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Disclaimer
This is a work of fiction.  You have a choice whether to read it or not.  These two concepts must be kept firmly in mind if you do read onwards, as you will probably be offended in some manner over the course of doing so.  The entire premise of the story was to write something resembling a ‘real’ tale, with plot, character development, background, and all the other trappings of a decent fantasy short story (well, that was the intent; it grew), while also including as part of the story both blatantly adult situations and aspects of many ‘extreme’ fetishes that the average person would rather not think about, much less read in detail.  So, while there’s an actual story to be had, here, if you can’t handle it being mixed up with a wide variety of taboo, disturbing, or disgusting sexual acts, stop reading and go visit your local bookstore’s fantasy section where you’ll find something more to your liking.  No, I’m not going to list the specific kinks and fetishes touched upon herein; just consider it to contain ‘all of the above’ save only for the more toonish acts one sometimes sees drawn or written about, such as swallowing-vore or unbirthing.  If it’s physically possible in the real world, or in an almost-real world with just a bit of magic added, then it’s probably in here, while things that pass the bounds of plausible belief are not.  As for my long-term intentions, this will probably be the longest entry in the series I hope it will eventually become, the bulk of it is an investment in groundwork to build a rich future upon, with additional episodes written on an as-thought-up basis as shorter stories.  Yes, I know I’m being vague, but I’d rather not spoil even the slightest surprise before you’ve read a single line of the tale itself.  As you’ve obviously read this far, by now I’m assuming that the warnings haven’t scared you off, so that sort of secrecy is simply good principle for any storyteller.
Episode 1
Chapter 1

“I dunno,” grumbled Ferrl as he wiped his muzzle with his sleeve, “that new guy’s just… weird.  Oh, he works hard enough,” and the young wolf shrugged as he took another slug of ale, then belched, “but his attitude’s funny.  Y’know, like he shouldn’t be here.”

The older feline across the table from him nodded, chewing on a gravy-soaked roll, and only barely swallowed in time to keep from spitting chunks of his lunch as he replied, “It’s the work that’s important…  Don’t worry about it.  He’s probably just some noble’s brat who’s being punished.  I heard that they do that…  You know, give ‘em a choice between sweatin’ with the peasants for a while or lose their inheritance and join the workin’ class permanent-like.”


The lupine nodded, barking a short, mean laugh, “That sounds possible, and I hope it’s the case.  Those arrogant shits I see tagging behind their rich parents in the market could use a good dose of humility.”  He drained his tankard in three noisy gulps and burped again, then set it down next to the two he’d already emptied, fishing a couple small coins from his shirt pocket with his other hand and leaving them on the table.  “I’ve gotta get back to work, Ralt,” he told his friend as he stood up.  “I’ll watch the little bugger, and letcha know if it looks like your guess was right.”


Ralt nodded back, grinning, “Do that.  See ya tomorrow,” before turning his attention back to his meal.
* * *

Ferrl had long since learned how to do his job after drinking his lunch…  It was even easy, this time of year, so long as he wasn’t working alone.  He simply made sure that he was between two of his coworkers as they broke the ground of the field in long lines in preparation for the spring planting.  So long as he made sure that his long, dull-bladed axe fell exactly between the troughs cut by his sober companions, ‘his’ line would be as straight as theirs.

Besides, he mused as he rhythmically hefted and swung his tool, they owed him at least that much leeway for coming up with the idea to use axes in the first place, called that by everyone despite looking more like shortened halberds.  They didn’t need to be sharp to cut dirt, and they carved a deep enough furrow to plant in, in substantially fewer strokes than the picks had needed, that had been in use when he’d first been hired.  Three or four workers like himself could ready the field nearly as fast as a horse-drawn plow, equipment the smallish farm’s master couldn’t afford to buy and maintain.  That claim had, the first time the wolf compared the workers’ total wages to the price of a good plow-horse, seemed suspicious… but in the two years he’d been working here, he thought he’d figured it out.  It wasn’t spending money that the Raldon had a problem with; it was spending a lot of money at once, and Ferrl’d learned to break the cost of possible improvements in efficiency into several smaller pieces if he wanted his employer to buy into the idea.


Ferrl did his best to suppress a chuckle, as the afternoon dragged on, when a quick glance at the newly-hired raccoon to his right showed a streak of moisture left on his axe’s haft through the short fur of his finger’s pads, and it wasn’t sweat.  Ralt must have been right…  The kid had blisters, and they were breaking.  Ferrl found that he could bear the suffering of this noble-in-disguise with great fortitude…  Almost as great as the kid himself did.  The wolf had to admit, at least to himself, that the only other evidence of the coon’s condition was the occasional pained hiss, the new worker’s efforts undiminished in speed or strength.


As the sun set, Ferrl and his workmates completed row after row of neat, reasonably straight furrows, managing finally to finish the field even as the day’s last light faded from the western sky.  Dinner was shared in the farm house’s large dining room, and while a few of the laborers stayed up to talk with the foreman and the farm’s master, most, Ferrl and the raccoon included, went straight to bed, knowing they’d likely be up before dawn with whatever task the new day brought.
* * *

A hand shook Ferrl’s shoulder roughly, and a voice forced itself through the dream he was enjoying about triplet bitches all hitting their first heat on the same day.  “Wake up!” the foreman insisted.  “There’s good news!”

Ferrl groaned, half rolling over to blink at the big otter…  He’d have completed the motion and sat up, but the shifting of his body against the mat informed him rather pointedly that the dream he’d been having had been keeping at least one part of his anatomy awake all on its own.  “What is it?” he half-growled, barely keeping his tone respectful as his pre-dawn assailant was identified.


“The master closed a deal yesterday, and bought that patch of grass and trees just north of the field,” explained the foreman, sitting down on a stray trunk.  “As soon as we get it cleared out he’ll have that much more room for crops, which means more money all around, including your share.  Now get up!  You and Lachier need to take care of it and move the fence, so we can turn the soil in time for a late-spring planting.”


“Lachier?” mumbled Ferrl, still not sitting up, as he actively tried to distract himself with the business at hand to bring down the swelling in his loins.


The new raccoon worker, already up and pulling on his breeches, lifted a paw.


“Ah…” nodded the wolf.  He’d never thought to ask his coworker’s name.  His mind, still foggy with sleep, digested the rest of what he’d been told, and he frowned…  It meant a whole lot more work, and not the easy kind either.  He knew he was probably the strongest of the workers, which made him the obvious choice when there was a tough job, but Lachier should have joined the others in the easy task of planting.  By the time he’d worked his way to that conclusion, however, the otter foreman had risen and left the bunkroom.  Not that it mattered, though, as questioning instructions was a quick way to earn a thrashing and unemployment at this farm.  Sighing, but noting that his potentially embarrassing condition had retreated back into its gray-furred sheath, he got up and sought his clothes, folded neatly at the foot of his bunk where the elderly rodent who served as the farm’s cleaning staff had left them, and began to dress.  “And fat chance about the pay raise,” he muttered to himself as he pulled his own breeches on.  Land cost money, and he had a nagging suspicion that its former owner had been promised several seasons of its output to bring the up-front price down to something the old cat’s blind spot would let him buy.  It’d probably be years before the farm hands saw an extra copper.


Seeing the site of the job itself didn’t improve Ferrl’s mood any…  The swaths of dark cloth tied to stakes at the corners of the new lot marked a good hundred-yard stretch along the existing fence, and nearly half that deep.  He set down the handles of the small cart of tools and planks and started working on disassembling one section of fence.  “This is liable to take us the better part of two weeks…” he grumbled.  Tossing down a weathered length of wood with a clatter, he spoke more directly to his workmate, “This is going to be a rough job, any way we handle it…  Do you want to fence in the place first, or get it cleared out before that?”


Lachier looked around, a faint frown on his whiskered muzzle, and muttered something under his breath.  With a shrug, then, he turned back to the wolf, “You’re right about how much work this will be…  The clearing out will be the harder of the tasks, but progress made therein will be more visible… more impressive to the eye of our employer.  Let’s get that out of the way first.  We’ll have sore muscles after either job, though probably sorer from the clearing, so prudence suggests that we schedule the marginally-easier one as the latter of the two.”


This was the first time Ferrl had heard the young ‘coon speak at anything above a grumble, and his words carried a faint but noticeable accent, not as pronounced as if the common tongue of the kingdom wasn’t Lachier’s first language but there nonetheless.  The polish evident in the words he chose, as well, suggested an upbringing somewhat distant from the simple village of Drake’s Hollow.


The wolf absorbed the ramifications of his partner’s speech, but focused more on what he’d said, and nodded as he thought his way through the suggestion, “Sounds about right…”  He gripped the lower slat of the fence and wrenched it free with a strong tug, tossing it down to join its mate, “You’re good enough with the axes in the fields, but those trees look to be a bit tougher than dirt.  You take the hoe and start clearing the grass—”  The raccoon’s muzzle was open to protest, but Ferrl held up his hand, insisting, “It was rather strongly implied that I was to be the foreman on this little project…  Part of that job is to judge the skills of those under me, and I know for a fact that I’m stronger than you are.  It’ll take both of us to uproot the stumps, and I’ll call for your help then, but we can get the job as a whole done faster if you take care of the light, quick stuff.”


Lachier closed his mouth, thinking that through, then nodded.  “I see your point,” he conceded in a quiet voice, “but only in regards to the speed at which we work.  I…”  He paused, searching for words.  “I can, and must, do as much work as anyone else on this farm.”  He clamped his muzzle shut at that point, his eyes showing expectation, and perhaps even mild fear, of a question.


Ferrl nodded with a grunt and said simply, “Let’s get to work,” much to his workmate’s evident relief.  The raccoon’s words, expressions, and reactions all jibed with the ever-steadying theory of his origins, and added to it the detail that he was probably under strict orders not to reveal who and what he was.  Making a noble squirm, however, was an activity the wolf reserved for times of idle entertainment.  Now, they had a job to do.  He fished a standard wood axe out of the cart, and padded over to the nearest tree.  He could hear Lachier behind him, and the earthy chink of a hoe slicing through the dirt around a grass-clump’s roots.


That gave him an idea, of sorts, and he stood there, fingering his axe’s blade as he considered it…  Yes.  A similar technique to that that cut the grass out of the earth could be used on the tree.  Pausing only to take off his vest and toss it aside, though the morning air was still chill, Ferrl hefted the axe and started chopping through the thick, gnarled roots of the smallish oak.  It was slow going, as he had to cut each one in two places to get it out of the way in case another lurked just beneath it, but in just over an hour naught was holding the tree up but a single, stubborn shaft in its very center.  His thick muscles bunched as he gouged chunks out of it from every angle he could reach, until he finally judged that his frenzied hacking was having no further effect.


Glancing around he spotted Lachier, who’d cleared a surprising area of grass and small bushes, and called, “Back up!  I can’t swear as to which way this thing will fall!”


The raccoon nodded and dropped his hoe, scrambling to stand behind the fence bordering the main field.  Taking a few steps back, Ferrl got a running start and leapt for the tree, striking it with both feet and all of his weight behind them.  Three more times, he shook the mighty oak with his blows, and on the fourth he felt something give and jumped back out of the way.  Slowly, at first, the tree started to tilt, loud pops marking the tearing of what was left of its roots, and with a thunderous, drawn-out crash it fell to the earth, its limbs tangling and snapping through those of other, nearby trees.


As the dust and leaves settled, Lachier joined him, nodding as he looked over the destruction.  “Not bad,” he complimented the wolf.  “Your idea worked well…  It will be much easier to get what’s left of the roots than if we’d cut it down and left a stump to wrestle with.”


Ferrl shot his partner a quick grin, “Yeah… and it shouldn’t be too hard to chop into sections we can drag away, laying there like that.  Give me about ten minutes to rest and I’ll start on another.”


Not even pausing to nod, the raccoon got back to his own work, cutting out tangles of grass and tossing them into piles.  The wolf watched, catching his breath, as Lachier cut through a smallish bush’s root system with several deft swipes of the hoe.  After a time Ferrl stood, hefting his axe once more as his partner’s course took him safely away from the next tree, deeper into the tangle of new farmland.


The sun was still creeping toward its highest point, vague thoughts of lunch on both workers’ minds, when it happened.  Ferrl’s ears were ringing with the shock and effort of his blows, chopping through the roots of a young walnut tree, but there was no mistaking that what he heard was out of place…  A rustling of the brush, when there was no breeze to cause it, and a deep, very quiet rumble, almost like a snort.  He paused, looking up, his ears high as he wracked his brain to identify the sound, which he was sure he’d heard before, even as Lachier’s hoe cut through another clump of crabgrass.


The wolf was moving almost before the thought had finished registering, leaping up the tree with his axe still in hand as his memory finally found a connection to the present.  “Boar!” he yelled to his partner, “Get up a tree, fast!”


Confused, the raccoon straightened, turning to peer at Ferrl as he scrambled higher up the branches.  “What?” Lachier called back.  “What’s the matter?  Why are you—”


The young ‘coon never saw what hit him.  Ferrl could only watch, unable to move, as the brush parted almost explosively, the huge shape of a full-grown boar bursting out at a dead charge.  The creature slammed into Lachier’s back, carrying and half-dragging his target’s body with him as he skidded to a stop.  It was certainly the biggest boar Ferrl had ever seen, his mass sufficient that it took well over ten yards to bring his charge to a halt.  The wolf couldn’t see his tusks, and could only assume they were buried in his workmate’s back… an assumption that proved all too true when the beast reared its head, trying to fling free the intruder into its territory, and had to do so twice, the first attempt having only torn the gaping wounds in his back all the wider.


As Lachier was flung away, Ferrl was thinking furiously…  The boar was a danger to the farm, both its workers and its grounds.  If this new expansion was indeed, as things appeared, in the boar’s territory, it would break down any fences they made, which would only put more workers at risk as they tried to repair them or work the new field.  The wolf’s mind flicked briefly over what he had available that could injure the enormous hog…  There was a knife at his hip, of course; almost everyone carried one for the utility of it.  Useless.  He’d have to get to the discarded fence-slats to fashion a spear, and the boar, as it stood there, beady eyes looking around for the other intruder it knew was nearby, wouldn’t be inclined to give him enough time.  There was a scythe in the cart, and Lachier’s fallen hoe, but neither were usable as weapons.  That left his axe…


“Great,” Ferrl muttered, then shut up with a hiss of breath as even that small sound proved enough to catch the boar’s attention, and it stared up at him, pawing at the turf.  The wolf’s mind raced even faster, part of it seeming to retreat and just look on with an almost amused awe at the rest as thoughts flicked by that he couldn’t even put into words.  Then they stopped.  Thought itself seemed to stop and, with it, fear faded into a vague memory.  “I’m dead,” was all that was left along with, “or it is.”


The boar lowered his head, pawing more intently at the ground, his hooves flinging back tufts of dirt and bits of grass as he set himself to charge once more, this time at the tree…  He never got to.    A feral cry, almost a roar, brought his head back up to see the wolf run along a thick lower branch then leap, snarling his defiance at him.  This only confused the boar; the weak two-leggers never attacked save in numbers.  This pitiful creature couldn’t seriously pose a threat…  Those simple thoughts didn’t take long to filter through the animal’s brain… which could be considered for the best as one moment and one loud, moist-sounding crack later that brain was no more, the boar’s skull crushed and split as the farm-hand’s axe drove through it with all the strength his tautly muscular body could muster.


Thought returned grudgingly, and Ferrl found himself standing over the brained boar’s corpse, his every breath a panting snarl…  It was another breath, though, that brought him fully back to his senses; a strained, almost inaudible whimper: Lachier was still alive!  The wolf dropped his axe and took three long strides over to his fallen partner’s form…  Alive, yes, but only barely.  There were two long, uneven tears in the back of the raccoon’s rough tunic through which tangled muscle and the broken shards of ribs could be seen.  It looked, at least, as if the boar’s tusks had missed his spine…  The cloth of the tunic itself was soaked with blood, even to the raccoon’s sides.  As gently as he could while keeping speed a priority, Ferrl lifted the new worker into his arms, carrying him face-down in case anything important under those wounds had gained the inclination to fall out, and took off for the farmhouse at a dead sprint.
* * *

“What happened to him?” Raldon himself demanded as the ‘coon was rushed into the care of the farm’s chef, the only one among them with any medical training.

Ferrl sat down hard on one of the dining hall’s sturdy chairs, fighting off the trembling that threatened his limbs now that the moment had passed and the adrenaline that had gotten him there faded from his system.  “A boar…” he managed after two deep breaths.  “We were working… and it attacked.  I shouted a warning to him.  He stood there like a city boy, and asked for clarification.  By that time it’d gotten ‘im.”


The farmer frowned, but nodded, not looking particularly surprised.  “And the boar itself?” he prompted.


Ferrl shrugged and looked away, “Dead.  I’d done the smart thing and climbed a tree… but I didn’t want the boar getting into the field and going after the other workers.”  He glanced up toward his employer’s face, “We were in its territory.  There was no way it’d let us put up fences and turn it into a field while it lived.  I knew this, so I jumped down and brained it with the axe I’d been clearing trees with.”


The master nodded again, keeping his thoughts to himself as he digested the news and the situation…  Looking up, he saw the chef standing in the doorway to the next room, shaking his head sadly.  The farmer’s frown deepened and he looked back to Ferrl.  “Lachier’s not going to make it…” he said quietly, a faint overtone to his voice as if he were tasting something bitter.  “Not here he won’t…  We have to send him home.  You with ‘im, too.”


Ferrl blinked and opened his mouth, his eyes clearly showing a question, but a raised hand from the old panther that employed him kept him silent.


“You’re right, he is a city boy…  Nobility, actually.  He’s from somewhere up north; I don’t have all the details… but his family, whoever they are, took steps to make sure they’d get him back even if something like this happened.  You’ll have to go with him, to explain everything… or they’ll hang me for letting him get hurt—or killed, if they don’t have good healers—without some sort of explanation.”  The wolf could only blink as the master dug into a pocket of his vest and passed over a small handful of bright copper coins surrounding a single glint of silver, “Here’re your wages for the last couple weeks… and a little something extra for the boar.  We’ll eat well, thanks to you, and I wish you could stay… but the token I was given to use in case of emergency is one-way.”  He pulled what looked like a ceramic disc from another pocket, its surface covered in raised shapes; oddly asymmetrical Runes colored with baked-on pigments that seemed almost discordant, as if they were meant to compliment and flow with the main shapes… but didn’t, quite.


Pressing the disc into Ferrl’s other hand, the farmer pulled his worker up by the shoulder and led him past the cook into the bunkroom.  “Hold Lachier’s hand in yours,” he instructed, “and run your other thumb around the Runes on that.  It doesn’t matter which one you start with, just do a full circle.”  He shook his head, “I can’t pretend to understand how it works, but that’s what I was told, in how to use it.”  A short, wry laugh interrupted his words, “Guess they kept it simple for us country bumpkins.  Anyway, there he is so get going.  He doesn’t have much time.”


Events were moving far too quickly for the simple wolf as he dropped the coins he’d been given into a pocket of his breeches…  He’d expected to come back and make arrangements to bury his coworker, then get the rest of the day off in respect for what he’d gone through.  Now, if he was interpreting things right, he was going to a whole different kingdom?!?  And that was completely ignoring the fact that he’d just been effectively fired.  One look at Lachier, though, his nosepad almost gray with blood loss and the occasional faint shudder of unconscious agony wracking his bandaged form, drove those thoughts from his mind.  Resolutely, he sat down on the edge of the bunk and took the raccoon’s limp hand in his own, and without even looking at it pressed his thumb hard against the bump of one of the disc’s Runes, starting to work his way around…


The Rune, the moment he touched it with intent to invoke its power, seemed to vibrate and to heat from within…  Each consecutive shape he touched behaved similarly, though their vibrations were slightly different, evolving into a harmony that seemed to strain just outside of his hearing’s range.  By the time his thumb was half way around the disc, his vision, too, seemed to blur, the edges of the room wavering in counterpoint to the not-quite-sound of the building magic.  Finally, his thumbpad touched the last shape on the ceramic’s surface and the harmony swelled into an almost painful crescendo, his vision failing in a flare of light that wasn’t light… and he was gone.

Chapter 2

Dizziness surrounded Ferrl as the harmony of magic that seemed hardly a sound at all was replaced by the busy patter of footsteps and the chatter of animated conversation.  Both, however, faded and stopped as he blinked, trying to clear his vision and make sense of the spinning swirl of colors that were his new surroundings.


“Prince Lachier!” one of those voices cried, its accent distinctly foreign to the speech the wolf had grown up around, and even as he redoubled his efforts, trying to focus on the source of that cry, he felt steadying hands take hold of him and the raccoon’s paw was pulled from his own.

Prince?  The quiet, enigmatic worker that had been thrust upon the farm was a prince?  Ferrl’s struggling mind managed to grab an image or two from the dizzy swirl that surrounded him, fading far too gradually for his liking, and those flashes showed a mink, or maybe a weasel, hefting the wounded raccoon into his arms and leaving at a near run.  Whoever he was, his clothes were brightly colored and almost ridiculously fancy… but that jibed with the newly-discovered rank the ‘coon had been concealing.


Ferrl had materialized sitting on the floor, and he lay down completely, closing his eyes and silently praying to whatever deity might be listening for the vertigo to pass…  He must be in a palace of some sort, he concluded as he dealt with sorting out what evidence he had.  Thought, at least, was coming to him more readily than vision.  The voices that had surrounded him upon his arrival were gradually returning as that very arrival became a new topic of discussion and, from their sound, the wolf gathered that he was in a reasonably large chamber, perhaps a bit bigger than the dining hall at the farm, but probably not the main, grand hall of this palace.  Surely, such a room would be bigger and have deeper echoes than this.  An accented comment from across the room jarred him out of his strictly analytical thoughts, replacing them with worry.  Some of those around him were speculating on the cause of their prince’s injuries, alluding to the possibility that this strange wolf had inflicted them.  As if I’d have bothered to bandage an enemy’s wounds, he thought with a purely mental snort of contempt for the observers’ deductions.  Ferrl worked one arm under himself, the cool, smooth stone giving him at least a temporarily better sense of up and down, and haltingly sat up, his paw slipping and catching itself twice as the change in orientation was protested by the stubbornly-persistent dizziness.


Opening his eyes once more, Ferrl concentrated on focusing, at first on the floor in front of him…  That, at least, wouldn’t go anywhere, and with effort the swirl before his eyes cleared up and resolved to… marble.  Black marble, heavily veined with thin, chaotic strips of white.  That minor victory achieved, he shifted his focus, carefully and slowly, looking around him.  To either side of his bloodstained breeches were feet.  Booted feet, the boots in turn perceived as heavy leather with steel shin-guards.  A quicker glance up one of those legs, punished almost instantly by a renewed churning of balance, showed the brass vee tipping a sword’s sheath.  Soldiers then, or guards.  The wolf shut his eyes again and tried to keep his features neutral.  Best to wait, to recover from what that strange disc had done to him as a side-effect of transport.  As he was, he couldn’t hope to overpower a child, much less trained fighters, should his circumstances take a turn for the worse.


The floor provided a focus once more as Ferrl steadily fought against his disorientation.  He concentrated his efforts on remaining calm, his gaze steady on the marble tiles, looking without really seeing, allowing them to act as a stable anchor to reality just by being there.  As the moments passed, no one, as far as he could tell, attempted to speak with him directly; none of the several hard questions lingering as a vague fear in the back of his mind were asked.  Finally, after what couldn’t have been more than a few minutes though it was hard to be certain of anything related to time, the wolf steeled himself and carefully levered one leg beneath him, his eyes fixed on a certain pattern in the veins of one polished marble tile.  Twice, the vertigo threatened to return with force enough to overwhelm him, but he paused at those points, blinking it away and renewing his slow rise to a standing position once it had passed.  A wry smile of achievement flickered across his muzzle when he made it to his feet, though he didn’t quite trust himself to look up yet.  Best not to tempt fate, his instincts told him.


A quiet grunt to one side echoed with what could almost be surprise and he felt a steadying hand grip his shoulder.  No, not steadying…  The grip was too strong; the guard, or whatever he was, was making sure he wasn’t going anywhere.  Ferrl fought down a momentary surge of panic, at that, then deliberately replaced it with determination, fueling the effort of shaking off the very last bits of dizziness.  It didn’t help his disposition any when, a moment later, another hand reached down and relieved him of his belt-knife.


He’d almost managed to conquer that dizziness when a voice from across the room chuckled, clearer and louder than the idle conversations that still swirled around him.  “Well, well…  That’s certainly an intriguing sight.  I thought I’d put enough power into the vertigo cantrip on that disc to keep whatever stranger used it down for at least half an hour…”


Ferrl glanced up, only the slightest twinge offering token delay before his gaze focused on the new arrival.  A broad-shouldered feline of some sort stood in a granite-arched entryway, dressed in a long, billowing robe of some heavy, dark purple cloth that seemed to almost swirl with vague, very faint variations, much like the glaze on the magical disc had.  Even as these details worked through the wolf’s mind to the logical conclusion he felt an odd, passing sensation, as if a feather had brushed lightly against his very soul.


The mage, as Ferrl perceived him, frowned slightly, “Such strength…  This creature sees himself as a simple farmer… yet his mind is so much more.  With training he could challenge even me.”  Glancing to either side, the robed newcomer directed to the guards, “Hold him, you fools!  The fact that he’s standing at all should have told you he was shaking off the spell too quickly.”  Hands took a firmer hold of both of Ferrl’s arms as the feline continued, “Keep him here until directed otherwise.  It shouldn’t be too long,” and a flicker of his eyes hinted that this part was meant for the wolf’s benefit as well, “as we’ve got half the Healers’ Guild pouring everything they’ve got into our prince.  They’ve called in a slave to replace one or two organs that were mauled too badly to quickly repair, so it won’t be over-long.”  Without waiting for replies or questions from any quarter, as more than one of the gathered courtiers seemed about to speak to him, the mage turned and padded quickly back the way he came.


Ferrl blinked a couple times, digesting these latest developments, and relaxed somewhat in the guards’ grip.  It seemed that Lachier would live… so he’d likely get a chance to explain things.  The relaxation, however genuine his relief might be, was also a clear message to his captors that he wasn’t looking to struggle.  They replied in kind, loosening their grips; they were still firm, but at least they weren’t cutting off his circulation anymore.  After a couple moments to compose himself the wolf asked in a quiet, deliberately calm voice, “Is it permitted to tell me where I am?”  He was moderately pleased with how easily the words came; at least one thing was working in his favor.


The guard to his right grunted again, then rumbled, “The king’s palace in Fariach.  Anything more, you’ll have to ask others.”  The soldier, a wolf himself to judge by his voice and the knuckles Ferrl could see around his arm, seemed very firm on that point.  Not wanting to challenge his authority in the least, the newcomer dipped his muzzle slightly in acknowledgment and gazed once more at the floor, content to wait.


With little else to do, Ferrl’s mind seized the new tidbit of information and worked with it.  It took a minute or two of sifting through memories of maps he’d glimpsed in passing, and stories he’d overheard from merchants, to recall any reference to ‘Fariach.’  The fragments that surfaced were related to a large sea port city or the capitol of the kingdom of Drachath, possibly both.  He’d heard little of political ties from merchants discussing sea-borne trade, and nothing of commerce from the mercenaries he’d once heard telling tales of a brief border dispute.  Assuming they were the same, though, he was a good five or six hundred leagues north of the farmstead he’d woken up at that morning, with the entire kingdom of Letarr in between, to say nothing of the distances between cities and the borders of Drachath and his home kingdom of Dachiland themselves.  He wracked his brain for a while longer, but couldn’t  come up with anything more.  Not one person he’d ever talked to or overheard had given a hint as to the customs or laws of this new land, and he cursed himself for failing to attend the geography classes offered at the local temple when he was a cub.  Grimacing, but not making any sound, he settled into the boring wait for time to pass.


Over the next twenty minutes or so, Ferrl glanced up twice at the sound of running, soft-shod feet, spotting liveried young men, pages or messengers of some sort he guessed, running through the hall he’d appeared in.  The hall itself, he ignored for the most part, the colorful banners and intricate columns seeming less than profoundly relevant to his current situation.  In due time, though, the robed feline he’d seen before entered through an arched doorway and gestured to the guards, “Bring him.”


The guards’ grips firmed and Ferrl stepped lively to keep pace with their sudden, businesslike march.  The carpet of the broad hallway he was led down was a rich, vibrant red, soft beneath his boots and edged with brass.  The walls, the few glances he stole at them, seemed to be hung with meticulously detailed portraits of a large number of different raccoons wearing robes and crowns.  At the end of the long hall an ornately carved, gold-accented door was flanked by another pair of guards, both of whom snapped to attention at the feline’s approach.  Ignoring them he gestured at the doors, which swung open without a sound.


“The Archmage of the kingdom,” a loud voice to one side announced, “Graldik!”


Though he’d been trying to keep his eyes low and his every move one of submissive cooperation, Ferrl couldn’t help but gaze in mild wonder at the room he was entering.  It was large, for one thing, with nearly the floor-space of the master’s whole house back at the farm.  More banners, complimented by silk buntings dyed in differing, mutually-complimentary hues, graced the marble columns and the marble-paneled walls between the windows.  Those windows by themselves were a marvel, perfectly clear, faceted panes of crystal set in surprisingly thin lines of lead, letting the afternoon sun stream warmly in.  Cast bronze benches cushioned with stuffed pillows of red-dyed leather were set between the columns, most of them lined with richly-dressed nobles of many different species’, and the red carpeting from the hall continued unbroken all the way up the several steps of the raised marble platform supporting the centerpiece of the room, a large, gilded throne.


Even as the wolf was looking around, the figure sitting on that throne was rising to its feet.  He was tall, for a raccoon, of middle years and a bit portly, but with a bearing that demanded respect and attention even beyond the clear symbols of authority he wore: a crown of heavy gold set with more jewels than Ferrl had seen in his life and an ermine-trimmed cape of the deepest purple velvet.  Beside him, much to the farm-hand’s surprise, Lachier sat on one of several chairs, much smaller than the throne but no less ornate, that flanked the standing monarch.  He was alive, certainly, looking a bit tired and disheveled from his experiences of the day, but alert enough and dressed in much finer clothes than he’d worn at the farm.


Ferrl was about to take another glance at the nobles ringing the throne room, most of whom were watching him, but he was interrupted by the mustelid guard at his left growling, “On your knees before the king, peasant,” just before knocking the wolf into a kneel with a well-placed kick.


“Let us not be so hasty,” said a quiet, deep voice.  Ferrl glanced up quickly, still finding his balance from his new position on the carpet.  It was the king who’d spoken.  “This young man has done us a service, I think, this day…” he continued.  Turning to glance at Lachier, he instructed, “Let us hear more of the events that led to your early return, my son.  Tell me what happened.  I’ve not had the straight of it yet, among the confusion engendered by your grievous injuries.”


