t being repeatedly jarred, he could feel the hilt of his practice blade starting to stick.


The unicorn relieved him of that blade, a fresh stab of pain making him wince, then dropped it and closed his large hands around the teen’s much smaller ones.  Almost immediately, the pain there got a lot worse, the mouse biting back a yelp as his tutor commented, “There’s a reason they’ve got me running the newbie circus.  I may not look it, but I was a combat medic in the Elite.  Went to Vivenge my very first term of enlistment and saved a few lives.  There, you’re done for the day; that new skin is very thin right now, and will thicken overnight, but you’ll end up with some nasty scars if you try to swing a sword again this evening.  Now go wash your hands and find something to eat.”


Now that he’d stopped moving, somehow, everything felt even worse... except his hands.  Though the new skin lacked even the usual short fuzz and was a vivid pink, under the blood it was at least whole again, and merely tingled in the aftermath of the soldier’s power, even his palms’ screaming muscle ache gone.  Looking up took an effort, but he made it, managing even to nod, “Yes, sir.  Thank you, sir,” before hauling a foot far enough off the ground to take a step, then another.

* * *


“It’s great!” Belaric was nodding as Corren neared the same corner table his friends habitually used, though the hall was a lot fuller this evening.  “My biggest plug just barely fits, but it doesn’t kill th’tone when I’m playin’ soft,” he grinned, then dug back into his meal.


That filly from the music shop was there, with a tray of her own, across from the smallest foxes, and she turned to the other one, “And do you like the flute you got?”


Jonia shook her head, but she was smiling, “Not yet!  I got it ‘cuz my fingers’re finally big enough, but only barely.  Still kinda hurts to stretch that far, but once I’m a bit bigger I think I’ll like it as much as my piccolo.”


“That’s high praise after what she said to a bard about her old instrument,” the mouse noted as he took the last free spot, at the other end of the bench from the unicorn with two bears in between.  Lerril hadn’t joined them, but that wasn’t unusual.


Ayli reached for one of the jugs, refilling her cup of small beer as she nodded toward the table’s far corner, “Riala there is sort of cheating a bit... but the rules don’t say she can’t, yet.  She’s got one early afternoon class in instrument making, which is enough to let her stop by for any meal.”


The girl in question gave a wry grimace, humor and disgust warring on her features, “My uncle... is not my favorite person in the world, but he’s in charge.  My class hours are the the only time he comes out of his workshop, watching the store while he enjoys a leisurely meal.  I’m not actually very good at making horns, and flutes and such are even more complicated, so I just polish his new pieces and sell the rest.  Any meals I take here make it better worth the cost, as he sees it, as long as I’m here for a class that will make me a better assistant, so the personal convenience to him managed to add up to permission.”


Corren had to nod as he stirred the steaming soup in a rectangular bowl that nestled perfectly into a tray section, “I have exactly two living blood uncles, myself, and one of them was my childhood hero, my inspiration and support that set my feet on the path that led me here.  The other one, however, sounds much like yours, with his purse and his authority as the final deciding factors in any interaction.  He taught me, without meaning to I’m sure, just how handsome someone’s face could be while hiding pure ugliness within.”


Ler swallowed a bite and grinned across the table, “Well, if any of his ugliness rubbed off on you, you hide it well.”


He managed to swallow, rather than breathe, his spoonful of soup, but it was a near enough thing that Bev got to reply first, snickering, “I’ll say... have you given any thought to your late evening yet?”


The mouse set his spoon down and shook his head, though he was smiling faintly, “Yes, but not to the conclusion you seem to be hoping for.  The only reason I’m not snoring into my supper is because I know I need it.  My afternoon was tiring enough that, for the second time, I’m going to have to decline anyone’s company in favor of simple rest.”


Riala remarked, “I can vouch for that.  I’d made a guess that proved accurate, that on a day like this none of the young men working out would be wearing long sleeves.  Young women, too, of course, but those weren’t what I stopped by to watch after the store closed.  I’m still not sure what to think about it, but this fellow didn’t even notice when he started dripping blood on the dirt.  He just kept exercising.”


His very fatigue made it tricky, as his brain still hadn’t quite recovered from his exertion, but once he’d run over their previous conversations in his mind, he realized...  “My apologies, ma’am.  My name is Corren, which I should have given to you earlier.”


Another not-quite-readable grimace flickered across her muzzle, “Alright, I’ll drop ‘this fellow’ if you’ll forget the word ‘ma’am.’  I’m not that much older than you... Corren.”


Even as he broke a bite of meatloaf off of his serving with his fork, he leaned forward enough to catch her eyes and nod respectfully, “I’ll try, Riala.”

Interlude 2


The mood was a bit somber as Jennah pulled one chair away from the table and sat down, nodding to her father across the central candle’s flickering light.  That single taper, a black ribbon looped around its base, was new, but though the wax would burn and fade, the symbol it represented was finally starting to sink in, and that would be with them their entire lives.


This probably explained Sorina’s quiet sigh as she shook the cup of shredded carrots over the salad bowl, then turned away from the counter to join it with the bean soup and fried squash already on the table.  Only the serving utensils remained, but she paused her reach for them as a knocking sounded at the front door.  A glance was exchanged, and Ferren nodded, pushing back his chair to step into the hall, his wife trailing a bit behind.


As his womenfolk watched from the hallway, Fer opened the door, frowning faintly as he looked his visitor up and down.  What would a unicorn in dusty roadwear be doing here?


The answer came quickly enough as the stranger stepped back to offer a shallow bow, holding out a piece of folded, wax-sealed parchment, “Ferren?  And that would be Sorina watching...  This is my first stop in Atheria, though more letters are bound inland.  This is for you, from Corren.”


The man blinked even as two gasps sounded behind him, and he had to gather his thoughts before he could reply, not yet reaching for the letter, “We received notice three days ago... from nowhere near the Vale.  Corren is dead, according to a large number of officials in two kingdoms who back-tracked his journey.”


“I am no longer a resident of the Vale,” that unicorn replied, “because my family was among the colonists who founded a new town in Drachath, which I departed just nine days ago.  Your son warned me then that you might believe him dead, and assured me that he’s provided the best proof to the contrary that he can in his missive.  He asked me, too, to ask you to read the letter all at once, without stopping, as some things may sound worse than they are until he clarifies them.”


Keeping careful hold of the hope that was trying to rise in his heart, Ferren finally accepted the letter, then paused as another thought occurred, “You’ve spoken to my son... so you might be able to answer some questions this parchment does not.  We were just about to have supper; is there time enough in your delivery schedule to join us?”


The courier smiled broadly, “If what I’m smelling is what I think it is, then yes.  I was informed that if the offer was extended, and if your wife had prepared her famous bean soup, it would be well worth my time to accept.”


It was highly unlikely that a detail like that could have come from anyone but Corren, so all of the mice were feeling a bit more comfortable as they welcomed the newcomer in, Sorina fetching some extra dishes as he settled into her son’s old chair.  Her husband ignored his hunger for the moment, instead cracking the wax and lifting the top flap.  He blinked at the burned-on portrait, but that could wait until he could get it under better light to examine.  For his family’s comfort, he wasted no time unfolding the rest of the page and started to read, “Mother.  Father.  Sister.  I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to write, and I can only hope that no official notice reaches you first...”

* * *


Sorina sat there, weeping quietly, her meal forgotten.  Everything about that letter had rung true; the phrasings, the way he’d focus on his own, odd goals first and only then get around to the important details, and especially his guess at her reaction to his sleeping with a tigress.  She didn’t need to see the portrait to know her son was alive and well, but she’d examined it anyway under the light of the mourning candle, pointing out the tiny notch visible in his left ear from when another child had bitten him when he was five.


“He’s really alive...” Jennah sighed as she sat back in her seat, and she smiled through tears up at the horned stranger, “Thank you for bringing that letter.  I already missed him, but it got lots worse when I thought he’d never come back.”


The man swallowed some soup as he nodded, “I was happy to carry news like this.  No courier likes to give people bad news... and it’s not like I do this job for free, but I have enough other Atherian addressees to get to that my services only cost him the equivalent of three local silver pennies.  Given the sorts of wages a couple hundred hours of labor added up to, the cost was meaningless weighed against the importance of his news.  You’re his family, and he loves you.”


“Huh,” Ferren muttered, then nodded as he finally reached for his fork, “that explains his arms in the picture.  The son who marched out of my house did not have biceps like that at the time.  It’s good that he’s finally filling out.”


Picking up her napkin, Sorina dabbed at her eyes, then managed a wan smile, “My thanks, too, sir.  You and that letter have given me much to think about, and... hope.  I never thought I’d have that again.”


“The joy in your faces, and this excellent meal, were far more satisfying than my mere fee.  Thank you, ma’am, but unless you have more questions I’ll need to be on my way early, and I’ve got a room at the inn already.”


The man of the house nodded and stood, extending one hand, “Point taken.  We’ll need to think about what we’ve heard before we could even consider investing in a reply, and you certainly can’t wait around that long.  Take all our thanks with you, on a safe and speedy journey.”

* * *


The completely normal task of moving serving dishes to the table, for once, felt different, if only for the contrast in atmosphere between this meal and the last.  Everyone was smiling as Sorina set out breakfast, and hers was probably the widest of them all.  Some of the first fresh berries of spring being available to stir into their oatmeal was just icing on the cake, she decided as she sat down and dished up her own bowl.


As each mouse finished their meal and settled back, none spoke, but she was certain just what was on her husband’s and daughter’s minds...  Corren.  If only to get those thoughts out into the open, she voiced one of her own, “It was nice that Cor could easily afford an international messenger on a laborer’s wage... but that has to be considered pocket change for him now.  I wonder how long an illusionist needs to study before they perform?”


Farren blinked, then nodded thoughtfully, “Not that they’ll let him starve in the meantime.  I’d wager tuition was waived without a thought; he’s good for it, and he’s got connections to royalty now if he needs a quick loan for proper clothes and gear.”


Jennah looked back and forth between her parents, whiskers slanted by a frown, and bit just a corner of her lip.


“I’ve got a basic map of Drachath somewhere, I’m sure,” her mother went on.  “The name ‘Stonecliff’ certainly rang a bell at least.  We at least know where to send any letters of our own, now, but that brings us back to the question of training.  How long will he stay there before touring?”


Ferren scratched at his chin, “The letter said he’d only just found that talent, and just started classes, though of course his whole schedule probably changed by the time the courier left when you connect those two concepts.  I can’t imagine it taking less than a month to get used to using magic in the first place, and perfecting a rare variant of what most wizards learn and teach has got to take longer.  It took that unicorn nine days; I can’t see it taking more than two weeks for us to... get him a reply.”


His daughter’s eyes narrowed as she caught that pause, and she finally spoke up, “Mom?  Dad?  He doesn’t want to be a wizard!  You both seem to be dancing around something other than letters.  Yes, I’d like to go there and see him, but just to see him again!  As a visit!  A student swordsman, though, prob’ly wouldn’t know what to do if his whole family dropped in unexpectedly.”


A flicker of irritation crossed Ferren’s face as he looked over at her, “I guess we were sort of getting to suggesting a visit... or a move.  No one with a new illusionist to teach would let them be anything else, though.  I think we should try to get there before he goes anywhere else.  A brand new town probably has a house he can buy us when he finally starts working, and the night he made that image on the parchment was probably the last one he spent in that tiny room.  I’ll talk to my boss today and see how soon he can find a replacement...  Sori?  Start packing, and don’t be afraid to pack light.  Anything we leave, we can probably replace and improve in just a few weeks.”

Chapter 8


By the sixth day of school, Corren was very much looking forward to a day of rest.  Only on the second had his physical education catered to his previous injury, the instructor rigging a pair of beams he could grip with his elbows while his legs pushed one side of a large lever with weights stacked on the other.  By the third his palms had recovered enough to rejoin the regular regimen, but his other classes were proving nearly as stressful to his brain as the daily afternoon and evening torture sessions were to his body.  While he was spared basic lessons in literacy, he’d been assigned a class in literature, which alternated days with lessons in geography and law, and of course no school day would be complete without math class.  Luckily, lunch was followed by his Introduction to Music hour, which helped keep him sane as much as his friends did as he was introduced to instruments and musical styles he’d never known existed.


His free period before combat class, which was still focused on a combination of weight-work and repetitive strikes against dummies, he usually spent reading his literature assignment, as his evening fatigue had a negative impact on his mind’s ability to retain what it had read.  It had also, he noted wryly to himself as he checked the angle of the sun through his small window and started taking off his usual day clothes to replace with exercise gear, had an impact on his love life.  That had never even been a consideration in his old plans, though a lot of the rest of his situation was a very close match, but it had been a solid week since he’d gotten laid, and he was finding that he actually, specifically missed it.


A gentle drizzle had started by the time he stepped out, and it seemed to be working its way up to a modest shower, but it was only a bit chilly, and would be welcome once he’d warmed up, so he ignored it as he made his way toward the practice field.  He blinked as he joined the line of waiting students, as it had grown by three, and this time it wasn’t just another small group that had finally reached Welcome.  Riala was about two thirds down from him, but she only shot him a smile as he got into place.  Someone had probably already warned her that Master Sergeant Yerrun, retired, enjoyed finding creative ways to make those caught chatting regret it.  His emphasis on personal effort and dedication had led to student speculation about sadism or a subtly-expressed hatred for the young, but the one rodent in his class knew better; it wasn’t sadism, it was consistency, and damned good training when all was said and done.


One flaw in the soldier’s ‘tough, mean bastard’ act was confirmed when he stepped out of the salle about half a minute after the last student arrived, his office and a first aid station taking up the two small rooms that had been built into the corners away from the mirrors, and Corren did his best to keep that flicker of amusement from showing.  If it hadn’t been raining, he’d have taken his sweet time before officially starting class, but minimal delays in imperfect weather had proven to be just one more facet of the man’s consistency.  “We have a few new faces,” he noted in his usual bellow, “so I’ll repeat myself, as usual.  When I say you work ‘til you drop, I mean exactly that.  Pain and fatigue are no excuse; you work until you can not anymore.  Today will be simple.  Push-ups until your arms feel like lead and you’re not sure you still own a pair of shoulders, then sit-ups until you question whether your supper will stay down.  Pair up by weight so you’re across from someone roughly your own level.  I expect my larger students, who think themselves strongest, to collapse first.  You’ll learn eventually; everything is relative.”  At least two of those ‘larger students’ groaned, but quietly enough for him to pretend not to notice.


Most of the teens had been paired before, only the newcomers needing to find a good match, but after a bit of shuffling Corren found himself across from Riala rather than the short, stocky fox who hadn’t shared his name.  She took a moment to watch as he planted his hands on the ground and his feet together, trusting that he knew Yerrun’s definition of ‘proper push-ups,’ and by his third she was in position and starting her first.  The click of a latch caught the mouse’s ear through the pattering rain, but he waited, letting others take the risk of looking up... and quiet, effort-strained conversation started down the line.  The unicorn could reappear at any time, but for the moment they were unsupervised.


“Looks like the other kids were right about that guy,” the filly across from him murmured.


Eyes still locked on the point between his hands, Corren gave a short nod, “He’s tough... but a good teacher, and he gets results.  Even just talking, though, uses energy we’d regret losing before we’re done.”


A soft giggle was mangled by a softer grunt as she pushed up again, “True... so I’ll be brief.  I managed to convince my uncle that physical fitness would help, with the usual grudging, marginal, and conditional acceptance.  This ‘extra’ class before the restday was contingent on my at least trying to sell you a trumpet.”


The mouse glanced up, then instantly down again with a blink, cursing himself for failing to think things through.  If he had, he’d have recalled that push-ups across from that fox had involved a view down his loose, light practice shirt.  Between the angle and the rain, wet cloth pulling easily away from bodies, he should have known that a forward glance would offer a similar view, and he’d just almost seen a nipple.  “I can spare a crown and a half,” he muttered after a moment to regather his thoughts, “silver, not gold.  I doubt that would get much at unicorn-made prices.”


A faint snort sounded across from him, “That’d get a spare mouthpiece.  One of the cheaper ones.  I’ll tell him I tried,” and to his relief she let him focus on his exercise for the rest of the class.

* * *


“That’s enough.”  Those welcome words were greeted by moans and thuds as several bodies collapsed back onto the wet dirt.  The unicorn walked slowly along the double row of figures, pausing twice to lean down and touch someone, pained hisses added to the noise as he dealt with those who’d managed to injure themselves.


Corren tuned out the sounds as he rested, his clothes already soaked so the mud was no bother.  When he opened his eyes and started paying attention again, he could hear several of his classmates flopping around as they tried to rise, and he had to smile to himself.  Everyone’s abs were tired, so he knew better than to even try sitting up again, instead rolling over and working his knees under himself so his rested arms, and barely-used legs, could do the work.


“Good idea, that,” the equally-muddy unicorn across from him nodded, still panting a bit as she stood the same way.


A very careful glance to the side suggested that her shirt was clinging very closely now, but the mud wasn’t letting much detail through, so he risked turning enough to meet her eyes, nodding, “It’s always hard to think when you’re tired, but that’s where hindsight comes in.  I only made that particular mistake once, and now I look for what Yerrun skips on any given day.  He generally leaves us with one working set of muscles so we can at least still move.”


Riala nodded as she joined his weary shuffle in the direction of the dorms and dining hall, “Foresight can help too... I left my morning clothes with a friend I can stop by on the way to food.  My belly may still hurt, but food’s sounding like a very good idea right now...”


“The rain muddies our garb... but also washes away the sweat, and a towel will get most of the dirt out of our fur while drying off.  I’ll be changing too before the meal.”


He actually didn’t usually bother to make an effort to clean up, settling for the bare minimum that wouldn’t make him stand out from the crowd’s other scents, but since he’d mentioned it he figured he might as well.  It only took an extra minute or two, and ‘his’ table wasn’t quite full when he reached the hall.  Lerril was there, and the fox from his class was just sitting down, though the youngest twins weren’t there, and the pair tended to stand out but he couldn’t see them at the other tables.  That sweeping glance had, at least, spotted a familiar horn making its way from the doors at the far end, so he was glad there was still a space left at both ends of the bench.


Riala caught up with him as the mare across the counter deposited a slice of apple pie in the last empty quarter of his tray, but the appetite visible on her face precluded more than a brief nod of greeting; the available selection was what received her immediate attention.  Smiling faintly in understanding, he simply carried his supper back to the table and chose the free spot at the far end, just to save her a few steps.


Geniva glanced over as the unicorn settled next to her, “You’d asked why they fed us so well that you actually needed to request a smaller portion, the other night.  I take it you’ve found the answer?”


Her grinning nod before digging in was answer enough, several watchers laughing and the fox needing a thump on the back from Lerrie to stop coughing into his drink.  Once she’d had enough of the vegetable stew being served that evening that her belly wouldn’t revolt over the delay, Riala gave a less comic smile and nodded again, noting, “This is a bit better than what I generally toss together for an evening meal... and I’d thought a few days watching the boys would give me an idea how that sort of exercise makes one feel.  My guess actually came fairly close.”


Lerril nodded across the table, “I see...  I try to stay fit, of course, but I see no personal benefit to actual combat lessons; there are plenty of warriors in this world already.  I do, however, regret that my curricular focus on music means I was not among those providing your entertainment.”


The older girl chuckled and reached for one of the warm biscuits next to her stew bowl, “I’m sort of glad you didn’t... as I would have been in for some stern words had anyone of my own species been in the class I watched, then joined.  I almost certainly wouldn’t have gotten to join, and then you wouldn’t even have my company or conversation at this table.  Uncle Geraff is... very traditional, you see.  He seems to think that his focus on proper living is what makes him a good instrument maker, but... well, that may not make sense to me, but I can’t see inside his head so I don’t know the exact laws and logic-paths involved.  I’m very, very glad we moved here, where I can at least socialize a little without his getting overprotective.”  Flushing faintly, as if she’d said too much, she focused instead on her biscuit and took a big bite, reaching for a random jug to fill her cup while she chewed.


All of the twins had gotten to the meal before the martial students had arrived, so Bev waited a minute or two after finishing her food, letting the other diners catch up a bit before nudging Corren gently with an elbow, “Before I forget or someone else makes you an offer... what’s your restday look like?”


The mouse swallowed his last bite of chicken so he could reply, “Busy, but there’s room for you and Gen in there if you want.  I’m guessing my other... friends here will spend the morning at one of the temples, if only for the variety of necklaces their mother wears, so I was thinking of seeing them after lunch.  That should give me time to wrap my head around my math assignment and finish reading that poem, and I can spend the late afternoon writing its associated essay.  This, should you and your sister be amenable, will leave the rest of my evening free.”


Ayli set down her cider cup and grinned, “I think we can all work with that schedule, and we’ll try not to wear you out too much for classes the next day.  Of course, my other sister and her brother still want to corner you some day... but they’re good at taking ‘no’ for an answer if they’re just too young for your tastes.”


Fighting off a blush, Corren shook his head with a half-sheepish smile, “You two taught me that age isn’t everything... but even if my fears of hurting them would prove unfounded, I’m just not all that comfortable yet playing with other boys.  Roxy knew that, which is why ‘he’ focused on any girl I wasn’t currently... involved with, rather than on me that evening.”


Four of the five females at the table were smiling at the ordinary-looking rodent, leading to the oldest fox’s eyes widening steadily as he looked around the table, and he gave a comic little sigh, “I picked this group to try to make friends with because of all the girls in it... only to find that you’re almost all taken already!  I even think I know who this ‘Roxy’ person was, and I can hardly believe it...  Corren, you are one lucky little bastard no matter how much Yerrun picks on you.”


That mouse grimaced, “I don’t think he picks on me, but everyone else in the class got an earlier start on their muscles, so I’m still catching up.  And I don’t think any of my friends here are ‘taken;’ I certainly don’t have any personal claim on them.”


Lerrie patted the man’s shoulder, “He’s right, Johran.  He’s just a friend we know is usually up for some fun if nothing important is in the way.  You’re certainly interesting too, and Ay and I haven’t made any plans yet for tomorrow evening.  Would you like to see our room?  The decorations aren’t very interesting, but I promise you we’ll make up for them in other ways.”


“Those certainly sound like more entertaining plans than mine,” Riala noted as she chased the last bean and carrot slice around the bottom of her stew bowl so she could move on to the pie, “but my restdays are pretty unvarying.  Church in the morning, then a marathon session in the workshop since the store’s closed all day.  I’ve gotten a lot of concessions out of my uncle these last few days, but I know better than to try for more on that day of the week.”


Lerril chuckled, a bit bitterly, and murmured, “I knew life in Drachath would be different from in the Vale, but it still takes some getting used to.  Here we are, the only two examples of the town’s founding race, and we’re the only ones leaving the table without a date arranged for the morrow.  Are you sure you can’t get away from this uncle of yours?  The landscapers are finally working on the park and a few little gardens around town, and it will be their day off too so we wouldn’t be in the way.  We could just look at the results so far...”


“He’s not just my uncle, he’s my legal guardian, as well as some sort of master-apprentice type of legal bond,” she shook her head, grimacing slightly.  “He’s got books with the specifics spelled out, but they’re difficult.  I’ve checked a couple times when he put his foot down about something I really wanted, and unfortunately he does have that authority.  I’m afraid that when I imply my restday schedule is inflexible, I mean exactly that.”


There was something going on in her head, hinted at by her words and tone, and those hints drew a worried glance from the far end of the bench before Corren sank his fork into his own slice of pie to start eating it.  While he’d never heard her say those words or offer those particular details on the subject before, something about them had sounded a tiny bit rehearsed, and there was even a hint of what might have been... pain?  Regret?  He couldn’t be sure... but he’d already had to build a small mental list of things to watch out for around her, such as not letting his mage-sight get out of control.  Paying attention for more hints, in the hope that he might eventually figure out just what parts of her life were hurting, was an easy item to add to the set.

* * *


“So,” a familiar voice asked as he picked up an empty tray for lunch, “how much rest did you actually get on your supposed ‘restday?’”


Chuckling, Corren stepped aside so she could pick up a tray of her own, “I’m guessing your uncle’s lunch is getting beyond merely leisurely, if his penny-pinching extended enough that you’re taking yours here, now...  To answer your question, ‘barely enough’ comes to mind.  I paced myself, but with two teachers and four girlfriends involved I was spread rather thin.  You know my usual, Frel,” he noted to the feline server he’d just reached.


Riala nodded with a smile, and murmured, “Beans, cornbread, and salad, please,” to an aproned colt who’d stepped up to the counter, then looked back to the mouse, “I think I understand... and what of the poem?  That wasn’t something I was expecting to hear that a swordsman in training was studying.”


