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Chapter 1


Queen Delana smiled, and the face in the mirror smiled back.  A frown came a moment later, and she picked her brush up again; that little line of fur high on her forehead where her tiara usually rested did not want to stand back up again.


“Here, dear, let me,” her man offered, and she nodded, turning away from the mirror and closing her eyes.  His finger, damp with something, brushed across her head, then a more solid coolness touched her, and she had to smile.  That comb of carved and polished granite was the only physical possession she retained from more than a month spent outside of the palace’s safe walls, on the run from killers, when she’d not yet turned seven, but it was also, to her, the symbol of the many more, priceless treasures she’d brought back from that same journey, the ones she could not hold in her hands.


A gently-twisting pinch to her nipple made her squeak, her eyes flying open, but she grinned a moment later, playfully batting at the rabbit’s paw, “You can play with that later.  Give me the dress you chose and a hand getting into it if it needs one.  I do not want to wait around long enough for Vilkirk to talk his way around the foot Daddy put down and end my day off before it even starts.”


Silmon nodded grimly as he held up the dull blue dress, bunched up in his hands, “This one’s easy.  The back laces up, but there’s plenty of length to work with; you can tie it yourself without straining anything then leave the ends dangling.  Arms high, and in...”


Running her thumbs under the wide straps to snug them against her shoulders, the ‘coon nodded and worked the rest of the dress down, smoothing as she went and pausing to pull her tail through the gap and fasten the ties on either side.  Its cut was simple, and its only real ‘accent’ was a ribbon of a more vivid blue hemming the neckline, but the man who’d bought it knew her body very well.  It was the perfect length, and a bit too snug in the chest and rump, and as she straightened she caught sight of the mirror...  Bending a bit back down, Del blinked at the valley thus reflected, “Damn court fashions... I knew I’d grown tits, but I’d never seen my cleavage.  If a girl walked in and flashed me that, I’d probably say yes.”


The bunny winced even as he fastened the ties on a middle-class men’s blouse, “Are you sure you don’t want to wear anything under that?”


Shaking her head, the girl straightened and reached for a sash that matched the dress’ ribbon, “Only a calf-sheath.  If I tie this thing tight enough to support a decent blade, I wouldn’t be able to breathe.  I’ll hide a throwing knife on each side, but my dagger will have to ride down below.”  She glanced over as she tied another knot, “Your reaction just got me to thinking... a bad habit you seduced me into, you cad.  I understand Vilkirk a bit better now, I think...  You winced because low-cut necklines haven’t been seen in court since shortly after Verona started having trouble traveling, and I think it’s that man’s wife that’s behind the whole trend.  She’s the prissiest, fussiest, bitchiest... well, she can’t stand to come to court often, but I’m entirely in favor of seeing less of her.  But... while making the connection regarding fashion, I couldn’t help but realize, that’s the woman he has to go home to, and somehow crawl into the same bed as, every night.  No wonder he reacts so badly to the notion that anyone might have any fun where he can stop it.  She’s soured him that much.”


Silmon smirked, “Don’t put all the blame on her...  He’s got an ugly streak of his own; just remember how he avoids your brother!”


“I... no, I don’t swear, but I was tempted to, the next time he asks me about some eligible heiress he might be interested in, tell him how we spent the night of his birthday, with me in that harness and a smooth hardwood phallus...  We hadn’t done anything like that since we were kids, but Wol told me what Burt liked these days.”


The rabbit rolled his eyes, “Your dad’s spymaster isn’t even trying to keep it a secret anymore.  The prince is fey, anyone who asks around can confirm it easily enough, but the lengths Vil will go to to remain willfully ignorant of that fact boggle the mind.”


Delana nodded as she sat down and propped a foot against her dresser so she could fasten both straps of her calf-sheath securely, “Well, from his perspective it’s not an ideal situation...  Even before he married that shrew, he’s always been among the most conservative councilmen we’ve ever had.  I’m not just a princess, clearly unsuited to rule for lack of external gonads; I’m not only the firstborn by a firm margin; I’ve already been named queen.  It would be extremely difficult, though not impossible if you accept some of his prejudiced assumptions, which don’t actually apply, to get me demoted back to princess then set aside in favor of my brother.  If he acknowledges that Burtak has about as much interest in impregnating noble maidens as a fish does in desert plant life, then he loses all hope and we’d better keep an eye out to make sure he doesn’t pull a Halton.”


Chuckling as he passed her that scabbard’s matching blade, short but wicked with six inches of curved, folded steel, sharpened on both sides, Sil assured her, “There are people watching him for just those signs, and I’m not one of them.  I told him exactly that, quietly, and added a friendly warning that if he never gives them cause for suspicion, he’ll live out a long and prosperous life.  There’s a trick that sometimes works, and I think it did...  I spoke in a very pleasant and cheerful tone, until just the last few words, which I delivered a bit more ominously.  The change is supposed to get him to think about opposites in the context of my words, which may lead to more vivid thoughts about lacking prosperity or long life than I could describe to him if I tried.  It doesn’t always work, but if it does it’s a great time saver.”


Nodding as she stood and stepped into some comfortable city shoes, Delana made one last check in the mirror, then tucked a couple pouches into her pockets and nodded, “I’m ready.  I don’t hear any running feet with a last-minute apology, so let’s hit the tunnel.  I hadn’t really minded the cancellations; there was always something else, nearly as interesting, to do... but once you pointed out the pattern, and that it had added up to eleven months since I last stepped outside, oh, Goddess, I’ve felt it.  Let’s get the fuck out of here and find a damned drink, then the lounge.”

* * *


Her most recent ‘outings,’ distant as they’d been, had generally consisted of well-guarded visits to the Black Unicorn, and it had been even longer since she’d listened to the song of a bustling street without the clank of plate armor for percussion.  Almost nine years now, she reflected with a private smile as she paused to one side of a tavern’s door, wide open to ease the summer heat.  She closed her eyes and took one more deep breath, savoring the almost forgotten blend, smells fair and foul, that cried out ‘normal people’ from her childhood memories.  Opening those emerald eyes again, she smiled to Silmon then straightened her shoulders before stepping inside.  It was like the Black Unicorn the two times she’d been upstairs for a performance, but a bit smaller, a lot less crowded, and there were a lot fewer people staring, though more than one quick glance lingered as they noted an unfamiliar face.


“What’ll it be?” the bartender asked amiably enough as she slid onto a stool, her man taking the next one down.


“Ale for me, small beer for my friend, then tell me what that good smell from your hearth is, but please, pour the ale first.  If I told you how much I needed it... well, I wouldn’t be drinking it, and then we’d have a problem.”


The wolf had a mug under an open tap before she’d even finished, and he grinned as he set it down and reached for a second mug, “There you go, and what you smell is an experiment that failed, but I was able to save it.  Sorta.  My roast duck got a bit over-done, so I chopped it up for one of the slow overnight stews I don’t usually have the time for.  Came out alright, though it feels more like you’re chewing beef.  At least it is chewable.”  He set the other mug in front of the rabbit and noted, “That’s just a copper a bowl, can’t go charging full price for a salvage job, and half a copper a mug will keep you in ale, cider, and beer.”


Managing not to giggle at the memory he’d unintentionally reminded her of, she swallowed her second swig before setting down the mug to fish three pennies out of a pouch, “Here, one bowl for me and some bread for the poor herbivore,” and she gave Sil a teasing wink, “and I’ll want one refill on my ale, but if there’s any change, keep it for getting this to me so fast.”  That memory was of when she’d approached the seneschal’s chief clerk about spending money for her trip... and he’d provided a heavy purse of gold, with perhaps five or six silver crowns ‘for meals.’  She’d thought she’d made it clear, trying again, that she needed smaller denominations, and the second purse was an even blend ranging from gold nobles to silver half-crowns this time.  She’d ended up writing out, in laborious enough detail that no possible mistake could be made, just which coins he was to disburse to her, and the whole time he’d spent delivering that third pouch he’d been muttering, “Copper...” over and over under his breath, expression and tone both disbelieving.


The barman glanced toward the rabbit, making sure he was amused by the jab, then assured him, “I can do a bit better than that; take your pick while I dish up her lunch,” and lifted a basket of assorted fruit from under the bar, then pulled another, of rolls, from the counter next to the hearth.


Reaching for a roll with her free hand, Del smiled to the man, “Thank you.  You wouldn’t believe how long it’s been since I could get out for a simple drink...  I picked your place almost at random, but I can tell I got lucky this time.”  The next moment, her acting ability was severely strained.  Court rolls used extremely fine flour, of only one grain, and were mixed to an absolutely perfect consistency before being shaped and baked, all to exacting standards.  The results, while pretty, and pleasant of texture, had almost no flavor.  This roll, in contrast, used a minimum of three grains by its taste alone, and the texture was a pleasure for her muzzle, even before the subtle herbal accents started registering.  Only Silmon, who knew her so well, had any idea just how hard it was for her to chew and swallow that bite normally, when she wanted to hug that lumpy piece of bread, or cry, or both because it, and the almost decade-old memories it roused, were so good.


Washing it down with another slug of ale helped, and she belched, quietly but without bothering to cover it, before looking up and licking her lips as the wolf set down the bowl and dropped a spoon into it.  Another customer lifted their empty mug, so he didn’t linger... and those first few sips were finally reaching her bloodstream.  Relaxing, that figure, just another common raccoon at a middle-class bar, settled in for the most enjoyable meal she’d had in years.

* * *


The central temple to Roxanarra for the city attracted the devout from all walks of life on restdays, its main gathering hall suitably grand... but that didn’t leave much space for things like bedrooms.  They had some there, of course, but for those seeking love, smaller, less formal temples dotted the city.  They doubled as social centers, built around comfortable lounges, and were generally favored by singles even if they just wanted to find someone to talk to.  No single temple could hope to provide for the carnal congress of an entire capitol, so each district and lounge had its own clergy the visitors could engage, or if two patrons found one another congenial a much smaller donation would secure a clean, private room for a time.


“Fair warning,” Delana murmured to her escort as they rounded a corner and the local temple came into view, “I’ve been having them water down darker vintages for my supper for two years now.  Ever since that one bastard talked me into a second glass then tried to get a binding statement out of me.  So those two mugs... whoo, I’m feelin’ ‘em.  So now’s your last chance to call things off, if you think we’ve been spotted an’ followed.  Otherwise, I’m goin’ in, and as your oath-lady I’m ordering you to take the day off.  It’s been a while for me, but it’s been ten times as long for you!  Find someone your own age to talk to, and if she’s pretty and willin’, fuck her brains out.”


Patting her gently on the shoulder, Silmon chuckled, “Alright, if you insist...  I still say you feel it a lot more keenly than I do, that you could have the occasional lover on the side, very briefly in the case of slaves, while I had only you.  Variety’s nothing I’ve ever really prioritized... though I will admit, these last few years as I’ve crept up on thirty while you’re just getting solidly into your teens, I’m feeling more like a ‘dirty old man’ than I ever did when you were tiny.  That, in turn, reminds me that the older you get, the more pressure there will be for a marriage... if Vilkirk would ever let it reach the council.  He’s even better at jumping on and quashing suggested suitors than he is at keeping you home.”


Drawing to a halt a bit shy of the temple’s entrance, two slim marble half-columns flanking the door as its token ‘classical’ stonework, the queen paused, “Sil... do you think he’s got a deeper scheme running?  Like... someone he has in mind for me, and he’s just waiting for something?”