Lachier nodded but remained sitting.  His voice was quiet, clearly tired, but he agreed, “I’m much in need of rest, but it should be made clear the events that transpired during my banishment, that no undeserved blame might fall upon me for my return, or this peasant for his part in that return.”  He looked to the robed feline who’d taken up a position to one side of the throne’s dais, “Will you verify the truth of what I say?”


The Archmage nodded and bowed his head for a long moment, his lips moving in a silent invocation.  When he looked up once more, he called out in a clear, ringing voice, “Let no lie pass any man’s lips before this assembly this day!  The consequences, I assure you all, would be,” and he chuckled softly, “unpleasant…”


The younger raccoon managed a wry half-smile, still speaking softly, “You needn’t remind me, Graldik.  I still remember that time…” and he shook his head, “but now is not the moment for reminiscences.”  Gathering his strength, he addressed the assembly in a firmer voice, “I was, as my father our king directed, working at an obscure farm in an unimportant community, far south in Dachiland.  My punishment’s tasks, this day, involved clearing a new portion of land that it might be used for additional crops.  The wolf here, Ferrl by name, was my only companion… and my overseer.”  He looked down at the kneeling wolf, and glanced around at the guards… then, evidently having made a decision, he continued, “He was quite firm with me, but his decisions and demands were upon reflection both fair and efficient.  His rank over me meant little compared to the completion of the task we’d been given, and he worked as hard as I toward that end.  After some hours of labor, though, he paused and shouted a warning.  I think…” and his brow furrowed as he strove to remember, “that it was something about a boar and climbing.  He was already halfway up the tree he’d been working on cutting down.  The whole situation was rather unexpected and confusing.  The only things I remember after that were being struck from behind by some great weight, an occasional moment of half-consciousness and pain, and finally waking up here.”


Nodding once, the king turned to Ferrl, “If you would, young wolf, tell us what happened as you saw it, and how you ended up in my kingdom and palace.  Be warned, though, that the spell of truthfulness is still in effect, and anything you say that isn’t in complete honesty will result in instant retribution.”


Ferrl swallowed hard, nodding in return, and took a moment to gather his thoughts before replying.  “The day started out like Lachier told you, your Majesty,” he began.  “We were clearing a new field for crops.  I’d set Lachier to tackling the grass and bushes while I worked on the trees, as that seemed to be the best way to make use of our individual strengths.  The warning I shouted was about a boar, which I’d heard shuffling around nearby, but…” and he paused to work out a favorable wording.  It was only fair, after what the young raccoon could have said within the bounds of the truth spell.  After a moment he explained, “We each have different habits and instincts, depending on our upbringing.  I’m a country boy; I’d be completely out of place exchanging polite courtesies with a noble over a cup of tea.  I do, though, know the sounds of the creatures that share this world and occasionally grace our tables, and how to deal with those that intrude upon our lives when we’re not hunting.  Lachier’s your son, a prince, and thus excels in those skills I mentioned lacking, while in turn lacking those I’ve been taught.  No man, high or low, is to blame for the upbringing he’s born to, though, so I can understand his slight confusion about my warning to climb a tree as quickly as possible.  There might not even have been enough time for him to do that had he understood, the way things worked out.  A very large boar charged him almost immediately, hitting him from behind and doing damage your healers could probably describe better than I could.  I jumped out of my tree and killed the boar, then carried Lachier back to the farm as quickly as I could without injuring him further, though, seeing his wounds up close, I didn’t have much hope for him.  My employer, Raldon, explained his origins while others were seeing to the prince as best they could, paid me my wages to date, and gave me the disc that took me here, all more quickly than I could really adapt.”


The king listened silently throughout the wolf’s explanation, at one point glancing questioningly at the feline in the purple robe, who could only shrug and nod, confirming that the spell was still in force.  “I see…” the monarch finally replied.  “Boars are dangerous…  I often loose good huntsmen when seeking one for my table, yet the spell has confirmed both your description of its size and your rather brusque statement that you killed it, so I must accept these as truth.  Tell me, Ferrl… are you a warrior?”


“No, your Majesty,” the wolf chuckled, shaking his head, “I’m just a farm-hand.  From watching the occasional mercenary around Drake’s Hollow, I can see how many weapons used in war are based on implements that might be found on a farm, but I doubt that familiarity with one could guarantee proficiency with the other.”


The middle-aged raccoon nodded, “Untrained and uneducated you may be, but you seem to possess a wit worthy of note, observant and efficient.  Rise,” and he gestured to that effect with one hand, “as it’s unseemly for you to kneel like a supplicant when it seems that we are the ones who owe a debt to you.”


Ferrl glanced half-nervously at the guards on either side of him, but his fellow wolf nodded, the hands at his arms releasing him as he climbed carefully back to his feet.


“You have saved the life of my only son,” the king continued, “a prince of the kingdom and the heir to this very throne.  You may ask a boon of me, then, in payment.  Should it be within my power it shall be yours.”


The wolf thought quickly…  Riches, power, just about anything he could name was his for the taking.  He had to decide quickly though, if he judged the expectant look in the monarch’s eyes correctly, and he only had one shot at it.  He was in a strange kingdom, with unknown customs and laws, almost no resources at his disposal… so his choice had best fit the circumstances.  He had a life to start over, after all.  The answer came to him and he bowed somewhat stiffly at the waist, outlining his request with all the eloquence he could immediately muster, “If it falls within those bounds, your Majesty, I ask no more than what it cost me to return your son to where his life could be saved: a job.  Working at a farm may not have paid well, but it sufficed to keep me content and to see to my needs.  That job, though, is several hundred leagues away right now, and I’d have no means of support on so long a journey to reclaim it.  Thus, I ask simply that some position suitable to my abilities be found within your kingdom at a fair wage.  While not required, I’d also be appreciative of any assistance in finding lodging and food while arrangements are made for that job and until my earnings therefrom are sufficient that I might support myself.”


The king arched one brow in amusement, “A job?  Is that all?  Are you sure you don’t want to ask for a barony or some such?  That, I suppose, is a job of sorts, as there are certain administrative duties all landed nobles must see to…”


Ferrl shook his head, resolutely as his conviction that he’d made the best choice grew, “Such duties can easily be shifted to some paid hireling, something I’d almost certainly have to do myself as I don’t have any experience managing estates or staffing a castle.  That would leave me in a position of idle wealth.  I’m sorry, your Majesty,” and he bowed again, “but I couldn’t live like that.  I may not actually enjoy hard work, but I’ve got to do something or I’ll go out of my mind with boredom.”


Smiling, the king nodded, “Alright, then… and, I might add, a fair bit wiser a choice than some members of my court might have made, offered an unspecified boon.”  He snapped his fingers once, and one of those liveried servants Ferrl had seen earlier walked quickly nearer to kneel patiently at the foot of the dais’ stairs.  “See to this young man’s comfort.  He shall be given a room in the palace while we find some suitable position for him.  As time permits, have him interviewed by Bakar, Kachaun or Graldik depending on who’s available, and maybe the high priestess, that his talents might better be evaluated.”  He frowned, then…  Dismissing the servant with a gesture, he stepped slowly down the carpeted stairs before his throne.  “Some of the forms of employment we might find for you,” he told the wolf as he approached, “might prove… less than optimal, for a peasant.  Rank means much in this kingdom, moreso than in your homeland if I recall correctly.  Thus, while you’ve not asked for any specific title, I shall bestow one upon you regardless.  Kneel.”


Blinking, the confused farm-hand hastened to obey, only at the last moment mustering some semblance of self-control and grace as he sank to one knee and bowed his head deeply to the nearing raccoon.  From beneath his state robes the king drew an elaborate-hilted sword, its blade just as intricately etched and its pommel set with an ludicrously huge ruby.  “I, Burtak the Fourth, duly anointed king of Drachath,” he declared, touching the blade’s tip to one of Ferrl’s shoulders, “do hereby bestow upon you the rank of knight.  May you uphold the dignity of your station,” and the blade touched his shoulder opposite, “and the honor of the kingdom for so long as you shall live.”  Sheathing his blade, the king reached out to take the wolf’s hand, “Rise, Sir Ferrl!”


Ferrl allowed himself to be helped up and bowed again as his hand was released, some memory or another prompting him to reply simply, “My liege…”


Burtak nodded once and turned to walk more casually back to his throne, gesturing another servant over, “Get our new knight something to wear; he smells like dirt and wood chips, and looks ridiculous standing around the court in nothing but bloodied breeches… and send for a tutor in courtesy.  He’s got a few of the basics right, but he really shouldn’t have called the prince by name as often as he did.”

Chapter 3

“Let me get this straight,” Ferrl told the lady rabbit sitting opposite him in his room, “and I promise, it’s the last point I’m still confused about…  I understand the various ranks of nobles well enough, but knights?  Anyone, as I see what you’ve told me, can be a knight, and a knight is automatically a noble, but not all nobles are knights?”


Florane, his tutor, nodded, “Correct.  It’s normally an embellishment to an existing title, but it can serve this second purpose as well, to put someone with no title on a more equal basis with the born aristocracy.  The king’s knighting you wasn’t a common occurrence by any means, but, by all known kingdoms’ etiquette, you are now a noble.”

The wolf scratched his chin, digesting this…  That a duke outranked a baron, and similar comparisons, had been easy for him to understand.  His own position within that hierarchy, though, was giving him just a few small problems.  “Alright, let’s approach this from another angle.  My concept of the term ‘knight’ has always been that of a mounted, armored warrior, usually a worshiper of Tarragh.  Tell me where I’m wrong.”


The mature but not yet middle-aged lapine’s brow furrowed, “Your vision is correct in that it encompasses the most common usage of the title…  Those nobles who seek knighthood are often trained by the followers of the God of War, or are such themselves.  Not all who are knights, though, must be warriors.  As I said, it is a rank in its own right.  The common usage of associating the title with military training and action tends to keep those of un-warlike demeanor from seeking such a title, as the only real gain for attaining it, to one who either already has a title of their own or was born into a titled family, would be the right to wear full plate armor.  No law-abiding smith would furnish such to anyone who wasn’t either knighted or an active-duty member of the military.”  She smiled gently, “It’s not the most useful of titles, all told.  I believe that the king bestowed it upon you mainly to ease your resettlement within his kingdom, seeing perhaps that your disposition might lead you to some misfortunate act, should you be shoved to the gutter as a peasant by a passing noble.”


Ferrl barked a short laugh, “That’s for certain…  I don’t like to be pushed around.  From what I’ve gathered of local customs, though, it would mean my life, unranked, if I decided to knock out a few noble teeth for that sort of casual insult.”  He opened a drawer in the writing desk beside him and withdrew a sheet of parchment, a bottle of ink, and a quill pen, “So what this all boils down to is that I’m a noble of the absolute lowest possible rank, but above peasants, untitled merchants, serfs, and slaves,” and he rubbed his chin again.  “I’m going to have to get a bit more information about slavery, as that sort of thing is illegal where I was raised, but for the moment just give me the noble titles in the order they’re ranked in around here again so I can jot them down.  I’ll learn eventually, but it never hurts to have a list to fall back on.”


“Indeed,” nodded Florane, and she chuckled softly, “though I must confess to mild surprise that you can write.  They told me I’d be working with an unlettered, ignorant farm-boy…”


The wolf grinned at her, at the minor compliment, and dipped the quill to scratch ‘king’ at the top of his page, “I’m not very good at it, mainly because there was so little to read in Drake’s Hollow…  Let me know if I misspell anything, after which it should be about time for lunch.”  He paused briefly, considering the older but by no means unattractive woman across from him, then asked, “Would you care to join me, for such?”


The rabbit arched one brow, having caught his look, then shook her head with a smile, “No…  While I’m certainly not blind to the teachings of fair Roxanarra, I make a special point of never getting involved in that way with my students.  Not all who I teach are children, and those matters tend to… ‘complicate’ my efforts at instructing them.”


Ferrl nodded once, “I understand, and thank you for your honesty.  You really are a very good teacher, and I respect that even if it doesn’t involve teaching the truth or falsehood regarding a few rumors I’ve heard about rabbits.  Anyway,” he moved on quickly, letting his less than appropriate comment fade from the subjects at hand, “let’s take care of this list.”
* * *

Ferrl woke to a discreet tapping at his door, and rolled over beneath the satin sheets, “Come in!”

A youthful page opened the door and stepped inside, closing it before turning to bow respectfully, “Sir Ferrl, his highness Prince Lachier has consented to your request for an audience.  He commands that you join him at breakfast, which he has chosen to take in the garden adjoining the west wing.”


The wolf nodded, “Thank you.  I’ll be there,” and sat up.  The page was already gone by the time he’d finished stretching, and he dressed in the dark blue doublet he’d been growing fond of from the wardrobe they’d provided.  It was a pleasant morning, only a few wispy clouds dotting the sky, and even the phrasing of the breakfast invitation as an order couldn’t keep Ferrl from whistling cheerfully to himself as he worked to make himself presentable.


He found the west wing easily enough, though he had to stop and ask a maid which way it was to the garden.  The palace was huge, by all the standards he knew, and hardly a day went by when he didn’t find some new area that could almost swallow Raldon’s farm whole.  The garden itself, while small compared to some on the palace grounds, was nearly the size of the new field he and Lachier had been clearing back when this all started, ringed in immaculately trimmed hedges bursting with morning glories in full spring bloom.  Roses and other flowers dotted the gaps between the small shrubs, and the air was alive with their scent and the sound of birdsong as Ferrl stepped into the warm morning air.


“Ah, Sir Ferrl!  Thank you for responding to my summons so punctually,” called Lachier, waving him over to the round, glass-topped table he was seated at.


Nodding, the wolf approached, well aware after his recent lessons that raccoon’s choice in greeting was more of a courteous formula than any actual expression of thanks.  A hand-servant, a young otter dressed in the silver-trimmed livery of the prince’s service, pulled out a chair as he approached, and he sat.  “And I thank you, your Highness, for permitting me this audience,” he replied.


Lachier flashed an almost-genuine grin, “They’ve been teaching you some manners, I see…”


The new knight nodded, considering whether to take umbrage at that mild jab… but decided the earlier plan he’d come up with was still valid, and kept his tone respectful as he spoke, “I’ve been learning what I can, yes…  Neither of us sought the circumstances that bring us together here this day, but we must both accept and deal with them as best we can.”  This fetched a short, guarded nod in return, the ‘coon’s ears canted curiously forward as Ferrl continued, “I, moreso than you, have much to deal with.  You’re simply returning home; perhaps a bit earlier than you expected, but it goes well beyond that for me.  This,” and he gestured expansively, “is now my home too, but it’s all new to me.  All, that is, except for you.  However briefly, we knew each other before, and we’ve seen that we can work together.  The tutors in your father’s employ are good, but… hard to talk to.  I was hoping that, if you don’t have any hard feelings about our time together on the farm, we could be friends.  There’s much for me to learn, beyond what might be found in a book of heraldry; common, day to day things, things that one born here in this palace might take for granted.  I think that I could learn those sorts of things better from a friend than any teacher dryly reciting facts and statistics for me to memorize then expecting me to spout them back on cue,” and he gave a look of comic disgust as he finished.


The prince laughed, “You’re probably right, there…  You know, you surprised us all; me, the king, your tutors, even the Archmage, with how quick a mind you’ve got.”


Ferrl grinned, “You mean, for an unlettered country bumpkin…”


This fetched a nod in reply, “Exactly.  Seriously, you’d have made a fine son for any noble house in the kingdom.  You accept the things you cannot change, you’re creative in finding solutions to clearly defined problems, and you temper your own personal gain with an uncommon degree of practicality.”  He considered the wolf’s request for another moment, then nodded, “Alright.  We’ll see if we can’t act as friends for the course of this breakfast.  Ask me anything that comes up as being difficult for you to understand, especially those things I seem to take for granted, and I’ll try to answer them for you.”  Reaching out, then, he lifted a small silver bell that sat on the table and rang it briefly.


Ferrl was not at all prepared for what happened next.  The large tray carried by the young lady skunk, just a year or two his junior as far as he could tell, was ordinary enough despite being made, apparently, of elegantly-engraved, pure silver.  The dishes, some covered, that lay upon it, carrying the meal they’d gathered for, were to be expected too.  What surprised the wolf the most was that the serving girl wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing, nor any ornamentation save for a simple, tight collar of black leather inset with a small circle of silver engraved with the letter L.  Ferrl kept his expression carefully neutral as she laid out the meal, the body servant discreetly exiting as she replaced him, the girl looking directly at neither he nor Lachier.


He waited until she finished, thinking that she’d withdraw to wherever she’d come from, but instead she simply knelt down on the grass a short distance to the raccoon’s left, her gaze downcast and her hands laying lightly upon her thighs.  The skunkette seemed perfectly calm, her tail held steadily high and not twitching with the slightest hint of nervousness as she watched the grass, so this wasn’t, evidently, anything new or different to anyone except Ferrl himself.


The prince was already filling a plate with a number of fried eggs and several links of sausage, the smell of the excellent fare also reminding the wolf how hungry he was, so Ferrl pulled his plate closer and selected a few choice-looking slices of fruit as he addressed the prince, “I guess I broached the subject just in time… because that, there,” and he slipped a bit of peach from his fork to point with it, “is one of the main things I wanted to ask you about.  There are no slaves in Dachiland, as far as I know.  Their existence here, though, came up in passing while one of my tutors was explaining the exact position of my new-found rank in this society.”  The only sign that she knew she was being talked about, from the nude skunk, was a single, faint twitch of her muzzle.  The wolf could only guess that she was very well trained, resigned to her position, or both; she didn’t seem in the least bit uncomfortable, though it was hard to tell given her stance of submission and patience.


“You mean Pai here?” the ‘coon replied, shrugging and cutting a bite from a sausage, glancing down at the skunk and chewing as he thought.  “Yeah, she’s a slave,” he continued after swallowing.  “The institution of slavery is well-established in Drachath.  She’s a slave, she was born a slave, and she knows she’ll die a slave.”  He addressed the skunk directly, “Pai, you will answer any questions this knight asks of you this morning.”


“Yes, Master,” she immediately responded, softly and still without looking up.


“Pai’s one of my favorites,” the prince continued to Ferrl.  “I’ve had her since I was ten and she was nine.  She comes from one of the best slave training and trading houses in the country.  I’m certain you noticed how wonderfully behaved she is…”


Ferrl nodded, reaching out to spear a chop of some sort with his fork, “I have, actually.  You know I don’t have any basis to judge by, but even I can see that she’s good at what she seems to be meant to do.  Tell me,” and he added a pair of eggs to his plate before setting to slicing up the cut of meat he’d selected, “what rights are involved, with slaves?  I don’t expect that very many of those rights are theirs, mind you,” and Lachier chuckled, “and I’m not about to debate the morality of the institution…  Morality, plain and simple, differs from one kingdom to the next, and as this is acceptable here, far be it for me to question its rightness in the very home of the kingdom’s ruler.  What should I expect, though, when meeting a slave?  How should I react and treat them?”  He chewed and swallowed a bite of the chop, which turned out to be delicately seasoned lamb to judge by the flavor, then added an afterthought, “And how do these rights and expectations vary based on a specific slave’s ownership?”


Lachier, well into his own meal, kept eating as he thought about these questions, several moments passing before he replied, “I know I already said something to this effect… but you are quick on the uptake.  If my lovely little Pai is the first slave you’ve ever met, I’d expect you to be reacting a bit more… negatively, questioning me as a person and the kingdom as a whole as to why we’d choose to keep such a creature as a non-citizen.  Pai,” he addressed the skunk again, “tell Sir Ferrl his general rights regarding your person while I’m eating.”


The skunkette nodded once and looked up toward Ferrl, though she didn’t meet his gaze, “I am his highness’ property, sir.  I must call you and all other citizens, of any rank, ‘sir’ or ‘ma’am,’ saving the term ‘Master’ only for the prince as it’s he who owns me.  Any citizen, of any rank, may tell me what to do and I must do so to the best of my ability unless superseded by the orders of my Master or a higher-ranking citizen I might already be carrying out.  My body is free for touch, use, or punishment by any, in any sense they desire.  If I fail in any task, anyone may punish or kill me.  Any citizen may punish or kill me simply for their own pleasure, as providing that pleasure is my duty as a slave.”  She listed these increasingly inhumane details with no hint of self-consciousness or regret, which shocked the wolf far more than the conditions of her servitude themselves.  “Those are the rights of all citizens in regards to slaves,” she continued, “but I am owned by my Master, Prince Lachier.  No penalty can be brought against any citizen for their actions against me as a person, as I am not; I am a slave.  My Master, though, is justified in seeking recourse as is any property owner, should their property be damaged or destroyed through the willful actions of another.”  She dipped her head again, gazing at the grass anew as her explanation ended.


The raccoon paused in his eating again to smile down at Pai, reaching out to cup the back of her head and scritch behind one ear, “Good girl…  You answered very well, and covered aspects and details that I thought I was going to have to provide myself.”


Pai chrrred low in her throat, her eyes sinking closed and her head tilting to press into her owner’s touch, her appreciation of his praise and affection clearly genuine.


Ferrl smiled at the display even as he digested what he’d been told.  Finally, he glanced up to Lachier, “She did explain it rather thoroughly, didn’t she?  I think I’ll ask one more question though, one of those you’d expect from the country bumpkin I’m supposed to be.  Not, of course, because I’m interested in the actual answer to an ignorant question,” and he and the prince shared a pair of grins at that, Ferrl deciding at that moment that his offer of friendship was as good as sealed, “but because I’m just curious as to the point of view of one whose upbringing was vastly different from either of ours.  Pai,” he asked her, “do you like being a slave?”


The young skunk considered the matter for a long moment, but still answered in a timely fashion that, the wolf suspected, stemmed from an indoctrination in quick obedience to avoid punishment that had been part of her life for so long that the punishment itself never directly crossed her mind; she simply obeyed quickly, “I count myself fortunate that I have a good Master, sir.  He is kind to me when I do well, and only punishes me when I am clearly at fault.  He rarely asks anything that is difficult or beyond my abilities, and he makes use of me frequently enough that I never need wonder whether I’m his favorite as he says.  No slave could ask for more, sir.”


Ferrl nodded while the prince gave his mephit slave another affectionate scritch, the knight smiling down to her and musing, “Another good answer, Pai.  If that’s what slaves are taught and how they’re brought up, I’ll have no difficulty accepting their place in this society I must join.”


Lachier finished his breakfast and pushed his plate away, remarking while the wolf dug into his own anew, “There’s only a bit more to it than that…  Pai, here, we call a ‘natural’ slave.  She was born and raised specifically to serve.  There are other slaves, though, who were either sentenced to that lifestyle in punishment for a crime, or were sold into it as children by destitute parents.  That particular aspect, even we of Drachath occasionally frown on, but it’s allowed for the greater good.  There’s always a demand for new slaves, and they fetch a very good price by the standards of the lower class, so the money helps the remaining children in the family live a much happier life.”  He picked his teeth with the tip of a small knife as he thought for a moment, then added, “Also, while far rarer, someone can sell themselves as a slave.  The money is kept in trust for them, and the slavery is for a specific length of time, say, five or ten years.  It’s really not that much, though, even taking into account the fact that they’ll receive food and shelter for that time at no personal cost.  There are no enforced standards as to how slaves must be kept, so even if someone was taking that route to avoid being reduced to homeless begging on the street it’s not a guarantee that they’ll live well.  Or at all, really, as their owner or anyone else can take their life on a whim.”

Ferrl nodded as he ate, pausing only to comment, “A move of desperation, then.  It’s a gamble between life and death, but I can see some situations where people might be faced with death alone which could make the odds seem favorable.”


“Exactly,” replied the prince, “and that tends to be the kind of person who does that.  Now, finish your breakfast.  You’ve got interviews with the captain of the guard and one of the high-ranking mages, today.”
* * *

Bakar, captain of the palace guard, was a stocky, middle-aged ermine with an air of businesslike competence surrounding his every move and word.  His ‘interview’ with Ferrl was very… direct.  As soon as the page who’d escorted the wolf to the dusty, stone-walled practice yard had left, the captain pointed to a cloth that had been set out, where a diverse assortment of weapons, all expertly crafted and polished to a fine gleam, lay.  “Choose one,” he directed, “and try to kill me.”  He didn’t even bother to put any special emphasis on the word ‘try.’

Ignoring the weapons for a moment, Ferrl glanced over the thick-bodied soldier…  He was unarmored but wore a sturdy leather jerkin and matching breeches, an emblem inlaid over the left side of his chest.  The wolf didn’t recognize the specifics, but guessed that it was meant to convey the otherwise plain-looking man’s rank and position.  He was armed, of course; an average sword hung from his belt in a worn scabbard, a dagger was tucked through a loop opposite it, and the hilts of smaller knives peeked out of the tops of his supple boots.


Turning to survey the available weapons, Ferrl immediately dismissed most of what was available out of hand.  A chain-mace, for one, would be all but useless in his hands without training.  The sunlight gleamed temptingly from the large, curved blade of a long bardiche, but the weapon itself was a bit too slow and bulky for the speed with which he knew a mustelid could move.  The same went for most of the axes, which he knew he could at least wield with some semblance of proficiency, save for a small, well-made hatchet, and that just wasn’t enough blade to work with.  He settled on a short, broad-bladed sword, figuring it would work better than the knives he’d sometimes brawled with while drawing on similar skills.  He picked it up and turned to step away from the collection, then faced his opponent to bow, “I am ready.”


Nodding in reply, Bakar held up one finger, “A moment, though…  Tell me why you picked that blade.  It’s neither right nor wrong, but your reason for choosing it can tell me as much as seeing you use it will.”


Ferrl shrugged, “You’re probably fast, so the heavier, and thus slower weapons would stand little chance of hitting you.  There are lighter arms as well with better range, but they’d take more training than I’ve got to use effectively.  As basic as it is, this oversized knife was really all that was left that might work.”


“Very good,” nodded the ermine.  “I was told that you tended to think things through, quickly and to wise ends, and I’m glad to see that claim proven true.  Now, attack!”


The captain’s sword was out of its sheath in less than a heartbeat, and he wasn’t bothering to take a defensive stance.  Quite the opposite, he was already rushing the wolf, his blade held high.  Ferrl took half a step back to brace himself, waiting until Bakar’s first swing was already on its way before lifting his own sword to parry and forcefully deflect that stroke, spinning in place to face the new angle a blow could come from and ducking to shove his shoulder into the ermine’s chest.  The captain’s breath huffed out of him, but he took another easily enough as he backed off enough to launch two more swings at Ferrl’s head, both intercepted by that short sword and ringing off of it, followed by a short, vicious thrust.  The wolf, his eyes intent and a tight grin on his muzzle, bashed the blade’s flat solidly downward with one tight-clenched fist, the other, wrapped around his sword’s hilt, slamming into the side of Bakar’s head.


The ermine danced backwards, lifting his free hand to signal another pause, panting as he shook his head to clear the ringing in his ears, “Damn, boy…  They told me you weren’t trained, but you’ve certainly got talent.”


Ferrl grinned, shrugging and catching his own breath, “It’s pretty much just tavern brawling…  I’ve always carried a knife, but I only used it to block those of others.  If someone gets me mad enough to fight, I find it much more satisfying to simply beat the living shit out of ‘em with my bare hands once the advantage of their blade is canceled out.”


“That’s actually a good call,” the captain grinned back.  “Too many of the raw recruits I train rely entirely upon their weapons.  The whole body can be a weapon if they’d just pay attention and use it right.  Back to business!” and he lunged again.


The stocky old soldier had been holding back, evidently, as his sword’s slashes and thrusts came much quicker now, with significantly more strength behind them, and he also started using his free hand, feet, and even claws at one point as well, landing a nasty scratch on Ferrl’s arm.  In his own opinion, though, the wolf made a pretty good showing for himself.  What few strikes he launched with his borrowed sword were all easily parried, but he gave nearly as good as he got in the rough-and-tumble department of punches, kicks, and judicious impacts of shoulder and elbow.


The fight ended rather suddenly.  Ferrl had just parried a swipe at his head, knocking Bakar’s sword-arm wide, and had drawn his arm up to follow through with a backhand to the ermine’s temple when, obscured from the new knight’s view by his own arm, the captain’s free hand darted to the broad dagger at his waist and buried it to the hilt in Ferrl’s chest in one smooth thrust.


Blinking, more confused than anything else by the sudden, fiery explosion of pain in his breast, the wolf stared down at the hilt protruding from between his ribs.  A crimson stain was quickly spreading along his favorite doublet, and he could feel the blood filling his lungs even as shock kicked in and he slumped dizzily to his knees.  The last thing he remembered hearing was Bakar’s voice.


“Good job, son; you did better than most.  Healers!”

Chapter 4

“Awaken, sir knight.”

The voice seemed, if a sound could be such, to be seeping through a thick fog that surrounded Ferrl’s mind.  The fog was comfortable, and he didn’t want to leave it, but the words carried a compulsion of sorts that denied his own wishes, and he floated steadily up toward the glimmering beacon of consciousness.  Ferrl opened his eyes and blinked several times at the brightness of the morning sun through the window in his room.  A hint of that fog’s calmness remained, and he placidly accepted the facts that he was back in the room he’d been given and that it was the morning of a new day.  Tilting his head in the direction he’d heard the voice from, he saw Graldik sitting on a chair with the purple robe of his office flowing around it.  He searched a moment for his voice, and was pleased to find it as strong as ever as he asked conversationally, “Wasn’t I supposed to see you for an interview, yesterday afternoon?”


The older cat chuckled softly, “There’s no need for that, now…  I came by to provide energy for the healers, and I was able to conduct my inspection of your mind while you were asleep.  It’s probably better that we did it that way, as your mind is quite strong…  Untrained as you are, the probing that was required might have caused an… unpleasant backlash, purely by instinct.”


Ferrl blinked, then shrugged, “If you say so.  I don’t pretend to understand a thing about magic, and they tell me you’re the local expert on the subject, so I’ve got no reason to argue, right?”


Graldik nodded and stood, his robe shifting almost fluidly with the motion, “Indeed…  You’ve the potential to learn, though, if you wish.  I must go now and make my report to Darolik, Earl of Fariach.  It is he with whom his Majesty the king has placed the responsibility of determining your eventual employment.  I mainly wished to be certain that neither your injury yesterday, nor my probing, had done you any permanent harm, and that is well established now.”  He pointed at the table where a folded piece of parchment sat leaning against a covered silver tray, “There is your breakfast and a note from Bakar regarding your performance yesterday.  A page will summon you in an hour or so to visit your last interviewer.”  With that he turned and left, the door opening untouched to let him out.

The wolf sat up and shook his head, “Weird guy…”  He rubbed through the fur on his chest where he’d been stabbed, blinking a bit as he couldn’t find even a scar, and he didn’t seem to hurt anywhere.  Checking a bit further he found that even the scratches he’d received from the ermine’s claws had disappeared.  “Useful, though,” he added to his earlier mumbled thought.