“Not everything in my literature class is prose,” he noted, “and ‘The Endless Road’ is something of a classic for learning from, as it was a good try at an epic but the execution was somewhat flawed.  Myself, I found the symbology a bit heavy-handed.  One unlikely physical encounter after another, when the ‘road’ to which the title refers is actually an analogy to life itself, how there is always something new to see or learn and one should never stop ‘moving’ in that regard.  All those verses about overcoming ‘monsters’ and ‘demons,’ and one well-chosen line could have made the point that people are the only monsters or demons we’ll ever meet, but he didn’t write that line.”  They’d reached their table by the end of his long-winded answer, room enough for two free on the nearer bench, with both the usual mix and the usual omission, and he reached for the empty stack of cups as he asked, “Where’s Ayli today?”


“Havin’ a snack and a quickie with Johran,” Jonia answered with a grin.  “Turns out he’s pretty good.”


This fetched a few nods and chuckles, then Riala mused, “Those are some concepts I’ve never really even thought about, but they make sense, and I think I got a better grasp of the point from your synopsis than I would have from that ‘epic.’”  Her equine lips stretched in a quick grin, “Maybe someday you can overcome a demon or two... philosophically speaking, of course.”


Nodding as he chewed another bite, he swallowed and asked, “And what of your classes?  I’m assuming that our good retired sergeant’s sadism hasn’t put you off, but I’m curious how the instrument making’s going.”


Lerril looked curious too, as she frowned, “Poorly.  I think I’d actually be a decent weaponsmith if I had the chance, but the thin, round metalwork involved is proving very tricky, and I should never be allowed near any wood meant for a better fate than the hearth fire.”


The other unicorn winced, “So much for my whimsical thought of commissioning a new travel harp from you.”


She had to smile as she nodded back, “Bury that one deep, because I’m probably the worst possible choice to ask.”  Several more soft laughs circled the table as the friends focused on their lunches, the occasional lighter topic or overheard comment from their neighbors keeping the meal lively.  As desserts started to disappear, though, Riala noted to Corren, a faintly-wistful catch lurking in her voice, “I don’t suppose you have anything you’re not using with steel in it?  I’d like to practice the sort of smithing I think I can do, but there’s only a little iron around the shop, and we need that for valve hinges.”


The mouse blinked, then frowned thoughtfully, “I’m not sure.  I’ll go through my things in between classes, and I should have an answer for you this afternoon.”


For just an instant, that flashing smile was the widest he’d seen on her face yet, but her voice was quietly neutral as she nodded, “Thank you.”

* * *


A bit winded from getting to the field early enough to talk, Corren was relieved to see that Riala was already there; his haste would have felt foolish indeed if it had meant getting there early for the wait ‘til she arrived.  “My backpack’s buckles are brass,” he told her with an apologetic shake of his head, “and I sold the tack along with my horse two days after I got here.  The bar and stud in my belt are mere iron, and there’s not much there to work with... but could you rework something rather than forge it from scratch?  My sword... is older than I am, and it’s seen a lot of use, but it’s still good steel, and the blade means a lot to me, and to the lady who gave it to me.  Could you simply restore its old, non-wavy edge or such?”


Amber eyes just a bit wide, the filly nodded enthusiastically, “I think I can, and I’d love to get a good close look at it first!  Unicorns didn’t have steel before the Opening, and we’ve learned how to make and work it since, but your sword isn’t one of the ones forged specifically as teaching aids by the foreign smiths who brought us up to date.  Yours was built to last, and to be used, and I want to see all the ‘routine’ details that went into a weapon like that!”


Corren managed not to blink or grin as he realized he had stumbled across one of her true interests, possibly even her ‘passion’ if he wasn’t misreading her too badly, and that helped him reach the decision he’d been so ambiguous about before, “Alright.  Do you know that incongruous-looking house right next door to the Temple of Kathalla?”  At her guarded nod, he went on, “The evenings after restday, I have magic lessons with Sir Ferrl rather than take them as a daily class.  These mostly consist of me staring wide-eyed while he demonstrates yet another trick I didn’t even know magic could do, but he’s always happy to have visitors, and if you stop by I’ll have my sword with me.  As long as it eventually comes back, in at least as good of condition as it’s in now, you’re free to examine it as much as you want.”


Those eyes widened again, “The Vengeance... do you realize that if it weren’t for that man, not one unicorn would be within a hundred leagues of this spot?  His aid to my kind predates my birth by a long shot, but I’m grateful he gave it.  I’d like to meet him, and your sword too, thank you.”


Three of their classmates, normally the first in line, were approaching across the practice field, so it was time to start behaving in case their teacher showed up, and he nodded, “I’ll see you this evening.  For now... our daily ration of pain awaits.”

* * *


“None of us here are all that dangerous, Cor,” Danara chuckled as she let him in.


The mouse smirked back, completely comfortable trading mild jabs with the wolf now that he’d come to know her, “Sorry, ma’am, but you’ll never be anything but dangerous as I see it...  I just wanted to wear this one more time before I let it go, even temporarily.  A lady smith in need of practice work will be collecting it for reforging this evening,” and he paused to unhook its clip from his belt’s stud, “and I should leave it here in case we’re too busy when she arrives.  Riala’s free time is... complicated, so she may not be able to wait for a convenient break.  If that turns out to be the case, please, give this to her.”


The glance she gave his sword as she accepted the scabbard and drew just a few inches was proof enough of his quip to him, her focus and the way she held it both suggesting long experience with sharp objects, and she nodded as she set it on a hall table next to a vase of fresh spring blooms, “I shall, though if she’s a good enough friend to trust with your only weapon, I’ll make sure she gets a chance to visit if it’s possible.  My husband’s waiting for you in his office.”


There were always plenty of small tasks available, particularly in a home she was still putting her own little touches on, and if those ran out the commissary purchasing reports seemed to breed while her back was turned.  Other duties, such as her role as a hostess, also needed seeing to, and she was just putting the kettle on the hearth when a quiet knock sounded at the door.  The tea was a blend her mate had found, useful for restoring mental energy without keeping a tired wizard up all night, and thoughts of him and his student had her glancing at the ring on her right hand as she stepped into the front hall.  Ferrl had made this new pair of rings immediately upon his return from that trip to meet Beckah, and they were an endless marvel to her on top of their utility, the wearer of each able to change the color of the other one’s stone with a touch and a moment’s concentration.  They’d quickly worked out meanings for the various colors, and she could tell that he was intensely busy with something as she opened the door, looking over the young mare there...  “Riala, I presume?  Corren said you’d be coming, but he’s studying a demonstration right this moment.”


Stepping inside, the unicorn nodded, “I was afraid that might be the case, ma’am, and I can’t stay long... but I had a couple thoughts that deserved further inquiry.”  One raised, silvery brow prompted her to go on, “One of those was about that sword, and I’ll deal with it with someone else.  The other, though, regarded your husband, once I got to thinking about his titles beyond those every unicorn tends to fixate on.  He was an ambassador, for decades even, and I realized I could really use a second opinion, a more objective one, on some points of unicorn law.  He’s bound to have a lot of experience there, but from a broader-minded perspective.  Could I make an appointment to meet with him?  Even a few minutes would probably be enough to get a basic ‘yes’ or ‘no’ that might settle a complicated mess.”


This filly probably hadn’t thought about it, Danara realized, but even an ambassador’s wife knew enough to find a very troubling point in her words.  ‘Unicorn law’ should, by this time, be a matter of purely historical interest, as she couldn’t think of a single context in which it still applied.  Her right thumb brushed over her ring, and she focused on the bluish green conveying ‘concern,’ meaning she had something her husband would need to ask about when he was free, even as she nodded, “At our age, neither of us are very early risers... but if you can be here two hours after dawn tomorrow, you may join us for breakfast without disrupting any previous plans or meetings.  I’ll make sure it’s something you can eat,” and she smiled widely enough to show her teeth.


Exactly as it had been intended to, that light-hearted reminder distracted the guest from considering the invitation too closely, and she giggled softly as she reached for the sheathed sword on the table, “I may have to invoke some of those grander titles I mentioned to get permission to... but I’ll be here, ma’am.”

Chapter 9


Corren twisted as he lunged, some part of him expecting a painful wrench, but he’d gotten his foot planted at the right angle this time, four wooden swords meeting in an interlocked double X without hurting his ankle for once.  The same could not be said of his partner, and he noted as he pulled away, “That move kept getting me, too.  Could be why it’s at the end of the routine... but you really have to think about your leg for just a second, and twist hard enough to hurt your hip a little, but it won’t be as bad as your ankle feels right now.”


Mopping a wrist over and under her horn as she nodded, Riala replied, “Right when both hands are busy, twisting through the disengage before the final clash.  That is tricky, but I think I can do it with another try or two.  Just give me a moment ‘til I can stand on both feet again.”  Glancing up, she shook her head, “No, sir, it’s not bad and I’d rather wait for it to fade.”


Yerrun nodded, “Now that I’m looking closer, I agree, and you two almost have it.  I’ll have to give you another routine tomorrow,” then his head whipped to the side, “No!  Torrin!  Drop and give me fifty, and when I tell you edge-on, you damned well better block edge-on!”


Speaking quietly as he used her minor injury as an excuse for a short break too, Corren noted, “There’s... something I wanted to thank you for, but it also involves admitting something I rather wouldn’t.  I suppose it all boils down to... your breasts.  They were extremely distracting at first until I figured out where to look, but I credit that as the biggest reason I’ve been able to learn this routine.  It’s almost a dance, and more complicated than I’d have seen myself memorizing a month ago, with a sword in each hand that must precisely meet two more, and simply to respect your person I usually found myself watching either your swords or your feet.  So I always knew which way you were about to turn, and where my blades needed to be to meet yours, and those skills could prove useful when it’s for real.  That’s what I want to thank you for.”


The filly’s mouth had opened to interrupt when he’d mentioned her breasts, but closed again as he explained, and she nodded thoughtfully as she finally replied, “Once again you take a simple-seeming point and look at it from a perspective I’d never imagined.  I’m still not sure why you try so hard not to look at me or the other girls here, unless it’s just one of those double standards no one ever talks about.  Even before I joined, I wasn’t the only girl lurking at the edge of the field and staring at muscular young men as they exercised, and not one boy here has complained about being objectified, when we very much were viewing you as pretty, meaty objects.  Is bothering to notice when a girl jiggles really that much worse?”


Her friend shrugged after a moment’s thought, “I guess not, but that’s one thing; the view I almost got down your top when you were doing push-ups in front of me would have been.”


Riala blinked, blushing slightly, “Oops!  I’ll admit I looked down your shirt—nice pecs, I must say—but I didn’t think things through, obviously.  My ankle’s feeling better, now, so let’s see if we can both get through this routine perfectly for once.”


Chuckling and nodding, the mouse took a step back and lifted his swords.

* * *


Corren blinked at the unexpected knocking, and took a moment to set his quill in its ink-stained holder and replace the cork in the small bottle in the desk’s inset depression.  “Come in?” he called as he turned his chair around.


A white-furred hand holding his sword led the way, a smile blossoming across his face as Riala stepped in behind them, and she couldn’t help but grin back, “Yep, I finally finished it.  At just an hour a day when I was supposedly struggling to keep brass from crumpling under a hammer, it’s taken a while, but I think you’ll like the results.”


His hands clenching involuntarily beside him, he nodded, waiting until she held it out then accepting, rather than snatching, his sword.  He set the hilt on one thigh then pulled the scabbard off all at once, relishing the polished gleam in the candlelight.  “This is lovely...” he breathed, just staring...  Instead of a straight blade with a somewhat angled tip, made from uneven lines where damage had been ground out, it was now a uniform pair of lines describing a single wave each, the blade narrowing slightly past the hilt then flaring before reaching a smooth point.


Sitting on the edge of his bed, the unicorn reached over to touch the steel in two places, “Here, and here; the narrowest and widest points of the blade are at precisely the one- and two-thirds points of its length.  The balance has not altered one whit, but the weight behind an impact at any given point, that’s changed, and this shape is best suited to slashes and chops from a short, sturdy swordsman.”


Corren had to glance up, “All my life I’ve been told that unicorns are very good at what they do, and ‘what you do’ is forge excellent steel.  You’re being wasted, polishing brass all day when you can’t get away to class.”


Amber eyes held those of brown for a moment, “As most people do, I played a few versions of this conversation in my head on the way over here, and I sort of expected you to say something like that.  But that means I had time to think about it from another perspective, a very useful trick of yours I borrowed, and wouldn’t some say the thing about you and your magic?  Aren’t you ‘wasting’ that, studying literature and swordplay?”


“My uncle had a phrasing for that when we were discussing the concept of gratitude, once,” he replied with a slight smile.  “It went, ‘if someone waits until they know I’m not hungry, then offers me a food they know I do not like, should I be grateful for it?’  I never asked for this gift.  Practicing with it is fascinating, even entertaining between my other studies, but I never hungered for it, or the wealth it could bring.  I just want to make the world a little safer for people who have better things to do than fight.”


Riala had to smile, “Good answer.  I must, however, depart.  I have problems that not even your politeness could help, my own demons in that philosophical sense, and they’ll probably occupy the rest of my evening.”


Corren held out a hand, “And my essay there isn’t writing itself.  I’ll see you around,” and she gave his fingers a squeeze before slipping back out.

* * *


The unicorn in staff robes broke off as a knock came at the classroom door, and called, “One moment!” before chalking several more numbers onto the wall-mounted slate.  “There,” he nodded to his students as he turned, “divide those, and I’ll check your answers in a moment,” then opened the door.


Welcome’s budding courier service included several youths who served as strictly-local pages, for official use and for hire, and one of them was there with a note.  His murmur didn’t reach the students as their tutor accepted the delivery and closed the door again, and careful glances offered no hints from his neutral expression as he read.  Only when the last quill had stopped scratching did he step away from his own desk, “Corren, I’ll tell you how you did tomorrow.  You’re dismissed until after lunch if you need that long, and asked to visit that dreadful pun I tried to prevent, the Welcome Inn.  You have visitors.  Everyone else, I hope I’ve finally gotten the concept of remainders through your skulls.  Let’s see, shall we?”


There were only three possible people or groups these ‘visitors’ could be, Corren decided as he walked.  It was possible that Lorina and Sabine had taken a trip and stopped by to say hello, or even Berria if her duties as Archpriestess had brought her near.  The third option was held collectively by his family, the least likely overall, but if true his best guess was that his uncle Jarret had decided to go on another adventure.  Two large, familiar figures were leaning against a wall as the inn came into view, Ferrl and Yerrun, and the mouse smiled to himself at his own sense of relief.  The mystery itself had been causing him stress, he realized, but the presence of the two teachers he respected the most was a welcome comfort.


Nods of greeting were returned as the pair stepped away from the wall, following him into the dimmer interior, the medic murmuring, “Common room, they’re at the far side.”


Most thoughts of any family members but his uncle had been cut short by the knowledge that none of the three would or could leave the others behind... which explained why three sets of the same ears he saw in the bathing room’s mirror were perking and turning as he entered.  He paused near their table and nodded in turn, “Mother.  Father.  Sister.”


“Just like your letter,” Sorina murmured, smiling and blinking away tears as she touched the much-rumpled parchment on the table between them.


His father nodded, “And it’s damned good to hear you say those words, as much as we liked reading them.  We didn’t get a body, son, but we did get notice, three days before yours got there.  We’d just about come to grips with it... but I’m glad we didn’t have to.”


Slipping onto the seat next to her, he took a moment to wrap an arm around his sister and squeeze, then looked back over, “I’m glad for that, too, as being alive beats the alternative.  And I’m glad to see the family I’ve missed so much... and while I’m busy being glad,” and one corner of his muzzle quirked up, “I’m glad I got out of that math class before I could find out what I did wrong this time.  Long division is taking a bit of learning...  Still, you’ll understand that it’s a bit of a surprise, all of you coming all this way.”


Both of his parents’ muzzles opened, but the twelve-year-old who wasn’t letting him go yet spoke up first, “I came along because I had’ta, but I think we’re makin’ a mistake.  I told them not to ignore the part about you not being a wizard for a livin’!”


Her mother scowled, “And I told you not to bring that up again!  A gift that rare isn’t something they’d let go to waste,” and she glanced back to her son, “which is why your father and I are certain the circumstances your letter described changed almost immediately.”


Blinking twice, Corren took another moment to nod slowly, “So I see... but I’m afraid you were mistaken, Mother.  The only ‘immediate’ change at that point was that the rest of the students started arriving, regular classes could finally start, and since my major had not changed I scheduled short lessons once a week with my mentor there,” and he nodded toward the taller of the nearby figures, “instead of daily magic classes.”


His wife momentarily too surprised to speak, Ferren took over, “What sort of place is this ‘School of Welcome’ if they assign a mentor who can’t recognize an illusionist when they meet one?  If they didn’t change your major, it was an example of gross incompetence on someone’s part, and now that I’m here I can do something about it.”


Corren scowled, but the scrape of wood interrupted an angry reply he was glad hadn’t escaped.  “I’m probably the biggest ‘they’ or ‘someone’ you’re talking about,” the wolf noted as he turned an empty chair around and straddled it, “so I felt I should join this conversation.  I am Sir Ferrl, former Earl of Gatuque, retired Agent of the Kingdom, ex-ambassador to Unicorn Vale, and presently Headmaster of Magic at the School of Welcome.  You seem to have some issue with our teaching techniques.”


His student had to hide a smile at the man’s tone; somehow, he’d audibly conveyed every last capital letter in that sentence.


Sorina had managed to gather her thoughts, and nodded, her voice stern as she verbally pounced, “Yes, I do!  I thought a school was all about a student’s potential!  It’s hardly doing that potential justice if you let him wander blindly into a dead-end career as a sword-swinging thug.  How could you let his class schedule stand?”


A second chair scraped as it was dragged closer, the unicorn commenting, “I guess I’m part of things now too, since I’m the one teaching him to swing a sword.  I can honestly say I’ve never had a more dedicated student than your boy.  I’m Yerrun, retired Master Sergeant of the New Unicorn Vale Militia Elite, and I’m also a healer.  Had to grow your son some new skin the very first day.  Keep that in mind before you insist that mystical gifts and soldiering are mutually exclusive.”


The lady scowled reflexively, then shook herself, “Alright... so he’ll learn to defend himself.  He’s at least practicing his illusions, right?  He’ll still have the option of performing?  One or two shows would be enough to set him up for life.”


Yerrun’s praise had come as a complete surprise, but there’d been time enough to get his sudden flush back under control, and he shook his head, “Not really...  My special lessons are about almost anything else, because my first and so far only major projection was almost perfect the first time.  I hadn’t realized at the time that I was projecting, so it wasn’t as big or bright as it would need to be in a performance, and my guild certification arrived a few days ago.  I’m registered as being in proper control of my powers, so any further classes simply introduce me to new and different things I can do with them, and correcting that first show’s flaws would be very easy these days.”


Ferrl coughed faintly, drawing several eyes, then noted to Corren, “On that subject, I’d been meaning to save this as a somewhat cruel surprise, and only mention it the next time you oh-so-hesitantly brought up the subject of next term’s tuition, but that show I pulled you away from garnered some tips.  Here’s roughly one fifth of what was tossed into my granddaughter’s violin case,” and he pulled a small suede pouch out of his vest pocket.


Accepting the bag, which felt like about half a dozen coins, none of them dense enough for gold, he nodded, “That would have been a fine joke, sir, but this does ease some worries I had.”


Ferren blinked as several thoughts reached logical conclusions that contrasted sharply with some things he’d been taking for granted, and he murmured to his wife, “Dear...  None of your—our I’ll admit... our wilder speculations about waivers, loans, or income were even a little bit right.  Jennah was the only one who saw clearly, and we ran right over her in our rush...”  He looked to his daughter, “I’m sorry.  You were right.”


Blinking, the smallest mouse nodded, then looked up to her brother, “I don’t wanna say ‘I told ya so’ to ‘em, but... they’d worked themselves up ‘til they expected ya to buy ‘em a house out of pocket change.  Dad won’t tell me how much we have left, an’ that right there is bad news to me.”


Corren winced, then nodded, “I can almost make sense out of how that must have happened... and other than whatever’s in this pouch, if I drained the savings I set aside after selling a horse I’d been gifted, I’d have about two silver marks by the coins you’re used to.  A light enough purse to justify a bit of concern over the next term, wouldn’t you agree, sir?”


His mother reached over to touch his hand, “But you said you can perform, so I don’t see why you were worrying over a few silver.”


He frowned faintly, “Mother, my life is already full.  I have friends, I have classes, I have a sadist who makes damned sure I get practice navigating a dinner line while in severe pain,” and he shared a grin with Yerrun, “and I can’t just put those people and things aside to pursue an unrelated career in dribs and drabs.  Professional illusionists have entire platoons of heralds and criers, making certain that everyone who can afford to see them knows of their show, weeks or months in advance.  That’s an incredible amount of trouble to go to.  If I actually had the troubles I’d thought, and needed some money, at worst I’d take one term off of music lessons so I could work evenings as an assistant carpenter or such.  This is a brand new town, and there aren’t enough of any one type of people yet.  Father, if you’re closer to being penniless than you care to admit, I know three stores that could use your stock-management expertise, and they’d definitely pay better than Old Man Groucho—I mean, the honorable Gravister, of course.”  As Ferren surprised himself with a laugh, his son went on, “Mother, you like to cook... and we’re in the middle of a thousand hungry unicorns with money in their pockets.  I think I can find you a landowner who will give you credit for a small restaurant on the collateral of one bowl of your bean soup.  I don’t think you’ll find time to cook much else once these people taste it.”


Eyes wide, Sorina darted a glance to her husband, “Fer... a job with a better boss would be nice, but you’ve always hated working for anyone.  Could you manage my stockroom instead?  If you take care of the rest, oh Gods, bean soup is the least of what I’ll make for these people...”


Corren turned away from two wide-eyed mice to smile down at his sister, “Jennah...  Please keep our parents out of trouble.  I don’t know what’s in this, but use it to keep a roof over your heads while we sort this mess out.  When the next term draws near, I’ll do what I must,” and he pressed that pouch into her small hand.


The girl nodded, her muzzle serious but her eyes twinkling at his implied jab at the adults.


A somewhat rougher try at a ‘faint cough’ drew eyes once more, and Yerrun fixed his student with a serious gaze, “About that, the headmaster isn’t the only one who came with a surprise for you, though mine won’t fit in my pocket.  At the end of this term, on the unanimous agreement of all whose opinions matter on the subject, including a fellow named Lachier, I am authorized to extend to you a cadet slot at the Stonecliff Academy.  Like this town, it’s a legacy of Countess Verona’s efforts, and they turn out fine army officers.  Upon graduation, you will be commissioned as a second lieutenant, regular army, on long-term assignment to the Welcome militia.  If you need a job, son, there’s one for the taking.”


Sorina blinked at the unicorn, and visibly restrained an exclamation, asking as evenly as she could, “You mean what you said about his... ‘dedication,’ was it?  You meant that?  He’s actually good enough that you want him as an officer, and eventually commanding soldiers?”


“Ma’am,” the teacher replied while his student wrestled with the concept of eventual command, a detail which had escaped him, “the first day I met your son, I told him to keep swinging no matter how much his hands hurt, or how tired his arms felt, but I tell all my students that.  The true measure of a man can be seen in how well they obey, because it reveals just that, dedication.  I learn just how willing someone is to endure pain and exert effort for what can only be called an abstract goal at the time, the improved strength, speed, and precision of their hypothetical future self.  That skin I had to heal was on his hands, and just to get at it I had to crack his practice sword away from the rest of the dried blood.  Every other student I had in that beginning class had reached their limit and given up.  This boy, this mouse, was the only one who would.  Not.  Stop, no matter how much it hurt, and I had to stop him myself before he did permanent harm.  Jump ahead five years or so, and I see the sort of officer who wins wars.  With half his troops dead, himself wounded, and contingency orders in hand that would let him yield the flank and retreat, he would instead lead that final charge against a foe who knows he’s coming, and he’ll kick their sorry asses up between their ears.  I will be proud to call him ‘sir,’ and that’s about the best thing I know to say about a man.”


Jennah piped up, “Mom, Dad, this man was a sergeant.  Even we know that means we should listen to him.”


Flushing faintly, Ferren glanced over, “Heh, kids...  I was quoting someone else about sergeants running armies, but there’s no reason it couldn’t be true.  Anyway, yes.  Now that you’ve all brought our wild dreams back down to something resembling reality, I’m finding I’m glad I made the trip anyway.  I’ll still need to work for a living, but my boss will be much prettier,” and he shot his blushing wife a smile.  “Son... when you walked out my door, the best I saw in your future was a life as a street constable, assuming your species didn’t get you laughed out of the enlistment office and into grunt labor just to get by.  But now, an officer’s commission... that’s nothing to sneer at.  This might not be Atheria, but Drachath has been a good friend and ally for a long time.  There are far worse choices in life than serving a king like the one you met, in the sort of county that could produce our queen.”  He chuckled at his son’s blink, “I guess you didn’t start taking regular history classes until you were here... and it’s Atherian history that taught it.  Queen Serra is the daughter of Countess Verona and the late Count Borodin, and there are persistent rumors of close ties between her and this man’s daughter,” and he nodded toward the wolf.