The rabbit frowned, thinking hard... then shook his head, “I can’t say.  Your idea brings up some distinct, and specific, possibilities I need to check more closely, but I can’t name any names off the top of my head.  I can have a definite answer for you by noon tomorrow.”  Gesturing toward the doors, bronze-painted wood and standing slightly open to admit a breeze, he smiled, “For now... I haven’t seen anyone tailing us, so, yes, I’ll go in and relax, but I can’t promise I’ll do more than talk with anyone.  As much as relief from unchanging surroundings... you deserve an afternoon without me hovering over you.”


The young woman’s smile was a bit bittersweet as she affectionately cupped his cheek in one palm, then nodded.  There were aspects of the situation he hadn’t covered, but some of those they’d already discussed, and others needed no words between them.  The stability and comfort of having him as a steady lover had been something she’d needed, badly, when they’d first met, and she’d needed him even more for the first year or so after her promotion, since the Once-Broken Crown had come with a great deal of stress at first.  It seemed, though it couldn’t have actually been that bad, that about one official or courtier in three hadn’t believed that she was ‘really’ queen, the first few months, and kept checking with her father whenever she’d issued an order or directive, which meant more work, cornering each individual and personally convincing them that her authority was, indeed, hers.  Having a man she could talk to about anything, but whom she could also tell to lay down and take off his pants while she worked her tension out atop him, had quite possibly been the only thing that had kept her sane.  Now, though, while it was among those subjects never quite touched upon in conversation, they both knew it was true... they were growing apart, just a little.  He’d still be her friend, confidant, and guard, she knew, but she still needed a real, council-approved spouse some day.  He’d been acting in that role, while she was still either too young or too needy for any real match to consider her, but she was finally comfortable enough, confident enough, in her own body, mind, and authority that it was time for her to start at least looking elsewhere, and he’d known the circumstances were coming, so he’d made sure to keep just enough of a gap between them that whoever she found would not have to consider themselves a ‘spare’ or ‘second’ man.


The foyer of the temple lounge was shallow, with just enough room for a small desk, a comfortable chair, and the doors to either side leading to the main room.  The vulpine acolyte seated there today glanced up as two new visitors stepped in, just to see if they needed anything, which few folk actually did.  “Thank you, miss,” he noted as the lady of the pair paused to drop a silver crown into the donation box on one corner of his desk.  “Any special requests?”


The ‘coon shook her head with a grin, and he could smell the ale on her breath, but it wasn’t excessive, “Nah, just getting the room rent out of the way first, with a little donation on top of it.  I might need a little help maintaining anonymity at some point, but probably not.  I managed to talk my guard here into taking the day off too, but despite appearances, I must regretfully admit to being the type who legitimately needs a guard when wandering the city, whether I want one or not.”


Nodding, the young man assured her, “I understand.  I won’t ask about your exact rank, but it’s good to let someone know that you are hiding one, so if something odd happens I can inform others as needed.  For now, step inside.  The refreshments should be changed shortly, so if you want a fresh snack I suggest five or ten minutes of conversation, first.”


This close to midsummer, the skylight provided all the illumination the lounge needed, brown leather furnishings and maroon carpets brightened by more colorful pillows and cushions, and of course the garments of those already gathered.  Around a dozen common citizens were clumped in twos and threes, with a couple more men than women, but those in white robes, sitting or laying near the groups in case of need, were mixed in favor of females to even out the gathering.  Two of those in ordinary clothes were also raccoons, though they weren’t in the same groups, and Del nodded shallowly to herself as she browsed, finally padding toward an empty lounger between two groups, each of two men and a woman, intent on listening in on the conversations to determine which she might be welcome to join.  Two members of her own species in a gathering this small was actually somewhat disproportionate... but several districts in Fariach had a few more striped tails and masked faces than other cities.  With the royal family having been ‘coons since the Kingdom of Drachath had had that name, twelve centuries past when a duke had decided to forge his own nation, those with ambition or even just hope had occasionally moved to the capitol.  Most of those seeking to marry their way into politics and power, of course, were in much better districts than this one, but those who’d tried, and failed, in centuries past tended to remain, founding families of their own, and those families generally stayed as long-term natives of the city.


As she settled onto the well-stuffed leather, she watched Sil nod to himself after a pause to survey the crowd.  From sheer reflex he’d almost certainly evaluated each individual as a potential threat, but the group he ambled toward, two women and a man, one of the former lapine, was a good sign that he honestly did intend to enjoy his day off.


“That’s encouraging,” a voice to her left commented, and she looked over, meeting a startlingly-blue pair of eyes amidst black rings.  The other ‘coon dipped his chin politely as she tilted her head in inquiry, and he continued with a faint smile, “Seeing a mask like yours come in, already with a man, struck me as vaguely unfair... but, alas, such is life.  My poor, abused heart, though, picked itself up and soared anew, when the two parted company and the more attractive half came my way.”  The two people he’d been talking to before her arrival had evidently come to an agreement, as the fox and skunkgirl edged their chairs closer together and drew up a convenient sheet to hide what their hands might do as they kissed.


Delana had to chuckle, “Pretty words indeed... but a bit suspect.  After all, few people come here to truly follow their hearts.  Far more likely that they’re following their anatomy, true enough, but the organs in question are a bit farther down.”


The man nodded with a soft laugh of his own, “Definitely a point, that, and I won’t compound an already-strained metaphor by insisting I’m somehow different.  My heart is hopeful enough, I suppose, but you’re right, I followed my loins here, and they and I are both hoping to follow a swaying tail through one of those doors.  If not... there are other days, and other tails.”  He paused, blinking, as he noticed a chinchilla, fur cut short for the summer heat, giving her an odd, almost rapt look from the far side of the room, and he asked, “Does that fellow know you?  Should I expect competition and break out my good lines?”


Part of her mind double-checked, but no, the fellow didn’t match the faces of either courtiers or spies that she knew of, and she shook her head with a high titter, “Nah, he just lucked out.  He’s right next to that column and the reflector that spreads the skylight... and he’s got a good look up my dress.  The loins that led me here didn’t bother to wear anything for the trip, and I think he’s at just the right angle...”


Those blue eyes grew a bit more intent for a moment, then the man settled back against his chair with a smile, “And I can’t see a hint of red at your ears or cheeks...  It’s not every young woman who’s that confident, that comfortable, with her own body.  Anyway... in the custom of this sort of place, allow me to introduce myself as... Fal, I suppose.”


Though there was almost no social stigma involved in patronizing one of these lounges, Vilkirk and the king’s council were not the only point at which single, isolated conservatives could cause problems, and it was for avoiding trouble from just those types that most people used a false name, or an abbreviation of their own, the first time or two meeting a stranger here.  “Call me Del,” she replied, then grinned, “and, yeah, I know some might call that name a bit presumptuous in Fariach, but I come by it honestly.”


Fal blinked, then brightened, “Oh!  I get it...  That joke would have worked much better on my parents, I’m afraid.  They’re both immigrants, to the city at least, and they moved in with the hopes of attracting Lachier’s or Danique’s eyes when the ages of all involved were right for it.  Luckily for me, they found each other instead.”


“Meanwhile,” his companion mused with a faint smile, “we’ve just about fulfilled the expected quota of small talk, at which point we should choose between continued conversation or a change of both subject and context.  On that note, please, stick out your tongue.”  The other ‘coon didn’t even blink, though he did smile before complying, and she judged the moist muscle’s length and thickness...  “Good enough, thank you.  This is, I should note, the first time I’ve stepped out of my own home in more months than you’d probably believe, but if I hadn’t gone out my sanity would be at risk.  Lots of stress, most of which I can’t talk about... and I really, really needed the ale I had before I came here.  Now I could really use a little attention from a tongue like that, and whatever you’ve got in your breeches, too, before I have to get back to work.  If you want to follow my tail into a room, I’ve already covered the rent and I’d be happy to swish it.”


A flicker of genuine concern crossed the man’s face, “Your words bespeak a certain maturity, but from your looks you can’t be more than sixteen...  No girl your age should have that stressful a job!  It sounds like you can’t tell me what the job itself actually is, but if you need to relax that badly, I can only volunteer to assist, and happily.”


She glanced over once more to check, but Silmon wasn’t even watching her, having extracted the lady rabbit from her group to share a love seat, their tongues presently as intertwined as their arms.  Nodding once more, she smiled to her newest friend and climbed out of her seat, “Good, and thank you.  The acolyte over there just caught my eye and pointed at a door, so it’s time for me to swish and you to follow.”


Smoothing his shirt and breeches as he stood up and briefly stretched, Fal nodded, “No, thank you.  This is one ‘chore’ I’m always happy to help with...”

* * *


“You said you really needed that... but I think I lucked out more, between us.  That was the most fun I’ve had in a long time.  I’ve got a job to get back to, too, but the temptation to stay just a little later is a strong one.”


Delana giggled softly, then cuddled a bit closer to plant a kiss on the side of his muzzle, “Thank you for the compliment, but I’d disagree with just who needed it more.  I don’t exactly live a life of chastity, at home, but... never mind.  It’s complicated.  Even if it’s another eleven months before my next day off, I’ll be able to do that job a lot better now.  I’m glad my father finally overrode that idiot’s objections and let me go.”


Fal glanced back to her, having been considering his pants and whether he really wanted to let go long enough to put them back on, and his voice was a bit nervous as he asked, “Is this something I should worry about?  Mention of parents needing the consent of some sort of advisor before their children can go out... brings the nobility to mind, and all of the complications they seem to adore.  Should I have been addressing you as ‘princess’ all this time?”


The giggle that question shook out of her made him blink, a bit worriedly, but she shook her head quickly enough, “No, I’m not a princess... not any more, anyway.  I need to give you a choice, now... do we part as single-syllable strangers, or can we trust each other with our full names?  I have to warn you, you may not want to share my company ever again if I do...”


The man thought for a long moment, idly nuzzling along the side of her throat and eliciting a happy little shiver, then decided, “I guess I’ll leave that up to you...  I’m Falorin, myself, and I’m the morning shift manager at Oddric’s Outfitters.  Our storefront mostly sells traveling gear, but we’ve also got a contract for some of the army’s leather needs, and I mainly coordinate that department.  As for your job, I know that it’s left a beautiful young woman in need of companionship and physical release, and that’s enough to make me inclined to help, however I can.”


Nodding, and nuzzling her own way down to catch his lips for another brief kiss, the girl replied, “I’ll give you my name, too... but you may or may not wish to inform your parents, given the parallels between this situation and their own ambitions from before you were born...  My name’s Delana.  I work in... administration.  And, yes, the father I mentioned is named Lachier, and I have a little brother named Burtak.  The lump in my dress pocket that isn’t my purse is my signet.”


Her fingers, by seeming coincidence, were between his shoulderblades, and of course the muscles there tensed... but not by as much as she’d feared, and they were already relaxing again when he murmured, “That... is a surprise, but if true it certainly explains your stress levels.  That I was able to help you with those, while enjoying myself so much to boot, is... gratifying.  I have to wonder, though, whether I’ll ever see you again now that you’ve told me your secret.  I’ve never agreed with the notion that knowledge itself could be dangerous... it’s only how one uses that knowledge that matters.  Some, though, have a different opinion, and just because I know your pretty face is more often accessorized by a crown, they’d say I know ‘too much,’ and I’m suddenly a threat.  Any future involving the two of us seems... tangled, from my perspective, your Majesty.”