“Sir Ferrl,” the note began as he sat down after pulling on some breeches, reading as he ate breakfast.  “I’ve already forwarded my report to Earl Darolik regarding your potential as a warrior.  While untrained, you have very good instincts, and should you choose not to accept whatever position the Earl offers you I would be honored to write you a letter of recommendation to any military or mercenary troop you might prefer.  The healers assure me that you will recover from my knife’s thrust.  While I don’t judge you to be the complaining type, many of my own recruits have seen fit to gripe about the fairness of my methods of testing.  Thus, I tell you the same thing I tell them: don’t expect life to be fair.  There are no rules in war once it’s down to you and a clear enemy, only results.  Given your admitted experience in tavern brawls, I can only imagine that you know this already.  Remember it.  You must always be ready to cheat, as the other side does sometimes, and once one person will you can never be sure.”  The tersely-worded note was signed, “Bakar, Captain of the Guard, Fariach,” and imprinted with a seal of some sort at the bottom.


“No hard feelings,” Ferrl thought to himself, “and he sounds reasonably impressed.  Could be worse.”  He folded the parchment back up and tucked it into a drawer in the writing desk, then finished his meal.  Rising then to dress, he searched curiously through the tall walnut wardrobe that held his clothes, and didn’t find the doublet he’d been wearing yesterday.  He wasn’t even sure whether to be surprised that the finely tailored garment, that probably cost a minimum of three months’ wages from his old job, had simply been discarded rather than repaired.  Shrugging, he selected a billowing shirt of white satin that complimented his dark-gray fur nicely, and a maroon leather belt to wrap around it and his tanned breeches.


Having a bit of time to kill, he sat back down and studied the list of titles and ranks he’d made, building a chart in his mind of imaginary nobles and how their hypothetical titles would relate to one another.  It was a pleasant enough way to pass the time, and he was almost disappointed when the quiet knock came at his door.


Rising, he crossed the room and opened the door, nodding to the liveried equine standing there, “You’re here to escort me?”


The page nodded in return, setting out at a brisk walk as the wolf joined him in the hall, “Yes, sir knight.  I’m to take you to the temple.”  There was a very vague hint of dread in the young man’s voice, as if the temple were somewhere he’d rather not go near, but Ferrl decided not to pursue the issue, instead following quietly along through the winding halls of the palace.


Crossing the grass of a courtyard, they entered another building through an arched gateway.  Above the wrought-iron portal, adorning the stones of the wall, were a pair of curved, sharp-pointed, and very brightly polished cylinders of steel, looking almost like a pair of giant fangs.  The entry hall beyond the gate was only dimly lit by widely-spaced, feebly guttering torches, the stonework of the walls a rough, unfinished near-black.


Pausing in a slightly wider foyer, several black-curtained portals leading off in various directions, the page took a distinctly nervous look around and said, “I’ll… leave you here.  The priests have been told you’d be coming, and… they frown on the presence of anyone who lingers without reason,” then bolted at a near run.


Ferrl frowned…  The bleak, gloomy decor of the temple, and the servant’s evident fear of it, both clashed horribly with his memories of the bright and cheerful structures raised in his home kingdom to a variety of Gods and Goddesses.  It was almost certainly the right place… but was it really one he wanted to be in?


His musings were interrupted a moment later by the entry of a black-robed, cowled priest who gave him one penetrating look then beckoned with a finger before vanishing between the curtains once more.  Somewhat bemused now at all the mystery, Ferrl followed, pushing through the curtains and padding down the hall at a respectful distance from the priest.  The stonework, here, was a bit finer, if still an uncomfortably dark gray, the blocks at least squared off as they formed the walls and arched ceiling of the passageway.


The priest stopped at the end of the hallway and silently gestured Ferrl onwards.  Shrugging mostly to himself the wolf padded into the chapel, for that’s what it seemed to be.  It was… small, something of a surprise after the grand opulence he’d seen in the palace.  Four pews in two rows were there, made of dark-stained wood, and there wasn’t a pulpit as such, just a raised platform of the same dark gray stone as the floor.  The walls, at least, were sheathed in pale marble, a welcome change from the gloom of the outer temple, but the far one…  Dominating that wall in contrast if not in size was a carving.  Faceted, amazingly detailed obsidian depicted a face, vulpine in general shape but with longer ears than average and sporting a noticeably protruding pair of fangs of gleaming diamond.  The knight stared at that sculpted face for several long moments, its black eyes seeming to capture his very soul, before breaking off with a shake of his head.  It was just a statue, a larger-than-life artist’s conception of a deity…


A quiet but distinctively derisive chuckle returned his attention to the real world and he looked up to see someone entering through a shadowy arch set into the same wall that bore the carving.  “So, you’re the fool they want me to see…” she murred.  It was her voice more than anything else that identified her gender, as the black robe she wore obscured the figure beneath.  She was, as she walked, wiping her hands on a white towel, staining it bright crimson wherever it touched, and the scent of very fresh blood reached Ferrl’s nostrils.  What sort of temple was this?


It wasn’t until the priestess stopped a yard away from the wolf to look him up and down that he noticed another detail.  While the voice that had addressed him was mature, this woman was tiny.  At only four feet tall, her eartips barely passed his lower ribs.  Shaking off another bout of confusion, he introduced himself, “I am Sir Ferrl, recently arrived, and the various experts and masters around the palace have been evaluating me that Earl Darolik might find some position of employment that suits me.”


The priestess snorted, “Huh.  And now you come to me…  I don’t know why they bothered.”  Behind her, a tail swished irritably, bringing to light another odd detail; she was evidently vulpine in coloration, but her fur was more of a cocoa-brown than the russet the wolf expected on a vixen, and where most were white she was a pale, creamy tan.  “We’ve got too many priests as it is,” she continued, starting to pace back and forth with her tail whipping through the air behind her.  “I keep telling the king and his worthless toadies to find me more women!  How can they expect me to cope with the inherently incompetent?”


Ferrl’s jaw worked as he struggled to come up with a respectful reply, but he was interrupted by a new voice, one that shook him to his bones, *That will be quite enough of that.*  It didn’t seem to even be a sound so much as a resonance against something deep within himself.  *This is neither the time nor the place for Me to repeat the lectures I’ve given you regarding your irrational bias.  Set your pleasures aside for the moment, and for once do your job as My high priestess.*


The priestess turned, of all directions, to the statue and complained in a bitter voice, “Just look at him, though!  This muscle-bound lump couldn’t possibly serve here.  He’s all puffed up with his own importance…  Sir Ferrl, seeing the masters, talk to the Earl!  Probably thinking with his—” and she reeled back as some unseen force struck her like a physical blow.


*I said that will be enough!*  To Ferrl’s amazement, he could see the obsidian face moving, forming the words that shook his being.  The dark eyes focused on him anew as the strange manifestation continued, *I must apologize for My high priestess, it seems, yet again…  She has a strong bias toward her own gender, in all matters, and simply cannot see reason with men.*  A force brushed against the wolf, then.  It was vaguely like the feather-light probing of the Archmage had been upon his arrival… in the way that a hurricane is like a spring breeze.  The power that briefly pervaded his consciousness went far, far beyond what he could comprehend, and he strongly suspected that it wasn’t even mortal.  *Correct,* the ‘voice’ answered his unspoken thought.  *Allow Me to introduce Myself…  I am Kathalla, known among your kind as the Fanged Goddess.  It’s a bit simplistic a title, but I allow it as it serves My goals as well as any other…  You know,* and Her tone seemed almost conversational, if he could just get his mind, shrieking inside in sheer disbelief, to accept the fact that the conversation was with a full-fledged deity, one whom he’d heard stories about that were better suited for nightmares, *you’re quite an item of discussion among My family…  Malia wants you.  Tarragh offered to fight Her for you.  And poor Roxy, She’s deliriously smitten by… some aspects of your anatomy and capabilities…  Don’t worry about Her too much, though; She’s smitten like that an average of twenty times an hour.  But… but it looks like it will be I who gets you.*


Somehow, somewhere, Ferrl found his voice and demanded, “Now wait just a damned minute!  I can accept, tentatively, that you could indeed be a Goddess, but what the fuck could possibly be so important about me that other Gods would be arguing for possession of me?  I’m just one stinkin’ mortal!  An uneducated, ignorant farm worker, at that!”


From one side where she’d fallen, the priestess half-rose and glared at him from beneath her disheveled hood, snarling at the tone he was taking with her Goddess.


Kathalla’s manifestation, though, only chuckled, *My dear, tasty little mortal, it is not you as you are now that attracts Our attention so closely… save, of course, for Roxanarra, as She’s always lived for the pleasure of the moment, but I digress.  It’s your potential that We see.  You could, indeed, become one of the greatest of Our servants, whichever one of Us gets your devotion.  It is My temple, though, that you have entered.  I will have you.  You can accept Me utterly and prosper beyond your wildest fantasies, or reject Me and live a life of pointless mediocrity, but, in every way that matters, you are already Mine.*


The vulpine priestess climbed to her feet, still glaring at the wolf, “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll do exactly as She says.  You’ll end up doing it anyway… and, one thing I’ve noticed about all Gods and Goddesses is that, when They make specific demands, They always follow through with rewards.  Believe me, male, you’ll be better off obeying.”  Her muzzle twisted into a hateful grin, “Though, on second thought, I’d love to see what happens to you if you refuse.”


Ferrl swallowed hard, glancing at the short vixen, then looked back to the obsidian sculpture, “I suppose that, between the two of you, things are clear enough.  I guess I’m Yours.  What’s this likely to entail on my end of the bargain, though?  Your faithful little bitch here seems to be leaning in the direction of offering up my cods as a sacrifice.”


The faceted black muzzle stretched wide, showing well its long, bright fangs, and the resonance within the wolf grew into a sensation not unlike being shaken around by one’s teeth.  It took him several moments to realize… that the Goddess was laughing.  Long and loud.  *No, dear Ferrl,* She finally ‘said,’ *while I will indeed exact a sacrifice from you before you leave My domain, it will not be that.  No… it will be something that would only get in the way, now that you’ve agreed to serve Me.  You have much, already, of what I seek in a worshiper, but your admirable internal strength still extends just a bit too far in the department of morals…  I shall take some of these from you.  Not all, as I have no wish to be served by a monster, but some…*  Sensing his confusion easily, She elaborated, *For one small example, you will no longer see the death of a slave as such an unfair, undesirable event… for the most sacred rite of My worship is death, combining the ultimate, mortal agony with pleasure just as extreme.*


The concept, naturally, repulsed the wolf.  Pain for pain’s own sake?  How could someone possibly experience pleasure while they were being murdered?  Even as he thought about it, though, he felt an almost ‘plucking’ sensation deep within his soul and the briefest moment of anguish as if something infinitely precious had been wrenched away from him, but the echoes of the touch passed quickly, leaving him standing there with an expression of mute bewilderment.


*For another,* Kathalla continued, *the offering of pain or pleasure to those whom you might otherwise not…  A child, or another man…* and he felt another brief wrench as a second piece of his soul was stolen from him, *though there, My touch will be lightest.  Too much of who and what you are is tied to your very natural inclination toward adult females.  Consider the slight lessening, if you will, a gift of sorts, as it gives you the ability to do much which you will find pleasurable that you might otherwise have shunned.  And just a bit more, here and there, to finish My work…*  The sensations of sundering were lighter now, with less discomfort as he grew used to them, and they finally eased off entirely.  *Perfect…  A masterpiece, even.  Go now, My servant.  Those in the royal family here are all also Mine, and they may instruct you how better to serve Me.  You can do naught else, as your very life will now be a service of its own, but I do appreciate the occasional gesture of consecrating an act of pleasure, pain, or the both twined into one as an offering to Me.  Go.*


Hardly sparing a glance at the priestess, who was still straightening her robe, Ferrl followed his Goddess’ command, turning and padding in a half-numb daze out of the temple.
* * *

When he’d found his way back to his room, Ferrl was a bit surprised to see a pair of guards flanking his door.  They snapped to attention as he neared, recognizing his rank, and one opened the door just enough to speak through it, “He’s here, your Majesty.”  A muffled reply came from within and the burly stag nodded, taking a step back, “Enter, sir knight.”

The wolf straightened up, shaking off the last of his confusion from the temple, and entered to find the king and prince seated at his table.  He stepped to what he felt was a respectful distance, then bowed, “Your Majesty, your Highness…”


There were only the two chairs in the room, so the king gestured toward the bed, “Sit, my knight.  I’m told that you’ve visited the temple.  Tell me… how did things go, there?”


Sinking down onto the soft mattress, Ferrl’s muzzle pursed as he considered his reply.  “I’m… not entirely sure how good an answer I can offer for that question, your Majesty, as I still don’t fully understand what happened there myself.  I suppose the best place to start would be the beginning.  The priestess… didn’t like me very much.”


Lachier snorted a chuckle, “She doesn’t like any man, even the priests she commands.”


“So I gathered, your Highness.  It was not her, however, with whom I had a full conversation.”


The two raccoons exchanged a wide-eyed glance, and King Burtak’s tone held notes of awe and respect as he asked, “She talked to you?”  There wasn’t much room for doubt as to who he was referring to.


Gravely, Ferrl nodded, “I still don’t quite believe it myself… but there’s no other way to explain it.  Kathalla has claimed me for Her service, though not, if I understand Her correctly, as a priest exactly.”  He tilted his head to one side, “Actually, that’s the easier part to believe.  I’m still having the most difficulty with how She told me the other Gods were fighting for possession of me.”


The king smiled, “I believe you, though.  Even the mortals in my employ who’ve tested you agree, you have great potential.  I bid you welcome, then, as a brother.  Kathalla doesn’t have nearly as many worshipers as other deities do…  She is neither a good nor kindly Goddess, in the opinion of most, but She does reward faithful service.  Thus, we who serve Her all share a special camaraderie.”  He paused for a moment, then changed the subject, “It is good, though, that She accepted you.  Your talents suggested a certain position to the good Earl, but one that only I could appoint someone to, and it’s not a job I’d give to anyone who didn’t share the crown’s religious affiliation.”  The wolf nodded, ears perked forward curiously.  The king continued, “As a result of your acceptance, you shall be employed as an Agent of the kingdom.  The job, I suppose, could be described as being comprised of equal parts ambassador, emissary, investigator, explorer, adventurer, spy, and assassin.  In short,” he concluded, “you will travel to wherever the interests of the kingdom need a loyal eye or hand to either gather information or set things straight, and do whatever it takes, in your own judgment, to solve whatever problem you were sent to address.”


Ferrl nodded again, digesting this…  “That is indeed an intriguing job, to hear you tell of it.  It will allow me to make use of my gifts, physical and, though I didn’t realize their extent before I arrived, mental, with almost no chance of growing bored to any great degree.”


The prince chuckled and chimed in, “It also pays pretty well, even when you’re not on an assignment.  No kingdom has very many Agents, as it takes a special kind of person to qualify as one, so we take good care of them.”


The wolf grinned and bowed from his seat on the bed, “I’d be honored then, your Majesty, your Highness, to serve in this regard.”


“Excellent,” nodded the older raccoon.  “We’ll see about finding you some suitable quarters in the city, then, as an Agent must always have a comfortable place to call home between their sundry tasks, and then you’ll start training within the week.”

Chapter 5

The strangest thing was that, when he’d recovered from the soul-tearing experience of meeting a true divinity, Ferrl didn’t really feel all that different.  He tried, quite hard, to find some change between his memories of how he’d always been, and how his first-impulse reactions were these days.  The only alteration of any kind that his introspective bouts had come up with was that, as he wandered the streets in search of furnishings and decorations for the smallish, rather plain home he’d found in a decent part of the city, he’d look at the occasional passing female slave, usually in the company of her owner, in open appreciation of her charms without any hint of shame.  Upon reflection, though, this could have been an effect of his learning about slaves and his rights where they were concerned before he’d ever set foot in the temple in the first place.  It was all, he finally decided, very confusing.  He’d gone through an experience that would shake the life of anyone to their very core yet seemed, as far as he could tell, completely unchanged for it.


A faint knocking sound interrupted his musings and he set aside the small jars of spices he’d been organizing in his kitchen, turning to walk down the hall toward the front door.  A smile touched his muzzle as he opened it and recognized the waiting figure, “Good day, Florane; you brighten my humble abode just by being near.  Please, come inside.”

The rabbit smiled back, pausing to offer a shallow curtsy before padding past him, “You’re coming along quite nicely, Sir Ferrl.  A girl could almost mistake you for a gentleman at times.”


Ferrl chuckled as his guest seated herself on one of the cushioned chairs that dotted his den, “It’s not so hard to believe…  I’ve been pondering what happened to me in the temple, and I’m guessing that the Fanged Goddess helped me to accept more than anything else.  Acceptance of my circumstances, of this kingdom and its customs, of the vast change that so suddenly intruded upon my life… and, with that acceptance, I’ve been able to adapt relatively easily.  I won’t go so far as to say that I could mouth polite frivolities with the best of them, but at least I’d get through such a conversation without jumping up and strangling the other guy for talking constantly about nothing at all.”


A brief, faint frown had rumpled Florane’s brow at the mention of Kathalla, but she nodded and smiled at the rest.  “Indeed,” she approved, “you’ve settled into your new life very nearly as easily as if you’d been born here.”  Shifting the pouch she wore draped over one shoulder forward, she opened it and withdrew a sheaf of parchment, “And, while I know it’s been said many times since your arrival, you’re quite bright, and more practical by far than most members of the nobility.  Your suggestion that, rather than bring you whole books to struggle through, I set my students to copying the portions you could best use as practice of their writing skills worked out quite well.  These may be a little sloppier than what comes out of a professional scriptorium, but they’re legible and should answer most of your remaining questions easily.”


The wolf nodded solemnly, having taken a seat across from the lapine teacher, “Quite.  Those questions must be answered, though, if I’m to function as a member of this society.”  Reaching into a pouch at his belt, he felt around for a moment then withdrew a large, heavy gold coin, “Take this, for example…  I’d almost never even seen gold before, much less owned any.  The excerpt from whatever tome that dwells upon the kingdom’s economy that you chose to have copied will give me a much better idea what this sort of thing is really worth.  So far I’ve taken the words of the merchants I was dealing with, and only dealing in the first place with those recommended to me by Lachier, but his Highness has more important things to do than to hold my hand while I feel out the subtleties of the domain.”


“A good call,” nodded the rabbit.  “I don’t doubt that Prince Lachier likes you or that he wants to help you, but even the best-intentioned tutor can get frustrated when constantly badgered by questions one would expect from a child.”  She rifled through her stack of documents for a moment, “Ah, here it is.  A breakdown of our kingdom’s coinage by name, description, and relative value,” and she shuffled that page to the back, “and, if you’ll pardon my improving on your suggestion a bit, a few examples of fair prices for common items in local coin that I had an older student write up as part of her own studies.  The examples in the book the first page came from were… about ten or twenty years out of date.”


Ferrl nodded again, smiling, “No problem there, and I appreciate your anticipating things that might be useful to me.  I’ll gladly lend you my practicality for the raw information I need so badly.”


Smiling in return, Florane shuffled to the next page then frowned, “While I think I understand why you wanted to know about them, these essays on the worship of and service to Kathalla are… a bit distressing.  Now,” and she raised one hand, “I’m not the most devout of worshipers myself, mind you.  I only attend services about once a month, and I only find time to pray, on average, one time a week, but those prayers tend to be to Malia, or occasionally Roxanarra.  I can understand those Goddesses.  Kathalla, though, is just…” and she shuddered, “creepy.”


Ferrl shook his head briefly to clear it of a number of, under the circumstances, inappropriate thoughts that had entered his mind at his tutor’s admission of a passing alliance with the Goddess of Love, before considering her words for a long moment and finally replying, “I respect your point of view, and your right to choose those deities who best suit your personality, but this is, for me, more important than knowing the names of the coins in my purse.  I didn’t choose Kathalla, after all; She chose me, and I’ve got to know just what that entails.  I’m not going to complain, either, about that choice being made without my input, as from what I’ve seen Her claim on me is rather central to the potential lifestyle I now have, and I couldn’t ask for a better career.  I’ll have money, excitement, physical and mental stimulation; everything a man could honestly ask for.  Does it really matter, all that considered, who I pray to occasionally?”


Sighing softly, Florane shook her head, “No, I suppose it doesn’t…” and she rose, brushing her long skirt smooth.  “I’ll leave you to these documents, then, and may you find them less distasteful than I did.”  She set the parchment on a small table next to the thick candle that was already there and turned toward the door.


Her host stood, nodding, and bowed, “Thank you, Florane, for coming by in any case.  This probably marks the end of your service as my tutor, which is likely for the best anyway as my training starts tomorrow, and you’ve my thanks for your assistance in the past and on that table now.”  Accepting her courteous nod as sufficient reply, he padded across the bare wood of the floor to the door and let her out.


Ferrl had barely gotten a chance to sit down and glance at the collection of parchment before being interrupted by another knock at his door, a plainly-dressed feline stopping by to deliver a large block of ice for the insulated cabinet in the kitchen.  The wolf eagerly helped the man move the heavy block he’d ordered, that side-product of the local mages’ guild being a luxury he’d never hoped to afford as a simple farmer, followed in short order by more food arriving, meats, grains, and a few vegetables all being packed efficiently into the storage areas of the dwelling.  A few free moments allowed him the luxury of a couple of hastily-eaten rolls, then the seeds he’d purchased arrived along with a number of tools he’d picked up for a good price second-hand.


Strangely, he reflected as things calmed down again and he started digging up a corner of the fenced yard behind his house, the chore of laying a small garden was… comforting.  Almost all of his jobs, in the four years he’d been on his own, had been at farms.  He hadn’t liked the work very much back then, but now, amidst the bright colors and busy days of his new life, coupled with the fact that what he grew would be his, it felt good to get his hands dirty with the simple, straightforward tasks he’d known for so long.
* * *

The sun was inching toward its evening kiss with the horizon when the prince arrived.  Ferrl looked up from watering his new-planted seeds as the raccoon stepped out through his home’s back door, and he set the pail down to stand up and bow.

“Sorry to intrude on you old boy,” Lachier chuckled, “but you didn’t answer when I knocked, and now I find you out here, back at farm work again…  We must see about getting you a slave or two, to take care of these chores and answer your door.”


Ferrl shrugged, “Maybe, your Highness, on the point of the door, but… I think I’ll take care of this garden myself.  It’s something I know, something I’m good at, and I’ve got a feeling that it might become a necessary refuge as I learn how to be everything from a roving man-at-arms to a spy pretending to be a diplomat.  Those tasks will be strange and probably difficult to learn… so I must have something more mundane to fall back on, to keep my hands busy while my mind sorts through a new round of shocks.”  He stepped over to pick up a cloth he’d used to clean the old dirt off of his hoe and pick, wiping his mud-stained hands as best he could.


The raccoon nodded, his amusement fading to a more thoughtful expression, “I suppose that’s only fair…  You’ve been adapting so well that sometimes we do forget that, a week and a half ago, you were just an ordinary country boy with a flair for finding efficient ways to get things done at a farm.  For the moment, though, after you’ve cleaned up and changed into something a bit more refined,” and he glanced pointedly at the dirty, rough tunic the wolf wore, “would you care to join me for supper?  There’s an… establishment, that you simply must see to believe.  I can guarantee you, it will be an experience unlike any you’ve had before.”


“Alright,” grinned the knight, “I’ll take your word for that, and take you up on the invitation too.  Give me ten minutes or so to clean up and change and you can show me this fantastic place.”


Ten minutes and a change into a dark gray doublet trimmed in silver thread later, they were walking down the cobblestoned main street of the district, flanked by the two halberd-wielding bodyguards who’d been waiting just outside while Lachier had been visiting.


“This may seem a little inappropriate to ask,” the richly-dressed raccoon inquired as they traveled, “but do you have much money?  The place we’re going has a… rather high cover charge, though the food and entertainment are both free.”


Ferrl nodded, patting a smallish pouch tied to his belt, “I’ve got a fair bit left…  Still more than I’d made as a farm hand my entire life put together.  I had been about to spend the evening studying a few things, among them a description of the kingdom’s economy, so I still don’t know what these coins are even called, but judging by what the merchants you sent me to asked for what’s left is a fairly substantial sum.  I took your advice, there, and shopped for good-condition used furniture, and the prices seemed, as best I could figure, pretty fair.  If the opportunity arises, please, thank your father again on my behalf.  His outright purchase of the house itself made things a lot easier.”


Lachier grinned as they passed through the district gates and turned down a side street, “I’ll pass that along.  You’d have been able to buy it yourself with just a few months’ savings, but it would demean you as an Agent if you had to rent some lower-class shack in the meantime.  Show me what you’ve got left in gold.”


“Alright,” nodded the wolf, and he fished around in his pouch, picking out the small, dense coins from their companions of copper, brass, and silver.  Finally, he held out his hand, “Six of the small ones, eight medium, and two of the big coins.”


Pointing out the coins in the same order his companion had described them, the prince clarified, “Half crowns, crowns, and nobles, valued by weight.  The nobles are worth five half crowns, or two and a half full crowns.  Silver works pretty much the same, except that the big coin there is called a ‘wheel.’  It’s not used very much anymore, as it’s relatively bulky, and two of them are worth a bit more than a gold half crown, so one might as well just exchange them for something lighter…  Admission to the club is one gold crown.”


Ferrl blinked once, snagging one of the mentioned coins with his other hand before dumping the lot of them back into his purse, “Expensive meal…”  Glancing around at the somewhat shabby buildings they were passing, he added, “Especially for this part of town.  Just where are we going, anyway?” as he tucked the coin into a small pocket in his doublet, realizing that this might not be the safest neighborhood to go flashing gold in.


The grin he got in reply was broad and mischievous, “It’s a secret…  Only worshipers of Kathalla are permitted to visit or work there and, with the price of entry, the clientele tends to be almost exclusively noble.  You’ll see why when we arrive.  Just remember everything you’ve learned so far about slaves and our Goddess, and you should enjoy yourself immensely.”  He paused outside of an ordinary-looking tavern, its weather-beaten planks in a barely adequate state of repair, and nodded to the guards, who bowed and immediately started marching in the other direction.  “Come, sir knight, and join the festivities…  This isn’t the night of one of the scheduled shows, but things are never boring, here.”


Inside, the tavern seemed completely commonplace… almost.  A short, dimly lit hallway opposite the swinging doors to the kitchen seemed to draw Ferrl’s eye unbidden.  Amidst the shadows near the ceiling, he could clearly make out the dark shape of a stone carving, a detailed depiction of a face he knew all too well, if much smaller than the last one he’d encountered.  The passage over which Kathalla’s likeness presided was barred by black curtains, the only other feature of the hallway being a small alcove, in which a lithely muscular feline—male, Ferrl guessed—sat on a stool, the light from the main room glinting from the steel of bracers and breastplate, two swords, and at least six daggers that the wolf could see.


Behind the curtains, parted by the feline’s paw as he recognized Lachier, was a flight of stairs lit by a single torch, leading a full story beneath the earth to a heavy wooden door.  A second torch sputtered in the small, empty room behind it, the raccoon shutting the one door firmly before opening its opposite.  The light of many candles and lamps flared brightly in Ferrl’s eyes, which had just been getting used to the dimness of the stairway, and he blinked a few times before following the prince, glancing around as he walked.


Everything that the facsimile above was not, this room was.  The walls were concealed behind heavy crimson drapes, hung from polished brass rods between columns of pale marble.  Silver-inlaid brass candelabra lit the periphery of the chamber, while the shallow dome at the center of the ceiling supported a large, intricate chandelier, tiny rainbows flickering where the crystal caught the light, the room as a whole further brightened by the finely-wrought oil lamps set atop each of eight fair-sized tables placed at regular intervals about.  The far wall’s curtain was one continuous piece, or possibly two, bringing to Ferrl’s mind his companion’s earlier comment about some sort of ‘shows’…  It could well conceal a stage, he mused.


The wolf didn’t ponder long on the furnishings, though.  The occupants… now those caught his attention.  Not the small clusters of gaily-dressed nobles at two of the tables, nor the unclad slaves attending them; those earned no more than the briefest glance to confirm that they were, for the most part, simply enjoying a meal.


She was a lioness, that was easy enough to see, the sole patron at a third table.  It was hard to place her age; she was obviously mature, but possessed of the sort of beauty that would probably last well into her forties or fifties before fading, though the wolf had a hunch she was younger than that extreme.  She wore a gauzy sort of headdress dotted with tiny pearls, a pair of pale blue satin slippers, and nothing else.  Her… ‘companion,’ Ferrl wryly labeled in his own mind, wore nothing.  A wolf a bit older, perhaps, than the knight lay on a chair with his head thrown back, panting as the feline rode him, held in place by her strong grip and the stronger bond of rope securing his arms behind the seat’s back.  The lady’s gaze was feral, her muzzle wide in a toothy grin as she chuffed her pleasure, rhythmically pistoning her hips up and down…  Her back was to the newcomers, giving Ferrl and Lachier as explicit a view as either could have wished as the fleshy petals of her sex, already stretched taut by her lover’s sheer girth, were forcibly splayed even further by the lupine’s knot with each of her determined thrusts.  The rapt look on her face aside, she was clearly enjoying herself, well-evidenced by the wolf’s sheath, sac, and thighs, all thoroughly soaked by the dew of her pleasure.  Moisture as well, if of another sort, dotted the slave’s arms and shoulders where her iron grip and careless claws had left faint stains of red amidst his medium-gray fur.


“You were right,” Ferrl murmured to his companion as he wrenched his gaze from the straining couple to follow the prince, “that is something I don’t usually see while out for a meal…”


Lachier tugged a chair out from an empty table for the wolf, then plopped down in one himself, shooting Ferrl a grin, “That?  That’s nothing much…  I’ve seen the baroness in action before.  Trust me, it gets better.”


The wolf chuckled as he turned his gaze back to the tawny-furred lioness, her pace quickening even as her huffing pants deepened, a low, tonal growl edging its way into her every breath.  The moisture matting her lover’s fur was evidence enough that her pleasure had reached its peak several times already, so Ferrl looked to the other lupine to find cause for her increased efforts and concentration…  The slave’s eyes were tightly shut, his mind lost in the pleasures offered by the baroness’ depths, but his own climax was clearly approaching, evident in the tension building along his jaw and cheekbones as he fought for breath.


“Yes…”  The lioness’ voice was a breathy rasp, barely discernible as words as she encouraged her playmate, “Give me… everything…”  Her pace increased still further, her voluptuous body taut with the sheer effort of driving that knotted shaft past the friction of her sex time and time again…  Ferrl had rarely tried to get his knot into or out of a lover while it was at its full size; the stimulation on the wolf beneath the bucking feline had to be incredible… but still she kept at it, working his pleasure steadily upwards through already-unbearable heights.