Ferrl lifted a finger to intercept Corren’s darting gaze, quickly clarifying, “Not the daughter you’ve met.  Pria has done very well for herself, and I’m proud of her.  I don’t think your geography class has reached the point of focusing on this county yet, Cor, or you’d have at least known about Serra.”


The mouse grimaced, “No, that teacher started with Northlook’s border holdings because she thought it’d feel closer to home for me.”


“Well,” Yerrun chuckled, “if you hug your mother quick I think you’ll get to that class on time.  I’ll see your folks to the mayor’s office and explain the situation to one of the clerks.  We’ve only got two restaurants in town that aren’t this taproom, and if these two could make it three then we can definitely find them a place to set up shop.”


Even as he stood up and stepped around the table, Corren was shaking his head with a smile, “Nah, it’s literature today, and I’ll be getting a graded essay back.  Time to learn whether I got or missed the teacher’s point this time.”  He bent down to hug his mother, kissing her gently on the cheek, “It’s good to see you all again, sorry for scaring you by getting robbed and murdered.  Love you.”


His father nodded, “We love you too, and we’ll see you around Welcome.  Welcome... y’know, I like the sound of that name.”

* * *


He’d been expecting the knock for quite some time when it finally came, and he set aside his quill and stood.  It was almost certainly his family, and they deserved better than a yell to enter.  It had taken a variant of the determination he normally brought to physical education, but he’d managed to deliberately focus despite the pending, expected knock, and he’d finished nearly half of the latest reading assignment during the wait.


Jennah’s face brightened as he opened the door, “It is!  This is the room you made a picture of!”


Nodding as he gestured for her to enter, he agreed, “It is, and it’s a lot better than what I had while we were still building the town.”  He sat on the bed so she could have the more comfortable chair, “Where are Mom and Dad?  I expected them to come with you, and to have to take the reunion somewhere with more seating.”


His sister giggled, a sound that tugged at fond memories of his old home, “They thought you’d be too busy, or they were too tired after the rush of picking a place to move into as soon as they can buy a bed, or perhaps they didn’t want to bother an official to find your room.  The reason changed every time I asked, but they also said I could look for you, and I just asked the first person who looked like a student if they knew where my brother Corren lived.  That bear told me just how to get here—Cor, are you blushing?”


“I chose not to mention this to Mother,” he admitted, “but there are several sets of twins running around this school.  Two pairs, all girls, consist of bears my age and vixens just a bit younger.  Those four, pair by pair, are my occasional lovers, but none of them seem interested in getting married.  We’re just very good friends, and I have other friends as well of a more ‘proper’ sort.”  He had to grin at a passing thought, “I mentioned that tigress in the letter, right?  Well, the one who gave me that sword was indeed my first, but only because she beat her twin sister to it.  I had a rather memorable trip.”


Jennah’s smile was just as wide as she nodded, “I agree, not the sort of things she’d willingly talk about.”  Her voice dropped a bit, then, though there wasn’t anyone else to hear, “That pouch you gave me... it had six silver pieces, bigger than pennies but smaller than marks, and that’s what I showed our parents.  It’s plenty to keep us at the inn and even buy basic furniture for the new place, but I’m making Dad split the cost with me; I know he’s not broke yet, and that’ll make sure he shops wisely.  But, Cor... there was another little coin.  It was caught in the thong so I didn’t notice it at first.  It’s smaller than a silver penny, but it was gold!”


Corren had to blink, then frown as he thought hard...  Brightening, he returned her conspiratorial tone, “Don’t tell anyone about that.  Anyone!  But once they’re settled and the restaurant’s open so they can’t claim to need your help, that gold half-crown will cover a term or two of classes right here.  You could learn anything you want!”


Wide eyes scrunched shut around tears at the majestic vista of her future stretching out in front of her mind’s eye, and she lunged out of the chair to hug him tight, “You’re right!  Oh, Cor, I’m so glad we came!”

Chapter 10


“The valves are oiled and the reeds are restocked,” Riala called down the hall, “so I’m off to lunch then class.”


A grunt echoed down the hall, and Geraff’s rich baritone followed; it had always struck his niece as somehow unfair that someone like him could have such a beautiful voice, “And what about that boy?  Lerril?  Is he still chasing your tail?”


Long practice let her refrain from snorting, “No, last night and the lunch before he never even asked.  I think he’s taken no for an answer.  Finally.”


“Good,” her uncle half-grunted, “now get to school.  I’m still waiting to see some of that improvement you promised, so no dawdling or slacking off.”


As well as she controlled her muzzle these days, it had gotten much harder of late to control her thoughts, and she dwelt anew upon the single, thin thread that kept her temper in check and her obedience consistent.  Her word.  She’d barely been old enough to understand what an oath was and meant when she’d sworn upon Malia, to her parents, that she would obey her uncle as if he were they.  Everyone involved had considered that a simple, easy shortcut to the same end as formal apprenticeship, guardianship, and employment contracts, and at first it had seemed to work that way.  The second time he’d denied a request to travel and visit the family she’d left in another town to join him, she’d tried insisting, and that’s when he’d first shown her the Book.  Marked on its spine only by the tapering spiral of a hand-painted horn, it was the Book of Unicorn Law.  He’d been helping her learn to read from the very start, as her basic education at his hands had always been part of the deal, so she had no trouble following along as he pointed out the laws of parental obedience.  His word was as her mother’s and father’s combined, he’d reminded her, until the day she wed.  She’d been less than twelve at the time, so her future marriage seemed quite far off, and she’d sighed and learned to obey.


She’d been fourteen the first time a boy had asked her out, and she’d been told just what to do, committing to nothing then asking her uncle.  He told her no, before she’d even gotten as far as the colt’s name, but pointing that out earned only an immediate termination of the discussion, no supper that night, and orders over breakfast to continue to decline any such invitations indefinitely.  It had taken her another week to figure out the long-term implications of that, and she’d seen him nodding to himself when she’d pulled the Book down from the shelf to double-check.  It was actually an amusing parallel with the fallacious legends the outsiders had told of the ‘vanished’ unicorns, but the central legal issue was her maidenhead.  So long as she was still a maiden, she was a child, and the only route to virginity’s loss in the eyes of those laws was marriage, preceded by a proper, guardian-approved courtship.  By eliminating any possibility of that first, vital step, Geraff had secured her unquestioning obedience for their mutual natural lives.


Her conditioned compliance weathered the storm of her request to change careers shortly after she’d started having difficulty in his workshop; in support of the system that enshrined his authority, he was a stickler for the letter of those laws, and he was only qualified to teach instrument making.  If she changed vocations, he could no longer have her as an apprentice by those laws.  Then came the move to Welcome.  Most of his best customers were going, to teach dozens more, and they knew his horns played true and the buttons wouldn’t fall off of his flutes.  The prospect of that much new business had been enough to pull him along, though the long delay between the first ground-breaking and the students getting there had had him double-guessing his choice.  The gold those twins had spent had put a crack in his armor, one she’d been quick to exploit, securing his permission to socialize with those students, so long as they were anything but male unicorns, on the condition that she occasionally mention where she worked.


And then there’d been her meeting with a legend... and her years-long obedience became a shell, a sham, as its innermost foundation crumbled into nothingness.  The Book was wrong.  Or rather, it had been right, but not since long before she’d even been born.  ‘Unicorn law’ had been replaced with a modernized body of law as the Vale rejoined the world beyond the Wall.  Even if that hadn’t been the case, Sir Ferrl had added, Welcome was part of Drachath!  In no way whatsoever could any word in that book bind her... but her word, to her parents in Malia’s name, still did.  Ferrl had made certain she understood that point, to avoid any risk of divine wrath, though he’d quietly added that Malia would probably understand just this once.  Still, her uncle had struck this bad bargain in the context of those laws, and so she would continue to obey him only for so long as those laws’ constraints allowed, at which point she would count her oath fulfilled and claim her legal status as an independent adult.


One of the town pages stood up from a bench as she neared the dining hall’s ‘back’ entrance, this side facing the dorms while the other was nearer the salle and fields.  “Note for you, ma’am,” he said as he lifted a folded, unsealed sheet from his large belt pouch.


Nodding as she accepted it, she nickered, “Thanks,” and opened the door, pausing near the window’s light to unfold the page and read: Riala.  The next time I saw Ferrl after he’d met my parents, he asked me why I’d never reacted to the several odd, invisible energy-shapes he’d been projecting throughout the conversation.  I had to answer, honestly, that I habitually restrained my mage-sight unless a specific need arose, because it simply would not do for me to perceive everyone around me, even intermittently, as nude.  That, to my surprise, turned out to be the wrong answer.  Any degree of mage-gift, coupled with military service, enlisted or commissioned, will involve the use of that gift.  Wizards are too uncommon for them to do otherwise.  In that meeting I received an offer of such a job, and my standing duties are almost bound to involve periodic probes with mage-sight, to stay alert for potential threats, according to him.  Knowing that it was almost certainly what it would take in my case, he ordered me, formally and directly as Headmaster of Magic, to practice this skill.  I will even be tested, he says, people I know and trust attempting to approach me with a concealed weapon or magical device, and if I fail to spot them I’ll regret it.  It was worth a penny or two to get this warning to you before we next meet in person, as I will have no choice this time.  Corren.

He couldn’t know how much his respect for her privacy had meant in the time she’d known him...  Some might consider it a basic right, but it was not one she’d ever known.  Geraff saw no need to go to the expense of furnishing a separate bedroom, as children had no secrets from their parents, or guardians in this case.  She knew he looked when she wasn’t decent, and had learned to ignore him.  He’d never touch her, by those sacred laws of his, but she’d learned before puberty to pretend he wasn’t there while she dressed or disrobed.  Corren’s polite contrast to a fat man’s lechery had been new and different, though she’d found herself deliberately abusing it, just a bit, to get good views of his ever-more-toned limbs while his eyes avoided her.  The fact that he now had no choice but to see her that way could, she realized as she tucked the note into a pocket, be useful, as there was a definite way she could be free of her uncle while keeping her oath, but she’d need his help, and she’d especially need him to not realize he’d be giving it.  Then, of course, there was her dream...


Mindful of her oath, she’d always been very careful with her fingers, but she was eighteen years old.  Virgin she might, must, be, but her libido had been healthy for years, and muscular young men were only one facet of the fantasies she’d found most stimulating, usually in a rented bath tub, those at least being places she visited alone.  Her situation’s relationship to that dream the first minute they’d met, someone who wasn’t Geraff admitting they had mage-sight (and she’d had to assume he’d already used it on her) had rendered her nipples almost instantly hard under her shift, dress, and shop apron.  It hadn’t been easy, keeping the disappointment out of her voice as her nether regions gradually cooled from their hopeful flare-up.


If he’d ever been anything less than honest with her, he was an even better actor than he was an illusionist, because she’d tested his claim.  The first night she’d joined the meal in the school’s dining hall, she’d planned to sit with his known friends so she’d probably meet him, but as far as she could tell he remained oblivious to this day.  That evening she’d deliberately skipped her shift and underdrawers, sitting bare save for her outermost garb, and that old skirt was in need of repair, one pocket having a hole that she’d reached through, touching herself while meeting his eyes and talking to him.  Anyone observing the ‘energy patterns’ the mage-students spoke of would have noticed, and she thought she’d heard a girl suddenly coughing into her drink two tables away when she’d reached for her petals.


She set that thought aside as she reached the double doors; the dorm end of the dining hall also held several offices and access to the kitchen and storerooms, and her ruminations had carried her to the hall proper.  If Corren were watching... then he could probably see her right through the doors, so her impulse to steel herself was discarded.  As if it were just any other luncheon, she opened a door and stepped in, giving the mouse as neutral a nod as she could as she spotted him, at his table as she made her way toward the trays and food.


The various twins were quiet, but had faint smiles, Johran was absent, and Lerril looked slightly offended, occasionally glancing toward the wizard, though his grimace worsened for a moment as his eyes flicked between him and her.  For herself, Riala merely quirked one brow toward her friend as she sat... and his muzzle tightened as he nodded faintly.  He’d been discussing the same subject as his note with these others, and he’d already ‘looked’ since her entrance.


For everyone’s comfort, especially her own, Ria asked, “So, is your family settling in alright?  Will we get to meet them?”


Corren blinked once, then shot her a look of gratitude before nodding, “I hope you will.  My mother’s a decent cook, and this town could use another restaurant, particularly a vegetarian one since my whole family thinks mice can’t eat meat.  A priestess in Northlook taught me otherwise, thankfully; I’d rather not have had to fuel my exercise with beans.  Once Mom and Dad are settled, little Jennah will probably surprise them by enrolling here, though with what major I cannot guess.  She’s never really been free to make choices about her own life, and I’m curious to see which way she’ll go.  I gave her my share of the tips from that unplanned show, so she can cover tuition whether our parents help or not.  I won’t need it when I leave next term.”


Riala blinked hard; that had been no part of her careful plans!  “Where are you going?” she asked, a dozen more simple questions crowding her mind as she made herself close her mouth.


“The nearest army officer cadet school, in Stonecliff, once this term is finished,” he replied.  “I’ll be back afterwards, and working here... but I don’t know how long it takes to train a second lieutenant.  The king himself was involved in offering me the commission, though, so after due thought, I figured I should probably accept.”


The filly smiled as she remembered his comment about making the world a bit safer, and nodded, “I’m happy for you.  I think you’ll do very well there, and Welcome couldn’t ask for a better young man in its growing militia.”


Even Lerril seemed pleased on his behalf at this news, and careers, rather than the side-effects of magical perceptions, suddenly became the talk of the table as everyone dug in more enthusiastically.


Toward the end of the meal, Ria did get a chance to check one important detail she’d failed to retain in her rush two weeks ago to join a ‘fitness’ class, with all the justifications and circumlocutions that had involved with her uncle, so she hadn’t actually come away knowing how long the term she was signing up for lasted.  The answer was a bit over two months, to allow for breaks in between and four terms a year, and very welcome news within the context of her schemes.  She’d have at least a full month to try and manipulate circumstances into the conditions her plans required for success before the person she’d picked as her preference to help would depart, which was a far less bleak prospect than when she’d feared he’d leave in mere weeks or even days.

* * *


Corren and Riala both had hints of apprehension and confusion in their expressions as they followed the old soldier inside, the cacophony of wooden blades striking dummies fading as the thick front door closed, and he continued to his corner office, gesturing at the trio of smaller chairs there as he settled into his own.  “You two each represent a dilemma,” Yerrun began, “and it would be far easier if it were the same one so I could keep you as a pair, but it’s not.  Every member of the school staff is paying extra attention on this first term, to see where and how our plans are or aren’t working.  One of those rough points I’ve already identified is that there needs to be two beginner-level classes where I presently teach only one.  We’ll need to separate the concepts of basic combat and physical development, because not everyone really needs both.”  He dipped his horn toward the filly, “You’re nimble and quick, and you learn routines well, but you remind me of what I heard of the Vale Militia before Dame Julara took us in hand.  The moves you’ve learned so well are more a dance to you than an actual combat routine, and while I mean no insult, I don’t think you’re mean enough to ever use them seriously.  Not everyone is cut out to be a soldier, and I’ve gotten the impression that you could get just as much benefit from a class where weights, sticks, and even colorful ribbons were in use rather than simulated weapons.”


Riala grimaced, nodding, “I’ve very much enjoyed my increased strength in my daily labors, and I credit your instruction for the speed with which I caught a glass bottle of very expensive glue before it hit the floor.  But... no, I can’t really see myself fighting someone.  Perhaps a mugger or bandit, but those aren’t common in Stonecliff.”


Their teacher nodded back then looked to the mouse, “And you... on principle alone, after that little speech I gave your parents, I’d already been considering transferring you.  Can’t have that sort of favoritism as a factor when it comes time to hand out official grades, after all, but principle takes second place to logic, and there isn’t a second instructor for this class at this time.  Thankfully, the alacrity with which you learned your latest practice routine made the decision for me, by guidelines I wrote before I ever met you, so my personal opinions have no official relationship to the decision to move you to a more advanced class.  There’ll still be some familiar faces there; two of the sets of twins I’ve been seeing you share a table with.  If you stay in my class one more day, I expect complaints from the other students as to why I’m not teaching them to do what you can do, but they didn’t swing their first practice swords ‘til their hands bled.  The effort you chose to make is why you’ve advanced more quickly than they, but that’s not a very pleasant truth for most to accept.”


This fetched a thoughtful nod, Corren replying after a moment, “The transfer itself comes as no surprise, as I’ve definitely noticed your split attention.  Most of the class does the same thing as a group, but when you make exceptions, I’m generally one of them, and it’s not always justifiable as a necessary adaptation for my size.  Whatever class I join, though, should have more people who can keep up with me in the ‘dance’ part of the lessons,” and he glanced to the side with a faint smile, “as lady here you described as nimble is unique among her peers for that.”


“Don’t worry about others keeping up,” Yerrun chuckled, “as Jone and Bev will have you scrambling to match the pace they set.  The class you’ll be joining will be less tiring than mine, and shorter, but you’ll make up for it in sparring bruises and sore joints as you repeat the trickiest parts of moves over and over.  It’s two hours before lunch, though the last ten to thirty minutes of that, depending on activities, is set aside to rest and mop up sweat.  You’re dismissed ‘til dinner, which should give you time to reschedule your other classes around having more of your afternoon free and maybe even get some studying done.  Riala, I’ll be shifting the emphasis of your assignments a bit, to focus more on general strength and agility than the specific aspects of those most useful in a fight, and since you’re now the lightest student in an odd-numbered class there will be the occasional ‘difficulty’ finding you a sparring partner, meaning I shall have to, with regret, assign you to a practice dummy instead.  Do you understand what I’m saying here?”


The other unicorn nodded with another grimace, “Exactly, and thank you.  You can’t be seen as going easy on anyone, even if she agrees, and I do, that not everything you teach is for her.  With what I have learned here, though, I won’t lack for strength or endurance if I join an actual dance class instead next term, so my time here was worth it, and I’m grateful for it.”


Her teacher’s brows rose briefly as he nodded, “Then you’ll continue your physical education.  Good.  Corren, you need to head straight to the administration office and get some help rearranging your daily schedule.  It’s been an honor having you in my class... sir.  Dismissed.”


The mouse had to smile at that title as he and Ria stood, “I haven’t earned any honorifics yet, sir, but you’ve given me confidence in myself, so I’m sure I will eventually.”

* * *


Corren paused, shifting the weight of his tray to one hand so he could point, “Gen... two knives in your halter and a very nasty-looking crystal in your left boot, and nice try on the Headmaster’s part.  Waiting several days on the theory I might forget my orders, or just avoid their less comfortable aspects, was a sensible trick for a good teacher to pull, but he needed to spend more time talking to Yerrun.  Mere discomfort generally fails to put me off.”


The bear nodded with a grin as he joined the group, “Yeah, and he also figured you’d check Bev for magic instead of me.  The crystal’s one of his own inventions, based on another he made that simply explodes, but this ‘explosion’ is the same mix as something called a ‘spellbreaker.’  If I throw it at you I’d have at least a moment with no illusions fouling my aim.”


“If Sir Ferrl can spare it, rather than wanting it back, once we’re outside feel free to try that.  Now that I know it exists, I can counter it.”


The other bear nodded and swallowed, “That’s kinda the point of these little surprises, but I hope you weren’t thinking of basic energy-pulling to divert the wave.  I saw the prototype being detonated; those little crystals hit a lot harder than you’d think.”


Corren shook his head as he fetched a fork from the clay cup set into a depression in the middle of the table, “I know better than to face that man power-against-power.  You activate it then throw it, right?  That means there’s a specific, time-related aspect to its enchantment, and crystals generally react badly to just part of them suddenly rising sharply in temperature.  Fire while it’s on the way, that’s my ‘counter.’”


The other mage nodded, “That would probably work.  All that anti-magic’s still locked up inside at that point... so I’ll suggest a refinement to the good earl; once it’s activated, its main effect needs to be on a hair trigger, to counter your counter or any similar ones, such as motion-magic deflecting the throw.  It may go off a little early, but it’ll still go off.”


“Sounds like they’ve got you now, in this hypothetical fight,” Riala remarked with a quick smile, then picked up her second biscuit.


Johran noted from his seat between two vixens, “That’s what Yerrun’s warnings are about, right?  For the routines?  ‘The other side can adapt too,’ I think he said, and that probably matters at least as much with magic as it does with blades.  That’s why he always prefaces actual sparring sessions with a line or two about creative responses, I think I see now.”


Ayli craned her neck up to give the edge of his ear a quick nuzzle, “Exactly.  Adaptability and figuring out exactly what your opponent’s trying are the keys to winning any fight, whatever the weapons.”


This fetched a grimacing nod from the mouse, “Great... now that you all have me thinking along those lines, I can see where more teachers than just Ferrl or Yerrun are pushing me like that.  It seems they’re just as interested in teaching me to make up my own answers as they are in providing knowledge to base them on.”


“Which,” Riala noted with a quick swallow and a raised finger, “just goes to show us how good of teachers we’ve actually got.  No one set of knowledge, no book, can cover every possible situation in the real world, so they arm us against both challenges, things basic knowledge will cover and the flexibility to adapt to things it doesn’t.”


Lerrie had to grin, “My mother’s been teaching me for nearly a decade, so I know exactly what you mean, and she wouldn’t let the teachers she’s headmistress of be any other way.”


Corren glanced between the younger foxes and the bears, “Then I should expect just as demanding of exercises when I join what I suspect is your four’s class tomorrow, assuming I’ve got us all slotted into the right three categories in my head.  That’s why Ria’s sweaty and I’m not, tonight, but it’ll be the other way around by lunch tomorrow.”


Riala gave a wry half-grimace, “I’ll probably show up sweaty for class without you, though; Gen approved the mold today, so I’ll be pouring iron tomorrow for her drum’s studs.  After that work I did on your sword, Cor, they’ve got me doing iron-work for the students with less experience around a forge, and they’ll take me in the smithing class next term, but everyone there agrees I shouldn’t make instruments solo.  With any luck, I can make that change quietly, but... never mind.  Not your fight.”


Tact and inclination alike kept Corren from pursuing the subject she’d dropped, and he went along with the next topic to come up, but he couldn’t make himself forget hearing her words.  He had conditioned himself to dismiss bodies from his mage-sight checks, looking only for anything other than them.  He knew that if he deliberately tried, he could think back and reconstruct a seen-but-ignored energy-shape into a fair idea of what that person’s body looked like, but he could not, offhand, casually recall them.  The implication regarding ‘her fight’ was a bit more persistent, and considered in free moments throughout the meal.  Only three thoughts reached any sort of firm conclusion...  First and most obvious, at issue was her uncle and his previous resistance to her educational choices, that and other difficulties having led to the man being labeled her personal demon, though how fair that might be he couldn’t guess.  Second, any direct assistance would be presumptuously rude on his part, and could very easily make things worse; a few of her comments and reactions, particularly how flatly and consistently she’d turned down Lerril for a wide variety of perfectly-innocent social activities, suggested that she was actively avoiding other unicorns, and not entirely by her own choice.  The man’s implied racism could be extrapolated to an easily-assumed, very bad reaction to a non-unicorn interfering in personal matters.  Third and finally, though he would neither push nor probe, he was her friend, so if any opportunity to help or support her offered itself, he’d need to be ready to take it.

* * *


Thoughts of a filly’s troubles at home were far from Corren’s mind as he slipped quietly down the street.  Magically-replicated words from a chalkboard had surprised him as he’d corked his ink bottle before bed, and they’d been accompanied by what he’d learned was Sir Ferrl’s personal energy-signature, which his own discreet experiments had proven impossible to exactly duplicate.  Explicit, verified instructions from a headmaster, he thought with a mental grin, were the only things that would have him out at this time of night, carefully bending each lantern’s glow even as he picked his steps, not wanting to leave even a footprint on a dusty cobble, given those orders’ emphasis on not being seen.


The windows and skylights of the salle suggested that every last lamp and candle in the place was burning brightly, except for one, and he slipped through the first aid station’s door and into darkness before releasing his magic and reaching for the inner door’s latch.  Standing in the middle of the large room, clearly waiting for him, was a fellow mouse he didn’t recognize, dressed entirely in black and somewhere in his early to mid twenties to guess.  Closing the door behind him, he took a few steps then stood, waiting patiently.


“My name is Dirran,” the stranger introduced himself, “and I am here to administer a single, specific test.  Invisibility.  I am not, myself, a mage, but very few spells can completely fool me, as I know exactly what to look for.  I am told that you have not been given specific instruction in the weaknesses of magical concealment, but also that you have an analytical mind that has probably already considered things to the limit of your experience and imagination.  You have, starting now, up to five minutes to consider your spells, and your only free advantage will be that I shall briefly turn my head away, toward the non-mirrored wall and completely breaking eye contact, for the moment of your casting.  After that, I will try to find you.”