“You’re not wrong about how much a mess this is,” she murmured, easing a little closer since he hadn’t tried to flee, “since there’s one councilor in particular who almost vetoed this outing...  I’m starting to suspect that he has a husband in mind for me, one that’s presently just a bit young, and he’s doing everything he can to keep me single and not looking elsewhere until the lad’s eligible.  He never used the same excuse twice, but he’s the one who kept coming up with reasons for me to not go out, even under guard.  Someone finally pointed out to my father, though, just how many plans that one man had nixed, over how long...  It’d been nearly a year since I’d stepped into a palace garden, much less out into the city!  Upon realizing that, my dad put his foot down and decreed I would get a day off, with no other guard than my sworn man, who I ordered to find some companionship of his own out there.  I really am the queen... but I’m also just another woman who really, really needed what you had to offer, and I’m grateful for your help.”


Glancing toward the small pile of discarded clothes, Fal had to nod, “That explains the knife you took off, then...  It’s a simple blade to look at, but if you check closer it’s actually far higher quality than your dress suggested you could afford.  I heard a little bit about the coup attempt and your trip back in the day, and no one comes back from something like that without having an idea or two how to defend themselves.  I’m guessing that unless I tell someone myself, and even then they probably won’t believe me, no one else knows just who I made love to today...  Your M—my dear, if I do see you again I shall treasure it, but I’ll understand if I don’t.”


“Thank you,” Del repeated with a broad smile, “especially for that last correction.  It suggests that you’re not blinded by my crown now that you know I sometimes wear one, and can still see me as a woman.  I appreciate that... but you did say you work the morning shift, and it’s already getting dark.  We should probably both get going.”


Falorin nodded, “Alright, but you first.  Now that I know just how rare a sight it is, I want to watch my ruling monarch get up, naked, and put her clothes back on, content in the knowledge that I’m the reason they came off to begin with.”


Del snickered and ruffled his headfur, “Lecher.  Voyeur.  Cad,” then kissed him again.

Chapter 2


Lachier looked up as his daughter stepped in, her tiara looped over a forearm, and waited for her to set it on the empty cushion next to his own, much heavier headgear, then gestured toward a chair, “Sit.  Eat.  You’re looking much better than usual this morning, dear.”


Nodding as she flopped down and reached for a bowl of scrambled eggs, Del agreed, “I feel better, Daddy.  A good ale and a good man were just what I needed, and I hope I don’t have to wait quite so long next time.  We’ve got that judicial session this morning, right?”


The king had to smirk, “Indeed we do, but you sounded distinctly unhappy about it, the very last time it came up.  I’ll take that as a more accurate gauge of your restoration than your non-drooping tail.”


Dashing some finely-powdered garlic onto her eggs from the small tray of shakers, she reached for the teapot next, commenting as she poured, “I think it’s still high from last night.  Finally knowing exactly who he’d be watching, my new friend admitted to enjoying the view as I got dressed, so of course I had to give him a good one.  Never mind, he was sweet but we both have jobs to do.  Let me finish waking up and we can start reviewing the cases.”


The Royal Judiciary was a once-a-month event, and often the last resort of any particular litigant.  Anyone involved in a case before the magistrates could, if they disagreed with the decision, appeal to the monarch’s summary judgment.  Each side in the dispute was allowed a single, uninterrupted speech on their behalf, no more than five minutes in length, in which they were expected to lay out every pertinent detail they felt should influence their case.  Once both had spoken, though, the exact actions and penalties the lower courts were limited to no longer applied, and they were obligated to accept the king’s decision, whatever it may be.  It was the only circumstance under which the king could order someone fined or imprisoned with no other formalities, and those seeking his judgment were warned that he could, and sometimes did, put the ‘arbitrary’ in ‘arbitration,’ but in many cases that reached him the letters and spirits of the laws were clearly at odds, and he could instead decree a common-sense exception.


Lachier nodded, ears perking, and chased his last bite of ham with the dregs of his teacup before noting, “You are doing better...  If your outlook’s reversed to that extent, do you want to take the bench for a few cases?”


Del swallowed her eggs, nodding vigorously, “Definitely.  I was useless last month and I knew it, but I could see you drooping after the first four hours.  If only to give my aged, venerable ancestor a break, I’ll take my turns.”


“Keep that up and I’ll start ‘feeling my age’ and saddle you with the whole damned job, wench.”

* * *


Delana poured a fresh glass of water for herself as she settled onto the padded chair behind the ornate lectern, then glanced over the left half of the room.  The door behind her clicked as her father’s day finally finished, but there were still half a dozen faces watching her from where litigants waited their turn.  There’d been some shuffling there, at the very end of her previous turn, and she compared mental notes...  With a thought of blessing for Silmon’s lessons in observation, she recognized the bunny now closest to the front.  Evidently, that woman wanted her case judged by a fellow female rather than the king, which is why she’d ‘generously’ ceded her spot just as Del’s first shift concluded and her dad was ready for another round.  She’d need to keep that in mind, she told herself as she nodded to the herald to call the case.


“All rise and pay heed,” the man boomed, “Her Illustrious Majesty, Queen Delana, shall reward truth with justice, this day!  Heline, Jurran, approach and be heard.”


She didn’t need notes these days; the names alone, after her morning’s review, brought the bare bones of the dispute to mind, and she tried to keep a frown off her face.  So as not to discount the value of anyone’s actual testimony, those summaries she’d read only contained the litigants’ names, the basic criminal charge or civil dispute in question, and a synopsis of all decisions and judgments previously issued by the lower courts.  This was, technically, a civil suit for wrongful eviction with a side-argument inferring discrimination based on profession.  The details, though, put it on the level of a dispute between prostitutes and pimps.


Heline, the lapine plaintiff, stepped up to the small podium directly before the looming bench and set her hands on it, the sphere dangling above her by a chain from the ceiling lighting up with a bright green glow.  It was only a basic Truthstone, just a bit more flamboyant and wasteful of energy, but it did its job and the commoners in the watchers’ gallery, opposite those awaiting their judgments, quieted down.  Clearing her throat, the woman began, “I’m a good, reliable tenant, your Majesty.  I always paid my rent on time, and when one of my clients had a little too much wine and busted up that planter, I paid for someone to fix it, right and proper.  Now, though, he says he’s turnin’ the boarding house into a brothel, an’ I’m welcome to stay as one of his girls, but he’ll need a cut.  I shouldn’t have to spread my legs just to keep my room!  No woman should!  I... uh, I guess that’s all, your Majesty.”  She kept a humble demeanor as she turned away from the podium, though a grimace from the defendant made Del’s eyes dart back, and the tail end of a quick smirk was just vanishing from that long-eared face.


Shaking himself, the badger stomped to the spot she’d just vacated, slapped both palms onto the wood, and barely waited for the ball to light up before stating, “It’s my boarding house.  More importantly, it’s my house, period.  I don’t have to keep it a boarding house, and I gave everyone three months notice, a lot more than I’m pretty sure I had to.  I’m not going to let one stubborn b—uh, lady keep me from making a better business use of the property, as I see it.”  He paused, then remembered, “Your Majesty,” before turning away to scowl at his opponent.


Glancing to one side, the queen caught her herald’s eyes, then shook her head; she wouldn’t need a recess to consider her decision.  Nodding back, he banged the butt of his staff on the floor for attention, “All pay heed!  Her Illustrious Majesty will present her decision!”


Peering solemnly down at the pair, now side by side and listening attentively, she told them, “The value of your words, supported by the Truthstone, must be protected.  For that reason, relatively few details are given to Us, your monarchs, but there must be some.  We have considered your words, but in the context of those details, so it may come as a surprise that We know the parts that were left out of your carefully-composed speeches.  Heline, no one, least of all your landlord, is ‘forcing you to spread your legs.’  There was absolutely nothing wrong with your previous arrangement, but also nothing wrong with Jurran’s proposed changes.  You were already a proper, licensed, tax-paying whore, and there’s a good chance your very success at that business is what inspired the defendant to alter his business model.  If you wish to continue the same business in the same place, yes, you’d need to pay him a cut, but as an official girl of the brothel you wouldn’t be paying rent, and any differences between the two figures are compensated for by the support you will have as part of a team.  Jurran, this We command: you will keep your tenant’s room reserved, and her possessions untouched, until she has completed her part of Our decision, at which point she can decide anew just what she wants to do with her life, and where.”  She waited for the man’s grudging nod, then turned her gaze on the bunny, “Heline, you shall spend the next week at a temple to Roxanarra, where you shall be given, in one protracted dose, the lessons all novices must learn regarding anatomy, hygiene, sexual health, and both the problems and solutions associated with them.  This may put you off of your entire career choice, once you learn the more disgusting details of what you’ve already been doing, but We think it more likely you’ll come to appreciate having someone like Jurran, his bouncers, and the other girls there to help you if something goes wrong.  Once your lessons are complete, you may either accept his offer or take your things elsewhere.  This We judge.”


Those three words made the rest final and irrevocable, and both litigants looked a bit bewildered as they made room for the next pair.  The badger looked like he’d just dodged a crossbow bolt, clearly having expected the worst, while the woman seemed to be in shock that the queen hadn’t automatically sided with her.  The herald was already calling the next case, though, so they would just have to deal with her ruling as best they could.

* * *


Tradition and royal dignity alike demanded one last duty; though she and her father had taken a total of four turns, he’d been seated when the first supplicant had come through the door, and she’d remain seated until the last member of the audience had departed.  This, one of her earliest tutors had explained as she’d watched her father and mother switch off similarly one day, served to underscore the fundamental reliability of the crown, that the monarchs would always be there.  Though her expression had to remain solemn and serious, she took the time it took everyone to file through the single public entrance to consciously relax, letting the seat’s padding take her weight more evenly...


With a blink, then, she realized that the motion had stopped, but one figure remained behind the railing on the right.  A very familiar figure.


“It’s you,” Falorin said simply.


Nodding shallowly, for the sake of her tiara’s balance, Del replied, her soft voice carrying in the almost empty room, “Yes.  I suppose you had to check?  I guess we got lucky with the timing; it could have been weeks before the next Judiciary.”


The man nodded, a wry twist to his muzzle, “I hadn’t really thought of that, but yes, your public appearances are relatively infrequent...  I honestly did not know, last night, whether I’d met a very good liar... or you.  I still don’t know how to feel about it... but I think finding you instead of a stranger here was a good thing, overall.”


Delana had to smile, “I’m glad you think so.  I don’t suppose you’d like to go out for an ale sometime?  Now that you’ve checked, and if you think you can live with what you found, I’d... rather like to talk about it some more, but not here.  Not while I’m... wearing this crown.”


“Surprisingly enough,” the morning shift manager replied with a shallow bow, “my evening happens to be completely free... though I’m sure I haven’t the first notion how to go about accepting your offer, given the complications involved.”


Chuckling, the queen shook her head, “No, you probably don’t... but I do,” and she glanced to the side and beckoned.  The only guards on her side of a second, higher set of railing were Silmon and a platoon lieutenant from the king’s guard, and that stallion stepped closer so she could cup a hand around his ear and whisper, “Have someone in plain clothes meet him out front and escort him to the Black Unicorn.  I took the west tunnel yesterday, so have a couple men with plainer armor and my hooded cloak meet me at the end of the east tunnel.  Once I’m out of these robes, and if I ‘forget’ to thread my tail through, I’ll just be another noble on their way downstairs, ‘til I get there anyway.”


She glanced up as the officer considered her orders, certain that Silmon’s long ears had caught most of that... and he nodded, approving her security arrangements, even as the horse agreed quietly, “That should work, ma’am.  I’ll go find a spy with nothing better to do.”