Finally, the wolf’s body arched and he let loose a howl of the purest pleasure and lust Ferrl could imagine… for the instant it lasted.  Driving herself down one last time, the baroness took the entirety of his shaft and knot into her heat and held him there, one hand flying up to grip the back of his head as she opened her muzzle wide then sank her teeth into his throat.  Crimson jetted over her golden muzzle, his exertions having led to significant pressure from the pounding of his heart, as the feline bit deeper, cutting off his wind and that final call that had marked his climax.  The slave’s body shook, his eyes fluttering open to finally give Ferrl a firm idea of just how intensely pleasure and pain could be blended, as his life kept spraying out over the one who’d taken it, drenching his lover’s muzzle, cheeks, and throat in red, red that trickled down in thick rivulets over her breasts, heaving as she breathed through flared nostrils…


Ferrl could only watch, rapt, as the other wolf’s shuddering grew steadily weaker, the pumping streams from his throat also dropping in pressure, an occasional spurt arcing toward his lover’s chest but, as the seconds ticked by, the majority of his lifeblood simply flowing down to stain his own chest around the jaws still clenched at his throat.  Only when those spurts had ended entirely and his chest had ceased its futile struggles for breath did the feline atop him finally release her grip, a broad, satisfied smile on her muzzle.  Her eyes closed with momentary pleasure as she pulled herself slowly from the wolf’s still-engorged shaft, a rush of mingled seed and juices flowing over her thighs as she rose unsteadily to her feet, leaning on the table and just catching her breath as she gazed over the slave that had pleased her so well.


“That,” Ferrl murmured very quietly to his companion, “looked like fun… even for him.  Expensive cover charge or no, I’ll have to come back here again…”


Lachier returned his gaze with one brow quirked, then nodded with a soft chuckle, “Guess it’s official; you’ve adapted.  Even though it turned out to be a member of your own species tonight, you don’t sound fazed in the least.”


The wolf blinked, then nodded, grinning, “I hadn’t even thought of that… so I guess you’re right.”  He peered over to where the lioness, still all but nude and covered in blood, was sitting and sipping from a glass of wine with a sated smile on her muzzle.  She noticed his gaze and winked, a gesture he simply returned with another quiet laugh.  “I’d been wracking my mind,” he continued to Lachier, “trying to spot the ways that Kathalla changed me… but I guess it takes an objective view to see, as it all seemed so natural, hardly worth commenting on, to me.”


It was a subtle increase in the scent of blood that made him look up again to see the lioness on her feet and already having covered half the distance to his table.  Now that she’d caught her breath her voice was as smooth as silk, deep and dark with sultry promise, “You… you’re that wolf I saw pop out of thin air… with our prince here.”  She gave him a clearly appraising look up and down, “Mmm, quite changed, too, from the farm hand, to judge by your garb at the time, who so suddenly intruded upon our court…”


Taking his cue from her, he gave her body an appreciative glance over in return; her sex was still stretched and moist from its earlier workout, prominent lips still graced with the white hints of the dead slave’s seed, and her blood-drenched breasts, large but not ungainly, had a… perfection to their contours that he’d not been able to enjoy while seeing her from behind.  “Indeed, my lady,” he nodded, “I’ve changed much… though I must admit, there are still things I’ve yet to learn.  On that note, allow me to thank you… for your evening’s entertainment, as much as you clearly enjoyed it for your own reasons, also happened to be the first time I’ve witnessed a slave’s death, and has done much to bring together diverse other details I’ve learned.  It was also, if you’ll forgive the flattery, a beautiful sight to behold.”


The feline’s only reply, initially, was a smirk as she set down her wineglass and quite casually wormed her way between the table and his legs, straddling the wolf’s lap as she settled firmly atop his thighs.  “I’m glad you liked it,” she purred, then.  One arm draped over his shoulder, her free paw took his wrist and lifted his hand from the table.  “Allow me to introduce myself then, sir knight,” she breathed, her voice a low rumble interrupted only by the faintest of gasps as she firmly wrapped the knight’s hand around her wide-spread sex.  “I am Verona, Baroness of Lark’s Reach, a few leagues north of town…  Welcome, lovely knight, to our community.”


Ferrl blinked in mild shock; he was adapting well to his new life, yes, but there was a difference between knowing proper forms of address and suddenly having a nude lady who outranked him in his lap.  He adjusted to the situation as best he could, though, slipping his fingers a little lower to better conform to the warm, moist contours between Verona’s thighs and, in passing, give them a gentle squeeze.  “Thank you,” he almost managed without a hint of a stammer, “my lady.  I’m… honored,” and she giggled softly at that, “to meet with your approval.”


To the side, Lachier was grinning at him, “The baroness, I’m sure you’ve noticed by now, enjoys contact.  All pleasures of the flesh… seem to come to her as naturally and shamelessly as breathing.”


Verona leaned back, her grip on Ferrl’s shoulder firming, to arch her chest outward in a luxuriant stretch, “Mmm, yes…  Your highness’ description of me is… quite succinct, and ever so much more polite than ‘slut of the court.’”  Settling forward again, her motions having left a fresh flush of warmth and moisture against the knight’s fingers, she leaned in to lightly kiss the pad of his nose, “But I’m sure the good wolf here doesn’t mind my taking some slight liberties…  After all, ‘tis hardly an insult to judge him at least as luscious as the pup I just finished off…”


The wolf chuckled softly, “Worry not, my lady…” and leaned down to gently lap at the drying crust of blood covering her left nipple, then glanced back up with mischievous eyes, “for so long as you don’t intend to treat me exactly as you did he, I am ever your most humble and obedient servant, content to live as a support for your lovely derrière.”


Verona’s eyes gleamed, her free hand coming up to stifle a laugh.  “Oh, we’ll get along splendidly, sir knight.”  She grinned, then, playful amusement fading to outright wickedness, “If only I weren’t so spent from that sacrifice… I’d have you do more to my derrière than just support it.”


“Oh really, my lady?” Ferrl asked, brows high with an expression of convincing confusion.  His well-warmed hand shuffled back a bit, nudging a fingertip between the tawny-furred cheeks of the baroness’ hindside.  As he finally found and pressed gently against the crinkled star of her anus, he kept his innocent expression, insisting, “I have no idea what more I could possibly do for so fine of curves…  Groom them, mayhap?”


The cat’s eyes sank to slits, a low growl of pleasure rumbling in her throat as she pressed back against his finger, taking its very tip into the grip of her shadowy ring, “Oh, yes… we will get along…”


Lachier leaned back in his seat, finally getting a glimpse of just what his companion was doing to make Verona rumble so sweetly, and he grinned.  Settling back, he played along with the facade that nothing untoward was happening, “Unless milady has some objection, I should probably take a few moments to elaborate to my companion on the subject of this establishment and its customs…”


Verona scooted forward another couple of inches to better drape her arms over Ferrl’s shoulders, “Mmm, no, go right ahead.  I’ll even help… at least, in the form of not distracting him any more than I am now…”


The wolf licked absently at one of her nipples as it bobbed with the shift, pressing his fingertip further in to just the first knuckle, before turning his attention to the prince.  “I think I can listen well enough,” he smiled.  “I’m… comfortable with the present arrangement between the baroness and myself.”


While the lounging feline chuckled, Lachier simply nodded with a tighter grin of his own.  Pointing toward the table she’d come from, he began, “Note the discarded red leather collar…  Those are worn by slaves who’ve been obtained cheaply and have no outstanding skills or intensive training, so you should never bother yourself as to whether it’s proper to do something to or with them.”  A flick of his hand directed Ferrl’s attention farther back to the line of slaves waiting near the kitchen door for a chance to serve, each wearing only a collar.  The baroness, naturally enough, took the wolf’s turn of head as a chance to cuddle a little closer, where she started gently nibbling along the line of his jaw.  “The black collars denote your more average slaves,” he continued, “more expensive as they’ve been trained for at least a year each in how to do their jobs.  They serve food, or serve as simple sexual partners, but… it is discouraged that you go so far as to kill one of them.  Just discouraged, mind you, and you’ll not even be criticized for dispatching one if it’s a non-show night and you can contrive for their death to be seen as the height of the evening’s entertainment.  White-collar slaves are similar save for the fact that they’re virgins.  Little or no training in the art of pleasure, and unused to it themselves, which makes them ill-fitting as a subject for sacrifice.  They make up for it with other skills though; massage, the ability to aid one of the real chefs, or the like.  Just ask one if you’re curious.”


As Verona’s muzzle wormed its way high enough to tease the inner surfaces of his ear with her raspy tongue, Ferrl nodded slightly, “And if I take a black or white and don’t make it showy enough?”


The ‘coon shrugged, “That’s no great problem.  You’ll be liable for their price, that’s all, minus the crown you’d already pledged for admittance.”  He pointed again as the door opened, allowing the passage of a black-collar burdened with a heavy tray of food, “See in there?  The cook’s wearing a purple collar; that’s sort of the royalty of the slaves, here.  Servants with skills they couldn’t easily replace.  Killing one of those, now…  No matter how good a show you make of it, you’d be charged the full price of another slave with their particular training, on top of your admission fee, the latter going to cover the time and inconvenience of the staff as they scramble for that replacement.  Specially-trained slaves are… expensive, so you’d probably be out several nobles.”


Ferrl nodded again, mindful of accidentally bumping Verona’s muzzle, which was busy planting teasing nips along his throat just where she’d bitten deep into the slave wolf earlier.  “Rather pricey for a moment’s pleasure or pique, so I’d guess that they have a fairly high life-expectancy.”


The baroness pulled back a bit and nodded, a rumble of contentment suffusing her voice, “Yes… and it is usually in pique that they’re killed, though still only rarely, as their training makes genuine mistakes unlikely and deliberate ones impossible.”  She planted a kiss on her lapmate’s nosepad and turned to Lachier, “But, as for those who aren’t expected to live out the week… have you given any thought to a meal, this evening?  I’d be happy to share whatever you choose.”  She gestured toward the chair from which her earlier sacrifice had been discreetly removed, “I’d just have a bit of him, but carnivores aren’t my favorites…  I’d chosen him mainly for the pleasure to be found in a canid’s loins.  I was prepared to suffer through a mediocre meal as a result, but the loss of two to serve three…  That, we can justify, and easily.”


Ferrl quirked a brow, glancing between the baroness and the prince, “I take it that she’s implying that the slaves are also the meals, here?”


Lachier nodded, his grin showing teeth, “Exactly.  It’s not required, but it’s custom.  Just as there’s no rule against waltzing in here and arbitrarily slaughtering every red-collar in the place, we typically limit our predations to one slave each, if even that.  You’ll notice,” and he pointed toward the cluster of nobles helping themselves to the tray they’d been brought, “that there’s not much in terms of vegetables or grains in the meals here…  That is to limit the bulk of waste.  Even a young, slender slave has a lot more good meat on them than most individuals could eat at a sitting.  Consuming what is available is not, strictly speaking, even a suggestion of our Goddess, but it means less to bury or otherwise dispose of in the aftermath of our play that does please Her.”  He paused for a moment, a considering expression on his muzzle, “I suppose, though, that that could be one reason that She doesn’t take exception to the crudity of most of the meals’ deaths…  We play with them a little, of course, but the standard, day-to-day slaughter here for the purpose of filling our bellies is rarely even as fine a sacrifice as how our lady here used and disposed of that wolf.”


Verona nodded, looking a bit contrite, “And I didn’t do that quite as well as I wish I could…  I’ve talked with some of the priests, though, and one of them assured me that he had it straight from Kathalla Herself, that She finds my efforts satisfactory.  ‘Better than most,’ he said She’d called it, ‘and more than frequent enough to make up for your not being a trained priestess yourself.’”  The feline sighed, then leaned in to nuzzle Ferrl again.  “It could be seen as a compliment, I know, but I still feel like She deserves better…  I guess that’s just the mark of faith on my part.”


The wolf took a gentle hold of her side with his free arm and leaned up to kiss her softly on the muzzle, “Take it from someone who’s spoken with Her directly…  If you were in any way inadequate to call yourself Kathalla’s devotee, She’d let you know.”  He couldn’t be sure how, as he hadn’t read those essays and it had never come up in his conversation with Kathalla or Her priestess, but he knew as certainly as the sky’s being blue that he spoke the truth, and that conviction carried through in his tone.


Lachier nodded his agreement, as the lioness let slip a happier sigh and laid her head on Ferrl’s shoulder.  “I’ll confirm that,” he asserted.  “My very first sacrifice was, I knew even then, completely inept, and when, after my second, I was congratulating myself for a significant improvement, She spoke to me directly.  She was…” and he winced even then at the memory, “less than complimentary, and it was more in Her tone and the feelings it elicited than in Her words.  That you’ve gone for so long without a similar experience, calling upon Her with each life taken, you can be certain that She approves.”


Verona smiled, her ears perking up quite a bit, “Thank you, both of you.  That helps.”  With a sigh of another sort entirely, she tensed her rump then lifted it slowly off of Ferrl’s fingertip, rising and pulling out a chair of her own to sit in.  “Now,” she rumbled, turning to face the line of waiting slaves on the other side of the room, “back to the subject of dinner…”

Chapter 6

The interest his tablemates were showing in the slaves and other patrons finally allowed Ferrl a free moment to actually look around, beyond the first impressions he’d gotten before being distracted by Verona’s show, and then Verona herself…  The chamber was roughly square, perhaps fifteen of his long paces wide and deep not counting whatever space was beyond the broad curtains of the stage.  Three main doors were set in the middle of each wall between curtains that hinted at shallow alcoves, though he couldn’t be certain; the end of the stairs by which they’d entered, the door to the main kitchen, and a third that Ferrl at least thought he’d seen a richly-dressed ermine leading a slave through.  Private chambers, perhaps?  Surely, not everyone could be quite so blatant and public in their pleasures as the dear baroness, who’d still made no move to reclaim her clothes, laying in a crumpled heap near her former table.


Glancing back in that direction, the knight was given cause to consider the floor as a white-collared young buck deer was mopping up the last evidence of Verona’s playmate.  Tiled marble, white with bands of gray and gold, was common enough from what he’d seen in the palace… but the seams between those tiles were almost impossible to make out.  Very well cut and fit, and probably important, as any stray puddle of blood or scrap of flesh would soon decay and there was no scent of that in the air; just beeswax candles, fine lamp oil, fresh blood, cooked meat, and the scents of arousal on the part of the patrons and even a few of the slaves.

Ferrl followed his tablemates’ gazes to take in those lined up to either side of the kitchen door, considering…  Yes, indeed, a black-collared raccoon looking to be in her early teens, and, somewhat surprisingly, a black stallion at least as young and in a collar of fatal red, were casting discreet glances around and evidently liking what they saw.  Neither, though, caught the wolf’s interest as anything more than curiosities; he filed away the tidbit that there were slaves that enjoyed, rather than just tolerated, their lot in life, and kept browsing.


Most of those awaiting some form of use were herbivores, though a few omnivores like that ‘coon were present.  Of the dozen or so not currently tending the patrons only one was overtly a carnivore, a husky feline in his late teens and wearing a black collar.  “Not likely that one’ll get eaten,” Ferrl thought to himself, “or, at least, not likely if what I’ve heard about cats is at all true.  His collar says he’s had a little training… and I’d wager that it has something to do with the use of his spines for a lover’s pleasure.”  He glanced up and down each of the assembled servers, judging them as well he could at this distance… then tapped the table lightly to get Lachier’s attention.  “That bunny, second from the end…” he murmured to the prince.  “She’s got almost the same brown and white fur as my tutor in courtly graces, though she’s about two decades younger I’d hazard.  As my inquiries as to a relationship beyond simple teaching fell flat with Florane, I find myself tempted to take out my frustrations on a safe substitute…”


The prince laughed softly, “Oh, but that’s wicked!  And perfectly acceptable, so long as no hint of it gets back to your tutor and you don’t let it affect your dealings with her, yourself.”  He glanced quickly along the row once more then nodded, “Verona, love, feel like a little rabbit tonight?  She’s small enough that, between the three of us, we won’t just be taking her choicest bits and throwing away the rest… and I suppose I should mention that you’ll have to see her off to the kitchen with only our half-taught knight for company, as I have got to take that ‘coongirl to one of the back rooms for a bit.”


Come to think of it, Ferrl noted to himself, the occasional glances the slave in question was casting in Lachier’s direction indicated that the attraction could be mutual.  A bit fearful on her part, perhaps, but that was to be expected…  She certainly seemed to be thinking of something in particular that involved the prince in some way.


Verona nodded, smiling, “Oh, I think she’ll do quite nicely.  Go off and have your fun, dear; you should have nearly an hour, at the least, before she actually shows up as our meal.  And as for Sir Ferrl’s inexperience, well… that stallion at the end…  I’ve spoken with him a little.  If he’d but been born as something with sharper teeth, he’d probably be putting on the official shows here.  The staff has no idea how talented he is, all told.  Perhaps… yes, perhaps his assistance of Ferrl and myself with the rabbit might point that out.  I’d certainly love to see him in a purple collar,” and she closed her eyes, shivering in remembered pleasure, “if nothing else, to be relatively sure he’d be available for a long time to come for more… focused delights.”


Lachier smirked and play-batted at her shoulder then reached down to pinch and slowly tug one of her nipples, a glint of genuine affection in his eyes, “Always the sensualist… but that’s why practically everyone in the court loves you so.”


The lioness giggled wickedly, stroking her palm down the fur of his arm to press his hand more firmly against her breast, then let go.  “Always,” she agreed.  “You enjoy yourself your Highness.”  Turning slightly, she caught the gaze of a mature mouse in a black collar and beckoned her over.  As the rodent approached, Verona murmured to Ferrl, “One bit we forgot to mention…  See the gold clasp on her collar?  That means that she’s one of the ranking slaves; the collar itself, and its color, still applies in all of its ramifications, but any fines incurred for killing a gold-clasp are doubled.  On the bright side, they’re who you look for to place orders, make requests, or just inquire about anything you’re curious of.  They’ve explicitly been granted leave to be more conversational with the patrons, so you needn’t worry that your questions will be answered tersely or that vital information might be withheld just because you haven’t given your permission for them to speak.”


The mouse had reached them about halfway through the explanation and stood there, head high but eyes downcast.  As the baroness fell silent she nodded, “Mistress is right, Master knight.  If you ever need anything, and most especially if your need involves one of the normal slaves, please flag down a gold-clasp.  We circulate among the patrons when not actively needed.  If Master is unable to get our attention within a minute of trying, let us know that, too, so we can be flogged.”


Lachier snorted, the corners of his muzzle twitching, “Indeed… and you’d never ignore me for the express goal of finding yourself under the lash…”


The collared mouse blushed, ears darkening, “This slave cannot speak for the others, but must admit to having done something of the sort in the past…  Master prince is very good at what he does; this slave couldn’t walk straight for two days.”


Ferrl chuckled softly, “Somehow I am not surprised…  Well, oh ranking slave, now that we have your attention we’ll require a few of those lined up over there…  The young brown bunny with the white chest and spots… she’s to be dinner for the three of us.  The black equine, Verona assures me will be willing to help.  And finally, his Highness wishes the ‘coongirl as,” and he winked to the prince, “a playmate.  As far as I know, all but the rabbit will survive.”


Lachier’s nod of confirmation was answered by one from the mouse, “Very good, Master knight.  I’ll send all three over and a set of pre-cooking utensils.”  With that and a flip of her tail the rodent was off, padding briskly down the row of slaves and murmuring into the ears of the three named, then ducking into the kitchen for a moment.  The slaves were a bit less energetic in their approach, hampered as they were with trying to steal glances at the trio they were to serve without actually looking at them, so the mouse had caught up again by the time they’d reached the table and knelt.  The gold-clasp set a wooden case down on the table, curtsied respectfully (and with surprising grace to Ferrl’s eye, given her lack of a skirt), and was off again.


The prince stood, stretched for a moment, and stepped around Verona’s chair, giving her rump a firm smack in passing, the feline’s only reply a smiling purr.  “You,” he told the other raccoon, standing right in front of her so there could be no mistake as to which slave he meant, “come with me.  Now.”  Her throat worked visibly as she swallowed, then scrambled to obey as Lachier turned on his heel and strode toward the door opposite the kitchen.


“Now that…” mused Verona, “was very odd…”


Nodding, Ferrl could only agree, “I’d say so too.  He shouldn’t have had to emphasize his order, and it was a little too… formal, under the circumstances.  From even the brief time I’ve been able to observe he’s always been rather casual, even cavalier around slaves.”


The lioness shrugged, “We’ll ask him about it when he gets back.  In the meantime…”  Her smile broadened into a grin and she reached down to touch the chin of the stallion, drawing his gaze up to her own.  “We meet again, my young friend…  I remember what we spoke of across the pillows in the pleasure-chambers, and tonight… we shall see whether you told the truth.”


The slave visibly trembled at her words, his broad, thick tongue slipping out to lap at his Mistress’ palm, even as a similar reaction took place at his groin.


Verona leaned to the side to get a better look, not pulling her hand away, and purred her appreciation, “Oh, that prospect does meet with your favor…  Sir knight, I believe we have an assistant, if my little Sil’s getting hard at the mere thought constitutes his volunteering…”


Ferrl chuckled, nodding, and rose from his seat, padding over to stand between and behind the kneeling slaves.  “Enthusiasm like that…  It’s rare enough that we should make a special point of phrasing your hopes for him as a request.  Officially, that is.  I’ll see if… there she is.”  A moment’s looking around let him catch the eyes of the gold-clasp mouse again, and he tilted one ear toward Verona.  The rodent nodded and scampered over for a brief, whispered consultation with the feline.  Meanwhile, Ferrl contented himself with stroking through the rabbit’s silk-soft headfur with one hand and the thicker, satin-like strands of the stallion’s mane with the other.  The occasional soft tremor of excitement still shook the young equine, a glance or two on the wolf’s part suggesting that he was only a year or two into puberty; the rabbit, though, was hardly older, and her body trembled under his touch.  If the room hadn’t been so warm he’d have sworn she was shivering…


He reached around the lapine’s head, cupping her jaw and encouraging her to look up to him as Verona finished her conversation.  “Something the matter, bunny?” he asked quietly, looking into her brown eyes.


The rabbit blinked up at him, her trembling only getting worse as she fought visibly for the courage to finally ask, her voice hardly above a whisper, “Am I gonna die, Master?  The ‘coon… she was taken back there, where we mostly go just for bedplay… and the horse, you an’ Mistress obviously have plans for him… an’ that leaves me, and you haven’t eaten yet.”  She blinked away a tear from the corner of each big eye, “So th-that means I’m… I’m…”


Ferrl exchanged a glance with Verona, who just shrugged and grinned.  Looking back down to the scared bunny, he smiled, not yet replying but instead drawing her to her feet, lowering his hand to the silver clasp on her red collar and freeing the bit of leather to set it carefully on the table.


She watched the collar go, knowing that her Master’s action was answer enough, and her lower lip trembled as she fought back tears.  The reality of her situation warred inside with the fact that she’d always known things would end like this, and her standing orders not to blubber and sob about it… but before that reality could win and spill the tears regardless, a hand stroked down her back, distracting her as it paused not at all for her tail or even rump, deft fingers diving between the cleft of her rumpcheeks to stroke gently along the petals of her sex.  “Ooh…”  Caught off-guard by the actions of the lioness she’d all but forgotten, even the faint pleasure of that light touch was a stark contrast to the pain she’d been dreading and shocked her right out of any urge to burst into tears.


Verona chuckled, “‘Ooh’ is right, little one…  What, did you think we were just going to cut your throat and be done with it?  Of course we’re going to make you feel good first.  Me, the wolf, and this horse… and I can tell you from personal experience that your fellow slave is… quite gifted, both physically and in using what he’s got.  You’re gonna love this…”


Ferrl grinned and caught up one of her small breasts in his palm, capturing her nipple at the crux of two fingers to knead as he gently squeezed.  “Just look at ‘im,” he chuckled, his free hand cupping her cheek and turning her gaze toward the stallion, who was looking back at her and licking his lips as the black, glistening shape of his shaft continued to lengthen and firm between his thighs.  “All that… hell, I’m full grown and I can’t claim that sort of length, nor that flare… and it’ll be all yours, at least once before we’re through.  Think you’d like that?”


Trembling again, but this time not from fear alone, the bunny nodded, her eyes drinking in the sight of Sil’s stallionhood, a whiff of warm musk from between her own thighs causing Ferrl and Verona to look up simultaneously, grinning at each other.


Reaching down to pull his belt free of its buckle, Ferrl let his breeches slip down to his knees as he stepped around the bunny, his other hand still cupping her breast.  “I’ve heard,” he mused conversationally, “that there’s something about bunnies…  That, almost to a one, they enjoy things that most other ladies do not.”


The baroness snickered, “You’re too delicate, good knight.  If you’re referring to whether they like it up the arse… the answer is, equally almost to a one, an unequivocal yes.  I know that, personally, I’m a little odd as cats go for loving attention there, but bunnies…”


The young slave nodded, gulping again, as she bent forward in subtle acquiescence, “Mistress is… correct, as far as I know.  I’ve had few sister slaves who were lapine, so I cannot speak for my species as a whole, but all of us enjoyed being touched or tongued there… and more, I’d warrant, but we were housed separately from the male slaves, so there was no opportunity to observe.  I… liked that ‘more,’ the scant few times I was used that way by an overseer, but…”


Ferrl freed her small teat, reaching up to instead touch a fingertip to her lips, “Hush, dear…  I believe you.  I’d not pay attention to an objection, of course, but you needn’t fall over yourself to tell me that you like it.”  Arching his hips forward, he pressed his swollen sheath and its half-extended member between her cheeks.  “Indeed… what you’ve said so far has coaxed my body into ready compliance with my own half-whimsical desire.  I will take your ass, my lovely little bunny, while our stallion friend joins me by the other route.”


Her only reply was another whimper as she closed her eyes in anticipation and, as he stroked his palms down the backs of her legs and gently gripped, she followed along with his suggestion, allowing him to lift her by her thighs, spreading them wide as she leaned back against his chest.  He, in turn, leaned back against the table, knees slightly bent to lower himself and his burden to Sil’s level.  The young stallion dipped his head in thanks, stepping up between his fellow slave’s spread thighs…  He and Ferrl pressed in almost simultaneously, the equine’s broad, spongy flare from in front and the wolf’s blunt, thick head from behind, the rabbit’s sudden squeal drawing eyes from both dining patrons and the slaves remaining in line.


Verona smiled to herself, watching the young bunny’s lips splay around the black flesh of Sil’s stallionhood, shivering a bit at the fond memories the sight provoked as she took the two steps back to her seat and opened the case the mouse had left.  A glance to the side showed her new acquaintance’s eyes shut tight, his muzzle scrunched up in a blend of pleasure and effort—the rabbit’s hindside was evidently quite tight—so she figured she’d just have to show him the variety of tools and implements in the case some other time.  They were quite diverse, after all, and some of them had uses that took a lot of explaining… but she was, herself, thoroughly familiar with all of them, and immediately located the knife she sought, its thick, textured grip and broad guard looking extremely out of place beneath just over an inch of blade.


Biding her time, she watched contentedly as the knight and the slave thrust rhythmically, sweat staining both foreheads as they fought their way into the rabbit’s warm depths time and time again, their efforts hindered slightly by her occasional, spasmodic thrashing about, head thrown back to pant and squeal her own enjoyment, but the wolf’s grip held firm.


When she’d judged that the slavegirl was nearing her third climax, and that neither male could be far from their own, the baroness reached out to touch Sil’s shoulder.  His dark eyes fluttered open, taking a moment to recognize her as his hips’ gyrations continued unabated, then they focused on the knife she was holding out.  Shuddering from anticipatory as well as actual pleasure, he beamed his gratitude to her and let go of one of the bunny’s hips to accept the proffered hilt.  Offering a smile in return, Verona turned to Ferrl, tapping his shoulder similarly to get his attention, then directed it with a single finger.


Spotting the odd implement in the stallion’s grasp, Ferrl bit his lip to keep back a chuckle that might warn the tight little slave whose humid depths were massaging him so well of what was coming.  He could feel his partner’s flare through the thin barrier between the rabbit’s passages, and he shared a wink with the equine before firming his grip on the girl’s knees, holding her steadily in place… and it was done.  With a slash so perfectly placed that Ferrl suspected either beginner’s luck or a lot of observation, possibly with a little covert practice besides, Sil opened the bunnygirl’s belly laterally, just above her navel, to the full depth of the stubby blade’s razor edge.  Her attempt at a scream came out as more of a high-pitched gurgle, coming as it did in the middle of another protracted squeal as her pleasure’s latest peak rolled its way through her body.  Both of her ravishers were still pumping their rods, almost painful in the length of one and girth of the other already, deeply into her, their mass and the pressure therefrom doing the one thing the cut itself could not, and as ecstasy and agony mingled along her nerves the purple-pink ropes of intestines boiled out of her gaping wound, catching on and draping over the point of her joining with the horse in front of her.


Sil’s eyes were bright with unholy glee as he watched and felt the rabbit’s entrails pour over him.  Dropping the knife, he reached into the bloody gash and gripped some more of the hot, slick ropes, yanking them to further encourage their egress.  The passage surrounding his shaft gave a strong twitch, and that was more than enough; between its own warm, wet tightness and the visible and tangible fulfillment of so many of his fantasies before him, his pleasure peaked, shaft and flare both pulsing as he filled the gutted rabbit with equine seed.


Ferrl, if without the horse’s obvious fetish-response, found the sudden outpouring of innards surprisingly attractive, grinning as the youngster’s thrusts stopped and he whickered his ecstasy to the room.  Though bleeding heavily from both the slash that had cut through skin, fat, and abdominal muscles, and the veins serving her digestive tract as they were pulled away from their purposed targets, he figured that the bunnygirl still had a fair bit of life in her, so kept thrusting, giving her what pleasure he could while she was still with them, and considered the specifics of her approaching demise…  He didn’t particularly want to let go of either of the girl’s knees to take up any of the implements offered by the case in his peripheral vision, but that very consideration offered an idea of its own, and he brought his arms together, lifting and spreading her legs even further until they were draped over the cruxes of his elbows, which were nearly level with her small breasts, jiggling as they did each time he drove his thick shaft up her pleasantly tortured anus until it was stopped only by his knot’s girth.