Corren blinked once, then nodded, “That wolf... a surprise exam with exactly one chance to improvise a little experience beforehand.  He gets results, though.  You’re right, thank you, that this will require a bit of thought,” and he started considering...  A wide, empty, and brightly lit floor offered no terrain to exploit, and emphasized the biggest problem with basic invisibility, that one could not bend light around where their shoes or feet were in physical contact with the floor.  He’d have to manage a perfect, real-time projection of that floor’s image, aligned with his opponent’s actual eyes, which would be constantly flicking about, and he’d almost certainly move his head in sudden, unpredictable spurts to change the angles.  He resisted an urge to blink as he considered those angles... could he pull it off, particularly with the mirrors doubling them in that direction?  He’d done something similar with a lot less practice once before, so it was possible... but then the issue of sound occurred to him.  He could probably safely label that the second easiest way of ‘spotting’ him, if even a faint swish of cloth through air alerted the other rodent’s mobile ears, but his theory about magically-actuated trumpets could just as easily be inverted, muting rather than eliciting vibrations.


He’d been getting better at quickly-improvised, spot illusions, those probably being another detail his tester was familiar with and prepared for, so he made no secret of things as he lifted first one foot, then the other, peering intently to memorize the wood grain well enough to duplicate it.  Looking back up, he mentally sketched out a space a bit in front of Dirran, where smaller projections of the floor’s image could adapt to his movements with more focused shifts of their own, and he gathered the light and wind energies he’d need...  “I suppose I’m ready, sir,” he noted with another nod.


The older mouse nodded, “Alright, we shall begin.”  Even as he turned his head sharply to one side, his hands slipped behind his back, two daggers coming into view.


The only surprise about those weapons was that he’d drawn them at all, Corren adding one more detail to the ‘not mentioned beforehand’ part of the test; naturally he hadn’t neglected his mage-sight in this meeting, particularly since it was his only sight as the light-flow bent around him, none reaching his eyes.  A second shell of gentle magic stroked the natural wind-energy in the air, calming it, so not a swish escaped as he moved before that head had even turned back, as close to a jog in a wide loop as he could manage without shaking the wood at all, grateful for his friends’ fine construction.


Dirran’s eyes were intent as he swept the room, and he started moving as well, single, long sudden steps taken usually at a forward angle, and which way he faced at the end of each one seemed unpredictably random.  “Very good so far,” he commented, fingers idly twisting the hilts in their grips, before he spun in place and froze, his ears taking up his eyes’ wide sweep.


Corren did not, of course, reply, but he was also having a great deal of trouble matching the man’s motion.  Only about one second in three actually required the projection, his gaze changing so frequently, but which second mattered was never certain.  Sheer probability would catch up with him eventually... unless he provided another target.  A second projected bit of the floor on top of his ongoing spells was not easy, especially coupled with relocating his physical self, but the goal this time was to get it just the tiniest bit wrong.


The stranger’s expression didn’t alter a hair, but his next lunging step was in that flaw’s direction, and the one after angled toward that corner’s most likely escape route.  One more sweep of Dirran’s head suggested a chance to get away, before his arm flicked, his dagger spinning toward the space over that not-quite-right bit of hardwood.


The moment that knife was thrown, Corren started his own kick, the toe of his sturdy leather shoe striking just behind his foe’s right ear, the blade and its owner’s body hitting hardwood almost simultaneously.  The illusionist immediately dropped his spells and stepped back, “You changed the level of your threat when you drew steel... so I hope changing my response was part of the test.  If not, I apologize.”


Half-rolling to get his arms under him, Dirran groaned and nodded, looking up, “That was to be part of your final evaluation, though you would still have passed without violence of your own.  This bump on my skull just means you’ll get a higher grade, that’s all.”  Managing a slight smile, he accepted the offered hand and let himself be pulled back to his feet.  Tucking his remaining dagger away as his free hand smoothed his clothes, he noted, “I was told you couldn’t use motion-magic, but it seems you found some other way to affect sound.  Whatever you did worked, as I couldn’t hear you at all, and that surprised me almost as much as your decoy.”


“I’ll use that sooner next time,” he nodded, stepping over to retrieve the man’s other blade, “because it wasn’t easy to stay hidden...  The silence was just the other side of an idea I’d had to play wind instruments with wind-energy, though this was its first actual test.”


Accepting his dagger, Dirran had to smirk, “A definite success, then.  Please note, though, that your actual final grade on this exam is still contingent on you getting back to your dorm undetected, and this time the guards and teachers will be looking for you.  They’re not as good as I am, but there are a lot more of them this time.  At least one is watching the ‘obvious’ door you came in through, right now.”


Nodding, Cor glanced around, then pointed at one of the few indoor target dummies, “Then I’ll climb that and leave through the skylights.  I can see hinges from here; they’re obviously meant to open for ventilation or cleaning, and there’ll be a lot less stray light to worry about than opening one of those big doors would let loose.”


He was already moving toward his ladder-to-be as the other mouse agreed, “That should throw off the first couple of watchers.  Good luck with the rest, kid.”

Chapter 11


The sound of a shop-door’s bell was faint, but at least it was the right tone, unique among the growing number of shops as it had been among the first products of the store’s own small workshop forge.  Nodding to himself, Corren eased away from the side of the building, stepping into the street to walk past the shop at an ordinary pace that coincidentally brought him even with Belaric’s smaller strides just a few doors down.  “Well?” he asked, quietly.


“She says she might be back next week,” the fox replied without looking up or raising his voice, “but she doesn’t sound confident ‘bout it.  She slipped in just a few soft words that might explain more.  New students, more polishing, and ‘his money’s worth.’”


The mouse grimaced, “I can fill in the blanks.  That unicorn kid can’t be much more than eleven, or he wouldn’t be in the basics class, but he’s still a colt.  Her uncle probably sees him as the same sort of threat Lerril represents, and he isn’t seeing any improvement in her instrument work, while tuition costs more than what she’d been getting in meals.  It makes perfect sense, if you think like an asshole.”


His young friend nodded shallowly, “She kept lookin’ at the windows, probably for you.  Didn’t say even a nickname, but her face was a li’l twitchy.  Probably watchin’ her voice more than her ‘spression.”


Corren merely nodded back, letting his path diverge as he continued on his own, though he couldn’t quite make sense out of the whole picture yet.  He’d watched the entire encounter, mage-sight only slightly fogged by the sturdy walls, and he had a detail that Bel probably didn’t, but he didn’t know how it fit.  Riala had not, for the first time since he’d been forced to notice such, been wearing underdrawers today.  It could simply mean that she was a bit overdue for a trip to a laundry service, but the other end of the speculative spectrum was rather dire, while those in the middle, involving skipping them deliberately for a positive reason, seemed highly unlikely.  The corner of his mind that he never probed, that knew the more intimate details of things he’d perceived, itched faintly, as if it held some related detail that might clarify things, but he ignored it.  The reasons behind his friend’s sudden withdrawal from classes, after all, couldn’t possibly relate to the state of her genitals.


His own, and he had to smile to himself at the slight irony, hadn’t seen much use of late, since the steady influx of new students gave the various twins far more options to explore, but he didn’t mind much.  With his afternoon workout moved to late mornings, the scheduling clerk had managed to fit an entire additional period into his day after lunch, with the deceptive label ‘general education.’  He was currently struggling through, and would be tested on, a book on advanced agricultural techniques, and he’d been warned that the next subject contributing to the same grade would be completely different, as soon as someone else suggested a book or topic.


‘Lunch’ would be some leftover biscuits he’d saved from breakfast, today, while his accomplice would be spending his bribe on a grilled steak at a defiantly-carnivorous cafe called simply ‘Fang’s.’  Absences were easier to explain than tardiness, at the lunch table, and he really could use an extra quarter-hour of study once he’d gotten back, but no one on the campus would have reason to suspect he was up to anything.


A distant call of his own name made him step out of the crowd leaving his last class before supper, and he looked around...  “Run with me.  Please?” Riala called to him as she slowed, but was still jogging past him on the track that circumnavigated most of Welcome itself.


Opening the book he held, he stuffed two sheets of parchment between the pages and shut it again, tucking it under his arm as he moved to jog behind her.  “You claimed nervous energy and got permission for just exercise,” he guessed conversationally.


“One lap,” she nodded, “but Geraff weighs a good three hundred pounds.  He has an inflated concept of how long it takes to run two and a half miles.  I don’t intend to rush.”


He nodded, which was the mental cue he’d practiced, and the world pulsed with the muted glow of nearby plant life, the cloudy shapes of wooden structures punctuated by the more ordered energy of their nails, and the bright lights of mortal-kind.  He had to blink even as he focused on vision again; if her underdrawers were merely out for cleaning, they hadn’t gotten back yet.


Glancing over as she jogged alongside, Ria grimaced, “You peeked.  I understand.  It would take a bit of explaining, but the detail you blinked about is nothing you need feel concern about.  Honest.”


Resisting a second nod just so he wouldn’t cue himself again, Corren agreed, “I’ve never had cause to doubt your word, and I won’t waste what’s left of the track inquiring about your wardrobe.”


Her sudden, short laugh surprised him, and she shook her head, “Sorry, just an unintentional coincidence, and the irony kind of stung.  My demons arose from an instance of my giving my word.  I was young, and only barely understood that I was making a promise you simply do not break, but ‘barely’ was enough that I’ve kept it ever since.  Please understand that it’s because of that childhood promise that there are some subjects of which I cannot speak, and some questions that I may never answer.  Simple things, even, but there’s no choice involved in the response I have to give.”


He nodded, taking a guess at what she’d left unsaid, but those thoughts were promptly shoved aside as energy-shapes moved in an alley’s impenetrable shadow.  “Down!” he barked, already half-crouched, and he saw Riala start a diving roll, so he kept going, falling prone into a skid in the gravel instead of leaping; he’d have knocked his friend out of the way if she’d hesitated.  Eyes and powers both locked on that spot, he knew just before the twang sounded where that crossbow was aiming.  It was another test, not an actual attack, the bolt high enough that it might nick his ear, but once again he wasn’t going to have any points marked off.  By the time the bolt reached him he’d poured enough fire-energy into its path that it simply vanished, ash billowing and small pellets of metal pelting his face as the liquefied steel point passed through the layer he’d pulled heat from.


Standing and dusting himself off, he looked to his companion, who was crouching and staring, “Sorry... this is part of my training, probably a head start on the academy stuff.  It’s just like Gen’s weapons at the table, but that’s a good shot over there and she wouldn’t have actually hit us.”


“You were right, kid,” a voice from that alley called, “I am still dangerous.”


At Ria’s wide-eyed blink, he nodded, “Yes, that’s Lady Danara.  Come on, let’s jog.”  Those thoughts he’d started to have before that little ‘pop quiz’ returned, and they still made sense; she’d implied a religiously-bound oath without saying anything of the sort, but questions to confirm it would include her assumed Goddess’ name, which would invite divine attention and make sure any slip of her oath was noticed.


“As I was saying before your teachers got creative,” Riala finally recovered enough to continue, “I can’t say much, and other than errands such as the produce market and laundry service, this twice-daily jog is my only time out.  Time...”  She sighed, “Just another thing that I can’t choose to give; it must be taken.  Away from a fat fool, in this case, and I’m glad for your company while I can get it.  Now that my heartbeat’s back to normal, anyway.”


He’d missed that smile...  “I will try to make a careful habit of this myself, then,” he noted, the easy jog not even enough to make him breathe hard these days.  “Evenings before supper, I’ll get just a bit of extracurricular exercise, but that street just ahead is where I think I should stop.  It’s the closest one that a lazy man with good eyes might watch for you on.”


Riala nodded emphatically, “Okay, and thank you.  Being able to look forward to a few minutes of good company at the end of most days might just keep me sane.”  She’d slowed to fit the last few words in before they’d quite reached that lane, and he nodded and smiled as he turned to jog back the way they’d come.

* * *


“It’s weird, but I can’t say much about it either,” Bevora replied across the table.  “There’s a pattern to what she says, and to whom, and this feeling I get is that it all revolves around a set of definitions.  When it was just us girls, there were some subjects that came up that I distinctly remember her ignoring or changing in mixed company, often with a somewhat flattened voice.  She has to know that some of us,” and she grinned at the nearest vixen, “are just as ‘dangerous’ to a young woman’s virtue as any boy,” and she glanced back, “but she’d at least comment, in abstract general, on risque topics.  I doubt any of you, Lerril, Corren, Johran, or Belaric, have heard her say one definite word about anything to do with sex, right?”


The mouse glanced left and right as the other males each indicated in the negative, then replied, “Only in the most clinical and practical of contexts, mostly regarding her body as just a shape rather than an organism, and only when provably necessary to discuss.”


“That’s kind of what I’m getting at,” the bear nodded, “and the fact that we were all female evidently fit the definition that allowed her tongue a bit more free play.  Our own appetites simply didn’t register in her calculations.  There’s... also one more thing, that could have been a complete coincidence.  It certainly seems innocent enough, and I think I can share it, very privately, without violating her confidence or her own promises.  Cap a tube-shroud, would you?” and she cupped her hands on the table in front of her.


A cylindrical mage-sight shroud, closed at both ends and enclosing both his own head and her hands, meant he was the only person who could see what happened, unless someone popped a remote perception point up directly in front of his face, and at this range it would be hard for him to miss the intrusion.  Words started forming between Bev’s thumbs’ glows; rather than the earl’s replicated chalkboard, these letters seemed to be embroidered, brighter lines connected by fainter ones as she ‘sewed’ each word, “We had cards and time, proposed a game.”  At his nod, those lines faded and a new one started, “Before anyone else, she said ‘please not Old Maid!’”  Even as she opened her hands and dismissed her spell, she said, “I can’t swear or even hint at what she actually meant.  It would be speculation at best.”


Corren nodded, and took another two bites of noodles as he thought.  Finally glancing up, he told the girls, “I think you did just the right things, and none of the wrong ones.  If she could say things to you that she couldn’t around us, I’m certain she wishes otherwise.  We’re all her friends, and she wouldn’t keep secrets from half of us unless she had to.  Thank you.”

* * *


The night was warm, so it wasn’t particularly quiet, faint sounds making it from one open window to the next along the dorm, but not many were still up and talking as the moon crept higher.  Corren watched its rise, at a corner of his window, laying in his otherwise-dark room as he thought.  Bev’s hint suggested that all of the girls were very, very good at keeping secrets, because if it was right there was probably something that Riala had explicitly forbidden them to reveal... though she’d probably have phrased it in the context of what she could ‘allow’ to be passed along.  The backdrop of some unseen third party’s permission had clouded a lot of her conversations, and Bevora had found the loophole that let her share without, quite, violating anyone’s promises or orders on any side.  The trance he’d just come out of had confirmed it, but he wouldn’t have gone looking without that ‘innocent’ exclamation’s clue.  The oddity in the flesh he’d ‘seen’ then immediately forgotten was still there, in the ignored corner of his mind.  Her vulva was very... snug.  Its labia were subtle, and didn’t protrude at all.  Her hymen was completely intact at eighteen long years of age.


His entire chain of supposition hinged on the judgment of a third party, Bevora, but her mother had been an Agent, and she herself routinely out-fenced him in the intermediate class.  Yes, he decided; he did know her and trust her well enough to treat the logic-chain as valid.  Ria’s virginity must, somehow, relate to her uncle and his hold on her.  This was a major assumption on his part, but it fit the hypothetical structure of her day-to-day restrictions too well to dismiss as coincidence.  Every time sex had come up at the dining hall table, including the news that he himself was sleeping with four of the girls there (or he had been, at any rate), Riala’s reactions were... narrow.  She never, herself, pursued the subject, but she showed no sign of discomfort with it.  Anything that had involved a meeting with a unicorn boy, usually but not always Lerril, had fit a similar pattern, though her negatives were just a bit emphatic in those cases.  What they had in common was her consistent refusal to say anything that might be construed as a positive comment; in no way did she ever encourage the topics of others’ sex lives or any form of private interaction with a male.  Like most negative patterns, it was very clear in retrospect... and he could never conclusively prove it.  Anyone, including her if her orders required it, could claim that she was a virgin by personal choice, but that didn’t fit the pattern of every other subject that ever came up.  If she had some fundamental objection to sex or men in general, between eight or nine observant friends it would have shown, but if it were a philosophical choice with no negativity involved, she’d have mentioned it, and explained just that.  She’d even admitted to a general interest, that she liked to look at men’s muscles, most probably from an order to avoid visibly contrasting herself with other women her age.


One more coincidence teased at his memory... but he couldn’t decide whether it was part of the pattern.  It probably was; that girl was in a bad situation, and she knew it, but she was also smart, and had probably been sprinkling her conversations with clues since they’d first met.  He needed just two more answers, one verbal and the other from her body, the one thing her uncle could not order to lie.  Part of him was aghast at the conclusion those answers might contingently lead to, but another perceived it as just a new sort of dedication.  That of a friend, and that hint of horror could not hold him as he reached up to close his window, then went to sleep.

* * *


Two similar thoughts resulted in a short wait outside of the general classroom building; he’d made sure to be ready to go and out there without delay, while she’d started the slower part of her ‘run’ a bit earlier to let him get into place.  “Two helpfuls make an oops,” he commented as he got up to speed beside her.


“So I noticed,” Riala chuckled.


Nodding, but keeping a sharp hold on his almost reflexive habit this time, the mouse mentioned, “I had a teacher go out of their way to mention, today, how a smart foe never tries the same trick twice.  For exactly that reason, I expect the same sort of attack as yesterday, possibly with a slight change just to throw me off, so in a moment I’m going to start looking, and I’m not going to stop any time soon.  We can run separately tonight if you’d prefer.”  He might as well, after all, get the subtler of his ‘questions’ out of the way first, particularly since the second might have warned her the first existed.


The filly’s nod was neutral, but fairly quick in coming, “I understand, and it’s still not personal on your part.  Motivation matters a lot to me about this sort of thing.”


That reply was cursedly ambiguous, but pretty close to what he’d expected.  That was the sort of ‘safe’ response she’d give someone like Lerril, but then it had come at her out of the blue, and mere care with the frequency of dropped hints could be yet another explanation.  Her body, though, was a bit less restrained in its response.  Her whole glow was already brighter than usual, every cycle and flow enhanced by her steady exertion, but for once he focused on just the points he normally avoided, in fact studying them as closely as he could without completely losing track of more distant shapes.  It was almost a surprise to be proven so right; her nipples had taken perhaps ten seconds to firm up after his ‘warning,’ and those tucked-in nethers of hers were swelling slightly, the almost invisible shimmer suggesting fresh moisture detectable, but at least she didn’t have any undergarments to get damp.


“My motivations are simply as your friend,” he murmured as they moved along the wide curve behind the school, leading around the ‘back’ of the town.  His second question could never, ever be asked directly, but there were several conversational routes that could lead to just the sort of hint he could take as an answer.  He started with one of the simpler ones, “Your other friends miss you too.  We talked a bit around the table last night, and today, and I’ll have to assure them you’re alright when I get to dinner.  Gen loves the drum you helped make...  One thing they wanted to ask me though is if you have any other friends to help you get by?  We could arrange for someone to join your morning jog too, if you need company.”


Her eyes flickered sadly as she gave her head and mane a shake, “No... you guys were the first real ones I had.  I couldn’t risk seeking anyone’s friendship, but I didn’t hesitate to take it when offered, then justified it later.  I guess I did need one or two...”


Even if she’d been stark naked and straddling his face, he would have missed the slight, brief surge that went through her loins, but his mind had spotted it, and the specific point of her sentence at which it occurred was answer enough.  She had volunteered absolutely nothing, as her oath required, but her emphasis had been the third firm ‘hit’ on a subtle pattern he’d been trying to verify, about ‘taking’ things, and he knew had her innermost secret now, stolen from her by his powers.  He let no hint of the violation which had just occurred color his voice as he assured her, “Whenever you need us, we’ll be here for you.  Any time, we’ll find you.  Somehow.  We all have our demons, and monsters roam even the calmest night, but one friend in the right place can drive them all away.”


A smile flickered across her features this time, “Indeed, and just being with you guys was a dream come true sometimes.  Not the dream... but that one’s impossible.  Have you ever had an impossible dream?”


“Yes,” Corren replied immediately, “and I followed it despite being told I shouldn’t.  It briefly became a nightmare, and I came close enough to dying that a body that looks exactly like me was pulled out of the ocean and buried.  The grave might even have my name on it, and my killers have probably been tried to dire ends; I haven’t inquired.  That dream, though, led me here, and by the end of this term it will have come completely true.”


Eyes a bit wide but focused forward, Riala slowed just a bit to be sure there’d be time, “I envy you that...  I cannot tell you my dream, but it is one of those combinations of circumstances that seems impossible on the surface.  Perhaps even less possible than my guess at a mouse becoming a respected warrior, for yours.”


Said mouse smiled as he jogged, “That’s the gist of mine, yes.”  His smile became a bit forced then, as he mentally gathered up the proverbial dice, blew on them for luck, and threw.  “I have what I believe to be a very good guess at your dream, based entirely on negative factors, speculation, and things that you’ve neither said nor hinted at.  By that guess, and my explanation here is the only hint I can offer that will give you any idea how right it may be, you must completely drop the subject, because a negative word might confirm my speculations, while a positive one cannot pass your lips.  This is the part I most regret, forcing you to give away nothing and to simply... trust.  You can’t be sure I got it right, and attempting to confirm anything would be disastrous.  So I’ll offer a change of subject, and a safe way out.  This will be my last run with you like this, and I’ll leave as soon as you answer.  Is there anything you want me to tell your other friends, so some might join your runs or just say hello on an errand?”


Behind those amber eyes, her fine mind was obviously racing, and its first and foremost concern was what she could say.  “For... propriety,” and that word was clearly borderline among her permitted vocabulary, “perhaps Jonia could run with me in the mornings.  My other tasks...”  She did not visibly brighten, but he could see a slow, steady decrease in the tension of her back muscles, “those are mostly during class or when my friends need to study or rest.  My laundry’s getting dreadful tonight, and there’s never time, and places are so busy...  It’s a good thing I’m still exercising, as I’ll have to haul a tub all the way to the South End, probably for a night or two running.  No, I don’t need help carrying it; I was just thinking out loud, but I know what I’ll have to get ready tonight just so it’ll be something I can haul tomorrow.”


Nodding, and somewhat surprised that he hadn’t sensed an ambush along the route (though perhaps that ‘hint’ had been to teach him the limits of double-think, and had been the complete truth for once), he murmured only, “Goodbye, and good luck with your dream,” before splitting off from her down an alley, already dark with the evening’s low sun, to loop his way back toward the dorm.

* * *


“Good,” Geraff nodded as he watched from the small desk by his bed where he played with ideas and variations for his future instruments, “that’s been starting to stink.  It’s about time you got on it.”


The ‘correct’ reply came, “I only just caught up to this point; I’ll get them washed starting tomorrow.”  The factual reply would have been to point out that she’d been busy cleaning up his other messes, the ones that had built up on days she’d been in class, despite his promise to take care of them when he’d grudgingly permitted her more activities.  There was just enough of an implication in her words, nothing he could pounce on and take exception to, that his only reply was a long stare while he failed to find an opening, a grunt, and the return to his precious sketches.


Both of the bushel baskets they kept handy for this sort of job were heaped high with clothing, most of it soiled, some included ‘on principle’ (and to make damned certain it would take more than one trip) before she could finally stop and get ready for bed.  Turning down the lamp on ‘her’ side of the room was her uncle’s cue to edge his chair around enough to watch, and she added her skirt, blouse, and shift to the nearer basket before climbing into bed.  She knew her efficiency and nonchalance came close to ‘ruining’ the show from that voyeur’s perspective, but neither one could bring it up in conversation lest he confirm his impure motives.  She didn’t complain about putting on the show, and he didn’t gripe that there wasn’t much to see; that was about as ‘fair’ an arrangement as she ever got in her home life.