Finally standing up, Del had to stretch for a moment before looking over to her friend again, “Just head out as if you’re going home.  A stranger will, as soon as you’re outside, offer to lead you to a tavern.  I suggest you take them up on it.”


Fal’s muzzle flashed through a broad grin before adopting a more serious expression, “I shall consider any such request most carefully, your Majesty,” as he turned toward the door.

* * *


Falorin blinked as a figure in a dark brown cloak squeezed its way between his small corner table and its second chair, as he’d only spotted it, in this crowd, with a couple seconds to spare before it sat.  Leaning down a bit, he peered into that hood’s shadows, making out a familiar cheekruff, and he sighed, “Good...  I realized it would probably take you some time to... get away, but I’d started to worry just a bit.  Sorry, I’ll try to have more faith next time.”


“The timing cuts both ways,” Del’s welcome voice murmured back.  “Yes, the Royal Judiciary was a convenient time to see me, but that also means a great many people, just today, have seen me.  This makes arrangements such as yesterday’s dress impractical, as my face is fresh in too many minds.  So, yeah, getting here was a bit more complicated this time.”


Nodding, he took a moment to look past the crowd again, catching a waitress’ eyes then holding up two fingers.  At her nod, he turned his attention back to his date, “She already checked, so I assumed your invitation was literal and specified ales for us.  At least that minstrel over there made the wait pleasant, even if I was too nervous to order an early drink.”


Delana started to nod back, only to catch herself before a giggle could burst out, half-whispering, “Ah!  The minstrel!  She must have smelled me... she’s playing the chorus of one of her songs, ‘Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?’  Unless someone requests it, in which case she’ll sing it, she only plays that chorus when she knows exactly who’s in the crowd, hiding their rank.  Sometimes it’s just her boyfriend testing his latest disguise... but he’s an Agent.  Rank enough.”


That aproned filly had just come back with a tray full of mugs, and commented as she set down two, “Eh, I smelled ya too.  Been a while, yer Maj.  Glad to have you back.”


“Glad to be back, Jolie,” she nodded, already reaching eagerly for her drink.


Fal raised a brow as he picked up his own mug, noting, “This... is a rather dense crowd, and a rather pungent one too.  Couldn’t be any other way, really.  If two people identified you in it anyway, by scent, I think we’ll have to settle for just these drinks and some talk, tonight.  When’s the last time you thought about your season?”


Blinking twice, the queen frowned in her cowl’s shadows, “The very last time I was here...  Look,” her voice came close to begging, “I hope this doesn’t scare you... but my family, myself included, is Kathallic.  I was here, just over eleven months ago, in the basement where those with a white or gray soul are rarely allowed, so I could sate my lusts with... it’s hard to be sure, this much later, but I think there were three male slaves, taking turns until my cycle was complete, but they’re all in my Goddess’ heaven now.  Have been for nearly a year.  I used the same knife I wore yesterday, but I left it home tonight.  You... are not prey; you never were.”


His expression carefully neutral, the other raccoon did his best to clear his mind, thinking of nothing in particular as he slowly picked his mug up and took a sip.  It was his own feelings he was most curious about, and those, for him, tended to come through clearest when he didn’t let his brain get in the way.  Setting it carefully back down, he gave himself one more moment to think of a reason not to... then gently touched the fingers clenching the other mug’s handle, “I never feared your blade...  Seeing it indicated only common sense, to me.  Just Who you happened to be talking to when you yelled, ‘oh, Goddess!’ last night... matters less than the fact that I, inside of you, elicited such a cry at all.  No, you haven’t scared me off... but if you invite me to church for our next date, I may have to decline.”


Finally relaxing enough to smile under her cowl, Del picked her mug up for another sip, taking a moment to appreciate it this time, then murred, “Thank you.  Still... knowing two new things now, that I’m about to be fertile and that you’d survive the experience... how do you feel about becoming a father?”


Falorin choked on his ale, setting it down quickly so he could turn aside and cough several times.  Wiping his nose, he blinked back up at his companion, “You certainly don’t beat around the bush... but I can’t just take your word for it about my survival.  Even if you don’t kill me, what about that asshole councilor you mentioned?  What about your father?!?”


“Actually,” and her quiet voice brightened, “this might be just the thing where Vil... no, forget you heard that syllable.  But... well, it could actually work out positively, but getting pregnant as a political tactic, no matter how successful, wouldn’t be fair to you or the child.”


Her friend touched her fingers again, “But if it would not be political disaster, as your discarded tactic suggests, then those other considerations become the only ones.  You’re still young, and very early in your reign...  I don’t remember much of my history lessons, but it seems that marrying late, having few children, and inheriting in or near middle age seems to be the norm for your ancestors.  If you have any man’s child this early, you will be defying that norm, and I cannot guess at the consequences.”


She curled her fingers around his, whispering, “How did a man as wise as you end up managing a leatherworks?  I... I think I should go.  If I stay, I’m dreadfully certain that I’ll ask you a question that I shouldn’t, at least not yet.  I should talk to my father first, and some others I love and trust...”


Falorin smiled, “Ah... there.  That’s the source of the confidence and strength I’ve seen in you.  In both the woman who asked me to follow a delightfully swishing tail, and the one I saw handing down judgments that cut, without fail, right to the heart of the real issue.  You have those you can love and trust, and who love you in turn.  I know it’s awfully soon to be saying anything of the sort... but I think I’d like to be one of them, your... no.  Delana,” and he relished that softly-spoken name.


The anonymous, cloaked figure sharing his table tightened its grip on his fingers, then lifted its mug, draining it in one long draft, followed by a belch that shook the edges of the fabric.  “I’ll... I’ll be in touch, dear.  Stay safe until I can make up my mind.  Please.”


He reached to stroke her hand one last time as she rose, and promised quietly, “I will.”

* * *


“You keep saying it’s linen, and good linen at that, but I tell you, it feels like burlap.”


Falorin frowned faintly as he finished hanging up the new sample of their premium backpacks, the last floor model having been bought as-is.  He hadn’t been meant to hear that mutter, he was pretty sure, but he turned and padded toward the rack of shelves it had come from behind anyway, commenting as he neared, “I assure you, sir, our non-leather wares are meant to last, so none of them use burlap.”  Rounding the corner, he paused; the other raccoon was perhaps an inch taller than him, and at least thirty years older, but from the way he was tugging at his own sleeve, his junior had obviously misinterpreted the comment.  He glanced to the other man as he mentally scrambled to compose an apology, only to blink, then look back to the first one, eyes wide.  He hadn’t paid much attention to the white rabbit who’d come in with Del, that first night, but it was just a bit too much of a coincidence to meet someone who could be him, in the company of a raccoon unused to rough fabrics, and... old enough to be Del’s father.  “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have jumped in like that when I didn’t fully understand the situation... your Majesty.”


That rabbit winced, but the ‘coon only chuckled, “You’re a quick one... though I doubt a dullard would have captured my daughter’s interest the way you have.  Do you have somewhere we could chat?”


Glancing toward the front of the store, it was no great surprise to see the outline of someone in armor near the window, with two more visible across the street.  Fal snorted with a wry smile, “I guess we’d better, since your routine security also precludes the possibility of my making a run for it.  C’mon, I’ve got an office in back.  There’s a knife in the right desk drawer, if your... companion would prefer to hold it for us.”  He looked over to call across the shop, “Phil!  I’m done with the display, and I’ll be in back; if anyone asks I’m taking my break early.”


Both the king and his assumed guard actually followed him, rather than the latter checking ahead to clear the route, as they passed several occupied work benches and finally stepped through the door across from the workers’ break room.  He paused, near the left side of his desk, and gestured inquiringly at the drawers while holding the rabbit’s gaze...


“No,” Sil shook his head, “it can stay there.  Please, sit...  The first thing I need to clarify is that I am not Lachier’s guard.  I am Delana’s.  I’m her sworn man, even; my life itself is hers to command, and I’m probably even closer to her than her father.  If you and I can’t come to an agreement, there’s just no way any relationship will work.”


The younger ‘coon nodded, ears high, “I see, yes.  Now that your relationship with her is clearer, some sort of accommodation is obvious, and definitely nothing to put off.  How do you feel about me, then?  I know I just met her... but I think I was in love before I’d even learned her name.  I saw some hint of the stress she’s under, even then, and I knew she was using me, in a sense.  As far as her physical tension and its relief went, I was just a convenient penis, nothing more.  But I helped, and not just to get my rocks off...  Here was this beautiful girl, bright, articulate, and strong; she didn’t need me, a total stranger, to protect or validate her!  But... I wanted to.  I lamented the strain she’d suffered, and I wanted to shelter her from ever letting things build up that badly again.  Somehow, though, the fact that she didn’t need it was why I wanted to give it.  Her very strength elicited a protective response.  Does that make any sense at all?”


Lachier glanced up from where he’d been squeezing the arms of the guest chair, much less pliable than the stuffing he was used to, “Yes, actually.  The sense of recognizing something worthy of your time and effort and wishing to contribute to it.  That comes in many forms... and two of the foremost are patriotism and love.”


The rabbit smiled as he shook his head, “I didn’t quite manage it as fast as you, I’m afraid, but yeah, within a few days that’s sort of how I felt about her too.  Of course, I was a lot more protective, since there was a hundred-noble bounty on her head and we were a long way from Fariach...”


Fal’s jaw had dropped, and he shook his head to clear it before breathing, “Jessela’s Stand... you’ve known her that long?”


Silmon nodded, “Yes, and I was her lover, in limited ways at first, from our second night together, even as young as she was.  I cannot, under any circumstances, marry her, so while I do, and always will, love her in some ways, and she loves me too, we’re not inseparable.  I’ve been careful to not let her get too close, and I’ve occasionally noticed her making sure of the same, because we both knew she was destined for another man some day, just for who and what she was born to be.  It’s certainly looking, at this point, as if you could very well be that man.  Given that she ran off to meet you without even consulting me, for the first time in our entire relationship, things seem to be working out in that direction.”


The king’s eyes were very serious as he spoke softly from that seat, “But if you become hers, you must know she can never be entirely yours.  The kingdom must always come first.  She understands and shares that ideal; she’s known since she was six, and found the courage to stand up to a grown man with a knife in his hand and murder in his heart, challenge him to his face, and defeat the bastard.  If her strength had wavered for an instant, she’d have died, and we would not be having this conversation.  Keep that in mind when considering the sort of woman she is...  She will sacrifice anything she must if it will save Drachath from some looming disaster, even her own life... or yours.  If you marry her, I will stand at the ceremony and bless your union, but I will also envy you, for having what I lost and can never have again.  Jessela’s duty, that day, was to die.  My duty, from that day onward, was to continue to live, and to serve, having lost her.  That is a price my daughter would pay in a heartbeat, were it truly vital.  Can you live with that knowledge, that in the great game of kingdoms and thrones, everyone is a potential pawn, and pawns are often sacrificed?  And when the game is at stake, other sacrifices must sometimes be made... even a queen.”


Fal started to answer, then paused...  “You tell me, sir,” he said instead.  “Here we sit, nine years later.  Nine long years that you’ve lived with that sacrifice...  Was it worth it?  Did Jessela make the right choice?”