He continued to simply enjoy the tight ring’s massage as Sil’s climax played itself out, wanting to give the youth a good view of his plans’ results.  When those dark eyes fluttered open again, he waited a moment longer until they focused on his, then offered a slow, conspiratorial smile…  The bunny was moaning softly at this point, squeaking occasionally as he drove into her, obviously in severe pain but just as clearly still deriving a measure of pleasure from his efforts, and he leaned down to nuzzle one of her ears then murmur, but not to her, “Kathalla…  I know not the proper forms of address, as I was spirited to this place before I could study them, but this life… this pain and pleasure… are Yours.”  The forearms he’d freed reached up as he spoke, fingertips stroking under the rabbit’s jaws in an affectionate caress, but as he finished his prayer he dug his claws in and yanked downward in a single, strong jerk.  Though not particularly sharp, those claws had enough strength behind them to tear deeply into the slave’s throat on their way down, jetting crimson following in their wake and arcing onto the chest and muzzle of the suddenly wide-eyed equine.


Squealing almost as if he’d climaxed again, Sil leaned into the flow, bathing ecstatically in the older slave’s lifeblood even as she keened, caught between the pain of her wounds and the insistent pleasure that continued to intrude upon her agony as the thickness spreading her hindquarters continued to piston in and out and the more comfortable mass filling her sex renewed its twitching against her sensitive walls.  Sensation, pleasant and otherwise, had drowned out the muttering near her ear, and nearly did the same for the corner of her mind that was screaming at her that she was already dead and had but moments left to regret it, but the voice of that sensation proved to be the louder in the end, and disbelief joined in drowning out that message of finality as she felt her loins tense a fourth time, bursting in another fiery flood as pleasure wracked her body anew.


Ferrl’d timed his slash primarily with the onset of his own climax, and the sudden twitching, rippling pressure of the rabbit’s bowels was more than enough to push him over the edge, his attempt at piety forgotten as he tossed back his head and howled.  Forgotten by him, perhaps… but not unnoticed.  As he came back to himself to the sound of his fellow patrons applauding and the sight of both Verona and the blood-soaked little stallion grinning, a voice that was no voice intruded as well, *A lucky guess, perhaps?  Not the formal ritual, of course, but certainly more than acceptable… and accept this sacrifice I do, with pleasure My little mortal…*


His two companions, the third having expired toward the end of his blissful rapture, were peering at him with expressions of confusion at his wide-eyed stare into nothingness, and he blinked once and shrugged apologetically, “Sorry; I was just getting a bit of commentary of a rather distracting sort.”


Verona’s eyes widened as well, “Oh, my!  I envy you, sir knight…  She almost never compliments someone on their first try, and if that ‘commentary’ had been anything but complimentary it would certainly have shown on your face!”


The mouse in the gold-clasped collar was nearby as well, and mused, “Officially, despite this establishment owing its very being to Her, we don’t factor Kathalla’s judgment into our rules and procedures… but in this case it serves to confirm what the other patrons have already suggested; your threesome with the bunny, and her end, were all quite good, and your cover charge is halved as a result.”  Turning to Sil, she smiled, holding out a collar of purple-dyed leather with a silver clasp, “As, of course, is the baroness’, as her suggestion has proven to have much merit.  This little horse has a sadistic streak all but unknown to his species, and it must be made use of; he’ll be assisting in the official shows from now on.”


Verona’s expression was of the sort of satisfaction that only felines could fully radiate, and Ferrl dropped one of the rabbit’s limp legs to reach out and pat Sil on a bloodied shoulder as he worked on removing his old red collar, “Congratulations!  That was excellent aim on that slash, and I look forward to seeing you at play again.  You were a very good partner tonight.”  Absently, he pulled his softening shaft from between the bunny’s cheeks, a slight initial resistance indicating that he’d managed to ram his knot past that tight ring at some point in his pleasure-haze, and let her lifeless body fall onto the mound of her entrails.  He had to snort, then, in mild self-amusement as he realized: he’d never even learned the girl’s name.  Not that it mattered, of course… but the fact that he’d had the thought at all suggested that his Goddess had told him the simple truth, that She wasn’t going to change him so profoundly as to become a monster and thus a goodly portion of the only slightly crass farmboy he’d been still remained.


Sil turned his head to lick once at the knight’s paw in thanks, then again at his own fur, savoring a taste of fresh blood, before withdrawing, darting one fond glance at Verona as he fastened his new collar on his way back to the line of slaves.

Chapter 7

Having left two half-crowns and one crown on the table behind them, Ferrl, Verona, and Lachier stepped out into the chill darkness of the night.  The prince’s guards had been waiting for him on a bench outside, and the party made their leisurely way toward the center of town where the palace lay, Ferrl’s upper middle-class dwelling conveniently in the same direction from this district.


“I couldn’t believe it when I came back to find that you were the man of the night,” Lachier commented, “but then they served the meal…  After you’ve been there a few times you’ll learn to do so yourself, but I could taste it.  That bunny’s pleasure was peaking even as she died, something I’ve found very difficult to arrange without resorting to a stab or blow directly to the sacrifice’s brain.”

Ferrl chuckled softly, but shrugged, “I just did what seemed natural…  I suppose we all have our gifts.  You didn’t do so badly in your night’s endeavors yourself, I should point out, your Highness; that ‘coongirl was walking with great difficulty as she left the playrooms.”


“Which didn’t keep her from doing her best to run,” Verona added with a smirk.


Lachier simply looked… complacent, as they passed through the arch of one of the stone walls that kept the city’s districts separated, the quality of the homes and shops going up another notch.


“Oh, sure, smirk all you want,” the lioness quipped, though she smiled as she said it, “but Ferrl and I both want the whole story eventually…  Your behavior just before taking her to the back room was… strange.”


The ‘coon took a moment to turn around and gesture to his guards, who dropped back out of earshot.  Glancing between his companions, then, the prince was obviously considering something for a long moment… and shrugged, looking apologetic as he spoke softly, “I think I will tell Sir Ferrl, actually… but it will have to remain a mystery to you, my dear baroness, and for that I’m honestly sorry.  It’s… a very sensitive issue, really, and you’re on speaking terms with too many among the nobility to risk any kind of a slip.”  He held up both hands to ward off her hurt, accusative glare, “I know, I know!  You wouldn’t blab, exactly… but all it would take is one little word and more trouble than I’d like to think about would arise!  In any case you’ll never see that particular slave at one of the playclubs again, though she’ll probably live at least as long as I will.”


Ferrl looked confused, but Verona’s expression was… calculating.  “I think I’ve got a suspicion already, just from that much… and if it in any way resembles reality, trouble is exactly what you’re courting.”  She dipped an abbreviated curtsy without breaking her stride, “You’ve my word, your Highness, that I won’t mention my speculations to anyone at all.”


Nodding in return, the ‘coon continued on in silence for the last few houses before Ferrl’s.  Pausing outside of his front door he addressed the knight, “If it’s not any trouble, stop by the palace sometime in the next day or two.  I’d like to talk to you, and the sooner the better, as your training schedule won’t hit its full stride for a week or more yet even if it technically starts tomorrow.”


The wolf sketched a passable bow even as he drew his door key out of his purse, “I’ll try, my friend.”

“Thank you, and rest well.  I’ve got a feeling you’ll need it,” Lachier finished with a grin, then turned to offer his paw to Verona.  Arm in arm, her head resting on his shoulder, the prince and the baroness headed back toward the palace.
* * *

“You’re late,” growled Bakar.

“It’s nice to see you again too,” chuckled the knight.  “It’s the earl’s fault, anyway; I had to see him to determine with whom my training started, and he chose to start a fairly lengthy meeting with someone else just before I arrived.”


The ermine considered this, then nodded, “I can accept that.  Our king rules the nation, but the earl administers this city in his name, and any capitol is a large and busy place to manage.  Still,” and his gaze firmed, “you will be here the second hour after dawn from this point forward until such time as I judge you fit.  When you can defeat me and my three best guards, all involved wearing full armor, you might warrant that judgment, but as you are right now I doubt you could best a simple five-mile run in that same armor.”  Bakar smiled slightly, “Not that you have your armor yet, sir knight… but there’s plenty we can do without it!”


Other than to nod, Ferrl didn’t get a chance to reply before the old soldier turned and, gesturing for him to follow, led him into one of the indoor training salles scattered about the guards’ enclave.  It was fairly small, just a nearly-empty room well-lit with skylights and with sawdust scattered over the floor, smelling surprisingly fresh when compared to the worn wood of the floor and walls.  “This was our first practice hall,” the captain explained, “so it doesn’t see much use.”  He pointed at the bench at the far end, “As all of the fancier aids to training and practice are in the newer salles, this one’s good for simply working on raw strength and endurance, unspecific to any particular weapon or technique.  Put those on.”


Padding over, Ferrl found arrayed on the bench a collection of broad, short leather belts, bulging with pouches stitched onto one surface but bare on the other.  “Forearms, biceps, calves, and thighs,” the ermine explained tersely, pointing at four pairs of belts in turn.  “Then run around the room, or back and forth, or simply jump up and down waving your arms.  It doesn’t really matter; just keep moving and I’ll be back in an hour.”


The wolf found, upon picking up one meant for his forearm, that the thing weighed several pounds; those pouches covering the outward side of the belt held, as best he could determine, large numbers of small lead balls or something as heavy and prone to shifting under the hide.  Shrugging, he took off the light, fine robe he’d worn to cover the crudest clothing of his wardrobe, as he’d figured that something strenuous was in the works before he’d even gotten dressed, and started strapping the weights onto himself.


“I’m glad to see you weren’t the fool your outer finery suggested,” Bakar commented with a grudging nod, then left.


The first ten minutes weren’t too bad.  The second ten were merely difficult, as the knight pranced back and forth across the room with an extra fifty pounds or so hindering his usual ease of motion.  The third ten were pure suffering, as he fought to keep muscles moving that seemed intent only on burning or falling down like the lead wrapped around them.  The remaining half-hour, he learned that he’d only thought he’d been suffering.


Grace was but a memory.  Speed had left to join it shortly afterward.  Woodenly, Ferrl trudged from one side of the room to the other, somehow keeping his arms in motion as well when they wanted nothing more than to hang limply at his sides, then turned to start it all over again.  His body’s protests were an unending shriek, nothing penetrating his consciousness beyond raw pain and the need to, somehow, put one foot in front of the other again.  He didn’t even notice the door opening or the ermine standing there, watching him.


It was only a hand thrust out in front of him that finally got his attention.  “You could have stopped ten minutes ago.”


The wolf blinked dumbly down at the arm as he shuffled to a halt, his gaze following it up to the shoulder it was attached to, and then to the head it took him a moment to recognize as Bakar’s.  “Sorry, Captain… I guess I’m a bit tired; makes it hard to think…  I thought I was in decent shape, but… well, I guess that’s the point of this, isn’t it?  To show me that I’m not?”


Bakar snorted, “The point was for you to collapse halfway through, three quarters if you’re lucky!  New recruits just don’t have the endurance needed for a protracted running battle, and this is as close as we can get to simulating one without actually involving weapons-work.  But here you are, still on your feet and moving…  Now, in a skirmish-and-retreat or offensive guerrilla situation, you’d be moving and working for far more than just one hour, carrying your pack of supplies, your armor, your weapons, and possibly part of those of one of your wounded comrades as well, but you’re closer to being able to survive that than most!”  He held out a towel, “Here, wipe off the sweat.  I’ll have someone bring you a light snack… then go home, bathe, rest, and eat a meal with plenty of meat and I’ll see you again tomorrow.  You’ll be doing the same thing you did today, and technically for longer, but we’ll break it into three half-hour segments with rests in between.   Building endurance is not exactly the same thing as testing the limits of what you already have!”


Nodding, Ferrl flopped exhaustedly down on the bench, fumbling to get the weighted belts off of his forearms just to be sure he’d be able to lift them far enough to run the towel over his head.  Now that he’d stopped moving, he realized he didn’t feel too much worse than after a particularly hard day at the farm…  He could handle the work to improve his physical condition, he decided, and that served to brighten him further.


“If you haven’t already,” Bakar suggested, “get yourself a slave who knows massage.  That’ll help with the aches you’re bound to have every morning for the next few weeks.  Also, while I know it might be hard right now, remember the order of things I suggested; a light meal right after working, as your body’s still tense and strained, then eat more after you’ve rested to fully replenish your energy; don’t ever show up here for a workout with a stuffed belly or you’ll only lose it.”  Content with the dawning light of understanding in his student’s eyes, the captain left again.
* * *

Though feeling much better after a snack, a short nap, and a heartier meal centered around a thick steak of rabbit-thigh (one of only two souvenirs collected the night before), Ferrl couldn’t abide the thought of walking all the way to the palace after what he’d been through that morning.  Thus, the rest of the day was spent studying the parchments Florane had dropped off, then doing a bit of work in the garden as late afternoon faded to early evening.

Left to its own devices as his hands dealt with simpler tasks, his mind wandered over the last day or two of his memories, finding a whim that both fit with his current limits on activity and stemmed from the same suggestion two different people had already given him.  By the time the sun had started to set his tools had been put away, his hands had been washed, and he was dressed in a comfortable, elegant doublet and embroidered breeches as he locked his front door and stepped into the spring air.


It was only a quarter-mile or so from his house to Owned Elegance, the business he sought; it had merited mention in both the list of well-reputed merchant houses and the map of places of note in the city, among the student-copied documents his tutor had left.  He wasn’t certain what to expect, though; as it was so far outside of his previous experiences, his mind conjured images ranging from an oversized shack reeking with the stench of bodies tightly packed in ill-kept cages to a structure fit to rival the palace itself, filled with an exquisitely choreographed, painfully formal dance between patrons, proprietors, and products.


What he got, naturally enough, was something in between.  It was a large building, and well-maintained, but constructed of modest wood with only a bit of decorative stonework around its main entrance.  Had it been entirely of stone and more starkly ornamented, the knight would probably have taken the blocky structure, with very few windows, as the barracks of a large portion of an army.  Most of what windows were to be seen faced the street, and there was still plenty of light and activity visible behind them, so he assumed that they were open for business and strode confidently through the main door.


The air was lightly perfumed, either a very good attempt at subtlety or simple spillover from more heavily scented rooms, and brightly lit with wall-mounted lanterns.  Large, round rugs of a deceptively simple geometric pattern in white and pale ivory went well with the polished oak legs and beige leather of the couches set against the walls flanking the doorway, a slightly darker shade of wood blending the way to the gold filigree accents of the metalwork fronting the room-wide desk behind which the receptionist sat.  Ferrl had to wonder whether she’d been hired specifically to compliment the room’s decor or if it was just providence, but the pure white lady mink in a cream-hued gown certainly went well with everything else he’d seen.


“Name?” she asked in a polite tone as he neared.


“Ferrl.”  The wolf had no idea what the formalities were, here, so decided to just follow along with whatever seemed to be expected.


Nodding, the mink asked again, “Rank?”


“Knight.”  This earned him an odd look, and he mentally kicked himself for forgetting the ‘sir’ to which he was entitled.


“Type and number of purchase?” she asked, still sounding polite but with a hint of suspicion detectable as well.


Ferrl could understand that, given the mistake he’d made; someone pretending to be what they weren’t, in this case a noble to possibly demand rather enjoyable ‘demonstrations’ from extremely talented (and expensive) merchandise might very well have made the same sort of slip.  “One house-slave,” he answered promptly enough, regardless, “possibly trained in massage, but mainly for more mundane duties.  Breadth of knowledge a plus but no outright expertise required.”


The receptionist’s lips twitched downwards as she did her math; this customer obviously wasn’t going to spend much even if he wasn’t the opportunist she’d suspected, so she reached for the second-left-most of the wooden knobs dangling from thin ropes along the desk beside her seat.  Giving the bell-pull one quick tug, she turned back to the wolf, “Please have a seat; a guide will be with you shortly to help you make your selection.”


After a minute or two spent relaxing on one of the couches (and wondering just how they’d been made; the stuffing was much more elastic than he was used to, while the leather itself had a suppleness that didn’t fit with the shiny finish of its surface), one of the doors on Ferrl’s side of the desk opened, a somewhat grizzled, middle-aged otter stepping through.  His clothes were well made, but noticeably less so than the mink’s gown, and it was to her that he first looked.


“The knight here wants one from section H, probably grade two or three,” she told him.


Nodding, he turned toward the wolf, “If you’ll come this way, sir knight?” and padded through the door.


The hallway was utilitarian, if well-made, lacking the waiting room’s tastefully understated opulence.  The otter mused conversationally as he led his customer, “We don’t do much business in house slaves…  Our specialty is, of course, the production of pleasure slaves of the very highest caliber!  But, given that reputation for quality, a few people occasionally assume we’ll do just as well in other areas, so we try to keep a diverse enough selection to accommodate…”


The wolf nodded, “I suppose I can understand that…  I guess I should mention that this will be my first slave, and that I’m only recently arrived in the kingdom; I didn’t know your reputation or specialty, only that you were the closest slave house to my own home and that I’ve had a tiring day.”


Brightening, the salesman nodded, “Ah!  That does explain a few things, sir knight.  To be honest in return, I’m the very lowest-ranked of our staff of guides; the bell-pull to summon me is right next to the one that calls the guards to throw someone out when there’s to be no sale at all!  The lady out front must not have been very impressed with you to have called on me, but at least she didn’t reject your business entirely.”


Chuckling, Ferrl nodded, “There is that.”


They hall ended in stairs running in both directions, and the otter continued as he led the way down, “To improve your education, then, all of our pleasure slaves are taught basic house skills as well, but even those who fail their erotic training badly enough to keep them from being sold for that purpose aren’t given too much more; if one shows a distinct aptitude for it, we tend to wholesale him or her to a house that specializes in that sort of thing.  The Serving Man comes to mind, though Bearers of Burdens is another option if you need a good menial.”


“I’ll keep them in mind if I can’t find anything here,” the knight nodded.  “As I told the mink, though, I’m not looking for any great expertise.  The specific situations that prompted suggestions that I get a slave in the first place involved needing someone to answer my door and possibly give me a passable massage to reduce muscle aches.”


This fetched a raised brow from the otter, “You have a noble title and own property, yet are working hard enough to hurt?  What’s your line of business if I may ask?”


Ferrl shrugged, “Agent of the kingdom, in training.  Physical training, to be precise, and it’s certainly not easy living, I’ll tell you that much!”


The salesman had stopped for a moment to stare, then visibly collected himself.  “An Agent!” he breathed.  “I am indeed honored, sir knight!  If you’d mentioned that you’d have gotten one of our very best representatives and been led through the other door!  And you’d certainly be moving up, not down; our basement is where we keep only the cheapest slaves, not the sort we sell to the upper end of nobility.”  Reading the wolf’s half-confused denial before he could voice it, the otter waved one hand, “I know, you’re only a knight by title… but you’re also an Agent, and as such you can insist on speaking to the king himself any time you desire.  Not even a duke could do that with impunity!  Ah, but it’s clear that you’re admirably modest for your position, so we’ll just continue as if nothing had happened, alright?”


Nodding, Ferrl looked around, “Yes, and thank you…”  The walls down here were stone, set with barred openings between the doors, but through them the knight could see that whatever superficial resemblance they may have had, the rooms to either side were not cages.  They were paneled, for one thing, if cheaply with pine, and fairly well-lit as well, with stuffed canvas mattresses and the occasional wooden stool for their residents’ comfort.  The slaves he saw lounging around those rooms, usually female though a few rooms holding just two or three men were to be seen, wore nothing, not even collars, but the air was warm and smelled clean, and if not completely pristine the slaves’ fur was far from dirty.


“Most of those we’ve passed so far would suffice for your stated needs,” the otter mentioned, taking just a few more steps down the hall before gesturing, “though those in the rooms to either side here are particularly good, the ones that just barely lacked sufficient natural gifts to be sold to a specialist.  Were you wanting a male or a female, or are your needs mundane enough to leave you indifferent?”


Ferrl spared one glance to the left, seeing three or four males hunched over and playing dice with bits of straw as counters, then looked through the right-hand window.  Two skunks, a ferret, an otter, and a vixen were in this particular chamber, one of the mephits talking quietly to the vulpine while the other three ladies lay on mattresses and looked bored.  All looked to be in their early twenties or at least close, and while reasonably pretty none could be called beautiful.  He glanced to his guide, “I’m not sure.  Is there anything you can tell me about any of these here that might make one a better choice than the other?”


The otter shook his head, “Not really…  Some of the ones we passed had something to distinguish them, but almost always in a negative way or they’d be in here with the prime domestics.  The ladies here are all well-trained, and any would serve you well and faithfully, and all of them were the least-bad failures as pleasure slaves, whether their rejection was for poor technique or insufficient beauty.  Except for the vixen they’re all the same price, too, at six gold crowns up front or one a week for two months, with standard cancellation penalties if you choose that route and she dies early.  Vixens always cost more, though even the others would be a more than passably enjoyable lay in addition to her other duties.”


Throughout that reply, the knight had been gazing further down the hallway, his eye caught and his curiosity tweaked by the change from bar-windowed rooms a dozen yards distant.  There, the hallway itself opened up into a fair-sized chamber, one corner of which was occupied by what was definitely a cage, iron bars surrounding two sides of a square perhaps three paces across, unbroken stone walls making up the other two.  “And who or what do you keep down there?” he asked.


“Rejects,” the salesman snorted.  “Complete and utter failures held for disposal, usually by giving them to the temple.  If a slave’s injured badly enough that it would cost more to heal them than they could be sold for, or if they’re constitutionally unable to behave as they must, the temple’ll take them and the house gets a reduction in its taxes equal to half their retail value undamaged.  A quarter, if there’s something wrong with them that affects their ability to feel pleasure or pain.  ‘course, they’re picky about how they define ‘retail value;’ in the case of untrainables we get an estimate of what they’d sell for if we sold them in the first place, but we don’t.  Owned Elegance would never sell a partly- or poorly-trained slave!”


Nodding, Ferrl took a couple steps away from the window bars to get a better view.  “That cub in the corner doesn’t look damaged… and she certainly looks young enough to train.  Have your slave keepers really given up on her already?”  The cub in question was a young vixen, looking to be maybe six years old, who was sitting in the far corner of the cage well away from the ermine (with a badly-broken arm that had never been set properly) and the feline (who bore a half-healed scar just above his sac, where his sheath should have been) that shared the cell with her, boredly sliding two fingers in and out between her trim thighs.


This fetched another snort, “Oh, her.  She had been meant as a prime-grade pleasure slave with two more years of training, but no matter what we did we couldn’t break her little habit.  It’s probably an actual physical defect, and those are extremely expensive to correct; only the best healers, with mages in support, can even attempt it…  Anyway, whenever that one’s pleasure peaks, if there’s anything in her bladder she loses it.  Always.  And she’s a vixen; that peak’s gonna happen pretty frequently no matter what you do.  So, we’ll let her go piss on a priest or two before she dies; maybe they’ll even enjoy it.”


Ferrl quirked a brow, “Just how young do you sell pleasure slaves, anyway?  One would think that a little physical maturity would be needed, just to serve their purpose without being torn open…”


The otter shrugged, “For most species’, yeah, but with rabbits and vixens there’s no such thing as ‘too young,’ or close enough to it that exceptions are rare.  Gotta wait long enough for their minds to be able to absorb and remember all we have to teach them, of course, but we’ll let ‘em go at seven or eight for bunny or fox, nine or ten for most mustelids and their relatives, and no later than twelve for anyone else who’s meant to be sold young.  Our main product line, of course, is trained until well into their teens so they can get plenty of practice with just the sort of physical maturity you were talking about.”


Toward the end of his explanation the little vixen had climbed to her feet and, still hunched over her thrusting paw, made her way to a covered bucket in the middle of the cage.  She opened it with her free hand just in time, as her soft squeal was punctuated by a sudden gout of bright yellow, gleaming in the dim light at that end of the basement as it washed over her fingers.  She shook her paw off, covered the bucket again, then returned to her corner to suckle her fingers clean, seeming to notice at that point that she’d been observed as the reflected light from her eyes held steadily visible from the wolf’s point of view.


“I think I’d like to buy her,” Ferrl told his salesman.


The otter’s eyes glinted with sudden greed, “Well, now!  As I told you, she’s from one of our very best product lines, and as such is… quite expensive… and I already told you that vixens always cost more… but if you truly wish her…”


The knight finally saw a chance to give back one of the snorts he’d been graced with in the last few minutes, and did so as he started ticking off on his fingers, “One, she’s two years short of training, and I somehow doubt you could teach even a vixen anything useful as a pleasure slave before age four so that means half-trained; two, she’s flawed, so that can’t even be considered half of perfect training; three, you were already going to throw her away for half of that, whatever the estimate would be for a flawed, half-trained slave, vixen or not.”  The salesman’s look was one of growing injury and protest, but Ferrl’s voice was firm.  Having applied the stick, however, he judged that it was time for the carrot and shook his jingling coinpurse as he offered in a firm tone, “I’ll give you three nobles here and now.  I strongly suspect that that’s better than your reduction in taxes for her would be, and it’s cash money that your house can use, invest, and grow well before the next season’s taxes are due, so take it or leave it.”


The salesman tilted his head as he did the math himself, then considered the commission percentage applied specifically to anything in excess of any slave’s basic price.  “Sold!” he chirped as his evening’s pay jumped from a quarter-crown to one and a half.


Chuckling, Ferrl fished both of his remaining nobles, two full crowns, and one half out of his purse, asking, “Do I pay you or someone else?  I assume there’s paperwork to be done; a bill of sale if nothing else.  Like I told you, this’ll be my first slave so I’m unfamiliar with the formalities…”


In reply the otter just gestured for him to follow as he padded down the hall toward the room with the cage.  Around the corner where they’d been out of sight from the hallway, a bear and a fox sat at a small table, working their way through a basic supper.  “Herri,” the otter addressed the vulpine, “pull Ela’s ownership papers from the temple records and bring pens, ink, a receipt, and the basement cashbox.”


“Oy,” blinked the fox as he put down his fork and stood up, “someone bought the drippy little bitch?  They should put you on tough-sale duty!”  His dining companion simply chuckled as the requested items were fetched from shelves and a small closet around the room.


Herri directed Ferrl to where he had to sign on the ownership document, the transfer voucher, and the sales agreement, while the otter filled out the receipt; coins changed hands and were dropped into the strong iron box, and both of them signed that final acknowledgment of payment.  Both overseers and the salesman jumped when they turned to take care of the final detail of the transaction, the young vixen herself, only to find that she was already waiting at the barred door of the cage.  “She’s observant,” Ferrl remarked.  “I like that.”  He’d seen her out of the corner of his eye long before, and had shared a smile, tentative on her part as it was, with her while the otter had been busy with the strongbox’s lock.


“It’s nothin’ we taught her,” grumbled Herri as he produced the cage’s key from under his tunic, “as th’subtle signs o’ desirin’ service on th’part of masters is left fer th’last year before we sell ‘em.  Anyway, she’s yours.”


The bear’s only contribution to the overall transaction was, at this point, to reach up to the shelf beside him and pull down a plain leather leash and an equally spartan collar, tossing them to the wolf with, “Here, these’re complimentary.”
* * *

The little fox hadn’t said a word as she was collared, leashed, and led up the back stairs into the dark spring night, nor on the short walk to her new home.  She followed her owner perfectly, neither crowding him nor letting the leash lose all slack and jerk at his hand, her eyes always cast at least tokenly toward the ground.  Ferrl noticed, of course; she was easily matching Pai’s example of a well-behaved slave… but other than filing his observations away in his mind, his main occupation over the course of the walk was being grateful that, between the darkness, thick in places despite the best efforts of the street lamps, and the relatively late hour, other travelers were infrequent at best, and none of the few whose paths crossed his seemed to realize that he was leading a naked child by a leash.

He could see her lowered eyes darting from side to side, discreetly taking in the details of his house as he turned to lock the door again.  She followed him into the main sitting room and, as he sat and patted the cushion beside his, up onto the maroon leather of his couch.


“You do know how to speak, don’t you?” Ferrl asked.  “You’ve been as silent as a young stallion I met at a playclub last night…  He never said a word, but the baroness told me later that that’s because he’s got a stutter he’s embarrassed about…”


Nodding, the vixen glanced at him from the side, still keeping her eyes downcast, “Yeah, Master.  But they says I’m not good at it, an’ they woulda done somethin’ ‘bout it if they hadn’t been tryin’ so hard t’keep me dry…”


Chuckling, he reached over to ruffle her headfur affectionately, “You’re just young… and from what I can tell, smart.  It’s probably that your brain’s coming up with words too fast to have the spare time to organize them the ‘right’ way before they come out.  So, let’s see… a few ground rules are in order, I suppose, as you’re my first slave and I don’t know what to expect from your standard training.”


After, of course, pressing back into his touch with a soft murr, Ela nodded, her ears perked attentively, “Jus’ tell me what you want, an’ I’ll try to remember.”


Nodding as well, Ferrl considered for a moment, then started laying out his vision of a future with this cute little thing, “First, I’m a knight in training to be an Agent of the kingdom.  This means I’ll be away every morning for a few weeks, working on getting stronger and learning how to fight, and while I’ll be back here, a good portion of my afternoons will be spent learning things from visiting scholars.”  He paused, adding in a speculative tone, “If you want, you can sit in on those sessions too; you’d learn a lot of useful stuff… especially if, after my training, I go on any missions where it’s alright for you to come along, to the other duchies or even other kingdoms.”


The vixen nodded, her emerald eyes bright, “I can?  Thank you, Master; I’s been bored learnin’ nothin’ but more ways t’fuck!”


Grinning, the knight gave her ears another ruffling then continued, “You can learn… though I’m sure that there’ll be some missions I won’t be able to take you along on, but I think that baroness friend of mine I mentioned would like you, and you’d almost certainly like her; I’ll just leave you with her those times…  You’ll probably want to behave exactly as you’ve been taught to with her, or with any other visitors now that I think about it, as they’re so much more used to seeing and owning slaves than I am… but, when we’re alone, you don’t ever have to worry about when to speak, where to look, or how to sit; I don’t need a silent, eyes-down kneeler as much as I need a little vixen who doesn’t get depressed because she’s so bored.  Next, household chores… can you cook at all?  Well enough to feed yourself?”


Ela tilted her head, thinking, “I’s always been real good wif meats!  But my veggies come out all limp or too hard, my bakin’s a total disaster, an’ I can’t seem t’get th’ spices right with grains.”


“Good enough, then; you’ll be able to take care of yourself while I’m out working, and I’m sure I can show you a few more things you can do.  Soup, for example; just add meat and its normal spices to some plain, boiled barley or rice, and don’t throw out the water, and you’ve got a completely different dish made from the things you already know how to cook.  Hmm…  Next up would be your duties.  I mainly bought you to have someone to answer the door when I’m busy, and possibly to knead the aches out of my body when I wake up stiff and sore.  ‘Kneading’ may not be the thing, though, as small as your hands are… but do you know how to pound knots out of muscles?”  At the cub’s nod, he smiled and continued.  “Good enough then.  Now, tomorrow afternoon I’ll see about getting you a better collar and also a simple dress, the sort a child menial might wear… but don’t think I intend to forget that you’re a partially trained, born and bred pleasure slave!” he added at her sudden crestfallen expression.  “I just want you to look like something less naughty!  Some of the tutors and scholars that’ll be visiting to teach me will have certain… notions, about what is and isn’t proper where children or slaves are concerned.”