That life, though...  As she pulled up the covers and turned onto her side toward the wall, one arm under her pillow, she considered her early evening’s conversation, enigmatic on both sides as it had been.  Had Corren truly grasped what she couldn’t tell him?  He was a very good man, she knew that through and through, but his very goodness was the obstacle, the reason her dream was ‘impossible.’  Only here, at night and in the privacy of her own thoughts, could she make one specific admission...  ‘Dream’ had never been the correct term, as consistently as she had to use it aloud.  Hers was an impossible fantasy, and quite the perverse little twist on being rescued by a knight in shining armor, she confessed to herself with a broad mental smile.  If that muscular little mouse had truly put the pieces together, though, he could do something, but she could never guess exactly what.  The very concept precluded any sort of collaboration or planning.  As they always did as her thoughts wandered these wistful paths, her loins warmed and moistened, but she kept her hands well away from her waistline.  Her guardian’s voyeurism had predated her discovery of self-pleasure, and she’d long since decided that she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of scent or sound, nor the opportunity to forbid it, and her own bed was the one place she’d never touched herself.  Tonight, though, that restraint was hard, the merest possibility that her fantasy might actually come true, and fairly soon, repeatedly drawing her arms unconsciously down.  Memories of her rodent friend’s occasional displays of determination, though, inspired her to do the same.  It took a few tries, as that dream was persistent, but she finally managed to come up with a new fantasy to replace it, a tamer one, and it started with the man’s first illusion, but now it was her own face awaiting a husband’s return, and the mouse who walked in from his journey wore a militia officer’s uniform.  Fantasy slipped into dream even as those figures embraced, and her rest was undisturbed the whole night through.

Chapter 12


Corren lifted his hand to knock, but the door opened a moment before he could touch it.  Ferrl stood there for a moment, just looking at him, then nodded, “Mage-sight is never perfect for judging expressions...  I had to see that one for myself.  Come in and join us for lunch, and while you’re here you can tell us why you look like the judge just passed sentence.”


There was an official dining room in the residence, with a fine, hand-carved table, but the much smaller one in the kitchen saw more frequent use.  He had to smile as he pulled out a seat, as it bore a coincidental resemblance to the table he’d grown up eating at, and he nodded to Danara as she started setting out dishes, “Thank you, ma’am... and you, sir.  I didn’t exactly schedule a meeting, but this is... potentially serious, and between you and the mayor, I went with the choice I knew better.”


The fourth chair was occupied by a young unicorn in a clerk’s uniform, probably the headmaster’s official secretary, and the fellow seemed please to share a nod of greeting with someone close to his own age.  The elders, though, took their share of attention as they settled into the last spots, Ferrl nodding, “Sensible, and I know you’ll get it all out in your own way.  Take your time and don’t forget anything important.”


Nodding back, Cor ignored the food for the moment, instead relaxing into his seat and stating simply, “Welcome doesn’t have much, if any, crime yet.  But it will.  I am planning to commit one, very soon, and it may cost me my career, my potential, and my freedom.  I do not think it will cost me my life.  But it will earn someone else everything it may cost me.  That is what I came here to say.”


Husband and wife exchanged a glance, the countess replying first, “Taken at face value, this is a fair and balanced exchange even at its worst.  I have to assume, though, that there’s at least hope for a more positive outcome.  Breaking even at the cost you described... is only worth it if the second party’s need truly exceeds yours.  Does it?”


Tilting his head for a moment, the mouse nodded, reaching for the chowder bowl once the secretary had finished with the ladle, “I believe so.  The other side of that worst-case scenario, though, is a guess.  If I’m wrong, then my crime will also be an evil, the two not always being the same.  I have speculated, I have minutely analyzed words said and unsaid, and I have consulted other points of view, but I am going to be betting my entire future that I am correct about what is essentially a guess.”  He glanced to his mentor with a faint smile, “Please note that phrasing.  I have made my decision, and I will do it unless you keep me from leaving this house, and that will require force.  I simply wished someone else to know, if worse comes to truly worst, that my intentions were good.”


“Son,” Ferrl rumbled, pointing with the fork he’d just slipped a chop off of, “if there’s one family that understands the difference between crime and evil, it’s mine, right down to my smallest grandkids.  As far as I know, among my extended family here, Rellan is the only member who has never, himself, taken a life.  Killing someone is never a decision to be made lightly, though your face suggests that my example exceeds your plans.  Good.  If you had been planning a murder, I’d have to stop you long enough to at least find out whom, and please note my phrasing.  You’re a good kid, and talented, but if I decide to stop you, you’re going to end up stopped.”


Both other diners chuckling, Corren nodded with a smile of his own, “I don’t doubt that for a second, sir.  I may be foolish enough to plan a crime on possibly-imperfect information.  I am not foolish enough to ever stand firmly in your way.”


To two more laughs, the unicorn commented, “Drachathians are smart folks, I see.”


“Atherians too,” Danara agreed.


Swallowing a bite of biscuit, Cor elaborated a bit, “I’m not sure I’d be thinking so hard or deciding so firmly if my plan had actually been to kill someone.  I’ve been murdered, so I know how easy it is.  It’s things short of that that require careful planning and effort, and this is not going to be easy for me.  I will also, at an appropriate time, be confessing my crime, fully and freely, but the act itself will be very easy to misinterpret.  Therefor, I ask that if you notice my magic at any time after dark, do not look closer.  You would be obligated to intervene, which would change none of the final result, but severely complicate the immediate future.”


A slow nod as the man ate was his only reply for several moments, before he finally noted, “There is a spell that I’ve been using for the last few minutes.  It is only taught to those tested and certified as master-grade wizards, and then only upon request, with preliminary testing, then additional testing in which they must prove they can use it without any of its potentially dangerous side-effects manifesting.  If they cannot, the knowledge of the spell is forcibly removed from their minds, as the simple ‘truth spell’ used by courts at a magistrate’s order is made tricky by its narrow scope.  It is a work of thought-magic, which is invisible to mage-sight, and it could be used to read the most private thoughts of anyone not trained in mental defense if cast just a little bit wrong.”  He smiled, “But despite my ominous words you’re still relaxed.  No, I did not cast it wrong, but I know not only that you spoke the truth as you see it, but your reaction now says that you’re certain of your conclusions, however suspect their basis.  That if I had read your thoughts, you believe I’d agree.  I will stand ready to aid you... with the aftermath.  You will, at some point, be given a chance to explain yourself, fully and without interruption, even if it seems like things are spiraling out of control and you might not.  I’ll make sure you get that fundamental right.”


His student could only dip his head in gratitude, smiling, and reach for his chowder spoon again, “Thank you, for that and another chance to enjoy your wife’s cooking.  Even if she does occasionally shoot crossbows at me.”


The countess grinning toothily and his secretary blinking in confusion, Ferrl pointed out, “I talked her out of sending you a bill for the bolt... but she’s having one custom-made out of ceramic and pumice.  Don’t expect the next shot to burn or melt.”


Corren shot Danara a wide-eyed look, then shook his head and laughed, “It’s a good thing I know a healer!”

* * *


Nearly a full day had given her hopeful dreams time to fade in the light of deeper consideration, and as the sun set and Riala locked the shop door so she could start her domestic chores, she found she was far less certain of things.  She should have been more specific herself, but she’d been in such a rush to jump at the guessed-at, might-be chance, that she didn’t actually know whether something would happen tonight or not.  It just wouldn’t have been realistic to have expected that implied offer and prepared a response for it, and she really regretted her improvisation’s choice of days.  That had been her first and most obvious doubt, but a second had eventually reared its head: he’d kept talking about their other friends, too.  From one point of view, that had simply been good tactics, since there were ways she could describe that conversation that focused more on ‘her friends’ rather than ‘that boy.’  If he’d figured any of the rest out, he’d have known that was a useful seed to plant on her behalf.  It could also, however, be interpreted that he’d simply been functioning as an intermediary, and someone else was going to take action, doing something she couldn’t be certain about, at a time that might or might not be at any minute tonight.  That... was a lot less attractive a prospect than her bewildering little illusionist somehow divining her secret wish and granting it, but far more likely from any rational perspective, and there were definitely those among ‘their friends’ whom she most certainly didn’t want anywhere near her fantasies.  He’d kept his word, though, at no point coming into her view throughout her evening run, so of course she couldn’t ask for clarification, even if her oath had permitted it.


Stifling a sigh as she finished putting away everything she’d moved to show to customers that day, she pushed the unknowables out of her mind and focused on the next task at hand, stepping into the bedroom and pulling one basket away from the wall then tucking in cloth around the edges to keep things from falling out when jostled.  “I’ll need four coppers for this tub, and four more tomorrow night,” she told her uncle as he stepped in from his workshop.  “I’ve already checked, and we can’t combine the trips for a discount, and it’s already cut since I’m picking it up and dropping it off myself.  Their delivery boy would bring the price to six each.”


Geraff nodded, “Grab it from the box, and my dinner dishes will be ready by the time you’re back.”


Within the tightly-restrictive bonds of her oath and her obedience, there was still the occasional chance for wiggle-room, and when she could she’d found that this man was remarkably easy to manipulate.  He’d have objected to the cost regardless of how well she’d researched it, if she hadn’t mentioned a boy promptly afterwards, in a negative context so the problem could be stamped ‘solved’ the moment he realized it was there.  Knowing the pecking-order of his prejudices and knee-jerk reactions could come in handy...  That thought, at least, brought a faint, brief smile to her muzzle as she hauled the basket down the two shallow steps of the building’s back door, then shut it, locked it, and pocketed her key before lifting the laundry and starting her march.  The stars peeking out from between scattered clouds were normally a welcome sight, but the darkness back where the street lamps didn’t reach gave her a momentary sense of foreboding...  Straightening, she pushed that fear away, just a little.  She thought it would be Corren, and tonight, but she couldn’t be sure, so at least some fear was perfectly natural, and she let it come.  She directed that fear, keeping it within limits, then let it touch the corner of her mind where she locked away her desires... and the cool night air was suddenly something else entirely, beneath her loose skirt, and the familiar rasp of her blouse against rocky nipples brought a faint smile to her muzzle as she stepped toward the light.  Oh, the night was dark and dangerous, and she was just a helpless little maiden...


The South End Laundry was cheapest because it was built right next to the creek, on the downstream side of the town, and was about the longest walk one could take from central Welcome without leaving the settlement entirely.  The other places had to pump their own water or rely on limited cisterns, so even without delivery surcharges their labor cost was higher.  About halfway there, the lamps grew more infrequent; there were still plenty installed, but with almost none of the buildings on this end of town tenanted, and many of them still being built, only one light in three was supplied with oil and ignited on the lampman’s evening rounds.  Her little thrill of fear took on a new edge as she started keeping a closer eye out, as some of the local wildlife was still being caught, wandering these less populated, strange structures, but she also knew they’d probably be equally scared of her, and if she turned and walked, not ran, the other way, she’d almost certainly be safe.


That creek, as yet unnamed as far as she knew, wove around the landscape a fair bit, avoiding the small rises that the unicorns had simply flattened instead.  The best-shaped bank to put a building on was a bit west of the main street, while a dedicated ‘waterfront’ lane was physically impractical, so she turned right a good five or six buildings before the bridge, visible by its dedicated lanterns with blue-tinted glass.  She was just nearing the dark gaps serving the street-facing buildings’ back doors when her vision swirled, making her stumble, but she caught herself and the basket quickly, a reflexive shake of her head seeming to clear it, and with just a bit of confusion she started forward again.


Mid-way between her third new step and the fourth, the light dimmed sharply, just as her ankle met something hard and firm, tripping her forward.  Wood creaked as the sturdy basket spilled its load, which at least meant she had something soft, if pungent, to cushion her face when a hand struck hard between her shoulderblades.  She half-rolled, struggling for a glimpse of her attacker in the thin slice of moonlight that reached this far, but she could make out only a darker spot of blackness and the gleam of two eyes.  Even that was denied her a moment later as a second thump pushed her nearer shoulder back down, and another hand dug in at the hem of her skirt.  The button over her tail ricocheted off a wall as the linen tore, the evening air shockingly cool against bare flesh, and she could feel that hand’s fingertips searching, probing in the dark.  A muffled squeal escaped as they found their target, one pressing immediately in far enough that she could feel her maidenhead stretch and sting.


Her tightness had been the only form of resistance to that invader, her untried treasures already warm and slick from the play she’d given her fantasies since stepping outside.  The hand from her shoulder returned, gripping one of her rumpcheeks, and a moment later something most definitely not a finger nudged between her thighs.  She bit her lip to restrain a second squeak as that warm, bulbous shape nestled against her opening, her eyes scrunching shut...  Would he...?  He did, not quite tearing his way into her, definitely not ‘brutal,’ but he clearly wasn’t going to give her a chance to object, a slow but powerful thrust stretching her wide.  The ‘barrier’ to her depths failed utterly to live up to the name, hips meeting her rump even as it was gripped from the other side too, and as he pulled back and she could think of anything but that sharp, sudden pain, she smelled blood.  Her blood, under the sort of arousal she never dared let her uncle smell, and the next time he thrust, she pushed back to meet him, because she could!  Her own nose had finally confirmed it, that was Corren back there, and she’d never led him on, never hinted at romantic interest, but the symbol of her childhood no longer restrained her, thanks to him.


She had to nose around a bit to find a less-smelly cushion, but it was a good thing she did so quickly, as a pleasure that dwarfed her careful fingers’ best efforts was already building as she met the third thrust.  Thoughts of her new freedom were rapidly taking second place to her old fantasy, the impossible one, where she’d be stalked, attacked, and taken... but somehow by a friend, who’d keep their brutality gentle, their assault considerate, her ‘victimization’ merely a game they play-acted out.  Pretty certain it was one of her own old practice shirts, stained only by sweat, she bit down on fabric to keep from whickering out as her first peak struck and taught her that she hadn’t known the meaning of ‘ecstasy.’  Not quite.


The mouse, though he scarcely looked like one under the amorphous layer of blackness he wore, had sensed her approach, working his way up to arousal and not focusing on his last shred of uncertainty.  With every bit of the deliberation he’d brought to his other lessons he’d willed himself to view her as prey, to look forward to sinking into her.  Her response at the second thrust, though, was a vindication, and he made no effort to mute that emotion as the entire context shifted.  He was no longer reluctantly plotting a major crime; if in an odder setting and more awkward position than ever before, he was just making love to a new and different lover now.  She was, to his amazement, wetter than the bears, very nearly as slick as the vixens, and tight.  The climaxes she kept having, unbelievably quickly for a woman supposedly being raped, only made that worse, and his own pleasure was rising far faster than he usually preferred.  In fact, as what was either her fourth or fifth clamped her hot, smooth passage down around him yet again, he was going to... he choked off a yell as his peak overtook him, and those depths got their first fill of fresh seed.


When she was certain he was done, Riala eased herself off of him, murmuring in the darkness, “Cor?  Could you make a light?  I’m sure I can find a spare skirt here, and I think we both deserve for you to finally look at me...”


He turned out to be in his own practice wear as those shadows evaporated and a glowing ball appeared above them, holding up his pants with one hand while his shaft gradually retreated into his sheath.  “I still can’t quite believe I went through with that,” he noted quietly.  “I thought I’d pieced things together... but it was just a guess, and I certainly couldn’t ask you about it.  What if I’d been wrong?”


“If you’d been anything but certain,” she smiled back, “you wouldn’t have taken this degree of action.  The way you keep turning things around and examining every perspective... I knew, or at least hoped, that you’d figure out the missing pieces if I just kept everything consistent enough.  Myself, I can’t believe what I did!  It took a lot of thought, and a lot of careful wording to uphold my oath and my uncle’s orders to never allow any male to know I was a virgin and never to offer the least, tiniest bit of romantic encouragement.  I’m hoping that this was a fluke of the circumstances, because the power to manipulate a fundamentally good man into committing an act he has to know might be rape?  I wouldn’t want that sort of thing.”


Her friend nodded wryly, “I already have more power to deceive than I’m comfortable with... but I’m afraid there was a technical violation of your oath, if it applies.  It wasn’t something you did or said or chose, but it happened anyway.  Is that problematic?”


Ria blinked, and her answer was a bit guarded, “If it’s anything I could have done something to prevent, then it just might be...”


To her relief, Cor quickly shook his head, “No.  It’s that bit about ‘romantic encouragement.’  You didn’t have any choice or control over that; it’s hard to not encourage someone who never noticed when friendship slipped into love.  Some part of me had been ignoring some key details, but thinking back, I can see the point where in any interaction between us, I started to think first of your goals and needs and only then of my own.  I’m sorry it took me until tonight to recognize it.”


By his magical light, she’d found and donned a reasonably clean skirt, and a pristine pair of underdrawers from what had been the bottom of the basket, several other mysteriously-clean pairs still there as she started loading the rest of the spill.  To her pleasure, he hadn’t averted his eyes once during the process.  “I still need to get this to the laundry... and I will be packing in the morning.  Corren, if you had any plans to turn yourself in, forget them.  There was no crime here; the fact that I could not voice my consent did not mean you didn’t have it.  You instead did me the biggest favor you could imagine; I was a slave to my ill-considered oath, but the moment you took me it was fulfilled, and I’m free.  Tomorrow, the man who thought he owned and controlled me will find out that he’s mistaken.  You taught me that the only monsters and demons out there are the people I meet... and my so-called uncle is very much a demon, and I could not defeat him on my own.  For that, I needed a monster.”


The mouse’s eyes were wide as he nodded, “So I’m coming to see...  Will you be safe, defying him?  Will you need me to be monstrous one more time?  I will, for you.”


Frowning slightly, she admitted, “I... might.  Tomorrow’s a restday, but I won’t make it to church.  I’m planning to pack a few things in the time Geraff normally sleeps while I’m cooking his breakfast, and I will give him an empty table and a firm goodbye as soon as he’s up.  That’s a bit early, though...”


Her lover’s smiling nod was very comforting as she considered that looming confrontation, and he promised, “I’ll be nearby, and I won’t be coming alone.  I’m not the only friend ready to stand by your side.”


She stepped close to cup his cheek, leaning down to kiss him on the muzzle, “No... and they’re good friends.  But they’re not my monster.”


It took him a couple minutes to gather enough of his wits to look around, cloak himself on principle, and start sneaking home once she’d resumed her trip to the South End.  It took him a couple more before he almost stumbled over his own feet when the implications of her emphasis hit him.

* * *


Every day as the sun rose, or earlier in the winter months, one thing teachers and students alike sang the praises of was the tea kept perpetually ready in one corner of the dining hall.  It was bitter, it was nasty, and the younger students went through cream and honey like water in an effort to make it taste good (none had so far succeeded), but it definitely woke a body up, and grimaces often turned into smiles as people noticed each others’ morning cups.


Two bears, two foxes, and a unicorn followed the mouse through the sparsely-populated streets as the sun peeked out from the clouds, the cobblestones damp and the air smelling like dust after a rain.  Johran had finally accepted the youngest twins’ request to ‘just try’ them for one night, and was probably still sleeping off his time with the cubs, but all of the girls, he knew, carried concealed weapons in case of trouble, and while they’d brought no authority figures with them, the kids from the corner table were not, this time, planning to act like a batch of obedient students deferring to any adult voice.


“The bigger shape in there is still asleep,” Bevora murmured as they gathered by the wall just around the corner from the shop’s front door and windows, “and Ria just tucked a bag under the counter out front, something she can grab on the way out.  She’s probably going for her list of ‘useful but secondary’ possessions now, but it won’t be long ‘til he wakes.  He’s hungry.”


Corren nodded, “We’ll go in at the first sign of actual trouble, but she deserves both our help and the chance to stand on her own if she can.  She’s been waiting a long time for this moment, but in the end it’s her moment.  Let’s not rush blindly...”


Several nods of grim agreement met his as the rest of the ‘kids’ settled in to await a cue from the mages.


It had been a surreal morning, Riala admitted to herself as she heard the first rumbling snort of her uncle’s rise to consciousness, almost as if two completely different minds lived in her one, cramped skull.  One of those minds was dutifully going through its list of morning tasks and reminding her of what she should be doing; the tidying up of discarded clothes, starting breakfast on the hearth, dusting the instruments before the shop opened (which, even on restdays, she often found herself doing without thinking first), emptying the night bucket, and the like.  The other kept repeating itself, each impulse for the next step in her years-long rituals responded to with, ‘I don’t have to do this.’  The only ‘chores’ she’d actually done that morning, among packing up what few clothes hadn’t been dirtied as part of her long-shot ‘laundry scheme’ that had worked out so perfectly, were to leave her own corner of living space as neat and tidy as was practical, just to minimize any potential complaints when she ‘quit’ her ‘job’ in a few more minutes.  She didn’t expect him to not complain, but she wanted it to be as clear as possible that he had no legitimate gripes or claims left with her, and if he dug his heels in and balked, well, she hadn’t seen anyone, but somehow she knew... her monster was nearby, and if needed, he’d roar.


“Why don’t I smell breakfast cooking?”


Riala turned to meet those newly-opened eyes, their attempted glower somewhat muted by their remaining sleepiness, and tried not to smile as they widened, as she was in her ordinary daily garb rather than one of the better dresses she normally wore to church.  “I’ll answer that... after I tell you a little story.  It’s about two unicorns, both of them nicknamed ‘Ria.’  Their lives had something in common, something unique to their species, though their paths eventually diverged.  You see, while one had merely given an ill-considered, childish oath, the other had been kidnapped by a conspiracy of thieves and wizards, and beaten until she’d learned her lot.  Both... were slaves, but while Xavaria died in that role, my oath is fulfilled so I am finally free.  Your breakfast simply awaits your effort to cook it.”


For his bulk, Geraff had always moved with a surprising nimbleness, and he sat up smoothly, sheets falling aside as his glare intensified, “Wrong.  One hundred percent wrong; you have never been a slave, but your duties are clear in the Book.  You’ve known this for years.  You have one chance to put that bag down and start cooking; I’ve never raised my hand to you as is my right, but I don’t have to.  The Holy One will punish your betrayal if you persist.”


He’d clearly expected an early victory in this dispute, by jumping immediately to what was usually his final threat against her rare displays of budding defiance, but he had to blink as his words instead fetched a grim smile, “You’ve always called Her that... but I am not afraid to say Her name.  I am perfectly willing to stand in front of Malia and tell Her I believe my oath to be fulfilled and no longer binding, because that oath is all that matters.  ‘The Book’ means nothing by itself; it ceased to have meaning before I was even born!  And it has never had meaning in Drachath, of which we are full and proper citizens.  Just whose law did you think applied in Welcome?  Drachath’s, and King Lachier’s, that’s whose!  You have no claim on me, you fat, lecherous bastard!”


“Oh, you’re in for it now, wench,” he chuckled once his eyes had returned to normal after she’d named her Goddess, “You’ve called yourself to Her attention!  I can only guess you found the law about childhood and virginity, and decided to spread for someone, in blatant defiance of your instructions.”


The sheet still half-covering the broad shorts he normally slept in flew off as the air suddenly pulsed, and a third figure was suddenly in the room, at once normal-sized and seeming much too large to fit in that space, and Her holiness radiated tangibly even with neither of Her followers having a priestly vocation.  That familiar face, seen in artist’s depiction almost every restday of their mutual lives, was ringed in a visible glow, and She turned first to Riala, looking her gravely up and down... then smiled.


Curtsying with a smile of her own, the filly murmured, “My Goddess... thank You.  I could never ask Your aid, when I needed it, but I cannot help but think You gave it anyway, helping me and my friends reach this day.”


“In one detail alone, I did,” She nodded, Her choral voice warm, “though I knew not at the time of your plight, my poor child.  This... thing that calls itself your uncle had planned very carefully, and spoke even moreso when phrasing your orders, hiding the full depth of its greed from even Me.  Xavaria agrees with your interpretation of your status, and sends her congratulations for having a greater inner strength than she.  For nine long years, you never gave up... but also never once broke the vow that bound you until its lawful fulfillment finally occurred, just last night.”


“Then the laws did apply...” Geraff managed to mutter despite the almost crushing sense of doom that had accompanied his deity referring to him as an ‘it.’  The bell at the front of the shop rang as the door opened, and he had to blink toward the storefront, since that door should have still been locked...


Gesturing through the doorway for those She’d invited to continue in, Malia was not smiling the next moment when She turned Her gaze on him, “In the context of her oath, the one you suggested to ‘save time,’ they did.  Despite My being named in that promise, I failed to notice your deception, as you were deliberately focusing on the convenience.  A base but harmless emotion, I thought at the time.  I see now, though, that you thought yourself the consummate manipulator, the first time you won your niece’s obedience and vetoed her ever seeing her parents again.  Know this, Geraff the instrument maker... your niece is a far better manipulator than you.”  She gestured toward the students that were filling the far end of the room, all looking curious and a bit awed, “She never told her friends anything you’d forbidden her to reveal, never offered the slightest encouragement for romance or lust, and she even enforced your rules beyond herself, forbidding her female friends from revealing her virginity to any male.  In the end it took one innocent coincidence, a reference to a card game that she honestly dislikes, for several very bright young people, each of whom loved her in their own way for the warm and shining soul that she is, to put the pieces together, and one in particular took action.  Can your mind even conceive of the subtlety of manipulation it took to get a good man with several rewarding careers ahead of him to commit the crime of rape?”  She paused just long enough to let that sink in, then corrected the accusing glare he was giving the younger stallion, “No, it was not Lerril.  If you attempt to charge anyone with deflowering your niece, I predict that you, instead, will end up charged with and convicted of unlawful enslavement, the same crime those who violated My Wall died in chains for.  Only one point of the laws you based your deceptions on remains to be dealt with.  Your suggested oath made you guardian and master, and her official apprenticeship, as poor a fit as it was for her, was one more chain with which you bound her, but that chain can be pulled both ways.  Allowing for differences in coinage and standards, you owe her two pennies a week, for just over nine years of back pay.”