Tears seeped from the corners of the monarch’s closed eyes, but his voice was firm as he nodded, “Yes.  It was worst at the very start; my sister was dead, my daughter was missing, and my bed... was cold and empty.  The understanding ear for my trials and woes, the ready embrace when my determination wavered, I’d never know them again.  I’d actually found myself thinking, at times, which collateral lines of the family I might abdicate in favor of... until Delana came home.  I’d read the enemy’s standing orders, the lists of names of people available for hire, and the enormous price they’d be paid for her death.  I’d had, in my own hand, the order signed by the man Del defeated, authorizing payment of one hundred and fifty nobles among four families, representing their reward for the murder of my wife!  I was certain my son and I were the only ones left... until she pushed those big doors open herself and walked right up to my throne.  Jessela died that Delana might live, and seeing in that tiny child the strength it must have taken to survive, against all odds to come home, that told me... she’d made the right choice.  Those little footsteps on the carpet, running toward me, gave me reason to live, to keep going, to deliver into her hands a whole and peaceful kingdom in the knowledge she’d rule it well.”


Several moments passed in near-silence before Falorin spoke softly, “I cannot say whether I have that sort of strength; no one can until their moment is upon them... but even if she doesn’t need my ‘protection,’ whatever my instincts say, I think she does need me, or someone like me.  Someone who met her, and liked her, with no preconceptions whatsoever, one person she can be almost certain is completely uninvolved with her daily struggles.  Someone she can, to connect a couple of her phrasings, take off her crown with.  How often can a queen chug down half a mug of ale, belch fit to rattle the windows, then keep talking to a caring ear about things that have nothing to do with politics?  Having someone she can be herself around, to that degree, can make the long-term difference between bitterness and stolid endurance.  I know my role, as a newcomer to court, would be... decorative, at best.  I’d be seen and not heard... until the bedroom door closes, then I can give her what she needs, whatever that may be.”


After a brief wipe at his eyes and another grimace at the unfamiliar linen, Lachier looked up, a slow smile spreading, “You know, I think this just might work out.”  He glanced up, “Sil?  Vilkirk isn’t the only one who’ll blow his top when they find out this kid’s got no rank at all.  We’ll need to make plans, and take steps, before that happens.”


The rabbit nodded, but glanced over at a raised paw from the other ‘coon...


“That’s not entirely the case...  I rarely think about it, since I believed it meaningless, but my mother was the third daughter of a man addressed, at the time, as Earl Lowland Green,” Fal volunteered.


Silmon’s gaze snapped back to the other chair, to find the king’s eyes seeking his, and smiles grew on both muzzles...

Chapter 3


“Damn... I guess they’re sure.”  Vilkirk didn’t like admitting that, since it implied that his very first lapse in his efforts had also ruined those efforts, to keep the princess single.  He glanced up, “Any word about that other night?  Have we managed to document her ‘day off’ beyond the obvious fact that she fell for the first commoner she saw?”


The drably-dressed mouse, officially a low-ranking member of his manor’s service staff, nodded, “One strong ‘maybe.’  I know several people in town who keep track of, and sell, specific categories of information, and I patronized those pertaining to our best guesses at where she might spend that day.  One of the purchased lists was the compiled reports of assorted informers in a number of Roxanite lounges.  We know Delana took Silmon with her, and while she cannot make a positive identification, a woman who will usually spread for any man willing to pay the room fee saw a raccoon girl and a white rabbit come in together.  The girl took a room with a male ‘coon, and our informant herself slept with the bunny.”


The councilor’s eyes widened, “No...  Dating the man’s bad enough, but she slept with him the first hour they’d met?  She called that woman in court a whore... but it takes one to know one.”  The jerboa set his elbows on the arms of his ornate chair and steepled his fingers before him, “It’s time... to stop being nice about it.  Gentle persuasion has obviously failed.  Waiting until Carlan turns twelve next month is no longer an option; we must secure the betrothal, now, by any means possible.  The first, obvious step is to teach her where a whore’s most vulnerable... the man.  With the fundamental weakness she’s already demonstrated, the merest threat against him will have her begging to know what we’d rather have her do.  Of course, once the betrothal’s finalized, he cannot be allowed to live after handling royalty that way...”


“There’s still the matter of Silmon,” his spymaster pointed out.  “I’ve long surmised that her spreading for him is not, actually, a condition of his devotion.  He simply sees that as one more part of his duty; part soldier, part gigolo.  I’ve seen absolutely no sign that his loyalty is even slightly diminished by the intrusion of a new lover.”


Frowning, Vilkirk nodded as he considered...  Pulling open a desk drawer, he picked up several pouches to test their weight, then tossed one onto his blotter and closed the drawer, “Take that...  Buy some very good crossbows and some cheap, untraceable bolts.  The inestimable Silmon has a very nice sword.  I’ve seen it, on its rack above his fireplace.  Anything else he may be carrying would need to fit under a snug page’s uniform, and I have reliable intelligence from the palace cleaners that he does not favor knit mail.  The sudden loss of one of her pillars of support, as she’d see it, should make the royal whore just that more pliable.”


The other rodent grinned toothily as he picked up the pouch and tucked it into his belt, “No problem, sir.  Bunny kebabs and raccoon a la gaol, coming right up.”

* * *


He’d been joking, of course, when he’d suggested saddling her with the whole job, but that joke had been followed up on, and now restdays were days of rest for the king.  Delana had sat in on these meetings many a time, but this was the first time she’d occupied the ornate chair at the head of the table.  “If we’re all here, shall we come to order?” she asked pleasantly, not all that differently from how her father generally started things.


The councilors were free to order themselves as they pleased, which proved convenient; a single glance at the far left corner of the table covered everyone she needed to keep an eye on, Vilkirk smiling serenely between the three men he could generally count on to support him.  Wait... smiling?  If only for what he had to wake up to, he never smiled in the mornings, and early afternoon was more than a little fast for him to have roused one of his rare semblances of happiness.  Something had to have happened between morning court and the council session.


Relaxing a bit further into her near-throne’s embrace, the queen quietly addressed her council, “To set official business aside for just one moment, many people have spent many hours arguing about the differences between men and women...  Now is not the time to rehash those debates, but despite my own stance on the issue, I cannot deny that a certain practical difference exists.  My usual morning tea, you see, was followed by a second, larger cup, as my season is upon me, and we will need to conclude our business before the medicine wears off if I’m to do my part of today’s work.  Now, with that in mind, would the chairman please call the first item of business?”


Even as the seneschal, holding the chair with the crown’s support simply because he was so unlikely to abuse the ability to present or ignore potential action items, checked his notes, the corner of Del’s eyes observed the conservative quarter of the table carefully.  Vil in particular seemed torn, his muzzle apparently quivering in slow motion as it shifted from smiles to frowns to scowls to bewilderment, sometimes looking like it was trying for two or three at once.  Over the lunch she’d just finished, on the principle of attending a meeting such as this one as well-informed as possible, she’d read a digest of the daily reports.  She still didn’t know how she’d avoided staining her gown, as she’d been sipping watered wine when she’d gotten to the line about Heline...  That stubborn freelance prostitute evidently had more independence than sense, as she’d been gaoled for assault upon her landlord before she could even be escorted to the temple for her first class.  Another line of that digest, though, unremarkable by itself, took on a new significance with the faint expression of impatience Vilkirk’s muzzle settled on, how his known chief spy had met him before lunch then immediately worked to shake the routine observer tailing him.  That had happened before, several times, with nothing calamitous resulting, but these last few days had changed the entire landscape of the great game from one young woman’s perspective.


Even as the seneschal summarized the latest diplomatic correspondence, Delana utilized one of the subtle tricks of construction at her end of the table.  The carved wooden border around the monarch’s blotter was, at first glance, simply one more ornate decoration, emphasizing the importance of whoever sat behind it, but it also served to keep her hand out of anyone else’s view as she jotted, without looking, onto a scrap of parchment, “Vil heat news worry plans? Fal guard.”  Folding it with two fingers and ignoring the mirrored stain of wet ink that would cause, neatness being strictly secondary in her mind just now, she scratched a ragged S on one side and caught the eyes of one of the senior pages seated next to the recording scribes.  Her note, held below the edge of the table with its initial visible, was order enough, and the young man rose, palming the parchment in passing and stepping through the door the queen’s man waited just outside of, the queen herself still paying visible attention to the ongoing report.


One of the hardest lessons she’d been learning, as queen, was the line between delegation and micromanaging, and it took nearly a minute to fully push her recent decision out of her mind and focus on the meeting.  She’d done everything she could, leaving things in the best hands she knew, and worrying about what she could no longer influence was a waste of her time and attention.

* * *


As befitted his role as the councilman’s spymaster, Brolin was expected to show a certain degree of initiative when carrying out his orders, so he’d juggled a few details.  The fine crossbows two of Vilkirk’s personal guard, they and three others in plain clothes now, carried were indeed the proper weapons for a careful assassination, but they also had a certain intimidation value useful in less aggressive operations.  The threat of harm or death at a distance, should he try to run, would almost certainly make that commoner’s abduction far simpler, and the mouse was very clear and explicit in his orders, for both their initial deployment and several contingencies, to his designated archers.


The soldiers with him had been chosen carefully, long before this specific mission; they were the ones with the best combination, among widely-varying applicants for the job, of skill and a flexible moral compass, and in their training for their less public duties, the single foremost detail emphasized was timing.  That’s why their commander, leaning against an alley wall and counting seconds to himself, could actually feel as care-free as he was trying to look.  The three men with a combination of short swords and large knives, not too suspicious for a supposed civilian to carry, had taken a different route, splitting off almost a quarter-mile back, but in another few moments they would be in position in the alley behind the three-apartment house tucked out of the way on a well-swept side street.


As he stepped out of his own alley and swept his gaze reflexively both ways, Brolin stiffened despite his training.  He managed, an instant later, to continue his turn and take the first step he’d planned, but his body was running on his previous plans while his mind whirled, trying to come to grips with one contingency he’d never envisioned.  His troops were all in place for a neat and tidy abduction, and he had several plans for the following assassination depending on how various parties reacted to the first attack, but those had been two separate actions, with a solid mental separation between them.  In no brainstormed scenario had he envisioned the second target showing up early, padding down the street toward the first one’s front door, and his narrowing gaze suggested he suspected something.


Silmon didn’t bother keeping the frown off his muzzle as his instincts twanged several times in quick succession.  That brief hesitation on the part of someone coincidentally emerging from that alley just now was but the first discrepancy, the too-casual ‘worker’ tightening nails on a rain barrel another house down, and recognition of the mouse as a known enemy, following hard on the first warning’s heels.  That many little warnings were as good as a formal declaration of hostility, to his well-organized mind, and he wasted no more time, his right hand reaching over his shoulder.  Even if anyone else in the palace had shared his level of mental discipline, which none quite did, they’d have had a hard time finding the missing pieces of his casual, but careful, everyday motions.  He most frequently stood nearby, close to but not physically against a wall, and chose chairs and other furnishings without high backs when he could.  When he couldn’t avoid them, he found some reason to feign intensity of interest, eagerness, or fascination, any excuse it took to lean forward a little.  That ‘missing piece’ he was reasonably confident no one had ever stumbled upon was that at no time outside of his or Delana’s quarters was his back less than three inches from any other surface.  His hand closed around a cool, invisible firmness, and a very finely-wrought short sword came into view as it emerged from its light-bending, levitating scabbard, a significant portion of its magic dedicated to never touching his shirt and visibly indenting it.  For times when he couldn’t help but get too close to other people or things, the spell would ‘stick’ to more than his own back, and a few casual motions could transfer it, still hidden, to some other surface for a time.  The hard part was remembering where he’d ‘parked’ it, sometimes, like when it had clung to the underside of a refreshments table while he’d wrestled with a long-eared, pleasantly-curved package...