Ela giggled wickedly, “I’s can do that, Master!  Gotta wear m’collar and make sure it c’n be seen, but nuffin’ says we always gotta be nekkid; that’s jus’ the normal way fer any owner who c’n keep their house warm, fer eye-candy.”


The wolf nodded one more time.  “Finally, there’s the issue of your intended purpose and your little habit…” he mused, and the look he got out of the corner of the cub’s eye was very… guarded.  “I expect you not to leave messes on my floor or furniture; use the water closet first, or clean up afterward if you weren’t expecting to play, as both of those apply to keeping yourself entertained while I’m out.  When I’m here, I expect you to use the privy before seeing if I want to play, or if I tell you I want to play, or before joining me in bed each night.  If, however, I start playing with you without warning, not giving you the chance to go beforehand, then it’s my fault, not yours.  I’ll only punish you if it’s something you could have prevented, and not even then if you have it cleaned up before I notice.”


Impulsively, the cub leaned over to hug him tightly around his waist.  Her training kicked in, and she started to pull away looking abashed, but he held her there with an affectionate pat and a stroke down her spine.  “Thank you, Master,” she murred.  “Sleepin’ in yer own bed?  I’s th’luckiest vixen!”


Chuckling, he petted her again, giving the knot on the bare-bones temporary collar a tug to free it, “Come on, Ela… if the name I only heard once is the right one.  Let’s go fix a light snack and then go to bed; I’ve had a tiring day, but it certainly ended on a good note when I found you!”

Chapter 8

A pleasant enough dream had turned sharply erotic, seemingly but moments before Ferrl awoke with a howl, pleasure rushing through his loins.  The light sheet he slept under was raised in the middle, a sizable mound that, as his ecstasy faded to throbbing aftershocks, moved on its own, a soft giggle escaping from underneath.  Blinking a time or two in disbelief as he gathered his wits, the wolf finally smirked and pulled the sheet aside.  Ela looked up at him, her red and white face streaked around her muzzle with his fresh seed, and smiled innocently, “Good morning, Master,” still stroking his shaft that hadn’t even started softening yet.


Perhaps it was because he was still at least half asleep, but the look actually seemed to suit her; waking him up with an orgasm came to her as naturally as breathing, and she was exactly what she seemed to be, an innocently happy child no matter what the rest of society had to say regarding how ‘child-like’ the strings of goo in her cheekruffs could be.

A hint of contrasting temperatures, as sleep’s fog retreated further, made him notice that she’d straddled one of his thighs and was slowly rubbing herself up and down along his fur, which was rather wet…  She saw him looking and smiled a little wider, “I went first, Master; that’s jus’ my normal juice.”


Chuckling, he nodded, “Well, go light the fire under the tank in the bathroom, and I’ll put water on downstairs to cook us breakfast; you can help wash me before I have to go,” and he glanced through the curtains at the rising sun, “which won’t be too soon… and I’ll be back in the afternoon, anyway.”


Nodding happily, the little slave scrambled off of the bed and got to work.

Still somewhat bemused by the concept that he now owned a lithe, energetic, and very playful little vixen, Ferrl tossed on a lounging robe on the off chance anyone dropped by, unlikely as that was this early in the morning, and headed down to his residence’s main level for the short time it took to start a slow-burning fire and set a pot, filled from the kitchen pump, above it.


“Lukewarm is fine,” he called through the bathroom door as he opened his wardrobe to pick out what he’d need that day.  “Even less once the full summer heat hits; you can fill the tub as soon as the water’s no longer tepid.”


“Yes, Master,” came the piping reply.


The rough garb he’d worn yesterday was dry, but still smelled of his sweat…  He’d look for another set or two while he was out shopping for Ela, he decided; it was likely that his training would wear out or tear at least one set of clothes before it was done as well.  An ivory blouse with a faintly pearlescent sheen to it, paired with stark black breeches and a silver-embroidered, brown leather belt for contrast, he set aside for later in the day.  Both sets of garb he left on the bed after finding a spot Ela’s ‘juice’ hadn’t gotten anywhere near, and he fetched a pair of towels from the linen closet before joining her in the bathroom.


A well-fed fire burned behind the ironwork grille under the large tank in the corner, and Ela was stretching as far as she could to dip her hand in where she stood on the tall stool next to it.  “It’s warm ‘nuff, Master,” she told him with a smile, climbing down to turn the tap and let its contents flow into the centrally-placed tub.


The knight nodded as he set the towels on the now-vacant stool and let his robe slide to the floor, “Good girl… and, while I’m thinking about it, I suppose I should tell you that I’m Ferrl, or Sir Ferrl.  ‘Master’ is still just fine and dandy, as you’re my cute little slave, but it occurred to me that you should at least know my name for when visitors or messengers are at the door.”  She joined his amused chuckle with a much more girlish giggle as she checked the box of soft soap and the small, coarse brush that went with it.  Patting her lightly on the shoulder, the wolf commented, “You certainly seem to have the domestic side of your training down pat…  Are you as good with laundry?  The basic stuff, I mean; towels, sheets, and the simple garments I wear to my training…  I’ll still be sending my fancy clothes to experts.”


Ela nodded, “Yes, Master, I can do those, an’ it’d gimme somethin’ to do while you’re out workin’.”


“Good,” Ferrl rumbled as he sank into the comfortable, still-filling tub.  “If you can read at all, I can probably also find you some books while I’m out this afternoon to further fill your days, and you should probably learn to if you can’t, so you can tell if written messages are important enough to wake me up or go running to find me.”


The vixen’s head tilted as she blinked, “Read?  Slaves’re almost never taught t’read…”


“What?” the knight snorted, his eyes flying open.  “Well… I’ll certainly have to do something about that, if only in my own home!  You’re a bright young girl, with a perfectly good mind, and it’d be a shame to waste it just sitting around doing nothing while you waited for me to get home!”


Turning off the tap, Ela tapped the sides of the tank to make sure that the remaining water was enough not to boil away before the fire died, then climbed into the tub at her Master’s feet, still blinking a bit, “Tha’s just th’way things are… but you’re my Master, so if you says I learns to read, I learns to read.”


Nodding, Ferrl reached for the brush and a washcloth, dipping the former’s bristles into the soap before tackling his body in general with the cloth.  “Good,” he agreed, “that’s just the attitude I’m looking for.  I don’t care what other people do with their slaves, but you’re mine, little Ela, and I want you to be happy.”


The cub smiled back at him with more than simple affection, then dipped her head briefly under the water.  He handed her the brush as she came back up and she started pulling it through her facefur, cleaning up the half-dried remnants of her ‘morning snack.’  She took another moment to apply the bristles to her inner thighs, the cloths being sufficient for the rest of her, then settled back against his groin, her back to him, to work on cleaning the matted spot on his fur that she’d caused.


Chuckling softly at her industry, Ferrl dipped the rag again and started working it over her back, mildly amazed at how tiny she really was from this perspective; his two palms side by side could have covered most of her ribcage.  Even grown, she probably wouldn’t be too much bigger than the diminutive priestess, he guessed.


She was evidently of an entirely different opinion of malekind, though; her innocent motions as she scrunched her back up into his touch and combed the brush through his thighfur, ever so incidentally, made her taut little rump rub right against his sheath and sac, and the sensation was just a bit too regular and even to be anything but a deliberate and expert caress, one that was clearly working as his wolfhood bulged and swelled.  “Damn…” he murmured, “is everything you do this naughty?  Will we ever just cuddle up or work together without having sex of some sort?”


Ela turned to grin at him, answering bluntly, “Nope!  Or I hopes not, Master!  You boughts’a vixen, an’ that’s what we’s for!  An’ I’m good at it, too!”


Snickering, Ferrl tossed the cloth onto his knee where she could get at it once she was done brushing him then reached beneath the waterline to bring his hand up between her thighs, “I can live with that…  I’ll tell you if it’s not a good time, as I’ll occasionally have to study alone, but even then I’m guessing I’ll need the occasional, enjoyable break…”  The crinkled bud and smooth lips his fingertips described to him were mostly like those he’d encountered before, if the latter were less pronounced and both were seemingly miniaturized.


“I’ll… be here for… for that, Master,” the cub promised between sharp hisses of pleasure as she pressed herself back down against his touch.  She whimpered a mild protest as his hand withdrew, but it was short-lived as he pulled her a little closer to dip back down again from the front, experimentally nudging his index finger between her tight little lips and working it inwards.  She squealed happily, planting one leg then the other outside of his own to help, slanting her hips forward and watching raptly as the single digit sank into her tiny sex.  Reaching behind herself, she felt around for the emerging tip of her Master’s shaft and started kneading it with her paw, her rhythm just a bit less than perfect as her body shook with each new knuckle or slight twist against her sensitive depths.  She lost the pattern entirely for a moment with a loud squeal as the blunt back of his claw hit her cervix, “T-too deep, Master!  I c’n only take a li’l down there…”


Ferrl chuckled, leaning forward to look for himself over her shoulder as he withdrew just a bit, “Mmm… but you managed almost the whole finger as it was!  You’re right, you’re a very good little vixen, tight and warm in all the right ways…”


Whatever reply she might have made to that was lost as he pulled his finger slowly out of her snug grasp, then pressed back in firmly, almost roughly, not realizing that it was just the way she liked it.  He stopped just shy of the oversensitive little mound deep inside her then withdrew to thrust again, the cub having to fight not to rock her hips too hard and force a repeat of that painful contact as she shook with pleasure.  Her hand slid up and down his half-submerged length, almost worshiping him with her touch, and even if she was too far gone for words she tried to convey what she wanted by inching herself up along it, struggling to get its head into a useful position past the uncontrollable ripples running up and down her body.


The wolf was content to follow along with her suggestion, moving his hand with her to keep up the rhythm she was so obviously enjoying while she repositioned herself, prepared to withdraw his finger once she’d planted her little treasure at the top of his shaft… only to get a slight surprise instead.  She didn’t go quite that far, his wolfhood still nestled firmly between her rumpcheeks, before arching her hips forward again and pressing down, his head encountering almost painful resistance before what it was pressed against spread and engulfed its blunt girth, his shaft following along as she forced herself down along its length.  His attention was drawn back to his groping paw as well, at that point, as a vice-like, rippling grip closed on his finger, a small burst of fluid striking his palm as she gave a strangled, squealing little howl of climax.


Ferrl could hardly believe what was happening, lifting her soaked, russet tail out of the way to watch as his thick shaft sank between those narrow hips and taut rumpcheeks, feeling like a band of iron was wrapped around it where her tight-stretched anus gripped, the walls inside also more snug than any he’d ever encountered as still more of his dusky red flesh disappeared, his entry stopping a bare inch from the start of his knot.  “Hrrr… damn, you’re good!” he growled.


“An’ you’re… you’re big, Master!” his little slave squealed.  “I shoulda d-done this in th’mornin’!”  Slowly, panting, she pulled herself off of his shaft about halfway, then dropped her full weight on it to sink gradually down again, her insides quivering around his sex and finger alike.  What little her famously-incontinent bladder had to offer was obviously already spent in that first little gush on his hand, so he settled back with a groan of contentment, resuming his fingering of her tight little snatch as she rode him with all the vigor her young body could muster.


The heat of her body contrasted starkly with the cool and cooling water, that as much as her ring’s grip spurring his pleasure steadily higher.  Her own pleasure, he didn’t need to worry about at all; every three or four strokes up her hindside and their accompanying half-dozen or so thrusts of his finger brought on another flurry of ripples, howls, and sudden clenchings of her already-tight treasures.  In fact, his finger was tingling from lack of circulation when he finally withdrew it as his loins gave a warning throb, dropping her tail as well to grip her hips with both hands as he rammed his way one last time into her ass, managing a choked, “Kath—a…” before surrendering to his own howl of pleasure.


Ela was already out and drying herself when he came back to himself, her expression sated for the most part but bearing curiosity as well as she tilted her head at him, “You’re Kathallic?  I thoughts people who worship the bat-lady… well, hurt lots more t’play with.”


Chuckling, and with effort, Ferrl pried himself out of the tub and started drying his fur with the remaining towel, shaking his head, “I am, but She told me Herself that pleasure alone is an acceptable thing to offer in Her name… and you, my little Ela, are a pleasure worth praying for!”


*I’ll second that,* that chilling non-voice commented, a sudden twitch from the little vixen showing that she’d heard it too.


“See?”  He shrugged, smiling again, “You don’t need to worry about coming to harm at my hands, little one, and, hell, you might even turn out to enjoy some of the things we do at a club my fellow… Kathallics, as you termed us, go to.  Any of that, though, is for the future to hold, and all we need right now is breakfast.”


Perking up, the slave nodded happily, “Yes, Master.”
* * *

On his way to the practice grounds of the palace guard, as it was so convenient, Ferrl caught the attention of a page and asked him to relay a message, telling him to just leave the reply with one of the guards at the gate to the enclave.  That taken care of he walked in with a few minutes to spare, though Bakar offered no comment on his improved punctuality.  “You’re looking… content, this morning,” was all he said in greeting.

The knight grinned, “I took your and the prince’s suggestion and bought a slave.  She… woke me up in a rather stimulating manner.”


“I see!” laughed the ermine.  “I just hope you’ve got enough money left to feed yourself for the rest of the month; it sounds like you got a good one, and they’re expensive!”


Ferrl shrugged as he followed the captain toward the old salle he’d worked in the day before, “If I’d paid full price, that could very well be an issue…  Hell, the way the salesman was going on about prime product lines, pleasure training, and vixens always costing so much, I wouldn’t have been able to afford full retail, period!  But… they considered her to have a slight flaw, and they were going to just throw her away, but it has nothing to do with her skill, enthusiasm, or appearance, so I got out of there for three nobles.”  He saw no particular reason to mention Ela’s age, and plenty to make a habit of concealing it until he was certain of any given individual’s prejudices.


Bakar snorted, “Lucky bastard…  A pleasure-trained vixen should have cost you at least ten; if I’d been there I’d probably have knocked you on your ass and taken the bargain myself.”  The bench in the salle held only two of the weighted belts from the day before, those for his calves, but the wolf recognized the bardiche from the weapons at his interview, leaning up against the wall with a couple of thick bands of lead wrapped around its haft at each end.  In one corner, a large log had been propped up on a quartet of iron legs.  “Put the belts on,” the captain directed, “and spend half an hour running from one corner to the other.  Each time that you get here, take one overhead slash at the log from each side, reverse your hands’ grips, then take another pair before running back.  Swing hard and run fast, now; I expect to see that log cut in two by the time I get back, at which point you can spend your break being measured for your armor by the blacksmith.”


“And for the next exercise sessions afterward?” the Agent-in-training probed.


“We’ve got two more logs waiting behind the building but only this one set of legs.  Being the generous fellow that I am, I’ll even let you carry them inside.”


Ferrl sighed and started putting on the weights; it was going to be a long morning.
* * *

It was going to be a busy afternoon, Ferrl knew, so he instructed Ela firmly to just pound on his sore muscles while he ate a light lunch of steamed barley and chicken rather than distract him with play again.  Not even direct orders to stay serious, though, could entirely tame the little minx, and she spent most of the massage straddling his back and rubbing herself against the base of his tail.


He left again, hoping he didn’t smell too strongly of vixen, to drop his good clothes off at a cleaner’s, buy Ela a couple of drab, featureless dresses, order a couple more rough outfits of his own for noon delivery tomorrow, obtain a duplicate of his house key, and purchase a simple collar of black leather and silver with his first initial engraved on it.  It wasn’t anything fancy, the craftsman simply carrying a number of basic styles of straps and buckles with hollows where a selection from his unembellished discs already adorned with every letter of the alphabet could quickly be affixed.


None of these trips, by themselves, would have taken long, but their destinations were inconveniently placed in relation to one another, he still didn’t know the city as well as a native when it came to finding the most efficient routes, and despite Ela’s best efforts he just wasn’t moving quite as quickly as he usually did.  Thus it was late afternoon by the time he got back, finding his slave masturbating to pass the time, the same as she’d been doing when he’d gotten home that morning.

“Clean yourself up, little one,” he told her.  “We’re going to the palace for supper, and I’ve got a few things to give you as well.”


After he’d pumped enough water into the kitchen’s basin for her to groom her sticky crotch- and thigh-fur to its usual shine, he handed her a small towel then opened the first of his small bundles.  “Most important, of course, is that you have a proper collar so the folks we’re visiting know who you belong to,” he said with a smile as he fastened it around her throat.


Ela’s answering grin was broad, “Yeah!  Let ‘em know I’s gots th’best Master of ‘em all!”


Chuckling, Ferrl ruffled her headfur, “I’m glad you think so…  Next,” and he reached into his coinpouch, “this is a key to the front door.  I’ll leave it in the drawer of the stand next to it; with any luck you’ll meet enough of my friends in the palace to be able to recognize those who should be let in while I’m gone, and you’ll also see the page livery they wear there.  Anyone in a palace page uniform is probably a legitimate messenger, so you just take whatever they have for me and put it somewhere safe until I get back.”


The child nodded, her green eyes serious for a change as she realized the responsibility with which he was entrusting her.


“And finally,” and the wolf opened the last package, “now that you’re dry, we’ve got a couple changes of dresses to let you come through the streets with me without looking out of place.  Even most of the grown-up girl-slaves usually wear a smock outside, I’ve seen, or at least a skirt.”


Nodding, Ela accepted the dress, turning it this way and that in her hands, then frowned…


Ferrl smacked himself in the forehead, “I should have seen that myself!  Here, let me fix that…” and pulled a small, sharp knife out of one of the drawers, slitting the back of the dress’ skirt to just shy of the waistline.  “There, that should let your tail out.  I should have realized when the amphibian tailor gave me an odd look…”


The vixen nodded, smiling, “Thank you, Master,” and hopped down from the counter to pull her new garment on over her head.


The knight gave her shoulder a comforting pat and reached for the plain, tie-on leash from last night, “Good, now let’s go; it’s a fairly long walk to the palace.”

Chapter 9

Past the public audience chambers and administrative offices, not far from his old room in a wing he knew was mostly residential, Ferrl flagged down a page who didn’t look to be doing anything urgent and asked, “Could you give me directions to Prince Lachier’s private suite?  I’m expected.”


The young stag nodded, “It’s your ass if you’re not, so…” and proceeded to inform the knight that he was on the wrong side of the palace entirely.  This was the guest residential wing; the royal apartments were, which should have been obvious in retrospect, not far at all from the west-wing garden he’d dined with the young ‘coon in before.

Muttering to himself, Ferrl followed the directions he’d been given and finally caught sight of the guards that had escorted him two nights ago, flanking an ornate set of double doors.  Just beyond the range at which they’d be obligated to take official notice of him, he paused, murmuring to Ela to take off her dress as he unfastened the leash from her collar, folding garment and strap alike before stuffing them into a slightly larger belt pouch than he usually wore, brought along for just this purpose.  Taking her cue that it was time to act like a ‘real’ slave again, the vixen followed at the prescribed distance of a pace and a half, slightly to one side, and kept her eyes downcast as he approached the guards and told them, “His Highness is expecting me.”  The nearer of the two cast one glance at Ela, but she evidently didn’t qualify as a threat and he opened one of the doors and gestured for the visitors to enter.


The prince’s quarters were, to put it mildly, lush.  In comparison to the tasteful opulence at Owned Elegance, they made the slave house look even more spartan than Ferrl’s own modest dwelling.  The general theme for the furnishings seemed to be hardwood, gold leaf, and satin cushion covers, all carved or embroidered as appropriate, with royal purple being the primary choice for colors where things weren’t gilded, complimented by the occasional blue or red to ease the monotony.  The three doors in two of the walls, in addition to the suite’s entrance itself, were as ornate as those main portals, the ceiling was vaulted over the two chandeliers and covered from end to end in minutely detailed paintings, and the floor’s thick purple carpet looked to be pure pleasure for bare feet, judging by the way Ela kept flexing her toes.  The large fireplace in the wall with no doors was the only exception to the main themes of the decor, in its gold-veined white marble, and was currently unlit.  It was, evidently, a sitting room, possibly doubling as a dining place as well, with several couches, small tables with flanking chairs, and one larger round table with room for five or six people around it furnishing the space.


Lachier was seated at that large table, a book before him, and had turned toward the door the moment it opened.  “Ah, Sir Ferrl!  And your new pet your message mentioned…  My word, I didn’t think you had that much money left after setting up your home; if that vixen’s what she appears to be, I’d be hard pressed to afford her on a week’s worth of my allowance!”


The wolf chuckled as he bowed, “Oh, she’s probably what you’re thinking, in that she’s pleasure-trained and from Owned Elegance, but they were going to throw her away.  I convinced them that even my scant resources were a better deal than they’d get from the temple for little Ela.”  Continuing toward the table, Ferrl tilted his head inquiringly, and at the prince’s nod pulled out a chair to seat himself.  Ela, following behind, continued just past the table to settle herself against the wall in a comfortable kneel.


Marking his place with a scrap of ribbon, the prince closed his book and tossed it onto one of the smaller tables before straightening and donning a more businesslike expression.  “Unrelated to the reason I asked you to visit me in the first place, I do have one bit of serious news to impart.”  At the knight’s nod, he continued, “It has not gone unnoticed by my father that you and I get along fairly well.  Thus, he’s appointed me as crown liaison to you as an Agent.  I’ll serve as relay for any orders or instructions you need to be given in an official sense, and you’ll report to me unless some circumstance insists that you speak to the king himself.”


This fetched another nod and a firm smile, “Good.  I don’t think I’ll ever be comfortable in the formality of full court, and I’ve got a lot more in common with you than I do with old Darolik.  Could you imagine arranging to meet that old paper-shuffler at the playclub to give him a report?   He’d either have a seizure at the activities or try to join in and keel over from his heart giving out!”


Lachier was obviously trying very hard not to laugh as he imagined just those situations, “Please!  That’s a distant family member of mine you’re disparaging!  Not that a single word you’ve said has been untrue, but there’s principle involved…”  Regaining control of himself, he straightened, muzzle still twitching, and reached for a familiar silver bell sitting on a sideboard.  “Well… now that that’s out of the way, we’re getting to the main reason for our meeting, the third party of which should be arriving shortly.  So…” and he turned to the skunkette who’d entered at his signal, “Pai, would you take little Ela here into the bedroom and lick her for a while?  Or whatever suits your fancy to keep the both of you occupied for the duration of our sensitive business; I’ll just ring again when it’s alright for you two to come back.”


“Yes, Master,” she replied promptly.


The vixen looked between her Master and the other slave, evidently finding something she liked in the latter’s appearance, and at Ferrl’s nod pranced up to scamper out with the older girl, who shut the door firmly behind them.


The wolf chuckled with just a hint of wickedness, “Pai’s in for a surprise…  I suppose I should mention that the reason I got such a good price on Ela was that she’s chronically incontinent when her pleasure peaks.  Assuming she follows your suggestion verbatim, your little skunk’s going to have a very wet face in a couple minutes.”


Lachier just grinned, “Won’t hurt me any…  I’ll just make sure to tell her to change the sheets before I use that bed myself, tonight.”  Their latest round of shared grins was interrupted by the door flying open.


“What is the meaning of this?!?” the short, elegantly gowned ‘coon demanded as she stormed in, “Your note read like the peremptory summons of a servant, not a polite request to a crown princess!”  The girl was, as far as Ferrl could make out, just into her teens and starting to blossom, and between her pearl-studded dress and the small tiara on her head, sparkling with diamonds, she looked every inch the princess he assumed her to be.  There was, though, something naggingly familiar about her mask and the pattern of her facial markings, beyond their resemblance to the prince’s…


Her brother waited until one of the guards had reached in to close the door, then shrugged, his eyes serious, “You and I needed to talk.  You didn’t think I’d simply forget where I found you, did you?  You were playing a very dangerous game… which was why I hurt you the way I did, there.  I had to show you how bad a fate you were courting with your little stunt, and I’ll admit that I enjoyed everything I did, but whether your hindside, shoulder, and nipples believe me or not, I was actually holding back; you’re still my sister, and I do care for you somewhat despite the way you plotted to get me exiled.”


It was only after her initial outburst that the ‘coongirl realized that the prince had a guest, and she bit one lip, looking nervously between the wolf and her brother as she stood in the middle of the room.  “And now you’re just going to tell everybody that I…” she half-whimpered, unable to complete the thought.


Lachier shook his head, leaning back in his seat, “No… I shall tell no one except for my friend here, just so one person who can’t conveniently be disposed of knows your secret, to help encourage you to behave.”


The girl was looking closer at Ferrl, then straightened, a look of triumph flashing across her face, “Not convenient?  I recognize this… peasant, now; he matches the description of the common farm worker who came back with you from that exile.  No one would miss him!”


The prince snorted, “I see that introductions are in order…  Ferrl, my friend, meet my sister, Danique, second in line for the throne until I get around to producing an heir of my own.  Dani, meet Sir Ferrl, knighted by our father’s hand and employed as an Agent of Drachath, chosen personally by Kathalla.  Trust me, he’s no peasant any longer, and if you think that no one would notice if he had an ‘accident’ you’re an even bigger fool than the one I saw standing naked in a line of disposable slaves two nights ago!”


“I’d thought I recognized her when she stormed in,” the wolf mused thoughtfully.  “No wonder she seemed to recognize you that night.”


Lachier nodded, “It was the first time I’d seen her without a stitch since she started filling out, so it took me a moment… but it was she.”  His sister blushed furiously, hugging her modest gown around her as he continued, “I’d gotten just a few hints before, nothing overt, suggesting that she might be inherently submissive and actually enjoy a bit of pain, properly applied… and it turns out that I’d underestimated the case.  She is both of those, believe that truly, but I had no idea she’d go so far to dabble at fulfilling her fantasies.”  He froze the nervously-fidgeting princess with a stern look, “I told you, you’re my sister and I care for you, and you could have been killed!  You may have talked your way into a collar other than the red, but you know that the blacks are only expected to last a month or two on average…”  He paused, peering more intently at her, “Come to think of it… you’re still wearing that collar under the neck of that dowdy dress, aren’t you?”


Danique blushed fit to set her fur on fire, one hand darting to her throat where, as even Ferrl could see now that he knew what to look for, a faint raised line in the cloth hinted at the leather underneath.  “What… what happens now?” she asked in near-hopeless tones.


“Now…”  Her brother chuckled, “Now I help you, dear sister, to live out your dreams in a safer manner.”  He started ticking off points on his fingers, “From now on, you serve me, as much as my little Pai does.  You will take the tunnel between our rooms each night, as I suspect you did two nights ago to get out of the palace without your bodyguard in the first place, to join me in my bedchamber.  Don’t bother to bring clothes, though you may wear your collar.  I will teach you to be a properly submissive little slavegirl; if you do poorly, you will be punished, but if you do well, I will take your ass like I did that night, hard and deep.  I know you enjoyed it, I could smell your pleasure clearly enough, but I don’t want to risk siring an inbred bastard on you.  These points are non-negotiable, as it is not the place of one who serves to bargain.  Do you have any other questions, though?”


The princess was staring at him in disbelief, emotions warring across her expression.  The list he’d just rattled off came very close to fulfilling every fantasy and desire her young mind had ever had… but this was her brother.  A man she knew could be petty and cruel to those directly within his power, to say nothing of society’s strictures against his proposal that she have some kind of sex with him!  She kept waiting for the joke to be revealed… only to find, realizing that she’d been staring at him in silence for over a minute, that he was completely serious.  Swallowing hard, she shook off her confusion and, mindful of her gown’s confining, expensive skirt, carefully sank to a kneel on the carpet in front of him.  “No, Master, I do not,” she said through a mouth suddenly gone dry.


“I’ve got one, though,” Ferrl ventured.  At the prince’s curious look, he elaborated, “You’ve already hinted that your sister’s a schemer… and if this is something she wants, how do you know she didn’t manipulate you into just the demands you made?”


Lachier laughed, “I hadn’t even considered that!  But… no, I don’t think she did; she’s good at plotting, but she wears her emotions on her face so she’s a terrible liar.  You should have seen her when she tried to tell me her name was ‘Dia’ in the playroom; about as convincing as a gilded plug of wood passed off as a gold crown.”


The wolf nodded, “I can believe that.  Well, it seems like the evening’s turned out fairly decently for all involved; she gets what she needs without ending up a corpse, you get some extra variety in bed, and no one need be the wiser.”  Accepting his host’s nod in return, he mused, “If it turns out that she gets bored of ‘safe’ play with you and just needs a man between her legs, send her over to my place; my little Ela’s not very deep there, and I could use a break from hindsides too from time to time.  You know I’ll return her to you intact, if walking a little funny.”


The prince snickered, “Indeed!  I’m fairly well-off for my species, but no ‘coon ever born can match a comparably-equipped wolf for sheer girth!  I’ll consider it…”


Danique just stared as she was spoken of as nothing more than a mildly interesting diversion, her own brother in effect pimping her to what was, no matter the recent changes to his circumstances, just a peasant…  The sheer indignity of treating her as nothing more than a gash to stuff!  Though, as she thought about it, she noticed that the anatomy in question had warmed at the notion, and she flushed again as she realized that a portion of her mind was sizing up the seated wolf and wondering…


Her speculations were interrupted by her new Master’s voice in a tone of command, “Join us, Dani…  The part of my note that invited you to dinner was no mere ploy to get you here, though I’ll admit that the meal’s importance was secondary in my mind.”  Picking up Pai’s bell, he rang it, “And just so you don’t feel too lonely, we’ll let your fellow slaves join us for supper… and, of course, to avoid any awkward questions from the servants who’ll be delivering it as soon as Pai rings for them; it wouldn’t do for them to see you kneeling in front of a slave’s porridge-bowl, now would it?”


Swallowing again, but grateful for her brother’s evident intention that her status was only to be considered changed while they were alone, Danique took her seat.  Odd… now why was the prince’s favorite slave, normally fastidious about her grooming, rubbing her face with a towel as she led a little foxcub in?
* * *

“I’m here to chop more firewood, I guess,” Ferrl told the sentry at the gate to the guards’ enclave in a resigned tone.

The husky stallion blinked at him from under his visor, “Didn’t anyone tell you?  Even trainees get a day off; Bakar’s not even here, as you’re the only student that merits his special… creative efforts.”  The panther on the other side of the gate snorted.  “He doesn’t take as many restdays as he’s entitled to, either,” the equine continued, “but after six days of watching you blunder around, I guess he needed a break.”


The wolf rolled his eyes, “Gee, thanks.  I thought I was doing reasonably well… and a day off’s hardly likely to be restful; if she finds out she’s got me to herself all day, the vixen I’ve got sitting in my house, probably playing with herself as we speak, is gonna wear my dick off!”