Geraff winced even as Riala brightened, and she looked between her guests, “I wasn’t expecting... Cor?  You had that math class, how much does that work out to?”


The mouse had barely started his calculations when the Goddess helpfully supplied, “Allowing for a few slight deductions for those times he grudgingly gave you money for a festival, and rounding a bit, call it three gold crowns.  I don’t think we’d benefit by holding him to the traditional letter of recommendation upon graduation of an apprentice, but the smiths at the School don’t need one.  They know your talent, and look forward to helping you refine it.”


The filly nodded, “Good, that’ll cover tuition just fine.  Uncle?  I’m leaving with my friends, I’m not coming back, and I’m taking six half-crowns out of the box.  I know you can spare it after how many of your horns I’ve polished and sold for you.”


One raised finger interrupted Geraff’s protest, given that it was Malia’s finger that had risen.  “No,” She said, and there was no mistaking the haunting minor chords that had just entered her tone; this was a command, and the assorted youths paused just long enough to hear its entirety.  “You will spend this day of rest preparing for the coming week... as this town still needs your wares and your work.  In your profession, at least, you’ve led a good and decent life, but never again will you be permitted an apprentice or be placed in a position of authority.  You have proven yourself grossly unworthy of that trust, by what you did when given it by your sister and her daughter.  My eye will be upon you, as you prepare your own meals, haul your own laundry, clean up your own home, sell your own instruments, and have only your evening hours to create anew.  This is your only chance at redemption, living the life you inflicted upon Riala while she enjoys the one you’d stolen.  When you come to fully realize the depth of your crime, by experiencing it yourself, you may someday earn My forgiveness.”

Chapter 13


On the street and walking back toward the dorms, Bev was looking between the mouse and the unicorn, finally telling Corren, “I can’t believe you did it.  Yeah, my guess too was that she just needed to get laid, but I wouldn’t force myself on someone who didn’t say yes.  ‘Couldn’t’ or ‘wouldn’t’ in place of ‘didn’t’ are a serious distinction!”


He had to glance at Ria, who had one brow raised and was visibly trying not to giggle, before answering, “I’d thought it through sufficiently, I believe.  There were at least three different angles from which our mutual supposition could be correct, each of which exactly fit what we’d deduced about her restrictions, and one set of conditions under which what I did would have been evil and wrong, but absolutely none of the evidence directly supported it, and quite a bit indirectly opposed it.  I was still prepared to accept the consequences should I have somehow been in error.”


While the bear reluctantly nodded, Riala noted in an amused tone, “If you’re still worried about my reaction to what happened last night, well, I came five times in not quite that many minutes.  Oh Goddess it’s good to be able to talk about this sort of thing...”


Ayli giggled, “‘Goddess’ indeed... hello, Mom!” and she raised her voice and waved to the rapidly-approaching figure.


Dame Elaria drew to a halt even as the kids slowed, out of the way on the side of the street, and she nodded to her daughters, “She’s gone now... but what was Malia doing here?  This isn’t Temple Row, you realize.  Oh, and my father came along; I never quite know what to expect when he hands me a new crystal...”


Lerrie addressed the first issue, “I suppose you could say there was a dispute over whom had better kept an oath in Her name.  She also confirmed the irony that two unicorns called ‘Ria’ had both been slaves.  Before anyone looks for blame for this happening under our very noses, the young lady only now truly free, it also happened right under Malia’s nose, for which She apologized.”


“Well spoken, dear,” Ferrl’s voice came from one of his daughter’s robe’s pockets.  “Sums it right up, doesn’t it?”


Ela nodded, “I suppose it does... but you said on the way, from your warm and comfortable chair with your warm and comfortable spouse, you wanted to ask the young man here a question?”


‘The young man’ looked a bit nervous, but that voice replied, “No, it was about him but the question is for the young lady, and it’s simple.  Riala, do you wish to press charges against anyone whatsoever?”


That filly blinked once, then shook her head, “No.  My Goddess saw to my ‘owner’s’ punishment, and this is one of those cases where making him live with the consequences will be far harsher than merely taking his life.  As for last night’s supposed crime, I will take any oath you wish that while I could not express my consent, he most certainly had it.”


“Fair enough.  Corren, stop by my house as soon as is convenient.  I did not violate the shroud you placed around the alley, but I saw you bend the light to make her walk right into that alley and your reach on her own, thinking she was still going forward.  That was a slick spell, and I’d like to experiment with it.”


Ayli chimed in, “We’ll get him there, and Ria to the office so she can register for a room.  Right now, Mom needs to get back to Dad before he gets cold; you heard her earlier!”


Pausing only to laugh and hug both of her children, the vixen strode off the way she came, though without quite as much haste.


Bev noted, “Both of those errands can wait a bit... and I don’t think anyone will jump on us if we cheat just a little.  Ria?  You’re not officially a student again yet, but it’s still damned early; let’s get some breakfast into us right now, alright?”


“That,” she nodded with a grin, “is one order I won’t even hint at disobeying.”

* * *


The wards were withdrawn from the front door, and once he was close enough to notice he could also see an arm in the sitting room beckoning, so Corren let himself in.  The countess was still in the kitchen, though not in sight through the doorway as he sat across from the earl, but before either of them spoke he held up one finger...  Nodding as a twang sounded from under the kitchen sink, he noted, “A good fletcher will be able to get the string back on, but I didn’t want it interrupting us.  Nice craftsmanship on that bolt, by the way.”


The old wolf gave something between a grin and a grimace, “That was going to be more ‘continuing education’ than any sort of ‘final exam,’ and saved for when we were making polite goodbyes.  Anyway, to be more honest I already knew that spell you used, but it takes a great deal of effort to pull off without your natural affinity for imagery.  I called you here for reasons only vaguely and distantly related to that particular trick, that relation being the sort of character you displayed with your entire plan.  You are here because you have the option of an additional job, which at this time will change absolutely nothing about your plans regarding the School of Welcome and the Stonecliff Academy.  Particularly with your recent experiences, you know how oaths made in haste can lead to trouble, and this additional job will require an oath of office, involving fealty to the king, service to the kingdom, and never knowingly acting against either.  Think hard before you answer, son...  Is this an oath you can give?”


Nodding, Corren made a conscious effort to do just that, considering even things he’d taken for granted, though those were difficult to find and specify to reexamine.  His initial enrollment paperwork had involved a citizenship registration form, and a basic oath of allegiance.  While he’d met the king, he couldn’t really say that he knew the king.  The most pessimistic guess he could make about the man, with more recent experiences added to those meetings, was that it was only his novelty value, as one of the very few commoners he ever got to interact with, that had attracted the supposed ‘royal interest’ in his career.  None of those expressions of interest, though, had involved a decree at the royal whim; they’d been decisions made in consultation with others, many of them people he did know and respect.  The man in front of him now had served a king of this line... and he’d chosen to continue that service, with a job far less glorious or exciting than his first one, and over the option of retirement to wealth and nobility.  “Yes, sir,” he said, quietly, “I can.”


Nodding, the earl sat up straighter in his seat, “By kingdom law I assert that I am utilizing magic to determine your truthfulness at this time.  Do you, Corren of Welcome, swear service and fealty to King Lachier II and Queen Delana I of Drachath, in their persons and by the proxy of their senior military, aristocratic, and civil deputies, renouncing all ties to Atheria, its authorities, and its laws?  This will terminate your dual citizenship immediately, and you will need to register as a foreign military official should you ever go back to visit... and a bit more for your oath.  Do you also swear to never knowingly work against the interests of your monarchs or kingdom, and to do everything in your power to defeat, prevent, or avenge threats to the same?”


This sounded quite a bit more serious than even an army officer’s loyalty oath.  His eyes were a bit wide, but his voice and nod were both firm and steady, “Yes, sir.  I, Corren of Welcome, do so renounce and so swear as you have specified and stipulated.”


The wolf settled back into his chair with a smile, “Spell’s over, son, and welcome to a very small and exclusive club,” as his bitch carried a tray of hot chocolate and biscuits in.  He gestured, “Grab a cup and have a nibble; I know you just ate, but it’s polite.  The job you just swore your way into is Deputy Agent of Drachath.  That involves slightly less authority than an Agent trainee, and they’d be second to an established Junior Agent.  You will, however, be called upon to assist junior and regular Agents, as well as military or civil authorities no mere second lieutenant would normally socialize with.  If that works out well, in a few years we might promote you to something a little more adventurous and active, but you’ll definitely be staying in the county seat rather than returning to a small-town militia.  You’ve got a rare mix, son; unusual powers, creative thinking, good combat potential, and that final, vital ingredient... integrity.  That absolute dedication to your principles that let you see an unjust situation and, though it might destroy your life, do the unthinkable to correct it.  You’ll note that I never used the word ‘law’ in those oaths, because sometimes breaking the law is the only way to solve the problem.  This time, from what I was able to gather, laws were the problem, though if you encounter a similar situation in the future, please at least consult someone senior to you.  Higher-paid heads than yours will need to decide whether this case is a rare exception, or if there’s something about the law that genuinely needs to be fixed.  Taking things into your own hands is a useful tool, but never let it become a habit.”


Swallowing a sip of chocolate, Cor smiled and nodded, “Of course not, sir.  This was a rare case, seemingly impossible, and most of those I might ask this time, no matter how I begged otherwise, would insist on asking her about it, and she’d have been oath-bound to deny everything, which would only make me look like a fool and hamper my efforts to help.  I’m not trying to justify myself, just to show that the decision not to consult was part of my planning process, and evaluated carefully before being set aside as counterproductive, and I do stand by that choice.”


“The sort of judgment as to whether a case justifies that... is the purview of full Agents, of which I was one.”  The wolf opened the linen vest he generally wore around the house on warm days, pulling a small book and a piece of metal out of an inner pocket, then leaned forward and nudged aside the plate of biscuits, setting them down.  The book was more impressive than its size suggested, as it was evidently press-printed on very thin paper, and it probably held as much information as a much larger parchment tome.  “When I first became an Agent,” and he settled back with a fond smile at the memory, “I sat down across from... a white mouse, my senior at the time.  You’ve met his grandson, who tested you.  He said then that there was no written guide to the intricacies of Agency... but that, at the time, was a matter of tradition.  Recent crises in the kingdom have caused us to reexamine a great many of our traditions, and that was one of them, so, on the request of the chief Agent at the time, I wrote one.  Neither of these items are to be shown to the general public, with exceptions listed in the book, but you’ll still need to keep the pin on you.  The book will explain the duties and powers of Deputy, Junior, and full Agents, who has the authority to give each one orders, what sort of orders are permissible, and how to verify the identity of those claiming such authority.  Your badge,” and he pointed at the round, silvery copy of the king’s crest, a bead of perfectly-clear glass mounted in its center, “is the main method, as it will respond to certain magical signatures, including one that has much more range than most.  If it ever glows red, an Agent is in distress nearby and you will need to try and help.”


Nodding, Corren picked up the book to tuck into a pocket of his breeches, “Concealed, but I’ll still need to be able to see the glow... I think I can manage that.”  He turned the badge as he lifted it, examining the back physically and its stone magically, finding a pin-and-hook mounting and an indecipherable mess with a maker’s signature he’d never seen, respectively.  The enchantment’s pieces and locations, at least, were clear, and he focused on the pin, the structure of that metal still magically ‘virgin.’  The irony of the thought made him smile even as he concentrated, focusing hard on that point to imprint a simple (to him) form-hugging bending of the light and just enough of a shroud to mute the metal’s faint outline.  A pin the thickness of his sharpest claw-tip didn’t have much physical mass, but a tiny non-projecting illusion required almost no energy, so that minuscule ‘pool’ would only need to be recharged once every few days.


Ferrl’s brow rose as his student pinned it to his collar with only a tiny hole in the fabric visible, “Since when could you work enchantments?  I was going to introduce the concept tomorrow evening.”


Blinking as he looked up, Corren shrugged, “Ever since you handed me an enchanted object and a reason to look closely at it.  It shouldn’t interfere with the rest of the badge, where I stuck it.”


“I’ll teach you why you’re right, and how you could have been wrong, tomorrow after supper.  For now,” and he leaned forward to offer his hand, “thank you for accepting, and congratulations on the job, Deputy Agent.  I’ll have your official wages waiting at your lesson.”


Cor hesitated as he squeezed that hand, then asked, “Wages?  It seems like I won’t actually do anything unless someone who needs me comes along with orders...  Why would I be getting wages until then?”


The headmaster shrugged, “It’s not much pay... by Agent standards, anyway.  Your reserve wage for an entire year adds up to what I got for one month and a mission stipend as the lowest-rank full Agent.  That’s eighteen nobles, and you’ll be getting three, every other month.  Deputies don’t get mission stipends, but they do get a bonus whenever their services are utilized.  Very few people qualify as any sort of Agent, though, so we take care of the ones we find, giving you enough to get by comfortably even if you lose your regular job.”


Patting his pocket, Corren nodded and stood, “I’ll read this.  I’m sure it will answer a lot of my questions, as those are mostly just about details that will fit in once I understand the logical structure.”


Danara’s voice came from somewhere deeper in the house, “This is the point at which I was supposed to shoot you, but you already took care of that.  You’re a good kid; don’t mess up too much, and we’ll see you tomorrow.”

* * *


His life had had several profound events in it recently... but none of them stopped the flow of schoolwork.  If he expected to survive ‘til the end of the term, at least part of every restday needed to be spent catching up.  After two morning meetings, if of different kinds, and the last few paragraphs of an essay he’d put off in favor of stalking a friend, he was running just a little late by the time he got to lunch.


Ay and Ler were probably at a temple by now, but all three of the other ‘usual’ foxes were there, and Lerril wasn’t.  It seemed, though, that his would not be the only round, pinkish-white ears there today.  “I take it two tuitions were settled at the office,” he mused as he slid his tray onto the table, and his rump onto the bench... close enough to lightly touch Ria’s.  That touch immediately firmed as she slanted her hips, subtly leaning back.


Jennah nodded, “I was just meetin’ your friends.  I helped Mom and Dad set up for the after-service rush, introduced them to the two helpers I’d hired with the change from the inn money, then came right here.  I did my part an’ I’m done, and they’ve got a few classes here they can slip me into ‘til the new term starts.  I’m gonna study artifice!”


Riala nodded emphatically, “And she’s going to be good!  I’d had one little idea along those lines, and in about half a minute she figured out how it’d work and started speculating about the next logical step.  It was just a silly thought inspired by your comment about the rain, how perhaps a warm shower, indoors, could be an alternative to a big bathtub, and she just might make it work without rotting the floor or scalding the bather.”


Nodding back as he poured his drink, he smiled, “Good, for both of you.  I had a bit of studying to do after my meeting, and the meeting itself left me with, you guessed it, more to study, but I’m glad you got settled in and found a few smiling faces to get to know.  You’ll need them once the teachers start piling on the work.”


Several friends chuckled, and the mouse focused on his meal as Belaric asked about Jennah’s schedule, curious whether he’d see her in class.  The girl next to him took her time with each bite of her dessert, an apple crumble this time, and a few moments more while she sipped the last of her water, but he was barely halfway through his own tray when she noted, “You’ve had enough to not starve... so there’s something I can’t put off any longer.  Corren?”  She didn’t pull away any from their close seating as she twisted, looking into his eyes at a range of barely a foot, “I told the headmaster there were no charges, but I didn’t say there were no consequences.”  He could only watch in surprise as she coiled a finger in her mane, several wraps to better grip the satiny strands, then pulled.  Brushing the torn hank into order with her other hand, she wrapped it once around two fingers then spun with her thumb, then again around just one, before holding out a fluffy but real ring, “I’ll cast and polish a better one in class, but this’ll do for the engagement...  You had your vile, wicked way with me... and in doing so saved me.  The basic right to choose for myself had been taken, and you returned it to me, and even before that you were my first true friend.  I owe you everything I am or ever hope to be, and I what I would most like to be... is with you.  What I choose is you.  Will you marry me?”


Blinking, Corren nonetheless nodded with minimal delay, “I would be honored to!  But...”  His momentary frown passed as his ears perked, “That’ll work...  I do accept, but I’ll need to give you your wedding ring and my wedding gift early.  I don’t have anything I could make a ring out of... except my power.  Please, give me your left hand.  This... might sting a bit; I’m not actually sure.”


Her faint blush over her smile strongly suggested memories of another ‘sting’ he’d inflicted as she offered her hand, which he took in both of his as he closed his eyes and concentrated...  For all the faint amount of power involved, he was going to have to push it like never before, far harder than even the tests that had edged around the subject of finding his limits.  It turned out not to sting, really, when he gathered that speck of power and rammed it through two points as if he’d expected an archmage’s shield to get in the way.  There was a sensation, but it was more of a tingling, or rather one, very strong tingle, and Riala had probably felt the same thing since both of the points had been in their bones.  When he opened his eyes, the image of a simple, elegant gold band with a single medium-sized diamond ringed her finger, though on close examination the stone’s central facets spiraled, much like a unicorn’s horn.


He looked up, and she wrenched her gaze away from the ring to meet his as he explained, “On the practical side, this will never fall off in the sink or bath, nor do you need to worry about taking it off at night, as it is only light.  But while that light shines... my love, in far too few weeks I am changing schools, and I hope you can follow though I’d never insist.  Past that, my career lies with the military, and every soldier’s wife must live with the pain of a mystery... except you.  The enchantment embedded in your finger is powered by another, in one of my vertebrae, feeding constantly from my own power.  The cost is nothing, but it will only exist so long as that power itself does.  No matter how far away duty takes me, you can look at your finger, and know that I’m still alive.  And if it ever fades... well, I’ll try not to let that happen.  But you’ll know.”


There were tears at the corners of her eyes when she looked up from the ring a second time, her voice creaky with those still unshed, “Thank you.  No one wants to think about that... but not knowing can drive a woman insane with worry.  This is as unique and thoughtful a gift as its giver.  And I’ll follow...  If he knows anything about unicorns, I’m betting I can get the best smith in Stonecliff to take me on as a real apprentice.  I’d just show him your sword.  Geraff never had a positive word for my efforts, which is why most of my practice was in secret, but I know this is something I’m good at!”


Gen quipped across the table, “You’d better spend some of the time you’re still here casting more drum studs, or you’ll have a hard time getting Honlur to let you go.  Three other percussionists who saw mine and tried it want similar builds from him, and they’re willing to pay!”


The filly rolled her eyes, then rubbed away the last of her tears so she could look over, “That guy was lucky I had to pretend not to notice his come-on, and I’d bet he rhymes his name with ‘honor’ to all the girls.  I’ll make more studs... but the next line he tries will earn him a warning, something along the lines of whether I would or wouldn’t quench the barely-solid studs before pouring them down his pants if he doesn’t watch his words.”


Over several wicked chuckles, Bevora pointed out, “And if your words fail, when beating off the over-amorous, simply invite them to touch your ring.  Or try to anyway.  The proof that you’re married to a competent wizard and the suggestion that he might have a temper could prove... tactically efficacious.”  Naturally, the evil laughs only got worse.


Toning down, but not losing, his own smile, Corren asked, “What of getting married, then?  I have three thoughts based on your preference, Ria...  Quick, discreet, or grand?”


His bride-to-be blinked, “I’m not picking it, but I’m curious... what would ‘grand’ entail?”


“I don’t know what the results would actually look like,” he admitted, “but the plan itself would be simple.  We’d scrape together all the gold we can, then tell my mother.”


Jennah nearly fell off the bench, laughing, Ria recovering first by a large margin and asking, “Okay... discreet?”


Corren gestured toward the cubs, “Their mother is a priestess.  Several times over.  She’s also a headmistress, and has a regular report to deliver and discuss with her father, immediately after my scheduled magic lesson tomorrow night.  You could ‘tag along out of curiosity’ and we’d just be a few minutes late leaving.”


“And if tomorrow night doesn’t qualify, what’s your idea of ‘quick?’”


The mouse pointed toward the serving line, “The school chaplain is on the other side of that wall, in the staff lounge, and he’s almost done with his lunch.  Junior priest of Malia, and a unicorn, but it’s pretty clear that he doesn’t object to cross-species relationships.”  His voice fell enough to not carry to other tables, “Especially after what I noticed his energy-shape doing with a feline Roxanite in some bushes I happened to be jogging past.”


Riala thought for one more moment, then nodded to herself and leaned down to kiss him, “I’ll take quick.”


Slipping a bit away from her, Cor set down his fork and started working himself free of the bench, “It certainly will be, since he’s heading this... oh.  I named Her, and after this morning She’s paying extra attention to us.  She told him.”


Bel and Jone were still giggling when the ‘back’ door opened, a gray-robed man barely older than Ria walking in and rubbing his hands together, his smile wide, “Well this is exciting, my first wedding!  I’m told you both had some very stirring promises and declarations for each other, and I’m sorry I missed them... but it’s pretty much settled that you each wish the other, and no other, for life hereafter?”


Riala nodded, “He’s my first, last, and only; I’d touch horns on it.”


Her lover slipped an arm around her waist as he nodded too, “I literally bet my future on my love for her.  Thankfully, I won.”


“That’s good enough for me!  Do you have—oh, my, but... Malia’s laughing at me.  It doesn’t exist?  She does like Her little jokes... ah, the mane-piece trick for the other.  That’s a classic, young lady, right out of some of my favorite old romances.  Keep in mind that the tradition of replacing it with a real one quickly is to keep you from having to tear anything else out.  Shop, or craft, soon.  Alright, rings are sorted.  All that’s left is a kiss and you two are married.”


She might not have his degree of muscularity, yet, but she’d get there soon working with iron and steel more regularly, and the physical education she had managed sufficed for the moment.  Incidentally dispelling any lingering doubts about what she felt toward her ‘rapist,’ she picked him bodily up then hugged, their eyes at the same level for once, until she lunged forward in a dip, half-inverting him as her muzzle locked with his.


When she’d finally set him back on his feet, he had to wipe his face and take a few breaths before turning to the chaplain and nodding, “Thank you.  My wife and I are both fairly busy, even on a restday, so it was good to get this step out of the way so conveniently.”


“Oh,” the man laughed, “I’d hardly call it convenient... since you’ve got six hours or so before you could call it your wedding night.  At least, I’d be disappointed if I’d just married a girl who looks that good and had to wait, and she doesn’t look very happy now that I mention the delay either.  I mean, just wed a girl like that; I already married the two of you.  Oh, my, that means I have to fill out that form, doesn’t it?  You two just stay here and love each other; I’ve got some paperwork to file,” and his quick spin nearly tangled his robe around his feet as he rushed off.


Johran waited until the door had closed, then commented, “I think I’ve come up with a nickname for that guy...  Spread it around, see how the other kids like it.  The Irreverend.”


Geniva giggled, nodding, “He was a bit breezy, wasn’t he?  I have seen him give serious, solemn advice, though.  He’s just... well, being young isn’t a crime.  I hope.”


Riala kissed her mate again, but merely on the cheek, and noted, “After meeting your sister, I expect that your parents are much like mine.  Oh, I’ll need to send them a letter, there’s just so much to say after all these years... but, more immediately, I’d love to meet yours.  Could we have supper at that restaurant they opened?  We should go a bit late, to avoid any crowds, but they deserve to know, and I would dearly love to have an extended family, even in law, again.”


He’d started nodding almost immediately, but Bev asked before he could reply, “Will you two, or three,” and she glanced at the smaller mouse, “need backup this time?”


Jennah mock-punched the bear’s shoulder, “Our parents aren’t that bad... they’re just a little bit dumb sometimes.  We love ‘em anyway.”


Corren shook his head to his friends, “Just the three of us should be shock enough to their poor hearts, and the menu will be entirely vegetarian.  We’ll tell you if they do or say anything entertaining enough to repeat, tomorrow morning right here.”


“Meanwhile,” Johran reluctantly pointed out, “most of us need to study.”


The mouse blinked, then turned to his wife, “Dear... that got me to thinking, you should write that letter, and save at least one piece of parchment.  I have a way to burn a lifelike image of an actual scene onto a page, and we can show your parents you’re doing well.  I sent one to my own parents when they had reason to think me dead, so they knew otherwise.”


Fresh tears gleamed at the corner of the unicorn’s eyes, and she nodded almost against her will, “Oh... thank you!  That’s better than I’d imagined was possible.  Let’s go do that.  Now.”