Of all the possibilities in any hypothetical conflict with this particular rabbit, one thing Brolin had always assumed was that the man would surprise him in some way.  That, no matter how carefully he’d observed, no matter his attention to detail crafting the perfect ambush, he would be completely blindsided at some point.  A sword that couldn’t possibly have been there was rather extreme as those surprises went, but he adapted quickly, wheeling around into a sprint rather than match his dagger’s nine inches against sixteen.  He yelled, directly at the ‘workman’ already reaching into the barrel, “Forget the target, shoot him!  Now!”  Misdirection just might save his ass...


Silmon half-crouched as he accelerated, presenting a smaller target but resisting the temptation of an immediate dodge at the rodent’s words alone; he wanted to see just what sort of weapon he’d be facing, and the corner of the building he was angling toward was cover, an angle he could sharpen very quickly at need.  The stock and a hint of the string were all he needed to see, and he edged a little closer to solid wood; the archer was only twelve feet past that corner, so if he could dodge the first bolt there’d be no way to re-cock a crossbow heavy enough to string with braided iron fast enough to keep his sword at bay.


That spymaster had slowed, a bit past the archer, and his second order was quieter, but still clear to anyone within a few houses, “Take aim...” so the time was right.  Dust billowed as Silmon dove into a roll that ended with a leap that launched him from a crouch to an arc higher than his head had just been, a combination very few marksmen could follow fast enough, and he scrambled back to his feet with some nice alder half-logs in between him and that steel point.  Spinning to press his back to the wood, he kept going with the sweep of his gaze, as he’d already noted the moving figure at the end of the gap between the house he sheltered behind and the next, but keeping that ‘maybe’ in view also meant he finally saw the second crossbow, the one he’d just perfectly profiled his center of mass for at the same time he’d zeroed his momentum.


‘No one wins forever,’ he mused with a mental shrug even as he heard the twang.

* * *


“... but their harvest, while above average, fell shy of expectations.  I don’t know why the duke even forwarded this one to us, as I don’t see a decision to be made.  There won’t be any tax shortfall because no one in this room had ever speculated about that particular crop.”


Delana raised one finger with a faint smile, “I’ll have an Agent nose around, then, because I think someone slipped...  We may not be doing any agricultural speculation, but perhaps someone else is and they did over-budget as a result, and they felt a need to establish a trail of evidence to higher authority that the resulting problems aren’t really their fault.  We wouldn’t have even known to look, without this seemingly pointless report, but I know just the operative to determine whether it was an accident or a clue.  I think I can handle one more thing on your ‘descending urgency’ list before I’ll have to adjourn... or maybe not,” and she called over to where a firm knock had just sounded, “Enter!”


No council meeting was ever interrupted lightly, and Veckal, captaining the entirety of the king’s and queen’s personal guard, was not normally seen in this wing at all.  Glancing around the table even as he stepped quickly closer, he leaned down and shielded his lips with a hand as he whispered, “There’s been an incident in a northern district.  Shouts attracted civies, their screams attracted guards, and recognition of a uniform sent a runner here, all in very short order.  Your man Silmon was still holding a sword that made the watch’s magic detector go crazy when he was found, pinned to a wall by a crossbow bolt dead-center through his chest.  A cross-check of the incident’s address on the report’s way to me revealed it as Falorin’s home, but the first report included tales of a broken door and empty rooms.”


Though her muzzle’s expression was under iron control, the seneschal and another nearby councilor unconsciously leaned away; they couldn’t hear the words that caused it, but they could see it in her eyes, a growing fury that nearly crackled in its intensity.  Leveling a finger at Vilkirk, she grated, “Vec, arrest him.  Now.  Suspicion of murder and suspicion of treason.  If I’m somehow wrong, I shall apologize, but until we have a closer look at the evidence and a clearer idea what actually happened, I do not want him anywhere I cannot lay hands upon him.”


The councilman blinked, sliding his chair back as the soldier stepped closer, “What?  Now you can’t just go—”


Wood scraped as Delana burst instantly to her feet, her voice clearer but still dangerously low, “Do not presume to tell me what I can or cannot do, not here, not now!  A man I have loved more than half my life is dead, and my newer love is missing, on the same day you sent your pet rat on a mission!  Oh, no, councilor, you aren’t going anywhere until I sort this mess out, and if you’re as responsible as I think... I’ll kill you myself.  This I swear on my mother’s crown.  Now get out of my sight.”

* * *


“You seem remarkably calm about all of this,” Brolin remarked as he transferred the single, dying candle’s flame to a fresh taper.  Nearly as much light made it through the planks above, the floorboards of a stable regrettably close to the original abduction, but the possibility that the snatch would be noisier than expected had been allowed for, and despite the shouting they’d reached their tertiary rally point before the guards were close enough to pursue.


Rope creaked as the figure tied tightly to a chair tried to shrug, and the bag over his head moved near a spot of blood that had soaked through, “Would getting excited really help anything?  I know that you can kill me any time, but the longer I survive, the less time you have to kill me in.  Every second improves my situation all the more, while irritating you enough to do something I’d regret would gain me nothing.”


The rodent frowned, “I’m not sure I follow your reasoning...  If your new flame doesn’t do exactly as she’s told, she’ll never see you again, a simple situation with no inherent time pressure involved.”


Despite numerous bruises and contusions, and what felt like a sprained wrist, Falorin laughed, “Ah, but you just touched on it!  I’ve gotten to know that girl fairly well in just a few days, and one thing I figured out very early was that I never, ever wanted her mad at me.  My new flame, as you put it, has fire, just beneath the surface... and there is a right way and a wrong way to let it out.  Do you seriously think you’ll ever get to make demands?  Where would you send the message?  She’s certainly not in her quarters or the council chamber right now, though she might at least be on the palace grounds.  She’s already looking for me, though in person or by proxy I cannot guess.  How certain are you that you’ve really thought this plan all the way through?”


Brolin frowned thoughtfully, slowly shaking his head as he considered the overall plan in a new, more pessimistic light... but he had to look up, blinking, as a distant sound made it through the stable’s open doors above.  It was a single, pure tone, quickly joined by a second, then a third, and he’d heard of the artifact on the palace’s tallest spire now blaring so loudly it reached him here, each tone matched by a colored column of light visible for thirty miles on a clear day.  It was a magic-powered signal, used by the government and military in times of emergency, but the combination was one he’d never heard.  If any new signal had been added, recent history suggested that it meant ‘insurrection,’ or perhaps ‘threat against the royal family,’ and his gaze jerked back to his prisoner as the pieces slammed together in his mind.  The man he’d dismissed so many times in planning... was important enough to the queen that she’d already decided that he counted as a member of that family, and now every unit of the army within five miles would be arming for war and mobilizing.


Grabbing a fireplace poker that had been pressed into service in compensation for his height, he reached up and rapped twice against the boards.  A moment later, the light seeping through them dimmed as the stable door was closed, something they could only get away with briefly, and he climbed the ladder to push open the trapdoor.  “Pol,” he addressed one of his archers, “what are the odds of making it to another hide?  Preferably someplace not in Fariach, but that’d take a miracle...”


The wolf shook his head, “Not good, sir.  Even against the street constables after that first ruckus, I’d give us less than even chances of getting out of the neighborhood.  Whatever that siren’s for is almost certainly going to be worse.  I’ve seen two full squads go by since we got here, the second just a minute before you knocked.  They’re still doing a basic sweep of the streets, but it can’t be long before they figure we’re not in ‘em and start looking closer.”


Grimacing, his boss nodded, “Alright...  Open it back up for now; I’ll have new orders in a moment,” before easing himself and the door back down.  Even as he stepped away from the ladder, he asked quietly, “You say your girlfriend is fiery... um, is she vindictive, too?  If you are returned to her as safe and whole as you are now, and we lay down our weapons and offer no resistance, what could I expect?”


The answer came without delay, “Death, for you and the fellow you called Pol.  The queen will be meticulously fair, questioning everyone involved with Truthstones, but I’ve had plenty of time to think about the voices I’ve heard today.  Silmon died on your order, and Pol’s the one who fired the bolt.  These two facts are bound to come out in your questioning.  The rest of your squad should see prison time, probably not an actual work gang unless they bargain for a shorter, harder sentence, but all I can guess your surrender would buy now is a merciful death rather than the alternatives.”


“Crap,” the older man muttered, “I should never have signed on with that bastard...  I know, I made the choice to follow his suggestions, but... I’m well and truly screwed, aren’t I?  I can’t take that order back, however tactically ‘correct’ it was at the time...  Your girl would rightly argue that I should have never been there in the first place.”  Drawing his dagger, he moved to the chair and started carefully cutting the ropes there, “Guess it’s time to face the music.  At least the rest of my boys will survive my mistake.”


As he clenched his hands, working on restoring their circulation as his bonds loosened, Fal noted through the bag, “I could be wrong, and I’ll ask her if there’s any possible way you could be spared.  In any case, you have my personal thanks for not trying to double down on a bad hand, when my life’s part of the pot.”


Nodding, the ex-spymaster called up through the slats, “I’m coming up, but don’t bother with the door.  Everyone, pile your weapons out in the street, step back inside, and kneel down.  The next patrol to come by... wave to them.”

Chapter 4


The general public filled both sides of the Royal Judiciary’s spacious chamber, curious after the sky had filled with light and noise and the entire city, or so it had seemed, had filled with soldiers, two days ago.  This was not, they knew, an ordinary session; the men standing in prisoners’ robes and shackles had already been found guilty, but the charges themselves were the sort to demand royal judgment and nothing less.  The royal bench, though, stood empty, and speculation prospered in excited whispers.

* * *


“She needs to go inside.  Now,” Wolran stated firmly.


Veckal shook his head, “You can’t be serious!  Their Majesties are just about to pass j—”  He broke off, jaw briefly slack, as the stranger pulled back her hood, revealing the dark brown, faintly mottled face of a common domestic feline.  Unspectacular it might be, but it was a face he knew.


“Please.  Now is the time for me to go in there,” that face insisted, quietly but firmly.


The coyote could only nod helplessly and step aside as she reached for the latch.


Del looked up from where she’d been knotting the ties at the back of her father’s robe, an angry mutter breaking off with a surprised blink, “L—Crystal!”


“Your Majesties,” the Sister of Order replied with a slight nod.  “I’ve pieced together recent events on my way here.  His Majesty summoned me from Welcome when it first seemed you’d found a serious prospect, as he felt it useful that I... get a read on him, but something even more important has cropped up, which is why we must speak here, before you speak out there.”


Falorin, sitting out of the way in the judges’ antechamber, looked blank, comprehending little from her words.


Her expression brightening slightly, but still serious, Delana nodded, “I know better than to discount anything you say, and your advice is rare and precious to us.  Please, say on.”


“How many of those out there will survive what you’d planned to tell them?”


It was technically a violation of kingdom law to answer that question anything but publicly, but Lachier didn’t hesitate.  “Four.”


The cat nodded, “I was afraid you’d say that.  The number should be six, or you’ll come to regret it.  Del, my observations conclude that you’re doing Silmon’s memory a disservice, by forgetting some of his earliest lessons on how to think, about breadth, and about principles.”


Fresh tears escaped as the queen blinked hard, and she gave her head a careful shake, “I hear your words, but I don’t see what you’re getting at.  It... it still hurts to even think of him.  Please, tell me what I’m missing if I’m about to make a big mistake...”


Her old friend’s smile was warm, “You’re in pain, so this blindness is inevitable, but temporary.  Here, let me guide you along the path...  What crime is Vilkirk guilty of?”