Both guards snorted, the feline quipping, “Like that’s a problem?”


Ferrl shrugged, “Obviously, neither of you have ever had to keep a vixen satisfied without the aid of a platoon of helpers.  It’s great, once or twice a day, but too much of a good thing is still too much!  Ah well, see ya tomorrow…”


Making his way back home, the knight stopped by a market square for a bit of meat, a small cask of cheap ale, and a somewhat tattered children’s primer from a used book dealer.  Even toward the better end of town as he was, he got out of the square for about three quarters of a silver crown; there were benefits, he mused, to wearing his drab, coarse work-out clothes while shopping.  On second thought, there could be disadvantages, too; if he’d walked into Owned Elegance in this outfit he’d almost certainly have been thrown right back out again…  He made a mental note to obtain a wider variety of upper-, middle-, and lower-class outfits for his wardrobe; aside from the situations they’d be useful in around town, it probably couldn’t hurt, as an Agent, to be able to fit himself into a variety of roles.


He walked in on Ela scrubbing a spot in the hallway with a wet cloth.  “Master!” she squeaked, “You’re home early!”


Ferrl chuckled, “Yeah…  No one bothered to tell me I got a day off each week.  At least we’ll probably be spared the windy preaching of that law professor this afternoon… but, regardless, I’m glad to see you were keeping yourself entertained while I was gone.  Toss that rag in the hamper and join me in the sitting room after I put this food away.”


The wolf chose the narrowest of his armchairs to sit in to minimize his vixen’s opportunities to distract herself, or him, with well-aimed wriggles of her hindside through her dress, then invited her into his lap, setting the children’s book in hers and opening it, “I picked this up on the way home…  You learned the alphabet fairly fast, so this is the next step; the short, simple words in it are easy to sound out until you can recognize them without doing that.  Here, I’ll help you get started…”


It was really a waste, Ferrl decided, that so agile a mind had gone without any education beyond simple, obvious duties for so long; Ela was sounding her way through the primer already, left to her own devices as he put a little more effort than usual into making lunch.  Bits of chicken sizzled in butter and chopped garlic on the kitchen hearth’s iron platform in a frying pan, while equally small slices of beef sauteed in a kettle as he waited for one of his special blends of seasonings to simmer down to a gooey sauce around it, faintly sweet but also quite savory.  Either meat, tossed into the icebox, would keep for days, ready to be thrown onto a pile of rice or a slab of bread for a quick meal without much effort, which was why he was preparing so much of both.


His hands wrapped in several layers of towel against the pan’s heat, the wolf was in the middle of dumping a batch of chicken into a strainer set over a bowl (the browned garlic butter still being useful as a spread) when a knock came at the front door.  “Get that, Ela, would you?  My hands are full,” he called.


He couldn’t make out the words themselves over the crackle of the fire and clatter of dishes, but Ferrl heard the door open and the general tones of his vixen’s voice as she greeted whoever was there.  When she stepped around the doorway from the hall, he’d managed to free his hands of the towels, the pan still sizzling softly in the tub of wash water.  The knight blinked a bit at her confused expression, inquiring, “Who is it?”


“It’s not one’a th’coons or their guards or pages,” the cub replied.  “It’s a lady, though, dressed really nice, so I thought she might be that baroness you was talkin’ ‘bout.  What species is she?”


Ferrl chuckled, “The baroness is a pure-blood lioness, with the most delightful rumbling purr…”


Ela didn’t look happy at that, “Then I’s made’a mistake…  This gal’s a bat, and I asked her to relax in th’sitting room while I got ya.”


The wolf glanced down at himself, making sure the mid-range garb he’d changed into was still in passable condition, then tucked a small kitchen knife into one of his pockets just in case.  “I haven’t met any bats… so I’ll go see who this stranger is and what she wants.  You stay here until I call you; you can pack up the last batch of beef for me and throw it into the icebox while you’re here, as it should be cool enough now.”  He gave the still-simmering kettle of the same concoction another stir, then stepped out to see who his visitor was.


He saw immediately why his slave had termed the visitor’s clothes ‘really nice.’  Though very simple, and not too expensive in material, they displayed her body in a way that managed to scream femininity while still covering everything polite society insisted they must.  Her breeches were plain, tanned leather, but cut to a marginally narrower profile than well-fluffed fur would have shown, clinging to her hips, thighs, and rump, all three exceptionally athletic for a female, with a starkness that probably showed more detail of contour and curve than outright nudity would have.  The dark blue linen… ‘top,’ for lack of a better term, was a tad less tight, but there was a lot less of it than there were breeches; suspended from a loop around her neck, the fabric descended in a round-cornered triangle to completely, and perfectly, cover her breasts, but left very little to the imagination, and incidentally bared her arms, back, and belly completely.  This, the wolf mused as he turned his attention from her clothes to her body, could possibly have simply been a concession to her wings, which left her seated a few inches forward of the back of the chair they were folded against, and to the membranes that joined them to her body, which ran all the way to her waist.  A normal shirt or blouse simply wouldn’t have been practical.  Her fur was a medium-dark brown, her eyes seeming almost black in the noon sun seeping through the light curtains but offering hints that they were simply a shade down from her fur, and her features were vulpine, if with larger ears and eyes and without the diversity of hues.


“Welcome to my home, miss,” he greeted her promptly enough, having taken only a moment to make his appraisal of her.  “The cub who answered the door mistook you for a baroness of my acquaintance, though I’m sure you mentioned my name before she made the erroneous connection, so it would appear that you know me… and while I’ve got the faintest, nagging feeling that I should, I can’t say that I recognize you.”


The bat chuckled, her voice much brighter in tone than her fur, and mimed a curtsy from her seat, “Oh, you know me in a vague sort of way, sir knight, but recognition is, of course, another matter entirely, and you can’t believe how glad I am that almost no one makes the connection!  Anonymity is a gift beyond your language’s ability to describe… but I see no reason not to introduce myself.”  She rose, extending her paw and, when he’d clasped it with his own, smiled broadly and offered in a tone heavy with irony, “Call me Kathy.”


Despite her clear amusement, Ferrl noticed that her eyes were… probing, of a sudden, and he recognized her curiosity as to just how he’d react.  His first impulse was immediately discarded for just that reason; people freezing up in shock or falling down in worshipful obeisance were probably painfully common in her experience.  So, keeping a tight rein on the parts of his mind that were trying very hard to do either of those, he simply gave her warm, soft-furred hand another squeeze and smiled back, “An honored guest, indeed.  Would you care to join my slave and I for lunch?”


The lady laughed brightly, “But of course!  Why do you think I stopped by at this particular time?  The reason I’d have visited eventually happened to concern your little vixen as well as you, so it’s not like I could have just intercepted you as you passed my temple on your way to training, but that’s completely ignoring the fact that you’re a very good cook for not having any formal culinary education, and I wanted to try some of it.”


Releasing her hand, the wolf gestured toward the hall, “Perfect timing indeed, then, but no more than I’d expect.  Come; the current batch of beef should be just about boiled down, now, and I’m sure that the stools along the counter will be more comfortable for you than these high-backed chairs.”


His very unusual visitor was content to sit and watch, a faintly amused smile on her face, as the knight loaded alternating bits of beef and chicken onto long, slender metal skewers, then carefully cut a loaf of bread into even longer, very thin slices to lay them on and soak up the savory drippings.  She’d taken the middle stool, so he and Ela flanked her as he finished his preparations and set out the food alongside his newly-broached keg and a trio of mugs.  The cub’s, of course, was only half full, and if she needed more to drink than the ale he’d pump fresh water for her.


Between bites of meat and the occasional nibble of bread, Ferrl asked, “So, what was the reason you were intending to visit me in my own home, rather than yours?”


The bat shrugged, wings fluttering as she swallowed, then smiled, “A very simple matter, really…”  Setting down her skewer, she reached into her top and fished out a small pouch, emptying three large, gold coins onto the counter-top.  “The temple’s not informed of the specifics of donated slaves before they arrive, but little Ela here would have been wasted as a one-time sacrifice.  In your keeping, she’s worth far more for only the pleasure she’ll bring you and experience herself in your care, and as such it was decided that you should be reimbursed for her price.  She also, I should note, has the potential to learn to enjoy participating in sacrifices herself, which is also all to the good.”


The cub was blinking curiously, but didn’t say anything.


“Very well, Kathy,” Ferrl nodded.  “I’ll take her with me the next time I go to a playclub, which will be sooner than I’d previously planned, now.”  He offered his guest an apologetic grin, “Before this unexpected refund, I’d been expecting to have to wait until my next month’s pay was issued so I could afford the entry fee.  Tell me,” he asked as a sudden thought surfaced, “are we allowed to bring our own slaves, there?  And are they charged the full admission or not?  The only thing the prince told me was that only fellow worshipers were allowed, and my little vixen lacks any sort of religious vocation as far as I know.”


Kathy chuckled softly, “It’s no problem…  Slaves tend to be very little trouble in terms of demands upon the staff, and occasionally one from home ends up being sacrificed, actually lessening the club’s expenses.  Officially, that infrequent savings is judged equal to the cost of attending the ones who survive, and their food and drink.  As small as she is, as it applies to the latter of those efforts, there won’t be any complaint or financial burden inflicted upon you.”


Nodding, the wolf turned back to his meal, which had come out satisfactorily, though he intended to get a better keg of ale next time he was shopping for such; what he had was more bitter than flavorful.


“That,” his guest murred as she washed down the last bit of juice-soaked bread, “was delicious, and you’ve my thanks for sharing it with me.”


Ferrl bowed half-teasingly from his stool, “Always glad to be of service, milady.”  Picking his teeth with the tip of one of the skewers, he thought for a moment, then leaned forward to catch the eyes of his slave, “Ela?  Just so you know, I don’t think the lady here wants to be known as anything other than ‘Kathy.’  If you talk to anyone about her, just pretend that’s her real name, alright?”


Blinking, the cub looked between him and the guest, “But isn’t it?”


With a blink of his own, the knight laughed, “Ela, Ela, Ela!  I thought you were quicker than that!  You did call her ‘the bat-lady’ when you found out I worshiped her, after all!”


The vixen cringed, barely remaining on her stool as she leaned away from the woman beside her, “Her?!?  What’s She doin’ here?!?”


‘She’ answered for herself, “Enjoying a meal, of course!  And dropping off your Master’s well-earned compensation for spotting your potential and acting on it, little one…  You fit much better in this house, serving him, than you would in my temple, bleeding for fun and profit.”  Reaching out, she caught the cub’s far shoulder before she could fall off her perch entirely, then pulled her closer to scritch behind her ears with her other hand, “Don’t fret, child; I’m not nearly so bad to know in person as I sometimes have to be in my official capacity.  Why, this body’s as mortal as yours!  Scratch me, and I’ll bleed; lick me right, and I’ll squeal.”


That final appeal to Ela’s naughty side fetched a subdued giggle in return, the vixen managing at last to relax and enjoy the bat’s caress, “Okies, I c’n live wif thats…”


Letting go of the smaller girl, Kathy turned back to Ferrl as she stood up, “And with that, sir knight, I fear I must take my leave of you.  I will be seeing you again.  Oh,” she added as an afterthought, “be just a little wary if you ever run into a full-grown vixen who calls herself ‘Roxy.’  Roxanarra also knows my little trick for walking around in a mortal body without calling the attention of every God and priest in the world to my every step, and I think She still wants to bed you…”


Chuckling, the wolf set down his mug and preceded her into the hall on the way to the door, “I’ll try to keep my eyes open.”

Chapter 10

“You’re probably wondering about the timing of this meeting,” the vulpine mused as his guest sank into one of the spacious office’s ornate chairs.


Ferrl considered for a moment before nodding, “Somewhat… but I realized moments after reading your invitation that there was probably a good reason, even if I couldn’t think of one.  I assume, though, that you’re about to tell me why I’m here, exhausted, with barely time enough to catch my breath after being run around the guard compound in my new and weighted armor for several hours?”

Kachaun nodded in return, a faint smile twitching at the corners of his graying muzzle, “Yes… but only after providing a bit of history on the subject, first.”  Lacing his fingers behind his head, he leaned back in the huge chair behind his cluttered desk, gazing at the ceiling as he began the lesson, “From times of yore, the first step in training anyone in magecraft was to get them to see the energies they were to be taught to manipulate… except, of course, in the unusual case of someone being born with that ability, though they’re so rare as to hardly merit mention as a possibility.  No matter their innate strength or potential, anyone who couldn’t be taught this form of perception was limited to strictly secondary roles of wizardry; alchemy was the most versatile of these options, though those who could at least learn to manipulate their internal energies might find some fulfillment in the field of artifice or in renting their strength to a more capable mage.”  He blinked twice, then glanced back down at the wolf, “I’m sorry; I seem to have wandered fairly far afield in my narration.  That’s my one real failing as a teacher, that I try to provide all the details at once, even those that aren’t yet needed…  Back to the subject, then!  This task of learning to see magical energies…  In ancient times, and some not so ancient, this was the single largest stumbling block faced by each new student; some took as many as ten years of study, meditation, and practice before they finally made that breakthrough and could begin their lessons in earnest.  It’s only been in the last century or so, however, that we’ve discovered a shortcut of sorts…  That perception can be imposed upon someone with mage-potential.  Even once the specific technique had been discovered, it still took some experimentation and refinement before it could be put into general use, as there were some dangers involved in the original application… which is why you are here, today, in your current condition.”


“Physically and mentally drained?  Not my preferred way to start studying something about which I haven’t the slightest beginning of a clue, Headmaster,” the knight admitted.


“Ah,” the fox grinned, “but that’s the perfect time to learn this!  You see, the trick is to link a new student’s mind with that of an experienced mage, to guide them through that mental shift right on the first try.  The very fact of one party’s inexperience, however, is where the danger comes in; mind-to-mind unions are best done when all involved have years of practice in mental discipline.  Without it, either or both could be severely injured by a reflexive thrust from the student or the teacher pressing where they expect resistance and not finding any.  So, we do it when you’re tired.  The… degree of contact involved reduces the teacher’s options as far their own defenses are concerned, so we just make sure you lack the energy to overcome those wards that can still be kept.”


Ferrl nodded in understanding, “I see.  Well, after strapping on some seventy or eighty pounds of steel, along with an extra forty or so of lead, and running a relay race with the other guards, I guess I’m well prepared for this… innovation, and I’m honored to have it administered by the headmaster of the prestigious Mages’ Guild of Drachath.”
* * *

“You’re looking… out of sorts, sir knight,” commented the scholarly otter who’d been waiting in Ferrl’s study when he got home.  “Should we reschedule today’s lesson for another time?”

The wolf blinked a time or two, then shook his head.  “No…  It’s something that I’m sure will take more than a day or two for me to get used to.  This morning my… ‘other’ senses were awakened at the mage school, and it’s… disorienting.  They told me that those with minimal talent have to strain to see the flows and types of energy, while the greatly gifted have to struggle not to.  I seem to fall into the latter category; any time I try to focus on what’s actually at hand, these lights and colors keep intruding.  I’ve been told, however, that this is perfectly normal, and they won’t try to teach me to do anything with the new sense until I’ve grown accustomed to it.”


His tutor of the day nodded, “I see… and you’re right; the others at the university who were studying magic as a sideline each spent a good week or two rather dazed after embarking upon that particular journey.  I suppose it’s just my bad luck to be succeeding your economics instructor just as the wizards stick their oar in.  We’ll just deal with it as it comes, the both of us.”


“Thank you, Larras,” the wolf nodded back, then turned to the cub on her stool by his chair, “Just nudge me if I start to look blank, would you, Ela?”


The vixen just giggled mischievously, clearly willing to… help.


“Very good!” chirped the otter.  “Now, yesterday we covered the five great duchies of the kingdom in general terms, but generalizations are all that can be applied to regions so large and complex.  To get a better feel for things one must look closer, at the baronies, earldoms, and counties that make up each one.  So… is there any in particular you’d care to start with?”


An idea occurred to the knight that he just couldn’t resist, and he grinned, “Yes…  The barony of Lark’s Reach.”


Nodding, Larras started in his usual manner, from the top down, “The current baron of Lark’s Reach is named Hellar, the second of that name; his family’s only held the title for a century or two…  His is a strictly patriarchal title, one of the few left in the kingdom, so his wife’s status as baroness only applies to social precedence.  His wife…”  The otter broke off, blinking, then cackled, “His wife!  So that’s why you chose to start there; you’ve seen her!”


Ferrl chuckled, “Seen and felt… though it’s my understanding that, intimate as it was, our first meeting was a far cry from the experiences I’d be able to relate if I’d been to court more often.  As it is, I only visited a couple times before getting this house and haven’t had time to be back since.”


The tutor nodded again, “My own social circles are more scholastic than political, so I’ve never been to the king’s court myself, but it’s my understanding that, of those nobles who regularly attend, all of the men and half the women could write entire books on the subject of our cheerfully lascivious baroness.  Ironically, that’s exactly how Baron Hellar prefers it.  He’s an old man, in less than prime physical condition.  Rumor has it that, as his marriage to Baroness Verona was being arranged, he feared he might have to force himself to some extent upon such a young, beautiful creature as she; that she’d be demure and retiring in disposition, possibly to a problematic degree when their conjugal night arrived and it came time for her to do her duty as a new bride.”


“I take it,” the knight snorted, “that such was not the case.”


“He barely escaped with his life,” Larras confirmed dryly.  “Two days after the wedding, she arrived in court with a letter from him explaining to the king that, for the baron’s continued health, she was not to be permitted to return home more often than two overnight visits per year.  This arrangement let the king keep one of his more competent administrators, briefly increased the strife within his court itself, and finally resulted in a lasting, general peace.  The courtiers soon realized that jealousy, where the baroness was concerned, was utterly pointless.  It was… almost too subtle a concept for the average intellect of a professional courtier to assimilate; it was not favoritism that she slept with one person one night or another the next, nor were they to feel demeaned by the misconception that the pleasure she found with them was more important than they themselves.  She honestly felt for all of them, and even managed to find some basis for affection with the few truly inept lovers the court held, and she’d always been so open and guileless that they soon found themselves with no choice but to accept that what showed on the surface was indeed the real her.  It all happened over a remarkably short period, in my opinion, given how devious and many-layered the court’s intrigues could be; to actually believe that the stated and actual truths were one and the same…  She’s been here for, oh, sixteen or seventeen years now, and it’s even become something of a tradition for noble houses to send their sons, and occasionally daughters, with instructions to make the baroness’ acquaintance in particular when they travel to be presented at court upon coming of age.  This once-dull tradition has, as a result, become rather… memorable, for the recent generation of nobles.”


The slavegirl giggled as her owner nodded.  “I can believe that.  I really should pay her another visit, and introduce Ela as well, the next time I get a day off,” Ferrl mused.


“If I had charge of such things,” the scholar speculated, “I’d probably title her one of the natural wonders of the kingdom… ah, but enough meandering.  Back to Lark’s Reach.  The barony shrunk over the centuries as Fariach expanded on it’s rise to being a capitol, and is currently something only slightly grander than a count would expect to rule, but it’s centered around a fertile valley that produces much of the fruit to be obtained in this city.  Spices and medicinal herbs grow naturally there as well, and are gathered for sale, but in relatively small quantities as they’re not actively cultivated.  The river that runs through this valley originates to the north in the hills of…”


After Larras had been shown out into the golden light of the sunset, Ferrl mused to his fox, “Wrenshollow, Quail Ridge, the Dovewood… it seems like this kingdom’s founders were rather fond of birds, don’t you think?”


Ela nodded, gazing through the still-open door at the fiery hues of the late-spring clouds, “’bout half the li’l places th’guy mentioned were like that, even if’n th’ big’uns had funny-sounding names instead.”


The wolf chuckled, “Those were probably people’s names, dear, or those of families… which, between the many species’ original tongues from which those names were taken prior to their finding common ground, and the passage of many centuries’ usage and distortion, would understandably sound a little ‘funny’ to a speaker of contemporary Common, I’ll admit.  Anyway, that was just a thought, and we only covered relatively near areas in today’s lesson.  You never know,” and he ruffled her headfur with a grin, “tomorrow, we might find places all named after flowers!”


Nuzzling into his hand with her cheek, the vixen giggled, “Maybe, Master.  So, we gonna go make dinner or didja wanna play first now that th’stuffy otterguy’s gone?”


“Neither,” he mused, considering, “and both, most likely.”  He closed the door and swept Ela up into the crook of his arm, “Come, let’s get you into your cleanest dress and me into one of my better outfits; they eat dinner fairly late at the court, so I think I’ve got time to join them.”  Ferrl frowned slightly, then, “I’m afraid that you’ll have to eat with the other slaves, though, and wait wherever they wait for a bit afterwards besides… but I’ll fetch you as soon as I can.  I want you to meet the baroness, and I’ll arrange it if I can, but if she’s clearly too busy I’ll take you home rather than linger at evening court while you’re stuck being bored.”


The cub’s ears perked up from the downward cast they’d gained at the prospect of spending a lot of time without her big wolf, “Thank you, Master, I hope you c’n get to her.”
* * *

“The best-laid plans of mice and cats…” Ferrl thought to himself as the door to the great hall’s foyer closed behind him.  “I guess I’ve still got a few details to learn.”  Evidently, there was a difference between being knighted in front of the whole court by the king himself and being presented to the court by a recognized sponsor.  At least, that was the opinion of the king’s herald; without that formal ceremony of introduction, simple as it was to hear him describe it, allowing him to join the assembled nobles for dinner was quite out of the question, nor could he visit the sessions in the throne room except as a common petitioner now that he’d lost the slight status-boost of residence within the palace itself.  The obstacles of formality a commoner would face made going through the silly ritual of presentation a much more attractive prospect, once they’d been explained.

Pausing at an intersection in the broad, opulently-decorated central hallway of the palace, the Agent-to-be considered his options…  Though his training had yet to touch the subject, he knew that he was expected to learn to think his way through problems whether he was familiar with them or not, as well as being creative, or outright devious, in the way he approached and implemented their solutions.  Deviousness, on second thought, wouldn’t be required; all he had to do this time was revert, briefly, to his old mannerisms and associations.  Following a side-hall for a few yards, he turned again where the marble and gold trim gave way to utilitarian paint, replaced in turn with bare wood after one more corner.  He followed his nose from that point, padding along the servants’ passage toward the scent of food, writing as he walked upon a scrap of parchment with a small stick of graphite.  Once too often, lately, he’d needed to leave or send a note he didn’t care to entrust to a page or for someone he was expecting at his home, so he’d started carrying a few essentials in his pockets.


“Sir knight,” a voice interrupted just as the smells of cooking reached their strongest, “have you lost your way?  The great hall is more conveniently reached through the main halls…”


The wolf offered his most impetuous, boyish smile to the servant, a floppy-eared canid a year or two his junior who’d seen him before, a corner of his mind noting with satisfaction the way the liveried boy’s muzzle twitched upwards in unconscious response.  “No,” he replied, his tone half-conspiratorial, “I’m exactly where I wanted to go.  You and your fellows are serving court supper right now?”  This fetched a nod in reply, somewhere between guarded and curious.  “Then I was right…”  Ferrl held out the note he’d written, folded into neat quarters, and asked, “Could you deliver this to Baroness Verona?”  His grin went from faintly to blatantly lecherous, “I’m sure that you, and everyone else, know who I’m talking about!  I need to see her for something,” and the waggling of his brow broke through the dog’s training enough to make him laugh, “but that stupid herald out front is quibbling over a minor formality no one bothered to explain that I’d need to undergo.  Can I trust you to help this old farm-hand out of his dilemma?”


Grinning broadly now, the servant nodded as he accepted the folded scrap, “I know just who’s serving her quarter of the high table!  I’ll put this directly into his hands… and you’re right; any of us could identify that kitten by sight, smell, or taste!  Darling of more than just the official court, she is…”


Ferrl gave the liveried young man a gentle slap on the shoulder, “Good man, I knew you’d understand!  The note tells her where to find me, so I’ll just go back the way I came.”


The puppy nodded, “Good luck, sir knight; she’s a busy lady, our baroness.”


Nodding in return, the knight retraced his path down the servants’ halls.  Supper had only begun a bit ago, so he had some time to spend with Ela before he had to be where he was expected.
* * *

Ferrl was jogged out of a light doze by an arm grabbing his shoulder and pulling him to his feet.  “That punctilious, formality-blinded, rules-stickler, crotchety old… herald!” Verona exclaimed, clearly agitated to have run out of insults so quickly, as she led him down a side-hall.  “You’re twice the man of any courtier there, with more social precedence than a duke where it really counts, and he keeps you out because you haven’t been presented?!?  He is off of my social calendar for that, and if he can find one more woman skilled enough to get a rise out of him at his age, I’ll suck off every stallion in the stable!”  She calmed down enough to tilt her head, a faint smile quirked on her muzzle, “And not just because some earl bet me five nobles I wouldn’t, this time…”

Laughing, the wolf leaned close to give the baroness a warm hug with one arm, “And I thought my little vixen was bad…  Just wait until she meets you; it should be humbling for her to learn that she’s not the naughtiest creature on two legs!”


His ‘guide’ simply chuckled, and gave the front of his breeches a comforting pat, “Well, if I’m the only one who can out-do her, I can rest assured that you’ve been well taken care of even without me,” before leading him through a narrow doorway trimmed in dark purple.


“Halt!” a voice immediately demanded.  A guard in breastplate had his sword drawn almost before the knight saw him; he didn’t recognize the muscular reptile, and from the wary look the soldier was giving him, the lack was mutual.


Skidding to a stop only with the knight’s help, Verona blinked indignantly, “First the herald, and now you!  You know very well that I’m permitted in this corridor, and this is an Agent, so he should be, too!”


The guard’s slit-pupilled eyes flicked over the wolf’s garb, and he shook his head, “He’s not wearing his badge or any other insignia I recognize.  Only the royal family or those they designate can use these passages; your vouching for him is not enough, baroness.”


Rolling her eyes, she gave an exasperated sigh, “Then test him!  Being posted here, you’ve got to have a Truthstone…”


The lizard considered the demand for long enough to make Ferrl a little nervous, the way that sword was kept pointed straight at his heart, but finally he dipped a curt nod and grunted, reaching into a pocket with his left hand and withdrawing a smooth, oblong piece of what looked like polished jade.  “Hold this,” the soldier ordered, offering it to one side of his swordpoint, “and state your identity.  If you are an Agent, that should be all it takes; don’t try to work any magic on it, though, or it’ll explode.”


Swallowing, the knight accepted the cool bauble and cleared his throat, “I am Sir Ferrl, knight and Agent-in-training to the kingdom of Drachath.”


A second grunt, less laden with suspicion, prefaced the next command, “Now lie, to make sure you haven’t somehow canceled the stone’s spell anyway.”


Ferrl chuckled, “Okay…  I am here to kill you and make the baroness a pair of slippers from your hide.”


The guard hissed, then blinked, “A poor choice in lies, sir knight… but it will suffice.”  He sheathed his sword then reached to accept the stone back, its pale green surface now a bloody red that was already slowly fading back to its original color.  “You may pass,” he noted, then straightened as he stepped back into the tiny alcove he’d surprised them from.


Only a few more paces down, the hall ended in a narrow door also bordered in royal purple.  Pausing, the baroness noted, “This is the king’s private entrance to the throne room, where evening court is still assembling after supper.  This whole hall, in fact, and any place else you see with a purple doorway, is restricted to the royal family and those they specifically designate.  As an Agent, that designation should be inferred… but didn’t you get your badge?”


The wolf shook his head, “I don’t think so…  The only things I’ve received since getting my house were my first month’s pay and a few messages.  What does this badge look like?”


“It’s more of a pin than a badge,” Verona admitted.  “It should be small, gold, and shaped like a scaled-down version of that crest on the back of Burtak’s throne.”


This fetched a surprised blink in return, “I do have that!  The morning before I met you… I’d only bought my furniture the day before, you’ll understand, but I found something like that in one of the small drawers in my wardrobe; as it was a second-hand piece, I just assumed it was a bit of jewelry from its former owner, that I hadn’t noticed when checking the drawers before the purchase, but it was small enough that I figured it’d just gotten wedged somewhere then shaken loose in the move.”


“You didn’t throw it away, did you?” the lioness asked worriedly.  Relaxing at the instant shake of his head, she smiled, “Good…  One of our existing Agents probably snuck into your room and left it there, then.  Make a habit of wearing it; only those who actually need to know will realize its significance, for the most part.  Now,” and she opened the door, leading him through it then pressing a hand against his chest, “wait right here until I summon you.”


The milling nobles, still sorting out their grouping and positions for whatever degree of social or political interaction each one sought that night, didn’t interest Ferrl at all.  He recognized the house colors and the embroidery derived from official crests and seals among a few of the garments, from his last two days of lessoning, but the people themselves were of little interest to him, after his first few attempts at interaction back before his training had started.  The courtiers were, for the most part, rather shallow creatures, endlessly focused on subtle observations of what seemed to the wolf like casual, innocent body language, all in some sort of effort to determine who was ‘with’ one faction or another on a particular issue.  Those few who seemed to have some depth to them, who might actually be interesting to discuss issues and events, past and present, with, weren’t interested in him, in a couple cases simply due to his having been born a peasant, but usually because they were still waiting for some sign of his political leanings from interactions with the lower echelon of the court, interactions he had no interest in pursuing.  The only two people present who neither bored nor ignored him were the king and the baroness… the former giving the latter’s rump a covert squeeze through her dark emerald gown as she leaned close to whisper with him.


Verona turned, catching the knight’s eyes and beckoning him over as she casually rested on the broad arm of the throne, the ‘coon’s hand still trapped beneath her hindside.  This, perhaps, explained the occasional odd twitch of her tail, often simultaneous with a twist of the king’s elbow that Ferrl could see easily enough from ‘behind the scenes’ as he was, but the rest of the court probably couldn’t.


Loudly enough for most of the room to hear her, the lioness addressed the king, “Your Majesty, I present to you and your assembled nobles Sir Ferrl, knight of the kingdom.”


As the wolf bowed toward the throne, the raccoon nodded graciously, “I greet you and welcome you to my court, Sir Ferrl, sponsored by Baroness Verona of Lark’s Reach… which had better satisfy that herald of mine, or he’ll be finding himself out on the street and wondering what happened to his pension.”


One or two of the nearer courtiers actually chuckled, at that.  For his part, the wolf just nodded in return; if a verbal response had been required he was sure he’d have been prompted beforehand.


With a pert little wriggle, Verona slipped from her perch and took Ferrl’s arm, leading him past the knots and groups of nobles to either side of the central red carpet.  “There,” she murmured, as the flustered-looking old announcer closed the broad doors behind her, “that should keep you from being disappointed the next time you come to dinner.  Now, shall we adjourn to my chamber or did you have some other destination in mind?”