* * *


“Hmm...”  Corren glanced up from his little book and over to where his wife’s eyes were moving to meet his, from her own writing.  He was still getting used to that concept... ‘his wife.’  She’d already filled two pages with the story of her years apart from her family, but while he had her attention he elaborated, “This ‘assignment’ I’m reading is a set of rules about a new job I received, to do alongside, or perhaps beneath, the ones we’d already known about and planned for.  The section on whom I’m allowed to tell about that job, which I just reached, explicitly includes my spouse.”  They were alone in the school’s small library, just four large, floor-to-ceiling sets of shelves and half a dozen desks for reading and writing, each with their own small, efficient lamp, but one wall seemed unfinished, with no fixtures or paintings marring its paneling.  The library was one room everyone knew would grow with time, and future expansion through that wall had already been planned and drafted.


Mentally reaching out to damp its concealing spell, he touched the badge on his collar just as it came into view, “You know Sir Ferrl’s legend, and his titles... but this isn’t nearly so grand.  As of this morning I am a Deputy Agent of Drachath, the lowest of the type, but it’s still a secret, and I’m glad I don’t have to keep it from you.  It also seems that the round-about way I gathered information, and then the extreme approach I took to a unique and otherwise-insoluble problem were the final deciding factor in my getting that job, which has a pay scale measured in gold nobles because it’s convenient and avoids fractions.”


Riala’s wide eyes blinked, “That old phrase, ‘above your pay grade?’  It sounds like you’re on the level it was talking about, where sums most people don’t see in a year are a routine expense that might not even make it into the report.”


Her husband had to chuckle, “Not quite there... or at least I got high enough to see the next level up.  I’ve already been... counseled about what I should and shouldn’t immediately bring to an even higher authority’s attention.  Three nobles every two months is my reserve wage, though; if someone with the proper credentials stops by with an odd job for me to do... it will likely be rather odd, and it may take me elsewhere for a time.  I know I have unusual talents, and those talents are a resource for any high official who needs them, or sometimes they’ll simply need a soldier who knows how to keep a secret.  Active operations always come with a monetary bonus, at least.  Not all, or even many, of those jobs will be safe, though... which is why I made you that ring the way I did.”


Ria’s nod was solemn, but she was smiling again soon enough, “I understand, and it’s an honor, and a great show of trust and respect, that they gave you that badge.  I’m just about to get to the part about just Who showed up to settle the argument this morning, though, and then I’m going to tell them about my idea that became your sister’s invention.  I need to keep writing...”


What could he do but smile?  “Then write,” he said softly.


That mind of hers, that very fine mind, had been hobbled for years, its capacity devoted to a dreary, mundane routine and a single, impossible dilemma.  Now that it was free of those constraints, it had become a source of wonder to her love, and he took a mental step back to savor the vision of her soaring.
Chapter 14


Sorina was just pulling off her apron for the night as bubbles rose in the sink, the soup cauldron soaking for the evening after a remarkably busy ‘day of rest.’  There were a few, final customers still finishing up, but more were unlikely, and she didn’t need to see into the cash box to know how well her son’s suggestion had worked out.  The sheer number of bowls and plates that had left this kitchen over the course of the day were evidence enough, the filly her daughter had hired having to scramble at two points so there’d be enough clean dishes.  They’d have to invest in more, and a bigger rack to dry them on, she decided as she glanced through the doorway.


The other helper, the first unicorn’s brother, was thanking the final trio of diners on their way out, and she had to smile at the memory of their introduction.  Her daughter had never been precisely defiant, but after Corren’s example she clearly had the bit between her teeth on some issues, and she’d been right; she wouldn’t have been able to keep up with the day’s work had they kept the restaurant a small, family-only affair.  A pair of locals with experience helping their own parents at an inn in the Vale, though, were just enough, and Jennah’s fronting them only one day’s pay had worked out too.  They’d be very welcome when they came back in the morning, and if her husband was still stuck in the mental rut of a life where there’d been little money to spare and every penny counted, she’d drag him by the ear and make him look at the day’s receipts.  They could definitely afford to keep paying the help, and not on any tight-fisted, day-to-day basis, either.


In one of those coincidences she’d definitely chuckle over the next time she recalled it, as if the thought had summoned them her own children stepped through that door as the customers cleared it, a third, horned figure following along, and she looked over to catch Ferren’s eyes, “I think they timed it for this, so we’ll have time to talk.  Fill a couple more mugs and bring them along in case someone needs one, but let’s go hear what the kids have to say.”


The new waitress had finished clearing one of the larger tables that could seat six, mice from both ends of the room converging on it as the only logical choice, and Corren spoke up even as he pulled seats out for the girls with him... no, not girls; the mare was fit and slim, but clearly the oldest of the trio by at least a few years.  “You’ve guessed that we’re here to see how the restaurant idea worked out, but you’d smack me if I let that topic precede another...”  Sitting, he folded his hands together on the table and looked from one parent to the other, “Ferren, Sorina... I’d like you to meet my wife, Riala.  Ria, these are my parents.”


Biting back a giggle her blinking family probably wouldn’t appreciate, Jennah filled in a few of that simple statement’s lingering blanks, “They’d been friends since before we got here, but there were some complications...  To touch on just the most important points, Ria had been tricked into a life of bound servitude.  The sorts of choices we make every day, someone else was making them for her, with no allowance at all for her choices or preferences, until Cor figured out that unwanted bond’s single weak spot and did something about it, because he could see her suffering, and he loved her enough to risk everything to break her free.  The wedding was a hasty affair at lunch today, but waiting would have been foolish.  I’m already planning to help my new sister-in-law at school; she’s got some neat ideas!”


Their new, other, and completely unexpected daughter spoke up quietly, “The theme of a rescued maiden falling for the dashing hero who saved her is something of a cliché... but I very much needed rescuing, and the friend who saved me is worthy of my love.  We may, as Jen said, have been ‘hasty,’ but don’t you worry... the chaplain was in such a rush because Malia agreed with us.  She showed up in person, not in mortal semblance, causing no end of fuss among the priests who sensed Her presence, to tell me I was right, the uncle who’d seized control over every supposedly personal choice in my life was wrong, and that my prospective husband was every bit as good as my rather prejudiced views described him.  If not for Her approval, I promise you that I’d have looked a lot harder before I leaped, but he really is the only one for me.  The Holy One simply helped me see that clearly.”


Corren spoke again before either adult could think up a reply, “Mother... I know that, at the time, you felt I was rushing off into the unknown without any, much less enough, thought.  In some senses, you were even right, as my own inexperience led to my misadventure in Farwatch.  The point you made that came closest to getting me to reconsider, though, was about the mystery.  About knowing whether I was still alive, which was a serious matter, proved by the two conflicting missives you got.  You know I’ll be entering a military academy soon, and will be commissioned as an officer, which is the same scenario all over again, for my spouse... but Ria will not have to worry.  She’ll always know.”  He pointed at her ring, with his far hand since her right had his left in a grip that didn’t plan on letting go any time soon, “If you look closely, there’s something very strange about her wedding band, because it’s not bending the fur of her other fingers.  It is just another one of my illusions... but it will last for so long as I live.  While it’s there, she will know for certain, no matter what letters arrive.”


Ferren finally found his voice, after one cough to clear his tight throat, and he nodded, “I’m not the most perceptive person in the world, I know, but I just realized how the two, no, three of you must have arranged this...  It was like that courier’s message to read all of your letter at once.  You kept us from interrupting or pouncing on minutiae until we had the whole story, or at least enough of it to see where you’re coming from.”  He glanced to his daughter-in-law then back, nodding again, “What seemed at first like a youthful, foolish impulse... is something else entirely, I finally see.  You clearly aren’t just chasing a pretty tail that happened to flick your way... which, I’ll admit, was my initial thought when I met your mother.  She means a lot more than that to me these days, but I wasn’t thinking with my head at the time.  I was lucky that it worked out between me and her, but you let reality and true feeling, not luck, guide this choice.”


Something about his phrasing elicited a faint flush from his son, which the unicorn clarified a moment later, “This time, anyway...  Before we’d met he’d had quite a few tails that didn’t mind the occasional game of flick-and-chase.  I’d fingered him as my best possible prospect beforehand, though, so I... discreetly urged those other four girls to find other interests, just to leave him high, dry, and wanting when I made my move, which was a subtle and indirect effort to get him to make his.  Those complications, though, are mere history now.  The only ‘move’ that matters at this point was the question, and I’m the one who asked him today.”


Both of Sori’s brows were high, “Four?  You were sleeping with four girls when we got here?  I thought I’d taught you better than that!”


Jennah raised a hand, restraining a scowl as she leapt to her brother’s defense, “Mom... I’ve met his other girlfriends.  They have healthy, active libidos, they know what they do and don’t like, and none of them were our species so he couldn’t get them in trouble.  They were just friends who shared an extra, special moment occasionally, and two of them were vixens; not many teenaged boys say no to those!  They have other lovers now that the school’s modest first phase is filling up, and they’re still his, and my, friends.  If he’s old enough to leave home and live on his own, he’d better also be old enough to choose his own lovers!  He wasn’t casual or careless about it, and he left no broken hearts behind when he also left the young singles scene.”


“And I,” Riala stated calmly but firmly, “am very glad for how well those lovers taught him.  They’re my friends, too, and I understand their reluctance to give up his... talents.”


Not quite sure what to think or feel anymore as her long-held concepts of her ‘little boy’ ran into repeated proof that he was neither anymore, Sorina finally shook her head to clear it, then reached for the one thought that was left afterwards, turning to her husband with a faint smile, “So... he inherited that too.  The whole package, even, having as well as using...”  Both male mice blushing hard, she turned to face her new daughter, finally looking at her for the first time, and she saw a mature young woman, self-possessed but with the energy of youth, with vivid, beautiful eyes that seemed to dance, a lively personality within them.  If it weren’t for the muzzle, horn, and ears, she could well understand how she and he matched one another.  If her son had a major fault, it’s that he could sometimes be too deliberate, too dedicated, but this girl would always give him a nudge when he needed to shake up his thinking, to haul him up short before a mistake or charge onward in a completely new direction, leaving him scrambling to catch up.  “I love Farren, and I have for a long time... but it came after our actual vows.  I stretched the truth, but not by much... the real reason he got me to the altar, then, was that I didn’t want to leave his bed.  Your situation, dear... is not the same, and I envy you a bit for finding love first.  You will always be welcome in our home.”


Two very different white hands, nailed and clawed, met across the table, and the unicorn smiled as she blinked away fresh tears, “Thank you...  I haven’t seen my own parents since I was nine, and this afternoon your son helped me include a portrait with the letter I was finally free to write.  I showed them myself, alive and well... and surrounded by friends.  It will be at least a month before I could possibly hear back, so replies will be care of the Academy I will follow my husband to, but... it feels good to have a mother again, Sorina.  I haven’t forgotten what it felt like.”


The three mugs he’d brought to the table had been reflexive, with three guests on their way, but Farren figured his young daughter didn’t need a strong ale as much as he did, and picked one up for a long swallow.  Licking briefly around his muzzle, he spoke once he could trust his voice, “It’s not done for fathers-in-law to get all sentimental, but I’ve never really liked ‘polite fictions,’ so I’m going to tell you exactly what I think.  Girl, when you sat down and were introduced, I couldn’t see past the horn on your head.  Right now, you could have three of ‘em and I wouldn’t care.  If my boy abandons you for a piece of tail that squeaks instead of nickers, I’ll save you the trouble and strangle him myself.  I hope you two can work something out that’ll give me a grandkid or two to bounce on my knee.”


Corren choked on the first sip of the ale he’d just decided to share, and his wife shot him a sidelong glance before replying with a smile, “Either an anonymous donor through the healers, or adoption, as there are always orphans who need a loving home... someday, yes.”


Jennah looked around at her reunited, then enlarged family, and smiled to herself.  She was the one who’d suggested that they change their initial, hasty plan, and eat first then show up last, and she caught the helpers’ eyes and directed them toward the kitchen with a tilt of her head.  There would be much to talk about, tonight.

* * *


The dorm assigned to Riala turned out to be directly over Corren’s, he the first student, she the one extra beyond the filled first floor of the first dorm.  She’d suggested it on the walk; they’d both caught their sister mouthing ‘wedding night’ to her parents as the hour had gotten dangerously late, and while there was little to choose between the dorms, she relished the symbolism of being free to invite a man she cared for into her private room, where before she’d had neither privacy nor the right to invite anyone.


Sitting down on the edge of her neatly-made, never-used bed, she patted the space beside her and said, “Sit, dear... because before I indulge what should be my first impulse upon getting you here, I must explain it, because it involves a secret not quite like any other we’ve shared...”


Corren nodded, curious, and sat down beside her, “Of course...”


She pointed at her forehead and the nine-inch, pearlescent spiral thereupon, “This is a racial secret, but there is precedent; enough of us have married other races since the Opening that it’s quietly become a custom.  None of the legends about our horns are true, because the legends do not know the power they do have.  They can sense emotion from others, sometimes something closer to thoughts but never exactly, through physical contact.  That’s what I meant when I told the chaplain I’d touch horns on it; that I was confident enough in my feelings for you to trust another’s summary judgment as they experienced my emotions through a horn-touch.  Any contact with the horn is an intimacy, and you will never see a unicorn touch even their spouse there in public.  I wish you could share that unique experience, feeling the living emotions of another being... but among everything else we do tonight, I would dearly love to feel your touch there, to feel you, and I could not let you do that in ignorance of its meaning.”


“Fair’s fair,” he agreed, lifting his hand and reaching up, “since we can each see the other in a way that other can’t, and neither way hides anything.”  Her horn was surprisingly warm to the touch, only the tiniest bit cooler than her skin, and flawlessly smooth, a brief stroke nearly catching one of his fingers’ short furs in the line between spirals.


Her eyes had closed as his hand had neared, and she gasped at his first touch, swaying in place as his essence rolled through her mind.  She could feel his friendship, his love, his comfort with her presence now and in his future.  She could feel lurking questions and insecurities, with a scent of immediacy about them, and she guessed he was wondering how to proceed now that she was free and willing.  Behind and beneath those surface emotions, though, she could dimly sense his mind, its depth and complexity, and beneath that pulsed what had to be his magic, a power almost frightening in its strength, but with a sure, gentle hand at its reins.  “You will not be a Deputy Agent for long,” she breathed, her voice achingly certain.  “When others catch a dim glimpse of what I see so clearly now, they would be fools to waste you...  I was more right than I knew when I told myself you were the best single man in all of Welcome.”  Her eyes opened just before his mouth could, “And I see your weak spot... in that future and in this moment.  You lack certainty... because you lack experience.  Only time can grant that, but a good friend can help.  You wonder what to do with me, and the answer is anything you want, any time, anywhere, no matter who is or isn’t watching, but what you’re willing to do is of course far narrower in scope.  If you choose to do nothing, I will not sit idly by, but you needn’t ever worry I might protest.  I certainly didn’t last night!” and her affectionate smile spread into a grin.


“You know,” he mused as he left her horn behind, turning his touch into a caress down the length of her mane, “I think I figured out part of the legends... the notion that unicorns symbolize ‘purity.’  With a bit of a twist to account for distortion over time, it could have been because they were remarkably faithful to their mates, and if unicorn husbands and wives know the sorts of things about each other that you just touched upon, in a depth that language cannot convey... they always know if they’re with the right one.”


Ria nodded, “They do, and you might just be right... but kindly recall what I said about sitting idly by,” and her fingers were already working at the ties of her blouse.  “If that hand of yours doesn’t get a bit more serious, soon, I’ll take charge just so we’re done with time enough to sleep.”


Smirking faintly, her husband nodded and spoke with actions instead, his hand still kneading gently at her neck while the other came up, slipping through the first available gap and into her shirt to capture a nipple between his fingers as his palm cupped her breast.  She didn’t stop working, resulting in an interesting combination of experiences as one swell shook against his hand while the other danced for his eyes as she shimmied out of her sleeves and reached for her skirt.  His hand behind her ‘helped,’ stroking down as she half-rose, the brush of fabric over her rump followed closely by his touch, and her breathing grew a fraction huskier as a scent he’d not had time to savor last night rose in strength.  He let his fingers slip a bit farther around her soft curve, and they brushed something that twitched, making him pause momentarily; evidently, two-legged mares had that shape in common with the one he’d seen from behind for the entire cart-trip with Bev and Gen.  He only noticed how far she was bending forward when her ‘free’ breast sandwiched his forearm with her thigh, and he withdrew his hand so she could sit up and get her skirt the rest of the way off.


“That part’s no more off-limits than the rest of me,” she noted as she toed her shoes off and pulled her blouse around to get it off of the bed.  “There’s a reason I used the privy just before we came home.”


Corren chuckled and kissed her shoulder, angling his eyes up, “I won’t neglect that spot in our relationship... it’s not the same shape as others I’ve enjoyed, and it surprised me to perceive with fingers instead of mage-sight.  Tonight, I’d much prefer to show you that last night was a fluke, in terms of... duration.  I’m normally better than that.”


Smiling as she twisted around to climb up onto the bed, she kept going on hands and knees until she was near the end, arms crossed on the pillow and her knees planted apart.  “Same position as last time, then?” she asked back over her shoulder, flicking her tail hard to the far side.


Her husband’s breeches were suddenly much too tight, and he scrambled for his belt even as his feet roughly shoved off each other’s shoes, “Oh, my dear... that felt and smelled good in the dark, and made a pretty glow to my inner eye, but that is one beautiful sight to behold.  And last night, I definitely couldn’t do this!”  Rolling onto his back so he could get his pants over his legs, he was able to twist enough to crane his neck and lap his rounded tongue firmly up the center of her glistening cleft.  Her lips, puffier than he’d ever seen or perceived them, clenched slightly but visibly as she moaned into the pillow, and he savored that lone taste as he dropped his breeches, ignored his shirt, and climbed up behind her.  From this position, the thirteen inches of difference in their heights meant almost nothing, and he eased the head of his shaft against those petals before laying both hands on her hips and pressing slowly in.


“Yes...” Riala half-whispered, eyes closing to better concentrate on the wonderful man behind her and inside of her, “I’ve dreamed of this for years...”  Her first peak was slower in building than when her fantasies had become reality for the very first time, but when it struck it seemed to last much longer, barely fading by the time she’d finished her breathy moan of ecstasy.  That one lick had given her a much better grip on how things must have worked whenever she encountered (but never commented upon, of course) one of her female friends, smelling of recent sex but with no masculine scents involved.  That thought led to another, amusing one, but it had to dive into a corner of her mind and await a calmer moment as her second climax took priority; that thrusting shape behind her, this time, was in no rush, and enjoying him while he lasted firmly trumped the notion of voicing wry quips.


Even in a private room, the shutters closed and the window open just enough for ventilation, Corren couldn’t quite set aside the portions of his lesson his mentor had whimsically labeled ‘constructive paranoia,’ though using his wife’s orgasms, rather than conversational nods, as a cue to check his surroundings turned out to have some interesting side-effects, as the energy-flows that represented her living vitality twisted themselves into some very odd patterns as almost every organ and system reacted to her pleasure.  It reminded him of a visual display one mage had cast into the sky of Crown Port when he’d been much younger, as the city celebrated the birth of their queen’s second child, barely visible in the far distance but exciting nonetheless.  This display, though, was right in front of him, and he let just a hint of that vision remain, overlaying the physical view through his slit eyelids.  That rounded shape that had flinched from his touch was still twitching in sympathy each time the treasures below clenched anew, and he could even see slight differences in color, her labia darkening from pale pink to something much redder each time a peak drew near and the flow of blood made them swell.  Dwelling on details, though, was just one of the more pleasant forms of self-distraction available to him, and among the less-helpful of those details were the spasms gripping his shaft in a grip, however welcome, that periodically impersonated a woodworker’s clamp, if much softer, warmer, and slicker than any inanimate tool.  He’d actually overheard a couple of the school’s other boys, muttering their best ideas for things to think of to last with a lover, a conversation he’d walked right past with a mental smile, as he’d already worked that out and struck a balance.  He didn’t hold to the concept of lasting as long as physically possible as the one ‘secret’ to being a good lover; instead, he compromised, distracting himself to last but in pleasant ways that actually contributed to the experience and the memories he’d carry away.  That had always seemed, though he’d never sat down and analyzed it, to be a better approach to the entire act, as the goal was to share pleasure, not deny it to one’s self entirely in another’s favor.


Ria’s eyes fluttered open, then closed again in anticipation, as the grip at her hips tightened slightly, the plunging invasion into her depths coming at almost the same frequency but a with a bit more force, with just a hint of a pause each time it withdrew; her man was close... but so was she.  Though this night lacked the previous’ edge of half-fearful excitement, and in strict comparison could almost be termed ‘dull,’ her foremost emotion as a garbled, not-quite-restrained yell sounded in the small room and that bulb-tipped shaft buried itself deep to throb and pulse, was satisfaction.  ‘Normal’ as it may have been, the fact that she’d been free to choose to be here, to choose to take off or keep her clothes, and to choose just whom she shared her space and body with had her joining the mouse in pleasure, her insides pulsing in counterpoint to his shaft’s throb as his seed teased within, just a bit deeper than anything else in her experience had ever touched.


Corren’s happy sigh as he finally withdrew was echoed by a deeper, pillow-muffled sound, and his wife simply eased herself a bit toward the wall then flopped onto her side.  Amber irises peeking through slit lids were invitation enough, and he crawled along the other side of the bed, kissing her lips the moment they drew near before easing his arms around her chest.  “Thank you,” he murmured, whiskers brushing her ear.


The filly’s breathy chuckle warmed his neck and shoulder through his shirt as she held him, “My first impulse is to reject and reverse that sentiment... but instead I’ll just say ‘you’re welcome.’  You were right; making love when you’re not in a rush, or in a dark alley, was just a bit better... and the best part is that we don’t need to go our separate ways this time.  I’ve never slept beside a man, and this bed wouldn’t let me if you were any larger... but I’m definitely looking forward to it tonight.”


Brushing a strand of her mane away from her eyes with a fingertip, her husband smiled, “That’s one reason I didn’t take you up on the implied offer of your ass... because this is our wedding night.  Exploration and experimentation are from the future; tonight, I just wanted to demonstrate my love in the most straightforward way possible.”


Those amber eyes blinked, and she giggled softly, “Thank you for reminding me... and for derailing a silly idea before it got started.  Shortly after I’d made that offer I rethought it in terms of... virginity, and the results would have gotten absurd rather quickly.  You see, if we’d followed that theme, you’d take my ‘anal virginity’ this second night, then tomorrow I’d suck on you for the first time, then the day after we’d invite one of the girls in to straddle my face, and after that we’d need to get creative.  The concept of losing a different virginity every night is amusing... but it wouldn’t last long.”


Touching just the tip of her horn with a finger, so she’d tangibly share the mischievous lust swirling in his emotions, Cor pointed out, “Everyone knows mage-sight works through walls, and sees bodies, but they don’t often correlate those two facts, probably because the combination is suggestive of disgusting subjects.  To put it simply, I can see inside your body as well as through your clothes, and you’ve just spawned a mildly-evil scheme in my mind.  Since I can tell for certain, at a distance, whether you’ve been to the privy recently, I tell you now that the loss of that second ‘virginity’ will come without warning.  When circumstances permit, since you seem to enjoy that sort of thing, at some point I will simply take it.”


Eyes and grin both wide, Riala nodded, “Yes, please!  Ooh that thought feels good; I’d labeled last night a one-time event to be remembered and savored, but I wouldn’t mind making it two!  It’s that impossible combination that got me off so fast then...  I’m being stalked, I’m prey, and protesting would be useless; the monster in the dark of night is going to take me, and use me... but at the same time, the monster cares.  Hurt, but not injure.  Ravish, but not despoil.  Now... let’s get that shirt off of you and blow out the lamp, but leave the sheets as they are.  We’ll get a spare set for other nights; right now, having you next to me ‘til the morning light is far more important than any wet spot.”


Freeing his arm from beneath her to start dealing with his last article of clothing, the mouse mentioned, “I’ll get the lamp,” a quick mental grab stilling its natural fire-energy long enough to interrupt the cycle of combustion.


A chuckle sounded in the darkness, “And there’s another reminder how good a man I married; wizards come in handy sometimes,” before gentle hands helped him out of his shirt and slipped around to hold him close.
Chapter 15

The temple to Malia was still under construction, but only around the edges.  It was one of the largest buildings in Welcome, its founders’ personal tribute to their Goddess, sheathed in gleaming marble and the occasional scaffold where artisans would still be spending days or weeks carving loving detail into hard stone, and columns and alcoves for future statuary already dotted the periphery.  The day she’d been married had been the very first restday service Ria had ever missed in this building, but the next was doubly important, not just to honor the deity she felt more love for than ever, but to lead a short, muscular husband into, rather than following behind a tall, fat demon.  Malia’s own ‘failure’ had clouded her feelings for just a couple of days... but the fact that someone had managed to hide something from Her, and Her immediate steps to correct the situation as soon as She’d known of it, made Her feel a lot more like a parent or older sibling than a distant, unfathomable power to Her follower.  Caring and supportive, yes, but also fallible and contrite, a combination much more frequently ascribed to mortals.