“Conspiracy to commit murder, conspiracy to commit kidnapping, attempting to influence the succession by unlawful means, and knowingly paying for the commission of an illegal act.”


Those amber eyes dipped as she nodded, “Correct.  Now, what crime or crimes did Brolin and his squad commit?”


Del’s blink and retort were both angry, “They killed Sil and kidnapped Fal!  All because that asshole wanted me to marry some brat who’s still eleven that I’ve never met, because the kid listens to his father, who owes Vil a great deal of money!”


One brown finger lifted in emphasis, “You touched on, but did not specify, the entire charge.  They killed one man and captured another, without much harm, on the orders of a royal councilman.  Orders they were oath-bound to obey.  The true criminal is the man who gave those orders, and the soldier who happened to be in the right place, at the right time, with a crossbow already aimed, to kill our friend is no more inherently guilty than the footmen creeping through an alley who never even saw him.  Their orders were the same.  If you follow your first true love’s teachings to their logical ending, there is a far better use for these men than even the quickest, most painless of deaths.”


Del’s masked expression was far less grim than it had been a minute ago, and she nodded, “I’m with you so far...  So, what should we do with them?”


The cat smiled broadly, “Consider what they did.  We’ve both known Silmon for a long time, and one thing we can agree on was that he was not an easy man to surprise, much less kill.  Remember the cave?  A dozen and a half bandits?  He went in with beer, and came out with eighteen heads and no scratches.  The sort of squad that, even surprised, can kill a man like that...  Dear, don’t kill or imprison them.  Employ them.  Put them on half wages for a year if you must punish someone, but don’t just throw away the sort of men, loyal to a fault to an ambitious man they may be, that finally managed to get a weapon into that amazing bunny.”


Lachier shook his head in wonder, “She makes sense, dear.  A lot of it.  If you do condemn them, I’m afraid I’ll have to pardon them the next minute.”


The cat’s voice was quieter as she went on, “There is still another issue here... blame.  I know you have not yet admitted it to yourself, but I also know some part of you feels it.  You gave the order that cost Silmon his life, and that is the central basis of your need to lash out in vengeance, because by blaming the attackers, you need not admit your realization to yourself, but that self-hate is groundless.  You were in the position of every military commander on deployment who sent a scout out to check a long-shot ‘maybe,’ and lost them when they found the clever enemy their leader feared.  The order was still sound, and had to be given; the regrettable results actually vindicate the order’s necessity.  When part of someone’s duty can be to die, that moment rarely comes with warning, and only then can anyone know whether they honored and valued that duty as it deserves.  It was simply his moment... as it was Jessela’s, and yours those years ago.  As much as you regret your order’s results, do not regret giving it, as it would have been a more profound failure to have done otherwise.”


Del nodded reluctantly, “Now that you’ve got me seeing past my own agony, I can also see that you’re exactly right, and if Sil were standing here right now I’m sure he’d tell that Pol fellow ‘hey, good shot.’  But what about Vilkirk?  He, at least, should be a different matter entirely...”


The feline nodded instantly, “Oh, no argument there.  I see no practical difference between attempting to control royal decisions by actively limiting your exposure to options and active defiance of the royalty in question.  Both are attempts to deny your legitimate authority.  The sort of manipulation he practiced, over that length of time, adds up to treason, and if he somehow leaves that room toward any destination but an executioner, I shall have to exercise one of my pardons as a Sister.”


The king had to chuckle softly, “Now that makes me feel redundant...  The fact that you, as a Sister, said those words counts as a conviction and a death sentence, all nice and official, before we even get out there.”


Del giggled, “Actually, Daddy... could I change the show?  The people out there are expecting one, but I’ve come to a decision that really shouldn’t be put off any longer, and this is an opportunity that’s just too good to pass up, but it’s more of a solo performance really.”


He’d barely started nodding before she stepped toward the door, “Alright, I suppose I could sit this one out...”


Opening it a crack, she murmured through the outer doorway, “Vec?  Go fetch a healer and any full priest.  It’s not an emergency, but please get them here quickly.  Have them wait with the king.”  Without another word to the others, she closed that door and opened the one to the main chamber, without the traditional knock of warning for the herald, and stepped through.


The hush fell even faster this time than the herald generally managed, anyway, she mused to herself as she stepped up to the lectern.  Not bothering to sit, she spoke into that tense silence, “People of Drachath... the gravest concern of any king or queen must always be the possibility of treason, and that is what I face this day.  The once-honored man before you,” and she gestured at the rodent, chained slightly apart from the rest, “was a respected and admired member of the royal council, serving well my father, myself, and my mother before me... but his job was always to advise.  Never to decree.  That is the line he crossed when he attempted to manipulate the succession in support of his political views when mere words had not sufficed.  A wiser man would accept defeat, however bitter, rather than continue to press on by means that actively seek to undermine the authority of the crown he serves.  Just to be crystal clear on the lengths he went to, there is a count who owes him a great deal of money.  That count happens to be a raccoon, with an unmarried son.  The lad in question is not yet twelve... so, if he could but keep me single for a month or two longer, he could urge a betrothal to a nice boy who listens to his father, the man our honored councilman owns.  When it seemed my interest might find some other focus, he personally ordered a kidnapping... and a murder, to weaken me, to ‘make me pliable’ according to one bit of testimony.  The crimes themselves both succeeded completely.  Now he gets to see how soft and weak a young woman truly is.”


Abruptly shutting her mouth, she sat on the rail beside her, lifted both legs and her trailing robe over, then slid down to the main floor, stepping over to stand directly in front of Vilkirk, the man’s eyes suddenly darting both ways as if to seek a way out.  She didn’t bother to get fancy about it...  Kneeling and pulling up her robe and dress over one leg, she told him, “You are guilty of treason, and I made you a promise.  This I judge.”  When she stood she was holding a short dagger, and even as his eyes widened and his mouth opened, she flicked it, smoothly and strongly, across his throat.  Blood sprayed, of course, but even as she stepped away she was already peeling off her black outerwear, only faint spots of crimson having made it through to her green gown.  Once she’d dropped the soggy garment, she climbed over the railing again, sheathing her dagger while her legs were up anyway, then stood, just about the same time the councilman’s body stopped twitching.


She glanced around for a moment, assessing the mood of the crowd and the remaining prisoners...  Since she’d first entered, hers had been the only voice to speak a word, and the silence held as she focused her gaze on that mouse.  “Brolin...”  The man twitched at the sound of his name, but after a moment he returned her gaze as levelly as he could.  “There are two sides to every coin, as the cliché goes.  On the one side, you killed a man I loved, without warning or provocation.  On the other side... you managed to kill one of the best covert operatives this nation has ever seen, which is no easy task.  Your truest crime... is simply that you served a bad master.”  She pointed bluntly at the corpse in its puddle of blood, “You seem to be short one employer...  The law does not allow me any flexibility in punishing you for the life you took, but I would be willing to suspend that sentence indefinitely if you will take employment with me.  Or, rather, certain of my officials with the sorts of jobs one doesn’t speak about in public.  What say you?”


Blinking hard, the man still nodded almost instantly, “On behalf of my squad, your Majesty, I say aye, and on behalf of my men... I say thank you.  I’d worried that my own bad choices had landed them in water too deep to get out of this time...”


His judge had to smile sadly, “If you hadn’t killed him... I think Silmon would have liked you.  Guards?” and she glanced over, “Please unchain these men and lead them to the enclave.  They can get a change of clothes and a recruit’s bunk while the officers settle the details.”  Her smile quirked a little higher on one side, and she added, “This I judge, I suppose I should say.  I’m just glad this crisis is over and done with.”  Stepping around the chair and toward the door, she held up one hand to the audience, “You folks don’t go anywhere...  I need to take care of one thing for just a few minutes, then I’ll be back with more pleasant news.  I promise.”  The instant that door clicked closed, conversation renewed in a buzz she could hear even through it.


That door’s usual, muffling thickness was evidently on her father’s mind too as he noted, “Crystal has been keeping us informed in summary of your words and the reactions to them, and the individuals you requested are here...  You’re demonstrating a fine grasp of the showmanship rulers must sometimes resort to to get a message across... so what’s the next act?”


Nodding to the newcomers, a somewhat bewildered-looking mink in a white robe and the husky feline who normally served as Veckal’s second-in-command, wearing the simple tunic and pendant to Tarragh he favored on his days off, Delana answered, “These two will need to accompany me when I return to the chamber... along with Falorin, once he and I are done here.”  She addressed the other ‘coon directly, nodding toward the small room’s third door, “Would you join me for a moment?”


Fal blinked as he followed her through that door, which he’d not seen opened before, so he was a bit surprised to find an even smaller room, spacious enough as a judge’s private privy went but it had mostly been filled, the four corners focused on a water-flushed commode, a basin with a water pump below a mirror, a small table with a single chair, and some free space for the door to swing.  Stepping out of the way as she slipped past him, his confusion only grew as she closed the door and slid the small locking bar over the latch into position.  “Uh, dear?  Why are we here?”


Settling onto the chair, the queen started carefully gathering the lower hem of her gown; it could be bunched high, but not by accident, and she had to grin at his wide eyes, locked on her calves as more and more of her bare legs came into view, “I’m going to reinforce the theme I set when I killed a man a few minutes ago, by cutting the legs out from under other protests his friends on the council might raise once they lose their nervousness.  Tell me, what would you pick as the best, fastest method for getting you hard and getting you off, inside of me?  I am, I should note,” though the scent rising in step with her skirt made actual words somewhat redundant, “still fertile, which is why I asked for a healer as well as a priest.  He will confirm my condition while the other man will settle any issue of the child’s legitimacy.”


Blinking once, Fal’s hands moved toward his own belt and breeches, eyes intent on the retreating shadows still hiding her treasures, though they glanced up to meet her eyes briefly as he smiled back, “The way you look and smell covers the ‘getting hard’ part easily enough... but as for getting off without making everyone wait while I do it right?  Just... keep your crown on this time.  That’ll be enough.”


“Good,” the queen grinned, rising again and pushing the chair under the table, freeing a patch of wall to lean against.  “This’ll be a bit awkward... but consider it a proposal.  If you enter me now, I’ll expect you to not raise a fuss over some rather permanent decrees I’ll be issuing regarding your person.”


Nodding as he stepped close, Falorin touched her cheek and held her eyes, “My love... I have always been your loyal subject, even before I met you.  I think I could learn to live with simply being... yours.  My boss may quibble, since my most likely replacement still needs some training, but... he matters, the business matters, because they’re part of this city, part of this kingdom.  I’ll look into a few things to make sure no one suffers disproportionately from our relationship.”


He’d finished speaking, though he gasped the next moment as his lover’s fingers slipped between the flaps of his breeches and closed around his shaft, two gentle squeezes confirming that he was already hard enough.  “I have a few things to say on those subjects,” she murmured even as she lifted one thigh, “but they can wait,” and her arms slipped around him, holding him close as her petals spread over the tip of his head, and he moved to hug her back as he slid up and in.


Falorin had finally, a day or so ago, managed to push most of the overwhelming sense of ‘this can’t possibly be happening to me’ out of his mind, though it threatened to return as his hips almost met the queen’s, separated only by their bunched-up clothing.  She was every bit the warm, wrigglesome girl, curved in the right places and moist in others, he’d always wished for, but the two wall-mounted lamps of the little room showed brightly in the gleams of silver and diamond of her crown, and he knew that on the other side of the door, the king was listening, and probably knew exactly what he was doing with his daughter in here.  That last part, if he focused on it, would probably make him go soft, even buried in the hot, snug embrace he presently enjoyed, so he savored instead her warmth, her softness, and her ever-so-enticing scent...