A beckoning finger drew the pair away from the groups and individual Maliites filing through the wide-open doors toward the waiting pews, neither of those singled out objecting... because they recognized the black cat there even when she wasn’t radiating holy power.  “I just wanted to give you this before service,” she noted quietly, holding out a twine-bound, folded stack of just two or three sheets of parchment.  “I left a note for the courier, for when he checks his bag and finds it a bit lighter than expected... but I felt I owed you at least a small debt for failing to notice your plight.  This is from your parents, both of whom I had to hug until the tears stopped, after I delivered your story and portrait a bit sooner than you probably anticipated.  You also have a younger brother who’d like to meet you someday.  Don’t worry about that any; give them another month, maybe a bit more, and they’ll talk themselves into packing up and joining you in Stonecliff in time for you to share the colt’s eighth birthday.”


Corren slipped closer to hug her wife with one arm as her eyes scrunched shut in an almost agonizing joy even as her hands clenched the message, and she breathed, “Oh... thank you.  As well as things have been going, that news is even better.  I’ve always felt the ‘loss’ of my parents very keenly, but it has to work the other way around, too... and they deserve to have me back just as much as I want them.  At least we’ll reunite after the move; I don’t think my mother would let her brother live if she caught sight of him now, and if he even thinks of moving to the county seat I don’t doubt that forces will converge to discourage the notion.”


The mortal Goddess nodded, her expression briefly grim, “My little lecture to him has had the side-effect of reducing my ‘divinity’ in his mind, which actually makes it harder for me to keep track of him, but one of my novices and a Roxanite acolyte have both recently developed an interest in wind instruments, and neither will wear their necklaces while shopping.  In addition to whatever the secular authorities set up, you can trust that he’s being watched.  He will not, in any case, be attending today’s service, as all the work you used to do for him has been piling up faster than he can clear it, and he can no longer spare the time to stop by and prove his so-called ‘devotion’ to me.  I may relent enough for him to hire an assistant, rather than another apprentice, but they will definitely be male this time, and I’ll make sure they know not to give the man an inch regarding duties and compensation.  With the knowledge that it will not be fouled by his presence, please enjoy the rest of the service,” and only a last smiling nod was forthcoming before she promptly vanished.


That precious letter, of course, remained; as his wife tucked it into the band of her skirt, a bit more secure than its shallow pockets, Corren noted, “Your Goddess is more merciful than I...  Another detail of the sort of inspection I mentioned, regarding knowing even what’s making its way through your digestive tract, is that I’ve got a much better idea than most how the various parts of the body work and connect to each other.  Had I confronted your uncle, I’d identified just a few key points to look for, and with some careful applications of fire, tiny internal burns he might not even feel... he would never again in his life attain erection.  With enough... manual stimulation, he might conceivably produce seed and even a child, but it would be... messy, and not much fun.”


“Not that any mare with half a brain would stick around for that after checking him with her horn.  I never did, but I can imagine the sort of soul I’d sense,” she murmured back as they slipped around the side to settle onto the empty end of a pew.


The couple shared a glance once the welcome and blessing had concluded and a sermon about family bonds and the importance of communication began.  Her husband’s nod suggested he’d had the same thought, so she quietly pulled out and opened the communication from her family.  The first sheet, though, had no words at all, just a large, detailed picture of the sort Corren could make.  She had to blink away tears that kept clouding it; her parents were at a table she remembered being much larger, her father holding a page and his muzzle open as he read, but his eyes were unbelievingly wide.  Her mother’s jaw was hanging slack as she stared incredulously at her mate... and a seven-year-old colt had been captured in the middle of a dance of joy, waving the group portrait of her and her friends triumphantly.


Sensing her need, Corren scooted a bit closer to wordlessly hug around her waist, and her horn stroked his ear as she buried her face against him, body shaking as she silently wept.  Knowing she was finally mourning the years that had been stolen from her, on her family’s behalf as well as her own, in addition to tears of joy, he simply held her until the trembling stopped.


‘Thank you,’ her mobile lips mouthed as she dried her eyes on the corner of her sleeve, sniffed discreetly, and did her best to pay attention to the remainder of the sermon.  The actual letter could wait, as that picture had said everything that truly mattered.


As they joined the chant then stood, moving toward a table of refreshments that had been set out by novices during the service, Corren noted quietly, “The food reminds me... Jennah caught me between classes yesterday with a mild warning.  No matter how convenient the Prodigal Mouse may be to Temple Row,” and, for once, he almost managed to say that name without blushing; he still suspected his sister of having come up with it, “if we try stopping by for a visit, we probably won’t find a seat and definitely won’t get a word in edgewise with the owners.  They’ll be busy.”


“She’s in my exercise class,” Ria nodded, “but she only had time to tell me they were considering a larger space and a doubled staff.  Then Yerrun showed up,” and they both had to grin.


“I tend to do that,” the man himself remarked from one side, wearing a healer’s robe instead of his usual leathers on his day off so she hadn’t immediately recognized him.  “Don’t worry, class rules only apply to class, and I knew to make my reservation ahead of time for the Mouse,” and he grinned.


Corren noted, “Except that my classes never let up.  Just in case this is another test instead of your personal habit, three blades, and that’s a good trick to miss casual checks on the last one.”


Yerrun quirked a brow, “It wasn’t, and you’re one of the first to ever notice my holdout.  Ferrl was another, of course, but that man’s scarily good.  Wouldn’t want to fight the guy even at his age, nosiree.”


“That’s one opinion we definitely have in common,” his former student agreed, “and if your reservation’s not too soon we’d love to chat with your off-duty persona.  My wife and I could use a snack before the walk home, and a gap just opened up at the table, so if you’ll excuse me...”
* * *

The road stretching west from Welcome’s entrance had most of the town’s restaurants along it, the first south-branching street being the commercial district, and the second holding Temple Row, while almost everything north of the sign was associated with the school.  Another cross-street just past Ferrl’s house provided even the far end of the Row with convenient shopping, though going the other way meant students, one pair in particular, could return to the school buildings or visit just over half of the available purveyors of foodstuffs without coming near the Winds of Welcome.  Corren thought he heard his wife muttering a prayer of thanks to that effect as they stepped into one end of the dorms.


“I’ll grab a book then join you,” Ria proposed as they walked, “since you’ve got another essay while I just need to read.”


The only other time she’d ‘just read’ in his room, she’d done so stark naked, after asking if he minded.  He stifled a snort at the memory, but his tone was still a bit warmer than usual as he agreed, “Alright...”


The stairs were just past his room... but before they’d quite gotten there, one of the entrances at that end opened and Lerrie stepped inside, brightening the moment she spotted them.  “Cor!” she called, rushing to stand by his door.


“There’s not room for three in one of these places, so you might as well tell me here.  What?” he asked once he and Ria had caught up.


The vixen grinned, “Not for sleeping, anyway... but all us twins and a few others want to put on another show.  Next week’s the equinox celebration, and we’re going to fill the square with music!  But we wanted you to help too, and plan the music and imagery together... if you want?  Is it ‘not as a career,’ or ‘never’ about that?  We weren’t sure so they sent me to ask.”


Sharing a glance with his wife, Corren replied, “Most illusionists, by the nature of their careers, become rather well-known to the nearby public, their magic defining how they’re seen, and I don’t want to be labeled for life... but since I’ll be leaving in another couple weeks anyway, one more couldn’t hurt.  It’s fun to use my magic... and even more fun to use it with friends.  Of course I’ll be part of your concert.  My only condition is that I not attend in silly robes!  Ay’s description of that fellow you saw... my parents will be there, and I’d die of shame.”


His ex-lover’s grimace had at least a little wry humor in it, “I’m trying not to think about time, particularly weeks, just now...  The school healer checked.  Just a day or two after the show, my sis and I are due for our first season, and mom’s descriptions are kinda scary even if it does mean days off getting laid.”


Riala patted her on the shoulder, “Hey, that beats double-doses of suppressants five times a day and drawers stuffed full of rags.  Less tea and more men was an option I wished I could even ask for...  Cor?  You’re a non-fox she can trust; I expect you to do your share of the duty as her friend.  Ayli too, of course.”


The mouse blinked hard, but knew better than to ask if she’d really meant that.  The widest grin they’d seen on her in a long time, Ler nodded, “That’s even better news!  I’ll go tell the group the show is on, and my sister about this ‘loan.’  We just need somewhere to plan things out...”


Corren seized upon the change of topic, suggesting, “After dinner in the second-floor, west-end indoor salle in the fighters’ dorm.  They probably won’t have lights, but I can supply those, and it’s ‘open’ but no one lives anywhere nearby yet.”


“Room enough for a dozen or so if we’re just talking, too,” his wife agreed.


Lerrie jumped up to give the unicorn a big hug, then had to lean down a bit for the mouse, and she made a mental note to check with her twin; they seemed to be growing again.  “Thank you both,” she told them as she let go, “and we’ll be there!  I’ll go give everyone the good news and the good idea,” then dashed back out.


As she stepped in from fetching her book and closed the door, Corren gave his wife a firm look, “Only for their heat, and not on every night of it.  I don’t mind helping, but there will be certain moral standards I must visibly uphold, as an officer cadet.  Sleeping around on my wife is not one of them, whether you actually mind or not.”


Ria had already set down her book and started taking off her clothes as he spoke, and she nodded as she dropped her blouse, “Those standards are a valid concern, though they were written without the abilities of unicorns in mind.  I know you’re mine after what my horn told me about you, which puts the real issue back in the category of ‘helping a good friend,’ so long as public-eye propriety is maintained.”


Chuckling, and pausing for the proper ogle his love expected when turning around and pulling down her skirt, the mouse nodded, “Good, then it’s not just ‘going wild with the subject of sex now that you can.’  I don’t have your horn, dear, so you may have to invest a few words in making sure we’re on the same page occasionally.”


Nodding back as she settled onto his bed to open her book, Riala agreed, “Good point, and I’ll try to keep it in mind if I catch myself making assumptions.  Better get to work on that assignment, though; you’ll want it out of the way before we start planning a concert.  I may not play beyond basic scales to demonstrate a woodwind’s tone, but I do know something about balancing an ensemble with each other, so I’ll come along.”
* * *

The magical glow from an unused salle with skylights and windows had attracted a pair of curious teachers, but they’d shared what they’d found among the other staff, and it was almost universally regarded as a good idea.  The spring equinox was just before the last week of final tests and evaluations for the term, and giving hard-studying, stressed-out students a chance to relax and enjoy themselves first could only improve their academic performance.


Though the friends who played instruments had all played with one another, in practice or lessons, Geniva had surprised them all when four fellow students helped her set up, the square’s fountain finished and operable but turned off for the day, because she’d needed those assistants, and had traded them the promise of saving front-row seats, to bring along her drums.  All of them, arranged in a three-quarters circle around her, and ball-ended drumsticks were attached to bracelets with heavy string so she could switch to using her palms then back again easily.  The preparations had been conducted in private, with just enough people catching hints to set rumors flying, but every temple had been told to include the ‘surprise’ in their announcements.  Thus, when the lunch hour had passed and the steady boom of a single kettle drum started sounding throughout all of Welcome, the square and every street connecting to it filled up.  Fast.


Those awaiting the last stragglers before the concert proper got to enjoy Lerril’s large harp as he sat there, eyes closed and gently coaxing an improvised melody from the strings between the beats, until both of the bear’s sticks came down in emphasis and his final eight-part chord rang and faded in the sudden silence.  The harpist turned away from his primary instrument, picking up a smaller one to grip between his knees as Bev, another unicorn, and a younger feline stepped to the front of the group.  None of the instruments sounded as the trio took advantage of the crowd’s hush, beginning without accompaniment...

“The sun’s shining high and the dock’s still in sight,


But look ye to starboard and tell me you’re sure,


They told us, they begged you, no not on this night,


A darkness there gathers for which there’s no cure.

It’s just wind and weather you laughed to your men,


Your course is for home and you’ll just watch the tack,


A storm anchor’s plenty to your foolish ken,


Into the clouds that can turn high noon black.”

Gen didn’t bother with her drums as the entire instrumental ensemble joined in, strings in the front and winds behind in order of loudness, since careful, discreet experimentation had proven Corren’s ability to magically play certain instruments, as well as a blend of water, wind, and fire energies, mostly the latter, that could produce a very believable thunderclap.  That boom still echoing from the hills, the sun grew dark as light-energy was pulled from the sky above the square, the shapes of clouds rolling in from all sides...  The day of the storm shortly after his arrival, coupled with memories of his much calmer ship ride to Northlook, gave the illusionist a firm base for his imagination to build on, and most of the audience shivered as he guided streams of cold air, suggestive enough of wind, among them.  He let that part of the effect fade, just for the public’s comfort, as the singers resumed, this time with full melodic backing, to describe both the initial, crushing sense of being a fool, and the discovery of one break in the clouds, a shining light to steer for.  He was particularly proud of that part of the display, a single slightly-lighter spot in the storm growing, then breaking open in a single beam, almost blinding in its contrast, falling on the fountain but quickly spreading to bathe hundreds of suddenly-hopeful faces in its glow.


That old ballad reached its much happier conclusion, and Belaric and Ayli set their instruments aside to join the singers, the next song having been written primarily as a choral piece, and also just a bit lighter in mood than The Fool’s Voyage.  With an illusionist available, they’d planned for a variety of lyrical themes, even when that occasionally limited the musical contrasts where style and genre were concerned.  They had enough musicians with more than one talent, though, to modify the traditional emphasis at key points, about two thirds of the changes having been Ria’s ideas, and the non-magical performance was far less unvaried than it could have been.  Even the variety had been shaped, at a suggestion from the Headmistress of Music when she’d stopped by, and the songs about danger and crises came first, working their way up in happiness to conclude on a much more hopeful note.


Corren took advantage of the time his friends needed to deal with their instruments, sipping on a flask of Ferrl’s ‘brain tea,’ cold and with plenty of honey; the ordinary clothes he’d worn, sitting on a stool just behind the last and loudest horn, Belaric’s, were soaked through with sweat in several places, and he very much hoped no one sprung one of those ‘surprise exams’ with real weapons on him just then.  Even after manipulating ‘simple’ light-energy with a few sound effects thrown in, ninety minutes of intense and detailed concentration would take a bit of recovering from.


Riala slipped around the edges of the milling townspeople, most of them trying to get close enough to the large wooden salad bowl to drop a coin into it.  Once she’d helped Lerril get his large, strap-wrapped harp loaded onto his back so he could get it back to the school storerooms, she took just two more steps, kneeling down to hug her husband, “That was beautiful.  All of it.”  She glanced over to grin as Bel picked up his small chair, his horn under his other arm, and told him before he could leave, “You have very good control and projection; I can’t wait to hear your adult voice.”


The fox had to grin back, “It’ll be a few years...  See ya at dinner.”


Swallowing the last of his tea, Cor shared its sweetness with his mate in a brief but deep kiss, then leaned back against the wall, “It was... a gratifying experience.  I won’t get to do this often, because it’s kind of noticeable and my job is supposed to be fairly discreet, but I’ll remember how this felt for a long, long time.  It was no easy work, but I enjoyed it.”


After one more hug he felt restored enough to climb back to his feet, but a discreet cough drew his attention.  From the street the student musicians had been departing on, a unicorn was stepping near, and it took the mouse a moment to place his face.  It was the mage-gifted fighting instructor he’d briefly met before the school’s opening, now in leather armor with the badge of Welcome’s chief constable.  He glanced first to the filly, noting quietly, “I’m here to inform you that your uncle has been arrested.  He’d been spotted at the far edges of the crowd early in the concert, scowling but unable to get close enough to cause trouble.  He left after only a few minutes, and as a person of interest he was discreetly followed.  By the time that scout could summon reinforcements, Geraff had broken into a second other instrument-maker’s shop while his competition was watching the performance.  He’d been after cash, and had already packed a bag of essentials at home, but he won’t be going anywhere but gaol now.  I’ve already sent a rider to Stonecliff to get some judiciary assistance; as our first major crime and trial, we’ll want to get this one right.”


Since his wife seemed momentarily too shocked to speak, Corren mused, “So he... declined divine justice, but he won’t have that option where mortal justice is concerned.  Not the wisest choice, but stung pride rarely leads to wisdom.”


Ria blinked, then relaxed a bit, “Thank you...  I’d known it was irrational to feel guilt for him, but your perspective was just what I needed.  It was his choice.”  She looked back to the soldier, “Thank you, too, for telling us.  Since this new crime is related to the old one only by his motivations, I don’t think I’ll need to testify, and I definitely don’t feel like seeing him again, even on trial.  I’ll just take comfort in the knowledge that he won’t interfere in my new life.”


The other ‘corn nodded, “You’re right about testifying, and this was just a courtesy call.  Nobody’s doubting that our first trial will be scrupulously fair, and will result in conviction on all counts.  At his weight a work gang would be a death sentence, so I figure he’ll end up joining you in Stonecliff, in the palace even, but as a resident of the long-term prison dungeon for at least five years.  He might even be thin again by the time he’s out.  The folks whose doors he broke and whose gold was found in his pockets will probably split the contents of his shop between them, and some of the instrument making classes will use his tools and facilities until a qualified artisan can be imported or trained.”


Giggling at a sudden thought, the filly speculated, “He should have joined me for the local history class at least...  That way he’d have heard of Hypalia’s Curse.  He’s in Stonecliff, and he didn’t play fair...  Half of Drachath knows that’s a bad combination!”


As the constable, chuckling helplessly to himself, took his leave, Bevora stepped over.  She was still holding a flask of her own, though its blend had been quite different, meant to soothe a singer’s abused throat, so her voice was almost normal when she spoke up, “There weren’t just a lot more people here this time... they came prepared, with coins in their pockets.  Even with the bigger group, Ay’s best guess is that we’re due for a bit more than two nobles each.  That may be chicken feed by illusionist standards, but it’s still close to three months worth of the allowance we used to get when we lived with the king!  I’m going to have a hard time keeping Genny from blowing it all on drums.”


Nodding thoughtfully, the mouse glanced up to his wife, “Dear?  I think we need to change the plans just a bit...  Let’s not look for boarding houses when we move; let’s find a comfortable inn, then look for a house.  It doesn’t need to be big... but it’d be nice if there’s room for your family when they get here, until they settle in on their own.  I haven’t needed to touch that... reserve wage yet, since I hadn’t been out of money, and then there are today’s tips...  I think we can afford a modest one.”


The tears at the corners of her eyes showed some of how much that suggestion appealed to her, his inner eye gathering the rest from her suddenly-warming treasures, and she gave him another quick hug, “I want to talk about this more... but back home, while ‘home’ it is.  We need to get a more substantial snack into you and those sweaty clothes off, then we can talk.”


Sharing nods with her and their friends, the mouse picked up his stool to take along on the short walk.  Murmuring just to his bride, he added, “Maybe not just talk...  A snack would be good.  An innocent maid for dessert would be better.”


Stifling a titter, she whispered back, “Oh no, whatever shall I do?”
Epilogue

The trip from Welcome to Stonecliff took less than a day at an easy pace, much less at a gallop, but the couple had left just after lunch.  Riala had suspected that her husband was up to something when he’d insisted on that, only to find out it had been mere wisdom, as getting away from their many friends, long goodbyes made longer as plans and dreams were compared, and promises to meet as they allowed were given, took much more than the ‘hour or so’ she’d budgeted for a morning departure.  That explanation, though, had made her lower her guard, so his real scheme took her by surprise as, just after they’d checked in at the hostel and were getting their luggage settled, he’d casually suggested ‘celebrating the end of the term with something special,’ callously bent her over the bed, then fulfilled his promise to leave her anus sore and her rectum with a mild ache without even foreplay.  Naturally, she’d loved every last second.


Their midday arrival on a borrowed cart, it and the horse to be delivered to a unicorn courier currently awaiting several replies, changed the mood entirely.  The guards had been professional, but somber as they checked Corren’s cadet contract and gave him directions to the Academy, and each wore a ribbon or kerchief of black on their left biceps.  Cautiously, but not wanting to ride ignorantly into an unknown situation, he’d asked about them...  Countess Verona had finally passed away, just the previous morning.


That had not been the only surprise awaiting them, though...  Jerking straight on the bench, the mouse glanced quickly around, then tugged on the reins to ease the horse toward a convenient stable.  Even as she turned with a clear look of confusion, he told his wife, “Remember our brief talk of impossible dreams?  Well, I just spotted the source of mine.  This place is as good as any; we can get a chit to pass on to the courier, but the decision over where to have lunch has just been made for us.”


Riala had to blink hard as she followed him on foot to a cafe just two buildings farther down and across the street, because a similar but different couple were sitting at a table there, a mouse at least half again her husband’s age, and a mature unicorn in fur of glossy black.


“Corren.  Riala,” that impossible woman nodded to each of them in turn, then clarified to the confused filly, “I am Berria, Archpriestess of Kathalla.  I was here for the countess’ final hours, as she was among my Goddess’ most faithful,” and she gazed levelly at the smaller newcomer, “but she died with a smile on her muzzle.  I’d just told her how Welcome had graduated its first Agent, and that her Academy would complete his training.  She went to our Lady in the full and complete knowledge of a life well lived.”


The mouse squeezed his wife’s hand as they sat, nodding despite the sting of tears in his own eyes, “I am honored to have brought her that satisfaction.  My teachers had much to say about her, and I have some idea how unlikely it would have been, without her, to build Welcome where they did, and if they hadn’t, I’d be facing a much less interesting future, if only for lacking a wife.  You, though, were the one who gave me a dream to follow, and there’s something I wanted to say if I ever met you face to face...  Thank you.”


The mare smiled, dipping her head in acknowledgment.


Dirran chuckled, “Your location would have been the only major difference in that scenario, as we wouldn’t have ignored someone like you no matter where you’d ended up.  Now that my... my lady is gone, I’ll have to get used to more people knowing my name, as I used to have another title that everyone knew, even if they never met me...  I was the Countess’ Shadow, her personal agent around town.  My grandfather was an Agent,” and the difference in the capitalized word was audible, “and his name is on the Column of Martyrs.  I didn’t inherit his magic... but I’ll probably be giving you a few more lessons now that you’re here.”


Berria spoke up next, “Ria... heh, that name tickles, because you’re nothing like the last ‘Ria’ I knew!  Anyway, I did a little checking when I got here, before Verona needed me.  Don’t ask how I knew to ask, or even how I know your name, but once you’ve got a room, a weaponsmith will visit you in the morning.  He came here to retire, in part because of the fortune his finest blade earned him, far from where people knew his trade so he could actually enjoy the money rather than keep working while it piled up.  He is, though, willing to take an exceptional apprentice, and no better teacher could possibly be found... and the phrase ‘a unicorn with a knack for it’ qualifies instantly as exceptional in his lexicon.  You did very well, reforging the sword your husband wears, but very soon you will find out exactly how much better you could have done.  Expect it to be a humbling experience.”


Those words were more than enough to get her past the mental hump of a black horn and sharp white teeth, and she grinned broadly, “Oh, thank you!  That sounds better than I’d even hoped, and I’ll try to live up to his teaching.  A good master will get the sort of effort Geraff could only dream of out of me.”


The mare nodded and glanced over again, “And you, Cor, will need to continue just as you’ve planned... but I have some spiritual advice I think you need, first.  The oath you took to earn that well-hidden trinket was specific to your rank, and any higher standing will require a different one, with a religious aspect.  Your ‘cruelty’ is something you’ve cultivated as a useful tool, and you just aren’t mean enough to be one of mine, but the pursuit of at least a novitiate in Roxanarra’s service, alongside your classes, could prove... useful and rewarding.  This advice comes from a fellow you had sex by, but not with.”


Shaking his head around a wry grin, Corren could only agree, “I’ll look into it, and thank you for the reminder of that night, which included the moment that I realized just how truly strange life could get... while still being wonderful.  Even after meeting Roxy, I wouldn’t have believed a prophecy about a unicorn bride, or my own ‘crime,’ told to my face.  I hope the surprises will at least slow down for a while, so I can catch my breath and simply enjoy what I’ve got until the next adventure comes along.  Exchanging a peek at the latest wonder Ria worked on the forge for demonstrating a new spell I learned, that’s all the excitement I’m looking for for a few months.  I’ve even got a very fun spell in mind to try once she can make the trade; something about applying induced vibration to a particular area of flesh rather than an instrument...”


His wife blinked hard at him, “Oh my G—I think I can imagine that, and you’re gonna make me earn it?”  Her voice dropped half an octave and several decibels, “You monster!”


The older mouse looked a bit confused at the reference, but everyone else at the table was grinning.
The End