Relaxing further against the wall as he finally thrust in earnest, Delana closed her eyes, her own hips shifting to meet his as her mind struggled to keep its grasp on her thoughts and plans.  There were so many things, on the surface, that were wrong with this situation from some perspectives, but from hers it simply felt right.  The detail that this step happened to be the fondest desire of her least-intellectual drives made it the realization a foggy one, but it was like a dim glimpse of how she thought Leora must see the world, the swirling circumstances and the futures her choices could lead to.  For the kingdom, for her family, and for her heart, stung anew with fresh and profound loss even as it explored new emotional vistas, everything and everyone stood to benefit by her choice.  She was moving too fast, and he wasn’t noble enough, three councilor’s voices she could think of would say.  They were wrong, though, and while there was a time to seek their advice and consent, there were others when they’d only get in the way, and that was part of a ruler’s job, to recognize those moments and take independent steps.


Fal had, since his early teens, actively practiced controlling the distance between his consciousness and his sexual encounters.  It was one of his personal ironies that, as he saw it, to be polite to a lady and last for her pleasure, he had to be rude to her as well, deliberately trying not to think of her soft breasts pressed against him and shaking faintly, of the scents and sensations focused around her loins, or she’d only end up disappointed.  It felt, though, deliciously new and naughty to concentrate on those very details instead.  The scent of a woman of his own species at the height of her cycle was already a rare and special treat, its source quivering faintly around him with each inward plunge, and for another all he had to do was tilt his eyes up and to the right, where the tiny diamonds of her tiara’s rear quarter, the pattern missing two where a weld crossed the silver, flashed in the same rhythm as his hips’ thrusts.  Through her dress, her modest breasts were pressed against his chest, and he could feel them shifting...  Other than the crown, this sort of situation was surprisingly close to some of his fantasies while simply masturbating to help himself sleep, and some part of his mind recognized it as such, that his pleasure was the entire point and he shouldn’t resist its rise...


Del bit her lip as his hips pulled back just a bit farther than usual, bracing herself for his final thrust; she’d only seen the symptoms three times before, all on one night, and she knew exactly what was coming.  Her husband was.  Their coupling would have been too short had she not been in heat, but it was enough, and a soft squeal escaped as her loins clenched in a sympathetic peak as his pulsing seed filled her.


Wrinkles were still visible in both ‘coons clothing as they stepped out of the privy, and two masked expressions, one faintly worried and the other restraining a knowing smirk, met a third.  “Don’t worry about it,” Lachier told his son-in-law-to-be, “I’d guessed her scheme shortly after she asked for the priest.  Welcome to the family, and thank you for my first grandchild, whom I’m looking forward to properly spoiling.”


Crystal spoke up before he could formulate a reply, “Your Majesties... regarding the reason for which I was originally summoned, please allow me to present my conclusion that Delana got very lucky.  Yes, this man truly loves her, and will support her as wife, mother, and queen.”


Del nodded firmly, her smile just shy of a grin, “Good.  It sounds like we’ve got a new King Consort... once a few formalities are out of the way.  If you two would join my mate and myself...?” and she looked to the pair she’d sent for.


“Of course, your Majesty,” the cat agreed, the healer also nodding as he climbed out of his chair.


The audience took a bit longer to quiet down this time, after her enigmatic exit and with several startling figures joining her, but the murmur faded as she stood to one side of the lectern and raised both hands for silence.  She turned first to the plainly-dressed raccoon none of the crowd recognized, and asked him simply, “Will you have me?”


Swallowing hard, Falorin stood a bit straighter, focusing on her eyes to better ignore how many strangers were watching, and he nodded, “Yes, Delana, I will.”


She turned next toward the priest, but he was already nodding, “I know now why you asked for me... and your words now, and what I witnessed in private, are oath enough.  I very happily declare you man and wife... your Majesty, your Highness,” and he nodded to the bride and groom in turn.


Finally facing the healer, the queen took a step closer, directing loudly enough for all to hear, “You, good man, are probably the most confused about your involvement... but it will be clear soon enough.  I explicitly release you from healer-patient confidentiality for this time, and I ask that you diagnose my physical condition, and tell these citizens the result.”


Nodding, though still looking a bit uncertain, the robed mink laid a hand on her shoulder, eyes sinking half-closed...  As that touch moved to her chest, a faint frown flickered across his muzzle; immersed in his mystic senses, he didn’t even think about propriety, sliding his palm down to press against her belly as he probed for fine detail...  Looking up, the healer pulled his hand back and turned, addressing those gathered in a faintly bewildered voice, “Your Majesty... you are in prime physical condition; I can find no threats to your continued health at this time.  You... you’re also in season, though the hormonal release to end that condition has already begun.  You have one active, viable ovum in your womb... which was fertilized a few seconds before you gave me my orders.  It will be a boy.”


Nodding, she took a moment to wrap an arm around her new husband, a very silly grin on his muzzle at the news, and told her subjects in a proud voice, “The chaos concluding in the sentencing you gathered for this day focused on the succession.  Part of the principles any monarch must follow, assuming they value principle in the first place, is that merely resolving any given crisis is not enough; one must take proactive action to prevent similar situations in the future.  That, my citizens, is what I did during my short recess.  The succession is secure, a new, legitimate heir is on the way, and the prospect of influencing my choice of husband will no longer be there to offer the sort of temptation Councilor Vilkirk regrettably succumbed to.  If you will excuse me, though, my father is looking forward to his first grandchild, so I should go back and share the healer’s news regarding the next prince.  Thank you for your time, my friends.”


Some of the crowd cheered, as that seemed the thing to do at the end of a royal address, but as she led her little group back through the door, more expressions were introspective, or quietly smiling, as they cherished the important events in her private life that their queen had chosen to share with her people.

* * *


“Thanks, sis,” Burtak V said first as he joined the small gathering at the head of the king’s dining table.  “I’m still young enough that it hadn’t become a major issue yet... but in another year or two, if you were still single and Vil was still whining, my tastes would have been the next council crisis.  ‘Tastes.’”  He grimaced, “I didn’t exactly pick and choose just which sights and feelings turn me on...  Oh well.  Thanks again, and welcome to the family,” and he held out his hand across the covered dishes.


Fal took it, squeezing firmly as he smiled, “Glad to help, your Highness, though I had all the motivation in the world already.”


The prince nodded as he sat down and reached for a wine decanter, “Yeah, even if I don’t go for girls I know Del’s a looker, and she’s got spunk.  I can handle a brother-in-law who understands just how lucky he got, and appreciates her.”


The king, by his expression, had a comment forthcoming about his son’s phrasing, but it was forestalled by a knock on the door.  A moment later, Wolran stepped in, closing the door behind him but remaining near it as he addressed the royal quartet, “There’s a young woman out here, named Terali... she’s a commoner with nothing that would normally distinguish her, but she found a phrasing that seems to cut through most of the formalities when it comes to quickly gaining audience with royalty.”  His gaze and voice firmed, “Del... she says she was peripherally involved with Silmon’s death.  She repeated the statement, when requested, while holding a green Truthstone.  I’ve examined her inside and out; she’s unarmed, but I noticed something that probably has to do with the second reason she needs to speak with you.”


Both monarchs spoke in unison, “Send her in.”


The Agent bowed shallowly as he pulled the door open again, and he beckoned as he stepped through.  The rabbit who entered was blinking at his back until the door shut, obviously having expected him to stay and guard... and she looked up.  Just the royal family?  How she’d been allowed to be alone with these four people, she didn’t know, but it exceeded her most positive guesses while she’d been considering whether to approach them at all.  “Your... uh, Majesties or whatever; I’m not sure what the right words are... um... I think the queen might recognize me a little, and it’s... it’s about that...”


Del nodded, “I think I do... you were at the lounge that evening.  Please, though, you can’t say what you came to say if you’re that nervous.  Come and take a seat, and have a glass of wine if it’ll help steady your nerves.”


The woman took a few hesitant steps toward the table, but only got as far as a chair two places down from the prince, gripping its back with both hands as her feet refused to go any farther, “Um, maybe, with some water...  I... I shouldn’t...”  She looked up, brightening just a little, “Oh!  I’d been trying to think how to start, and that’s a good way.  I shouldn’t drink strong wine, same as you, your Majesty.  Women in our condition shouldn’t, the healers say.”


More than one pair of eyes narrowed, and Delana’s widened a moment later, and she asked very quietly, “Is it his?”


The bunny nodded, her muzzle crumpling, “He was one of the gentlest men I’d ever met there... but I shouldn’t have been there.  My cycle’s weird; there’s really very little difference to see or smell, between being horny and being in heat, so I have to watch the calendar... and I hadn’t recently.  I...”  She visibly steeled herself, and forced her voice to continue, “I never saw the harm in it...  There was a man who’d pay a couple coppers at the end of the day, if I’d just rattle off genders, species’, and who had left with whom, and after a night in the lounge I wanted a good meal... but I live in that neighborhood.  I hear about what goes on, and when I thought about it... it was my report that helped them figure out where your new boyfriend lived, and who that handsome rabbit had been, and the choices I’d accidentally helped some bad people make meant...”  She half-collapsed against the chair back with a sob, her voice dropping to a near whisper, “M-meant my child will never know their father.”


Burtak was already on his feet, slipping an arm around the trembling woman’s shoulders, as the other three exchanged several wide-eyed looks.


Delana spoke first, “The crime you came to confess is pardoned without question.  The consequences of your choices have punished you far more harshly than I ever could... and I would not.  The bunny you knew so briefly was my first true love, and I’d thought him gone forever... but here you stand, telling me that a part of him remains.  A child of his remains!  That child will never want for comfort, shelter, or love, I swear to you.”  She looked over to her father, “I’d been dreading telling Glenna’s bunch that they’d been orphaned again... but this piece of good news, that we can include in their invitations to the funeral, will do much to soften the blow.”


The king shared a wry glance with the new King Consort, then looked back to the bunny where she leaned against his son, wiping her face with her sleeve.  “Terali,” he called softly, and those red-rimmed brown eyes met his.  “I, too, wish to meet any child of Silmon’s, to see them grow and prosper.  Though it was years past, the pain of losing half my family lingers still... and it feels very, very good to see us growing, instead.  Please, consider yourself part of that extended family, and join us for supper.  The cooks still haven’t adjusted to Sil’s loss either, so the bowl over there has a delectable stew made with rabbits in mind.  I hadn’t yet thought to tell them to stop making one vegetarian serving, but if you’re amenable, I won’t need to.”


That offer, to one who’d told a guard to his face she was a criminal, and had fully expected to end her current trip in a cold dungeon cell, took a moment to acknowledge and accept, and she gave the prince a grateful smile before letting go and stepping around the chair she’d clung to.  “Thank you,” Tera murmured.  “I knew him for only a short time, but I’m glad that some part of the man I met will carry on, too.  He’d told me, the very first thing, that he was bound to another whom he could not betray, and from his voice I knew that bond was of love, not just duty.  To you, your Majesty.  I’d... I’d watched before I came here, and I’d seen both extremes, the queen forgiving one group of men and killing the real traitor herself, and I’d had hopes of which reaction I’d meet... but I’d been prepared for the worst.  I’ve said it already, and it doesn’t say enough, but all I can think to say is... thank you.”

The End