The wolf blinked, then shrugged with a slight grin, “All I’d hoped for was your assistance with that damned formality; I’d assumed your, ah, social schedule would be booked well in advance, and I’m hardly the sort to be worth disappointing those who already had firm expectations from you tonight.  If that’s how it’s actually going to be, though, we should at least pick up that naughty vixen I mentioned, as I left her in the common slaves’ quarters, before departing to wherever you wish to go.  It was thoughts of introducing her to you, actually, in case I ever had to leave her in your care while on assignment, that led to my coming to the palace at all, tonight…”


Chuckling, the baroness slipped her arm around his waist, moving closer as she continued down the main hall to where visitors’ slaves were kept.  “You underestimate yourself, dear wolf,” she purred.  “I’ve been looking forward to… getting to know you better ever since that night at the club, and I must even admit to curiosity as early as your magical arrival.  I had to miss your knighting, I’m afraid, as I was still busy being fingered by a duchess in the outer gathering hall we just passed through, but that couldn’t quite distract me from noticing and appreciating the sudden appearance of a shirtless wolf with so many lovely muscles!”  Her free hand traced the contours of which she spoke, through his shirt, even as she paused at the split doorway, its upper half open, through which a dozen or so kneeling forms could be seen, all under the close eye of an older page with a flogger dangling from his belt.  Her gaze sought out a match for what she’d heard so far among the dimly-lit forms, and she smiled in anticipation as she looked a buxom, kneeling vixen’s bare body up and down.  “I assume that’s the one you were talking about,” she purred, thrusting her chin in the vulpine’s direction.


Ferrl snorted.  “Not likely…  Ela!” he called, then grinned at his companion’s surprise as the tiniest of all the figures jumped up and scampered toward the door, which he opened after a shared nod with the supervising page.


The lioness blinked as she resumed her leisurely pace toward the palace’s main gates, watching as the little slave’s leash was fastened with her active assistance before she fell back to the traditional following distance.  “This,” she finally ventured, “is someone whose naughtiness is second only to mine?  I can’t wait to see what she’s like when she grows up and has years of practice to add to a mature body’s capabilities…”


Nodding, her companion drew his pet up to give her an affectionate head-ruffling, “I’m looking forward to that day, too…  Ela, this is Baroness Verona, so there shouldn’t be any more confusion about well-dressed ladies showing up at my door.”


The little vixen nodded, “An’ even if it’s another kitty next time, I knows how she smells now; there’s’a nice wet spot in th’back of her gown, though th’color makes it almost ‘nvisible.  Smells good.”


Verona rolled her eyes, grinning, “That’s why I chose this dress, little one.  I wouldn’t have sat on the king’s hand to let him play with me through something that would have shown obvious stains; one just doesn’t do that to royalty in a public room.”  She glanced over to the wolf, “Regardless… I like how your slave thinks, which only serves to strengthen the whim that has us walking in this direction in the first place.  My ‘social schedule,’ as you put it, only included that stupid herald, tonight, so I was thinking of abandoning the palace entirely and sleeping over at your house instead.  We’ll just see, in the morning, how long he ended up waiting outside my quarters before realizing that he’d screwed up badly enough to blow his chances completely.”


The knight snickered softly, “For such a noble goal, I’ll be proud to offer my humble domicile as refuge.”

Chapter 11

The door was still wide open, Ferrl picking at the knots of his pet’s leash with the key set aside for a moment, as his guest reached up and untied the satin cord at the back of her neck, her gown flowing into a shimmering cloth puddle at her feet.  “I guess the suggestion ‘make yourself comfortable’ is a bit redundant at this point,” he mused wryly as he shut the door firmly and locked it to the disappointment of a gawking passer-by across the street.  The baroness wasn’t the sort to bother with underclothes, after all.


Verona chuckled, blending into a pleasured hiss as she laced her fingers together and stretched.  “Mmm… a bit, perhaps,” she admitted.  “Though I admire the way well-tailored garb can accent a body and show it off to best advantage, I also consider clothing to be a hindrance to my preferred ways of passing the time.  If I could get away with it I’d attend court exactly as you see me now,” and she gestured over her body, bare save for a few rings and a pair of leather-soled slippers, “but one or two deplorably repressed types on the king’s advisory council have seen fit to block the motion he introduced to grant me permanent exception from the decency laws.  That doesn’t mean I can’t still cheat a bit; he’s got several royal pardons waiting for me, complete save for the date he’d fill in at need, but he’s such a dear that I don’t want to cause him any trouble when I only have to behave for short periods at a time.”

The wolf nodded, smiling, “And even then, I’d hazard that you also save him trouble by being just a little cautious where and with whom you ‘cheat’ when the whim strikes.  Like tonight in the throne room; I was the only one in any position to see where his hand was, and you know I wouldn’t turn you in for such a tiny bit of innocent fun…”  By this point he’d hung up the baroness’ gown and Ela’s leash and simple dress on the hooks meant for coats, and he led them both into the sitting room, stirring up the embers in the fireplace enough to light a bit of kindling and, with it, one each of the lamps and candles around the room.  The curtains, of course, were already firmly closed, as he’d never cared to make Ela’s frequent playfulness a public show.  “I’m sorry if it’s a bit warm, here,” he mused as he blew out the flame on the twig and tossed it into the fireplace, “but it’ll still be a few weeks until I learn even the simple magics of light and fire, so I have to keep a real one going despite the warmth of late spring.”  Picking up the candle he’d lit, he started leading the way to the stairs down the hall.


“It shouldn’t be too bad upstairs, or at night,” his guest agreed.  “Even a bit on the cool side, until we get active enough for body heat to be a factor.”


The little vixen had scampered ahead, and was waiting outside the bedroom door as the other two caught up.  “Something the matter, Ela?” her owner asked.


Her young eyes gleamed in the candlelight as she pointed at the door, “Someone’s in there; I c’n smell ‘em…  I think it’s… Kathy.”


Quirking a brow, Ferrl opened the door and padded in, lighting the nearest lamp without a glance toward the presence he could smell, and detect as well by a brief flare-up of his magical senses, atop his bed.  “If it were anyone else,” he mused as he spread the candle’s flame among three more wicks, “a comment about knocking would be in order… but as it is, I’m not quite arrogant enough to demand that sort of thing from you.”


The figure on the bed chuckled as she uncurled, stretching her wings a few yards to either side as she roused from an evident nap.  “I’d listen, though,” the bat insisted.  “It is your house, after all, and I’m just another perfectly average person.  A peasant, even, as I’ve never bothered to seek any rank, though I suppose any title I wished could be mine for the effort of asking… but, regardless, I do thank you for your hospitality, sir knight.”


Nodding, the wolf crossed the room to light one last lamp and wedge the original candle into a holder, then glanced at his newest and least-expected guest.  Brown fur interrupted here and there by darker, bare skin drew a chuckle from him, “You certainly seem to have come with an accurate notion of what to expect…  I seem to be the odd one out, in fact, as the only person still wearing clothes.”  He started to correct that, undoing his shirt’s few ties even as he continued, “So… as I’m also not arrogant enough, or blindly worshipful enough, to insist that your obvious intentions are in some way unsuitable, I guess the only question to ask is whether Verona recognizes you, and whether you want her to if she doesn’t?”


His first question was answered adequately enough by the lioness’ clear confusion and the bat’s complacent smirk.  “I told you the first time we met that your potential interests me,” she replied, “which made your acquaintance with this form inevitable in a way… and, while I’ll still remain a secret to Burtak and his family, your closest acquaintances outside of it are also suitable to be let in on the mystery, and the baroness certainly qualifies.”  She settled her wings back behind her with a flip and scooted to the edge of the bed to offer her hand.  The tawny-furred feline had almost grasped it by sheer social reflex when she was informed, “I am a mortal incarnation of your Goddess, but I fully expect to be treated as a mortal despite that.  Just call me Kathy, and don’t worry about what we may do for fun, as I can always just make another body, and we’ll get along fine.”


Verona blinked and, with an effort, completed her gesture to grasp the slim paw in her own, “I… think I can live with that.”  She gave her head a shake, “It’s going to take a bit of getting used to, but once my brain stops screaming at me to kneel and pray, and for all the Gods’ sake don’t even think of touching you, intimately or not!, I’ll be able to… adapt.”  Smiling, she looked down at the hand she held, stroking along its back with her other palm and adding, “Easily, even…  Your fur looks coarse and thick, but it’s so soft; even if you’d prohibited it, I think I’d have trouble keeping my hands off of you…”


“I can most assuredly live with that,” the Goddess incognito grinned back, “though ‘living’ is not the entire point of my visit.”  Looking up, she caught the eyes of the little fox huddled against one side of the doorway, “Come in here, Ela…  I wanted to play with you, too, not just your Master and this luscious kitten here…”


She looked immediately to Ferrl, who was just straightening from dropping his breeches into the hamper, and he gave an encouraging smile, sitting down at the foot of the bed and patting the sheet beside him.  Still a bit uncertain, the slave was clearly at least calm enough to avoid outright panic, and she scampered over to join him, leaning against his side as he stroked one hand down her back.


Kathy reclaimed her hand from the lioness’ grasp and slid back toward the center of the bed, gesturing at the small table to one side, “Other than my own admittedly delectable self, sir knight, I did bring you one present as well, as any properly gracious guest should.  It’s yours to keep, on the condition that someone here uses it on me at some point tonight.”


Curious, the wolf gave his pet one last comforting pat on the rump and stood, padding around the bed to see…  There, on the end table, was a bared blade sitting next to a fine leather scabbard that clearly went with it.  Perhaps twelve inches from pommel to point, the dagger was thick and heavy, lamplight revealing faint, swirling patterns within the polished steel’s surface.  A glance at the spine showed finely-grooved black, and he blinked, holding it up for a closer look.  “Folded steel!” he breathed, realizing that one idle dream of his youth had just come true.  “The mercenaries whose tales I’d listened raptly to as a cub told me of this… but it’s so much work to make, resulting in such a fine temper, that I’d never hoped to actually afford any!”


The bat nodded, chuckling, “And that’s just the least of that particular blade’s charms…  I had it commissioned for you, if in a different kingdom entirely, the day you visited my temple, and it’s only just been completed.  Luckily, the distance involved was no obstacle at all to someone with my particular… resources.”


Ferrl shot her an understanding grin before looking over the weapon again.  The slant of the blade’s edge, because of the steel’s thickness, was more than an inch deep, its gradual curve steepening notably over the last third of its length to end in an only slightly-elongated quarter-circle.  From that point its spine was perfectly straight for a couple inches, then narrowed as sharply as the main edge, forming a hook about an inch in diameter, sharpened along its inner curve.  Contrasting with the blade’s rather nasty shape, the hilt was an elaborately detailed representation of… Kathy, exactly as she was now, lithely nude.  The carving’s wings were a bit smaller than true scale, stretched up to either side to form the blade’s guard, and her dainty feet rested on the shape of the top of a worked marble column, the very bottom set with a faceted hemisphere of onyx.  It took him a moment to identify just what the hilt was made of, balancing it in one hand as he tried to determine the density, and his eventual guess was that it was solid silver, treated in some fashion to give it a dull, near-black finish as if it had acquired a century or so of tarnish.  For a final evaluation, he gripped it firmly, the figurine’s small breasts feeling a little odd against his fingers, and brushed it lightly over his arm well away from the skin, and he smiled in satisfaction as a few stray furs fell to the floor with no tugging to suggest that the edge was anything less than perfect.  “A magnificent gift, and it shall replace my plain old belt-knife for as long as I live to serve you,” he told her solemnly.


While he’d been looking over the blade, Verona and Ela had cuddled up together on the edge of the bed, the lioness’ fingers brushing casually over her smaller playmate’s ears and nipples, while her little paws roamed more blatantly over the feline’s chest, clearly enjoying the heft and pliancy of her full, round breasts.  “Bats and blades aside, sir knight,” the baroness mused, “I think you were right…  Your little vixen and I will get along quite well, and I look forward to having her for days at a time if you must go off without her.”


The wolf set his dagger down and climbed onto the sheets to lounge next to Kathy, chuckling, “I think she’ll like that even more than you will, if I’m guessing right about just how shameless and sensual you really are.  You see, around me and most others, her playful nature is hobbled by certain restraints… primarily incontinence when her pleasure hits its peak.  Only of the fluid sort, I assure you… but if she goes into play with a full bladder, she won’t keep it for long!”


“Oh, my!” the feline grinned, scooping the young fox into her lap.  “You assume rightly, my friend!  I don’t have any problem with that at all, and I only regret that most other people do!”  She lay back on the bed, her legs still dangling over the side, and pulled Ela up to straddle her chest, facing her.  “When you’re with me, child,” she rumbled up at her playmate, “don’t you ever worry about that sort of thing for a moment!  I’ll happily help you lick it up,” and she tugged the vixen just a bit closer to punctuate her claim with a lap of her raspy tongue directly at the tiny pink treasures peeking out from her white-furred cleft.


Ela squealed at the lick, her look still one of half-unbelieving happiness, “Yay!  Thank you, Mistress; it’s gonna be so fun not havin’ to pull back at the last moment an’ jus’ ruin it all!”


The baroness’ only reply was the steady rumble of her purr as she pushed her muzzle forward, her tongue expertly parting those tiny lips and delving inwards, curled up so its raspy hairs barely brushed the upper reaches of her passage.  That restraint didn’t last long, though, as the feline was clearly enjoying the taste of the moisture her efforts were eliciting, withdrawing to lap at the slick little petals and down to the base of the cleft where the dribbles gathered.  The vixen simply closed her eyes and spread her legs wider, leaning over her lover’s head and supporting herself as tremors of pleasure started to wrack her form…


The pair in the middle of the bed were both content to watch, their angle letting them see every crease and trickle.  Slipping one arm around her doubled shoulders, Ferrl held the lady bat close, breathing deeply the scents of three females’ clear arousal.  His own entered the air a moment later as Kathy took advantage of his closeness to dip a hand between his thighs, stroking up over his furry sac to grip and gently knead his sheath, its already-swollen burden quickly poking its musky tip out into view.


Smaller it may have been, compared to those she usually had access to, but the sex at Verona’s muzzle was familiar territory indeed, and she played it like the Mistress of all things sensual that she was.  Her tongue’s rasps stroked firmly up the vixen’s sweetly-moist little lips, and over the hint of salt at the tiny hole just above, but curled away from the fleshy hood still further up, saving the smoothness of her tongue’s underside for swiping against that incredibly sensitive nubbin on the way back down.  Her hands grasped the slender thighs on either side of her face, clawtips kneading gently from reflex, but more purpose than mere steadying was behind her choice in grips, as she carefully judged the tension running through her excitable playmate’s body…  Only when the slave’s climax was near and all but unavoidable did she press even closer, gripping her legs tightly as she wrapped her muzzle completely around her young mound and lapped up its full length with her broad, bristled tongue.


Ela’s eyes fluttered open as she gave a strangled, high-pitched howl, hips bucking, and she stared down into the mischievous gaze of the older woman as she deliberately drove the fox’s young body over the edge.  The observers could see her quaking, fighting to remain in place, but that and the sounds of her delight were the only evidence of her climax and its implied results, as she certainly hadn’t been to the privy since her porridge and water at the palace.  The lioness’ flaring nostrils stilled as she swallowed, the yips punctuating Ela’s howls and the renewed, strong jerks of her hips suggesting that she was still actively licking even through the sudden blast of salty gold, and it was only when the rush of fluids sweet and savory had ended that she allowed the child to come down from her orgasmic high, leaving her limp and panting, barely supported by her arms on either side.


“Bravo,” Kathy approved, slapping her knee with her free hand.  “The mighty lioness has rendered the fearsome vixen safe for the oral attentions of her squeamish Master!”  She grinned at Ferrl’s mock-hurt frown, “Well, maybe not squeamish, but you certainly haven’t drunk of her like that!”


The wolf shrugged, “I don’t think I’d actually mind, you know…  I’ve certainly received a little spurt or two often enough, the times I played with her that were just a little too long after her last visit to the privy, and I didn’t mind them much.”  He grinned, then, and winked to the girls at the foot of the bed, “In fact, I just might have to learn to like it, or the first time I left my little Ela behind she wouldn’t want to come back to me!”


Shaking her head firmly, the vixen crawled off of Verona toward her owner, “No, Master…  She’s fun, and I really like her, but she doesn’t have this!” and she grabbed his shaft, by now fully engorged, and gave its tip a proprietary lick.  “Fingers’re nice, but I’s likes bein’ stretched, too!”


Before the knight could formulate a reply, Kathy leaned over and, nuzzling the little fox while edging her aside, took the head of her Master’s wolfhood into her muzzle and slathered it briefly with her tongue as she suckled…  “I agree,” she grinned after letting it free, “he’s thick, meaty, and tasty!”


Verona snickered.


Ferrl snorted, then gave the bat the same affectionate head-ruffling he usually saved for his slave, “Silly, all of you are just silly…  Imagine how your high priestess would react, seeing you with your lips wrapped around a man!”


The bat cackled, “Many thanks, sir knight; I’ll have to try that!  One of the priests here is a wolf of nearly as impressive of dimensions as you; I think I’m going to call him spiritually into her quarters, manifest, and proceed to suck him dry!  It’ll do her good, to be shown that her rampant sadism is not the guarantee of my favor that she seems to assume it is…”


“Or,” the lioness suggested in an amused tone, “go so far as to do it to Ferrl, himself, in the middle of services!  I can just see it now, the priestess chanting on and on about your virtues, while a mere male who’s not even a priest experiences them first-hand on one of the pews.”


Giggling madly, Kathy lunged forward, taking the baroness’ cheeks in her hands and kissing her deeply.  While the cat was still panting and wide-eyed at the sudden, thorough investigation of her muzzle and the hints of salt that still flavored it, her captor nodded, “And that’s exactly what I’ll do, you naughty kitty you!  Both of you,” and she looked back to the wolf as well, “make a point of coming to church next restday!  And don’t bother to wear tight breeches, ‘sir knight.’”  Settling back on the bed, her wings forming a comfortable enough cushion for the moment, she spread her legs slightly and murmured sultrily, “Let’s not let good ideas and foolish banter interrupt the night’s festivities, though…  Ela,” she directed, pointing at the dark petals of her own sex, “part of why I’m here is to teach you to take liberties with those placed under your power…  I’ve looked into your mind a few times, when your owner dedicated pleasures shared with you to me, and I know there’s something you’ve always wanted to do with another girl that just wasn’t possible with your fellow child-slaves…”


That was all the encouragement the little vixen needed; blinking once in surprise, she squealed happily and crawled over to the bat, kneeling down to give her near-black flesh a tentative lick before spreading it open to her view.  “You’s right, ma’am,” she nodded, giving each of the slickened, engorged lips before her a wriggling tug, “I wondered what it’d feel like to… well, you knows!”  Giggling again, she grouped her slim fingers together and, holding the bat’s treasures open with her other hand, began to press and twist them against her obviously ready entrance.


Verona shuffled to one side to get a better view, as well as to cuddle up against the wolf, “Ooh… that’s another thing I like, kiddo!  And from full-grown girls and even the occasional guy… though it takes a lot more work and a bit of oil from the kitchen to fit things in, I’ll tell you!”


Nodding, encouraged by Kathy’s husky chirrs as well as the words, Ela pressed her black-gloved paw in deeper, her eyes intent on the way the moist flesh spread around her knuckles, and how even the furred, oval bulge of the surrounding mound was pulled closer to circular.  “I just thinks it’d feel so neat, wif all that heat ‘n slickness ‘round my whole paw…”  She dipped back down for another quick lick at the sweetness glistening around her hand, adding another lap in passing to the ridge of her playmate’s hood and eliciting a pleased yip from higher on the bed.


Figuring that his slave had things well in hand (and he snorted mentally at his own pun) where the bat was concerned, Ferrl eased himself to his knees and around behind the feline, leaning close and rolling his hips back to lower the tip of his shaft…  His thought of making sure she stayed more than visually entertained met, evidently, with Verona’s approval, as her tail immediately whipped to one side and her thighs parted slightly.  Murmuring his quiet thanks, he reached down to guide himself in, his glans encountering flesh just as warm, wet, and ready as his slave’s paw was.  It had been a long time since he’d enjoyed the touch of a grown woman’s sex, and he savored its snug grip as he eased into it, fully content to be without the vice-like, almost too-stimulating grip of Ela’s immature charms, or the single band of tightness with almost no pressure inside that that long-ago rabbit’s hindside had offered.  For all her talk about taking hands or playing with stallions, though, he found the embrace of the baroness’ depths to be more than satisfactorily snug, requiring significant effort on his part to press inwards to the limits of his knot, which was already just a bit bigger than he cared to deal with tonight.


The lioness’ back arched as she was spread and filled by her friend, her tinge of regret that both of the other girls had gotten a taste of him evaporating quickly as she got her share of his endowments in what was still her very favorite manner.  The visual and olfactory stimulation of the show in front of her, too, added to her pleasure, her hips rocking subtly in time with the tentative thrusts of the little vixen’s paw… and, as she folded her thumb in and her black-furred hand disappeared entirely, Verona’s insides clenched, her raspy yowl of pleasure followed an instant later by a spine-arching gasp from the bat.


Ela giggled naughtily, twisting her wrist slowly as she savored the new experience of feeling another girl’s climax with her whole paw, the hot glove of flesh rippling and squeezing in ways that very nearly drove her own loins to a sympathetic peak.  She almost thought they had, a moment later, when an unexpected touch made her passage quiver, and she looked back to see Verona, supporting herself on one elbow as she pressed a single finger deeply into her little sex.  “Mmm… thank you, Mistress,” she managed as the experienced feline stopped short of nudging her cervix, then turned her attentions back to the splayed, dew-flecked petals around her wrist, balling her fingers into a fist as she pressed deeper.  Her fur seemed to drag at her as she worked inwards, so she settled into a rhythm of short thrusts, pushing in a fraction of an inch and withdrawing before pressing just a little farther, letting the copious juices of her playmate soak her armfur thoroughly to ease its passage.  Expedient or no, the tactic seemed to be enjoyable from the receiving end, as she hadn’t yet bottomed out when a second series of fluttering clenches seized her forearm warmly.


The sight of two playmates being penetrated on the bed before him, by finger and arm respectively, was contributing to Ferrl’s pleasure at least as much as the heated, snug grip of the lioness’ body surrounding his length.  He certainly wasn’t reaching any limits to Verona’s depths, with his knot limiting his strokes as it was, urging him to indulge himself in long, steady thrusts, the faint flare of his blunt head tugging at her outer petals with each leisurely withdrawal before delving back in with speed and strength, halted by the swollen bulge at the base of his shaft.  His pleasure was rising steadily, but another peak apiece from the vixen and the feline preceded it, Ela rocking back on that probing finger with a happy squeal, and Verona withdrawing it to close her eyes and savor its flavor before launching into a chuffing climax of her own, the undulation of her walls along his invading flesh finally driving him over the edge as well…


Large black eyes gleamed mischievously at all three of them as the bat gazed upon her handiwork and found it good.  “Mmm…” she chirred, “I’m glad I stopped by tonight…”  Her eyes closed as she took a moment to roll her hips and relish the sensation of the small hand moving within her, then opened again so she could grin at the two who were officially ‘hers,’ “Consider these acts dedicated…  There’s no need for prayer when I’m right here, after all.”


Verona snorted, “After tonight… I’m probably going to have to keep from laughing every time I do pray to you; it’s hard to take you seriously when you’re so… well, so much like me!”


“And that’s the way I want to seem, to my favorite worshipers,” she insisted with a shrug, “like an older sister, a bit wiser perhaps, with a little more experience… but not all that different.”  Twisting to one side, but not quite freeing Ela’s paw, she reached over to pick up the knife still sitting on the table.  Sitting up, then, the vixen’s slick-furred arm emerging until only its fist was still so pleasantly trapped, she laid the blade next to the girl’s other hand and smiled, “It’s time for your next lesson in taking liberties, little one…  Tell me, have you ever seen a meat animal butchered?”


Blinking in mild confusion, the slave scrunched her way forward until she could kneel without pulling her hand free, and nodded, “I’s cut up fresh chickens, an’ one pig, in bein’ taught how t’cook…”


“And did you feel disgusted?  Did seeing blood and guts make you sick?”


Ela shook her head, “Naw…  Actually made me a li’l hungry, th’way blood smelled.”


The bat’s muzzle parted in a broad grin, teeth flashing, “I’d hoped you’d say something like that…”  Glancing at Ferrl, she noted, “By all means, bring this one along to the playclub!  In fact, I think there’s a show there the night after that restday I’ll be seeing you on, so it’ll be good that we get her used to this sort of thing relatively soon.”


The little vixen had, as had been amply demonstrated several times before, a perfectly good brain, and it wasn’t taking her long to put the pieces together into what was actually being suggested.  The hooked dagger felt very heavy as she picked it up, carefully as she’d seen what its edge had done to Master’s fur, and she glanced between it and the bat that was facing her.


“That’s right,” Kathy nodded, “we’re going to teach you to—eep!”  Teaching was obviously unnecessary, as Ela very deliberately lifted the blade and sliced it downwards against one crinkled black nipple.  Even forewarned the sharpness of the edge surprised her, carving a deep slice along the length of the trim, athletic breast bobbing before her, and she gave a squeak of her own as the briefly-visible fat was covered in a rush of blood.


“Good girl,” Ferrl rumbled approvingly, still nestled against Verona’s back as his cock gradually softened within her.


Gasping slightly, the bat nodded again, “I’ll say!  I thought I was going to have to hold her hand!  Now, once you’ve started, do anything you want to, but quickly; it’s no fun if your playmate bleeds to death while you’ve still got parts of them you want to play with…”  Tucking her wings in tight, she lay down, smiling encouragingly at the one who’d wounded her even past the wince of pain at the corners of her eyes.


Ela giggled softly, “I’s a good slave…  You asks for cuttin’, you gets cuttin’!”  Pushing her hand a little deeper into the flesh that still quivered around it, she leaned forward, inverting the knife as she stretched out her arm.  Settling the hook firmly into the hollow just under the lady’s ribs, she dug in and pulled…  The hook, evidently, wasn’t quite as sharp as the main edge, and she found herself having to pull as hard as she could to make any progress, plowing a deep, meaty furrow down the bat’s belly, a slight tug upward letting the hook’s point poke out just above her mound, one final yank slicing that last scrap of flesh and freeing the blade entirely.  She conscientiously set the dagger aside before doing anything else, then looked up to survey her handiwork.


There was just enough padding on Kathy’s belly to give it a slight swell, her brown fur darkened to near-black as blood flowed down both sides, though within the slightly-parted edges of the somewhat ragged cut it pooled in a long line of crimson.  Curiously, the vixen poked her finger where a navel should be, eyes widening a trifle as it sank in, the raw flesh stroking at its sides.  She pressed her whole hand in then, held flat, as she exclaimed with a giggle, “You’s just as hot inside this way as th’other!”


Kathy twitched around the hand filling that ‘other’ as she gasped again, “Of course…  It’s the same place, really, just… messier.”  She drew a shuddering breath, “Don’t waste time with talk; play around then find my heart and do something to that to finish things…”


Ela blinked, “But wouldn’ that kill yas?”

The avidly-watching lioness chuckled softly, “Dear, she’s already dead!  You can’t cut someone’s belly open like that and expect them to survive, so do like she said and have your fun!”

Nodding, the vixen obediently pulled her lower hand free and dug her fingers into both sides of the gaping line she’d cut, pulling it open to peer at the mass of coiled entrails peeking through the puddles of blood.  “Jus’ like that pig,” she mused as she pushed one hand through a gap in the mess, “only warmer.”  The bat squeaked and twitched as her insides were explored, tangled loops and the occasional bulk of a larger organ hanging down her sides as the slave pushed them out of her way.  “Ah, there it is!  I c’n feel th’beatin’ through this bit here… but it’s all thick and stuffs.  I know…” she murred, picking the knife up again.  Her free hand grabbed a few more of the slick ropes and pulled them out of the way, a tug on the one connected to the barely-visible stomach still under the ribs eliciting a gurgle from the butchered bat, which burst into a high keening as the point of the dagger met her diaphragm and, gripped with both hands, sank steadily upwards.


The cub giggled again at the sudden, enormous gouts of blood that jetted over her hands as she found her target, her playmate’s back arching hard for a long moment before collapsing, limp, her chest still.  “I did its!” Ela yipped happily.

“Yes, you ‘did its,’” her owner rumbled, ruffling her headfur.  “Now, Kathy’s spirit just told me that she’ll be demanifesting the body—that means making it go away—so why don’t we all go wash ourselves and let her take care of the rest of the mess?  Then a snack before bed, at least for me; I didn’t get fed like you two did, tonight.”


Verona chuckled, “Oh, I’m sure the li’l vixy and I can find something to do while you eat…” and she gave the slave a smoldering look full of promise.


Nodding with a giggle of her own, Ela pulled the bloody knife out of her first kill, leaning over to give one of the lioness’ breasts a firm nuzzle, then slipped off of the bed and scampered toward the bathroom, intent on cleaning that wonderful new toy first.
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Chapter 12

Ferrl knew what to expect, by now, when he found a dream about cooking suddenly gaining erotic overtones…  Still technically asleep, he had a very good idea of what he’d find when he opened his eyes.  The very fact of the event, though, ruled out more dreaming, as the distraction was about to force him awake anyway, so he surrendered to the inevitable, willing himself up to consciousness and blinking a sleepy smile at the sight of Verona’s lips splayed around his swollen knot, the rest of his shaft obviously somewhere down her throat.  “Good morning…”


The feline’s emerald eyes danced wickedly as they glanced up at him, but she didn’t abandon her treat to reply, bobbing her muzzle slowly up and down as her tongue worked its magic within, carefully avoiding his sensitive head with its rasps but considering the rest of his length as fair game.

A reply was forthcoming despite her preoccupation; even as the baroness dove down to swallow him once more, Ela’s head popped into view to one side of her well-rounded backside, the vixen’s muzzlefur completely soaked.  “Mornin’, Master!” she chirped happily, then vanished to get back to work, eliciting trembling from the feline that he could feel even at her far end.


Ferrl just chuckled indulgently… trailing off into a lustful moan as Verona paused her bobbing and just sucked.  He’d occasionally used his harvest-time pay, as a farm hand, to make the acquaintance of ladies whose virtues were for rent, uncommon as they were back in Drake’s Hollow, but their memory just couldn’t compare to the skill of his slave or his good friend.  Closing his eyes, he simply lay back to enjoy her efforts, the scent of her and Ela’s pleasures heavy enough in the air to add tangibly to his own…  The lioness was every bit as good as her reputation implied; one paw played with his sac, rolling and lightly squeezing the orbs within just firmly enough to be pleasant without leaving a residual ache, and her other hand gripped the rolled-back skin of his sheath, massaging the base of his knot as she worked.  About the only thing she wasn’t doing between his thighs was probing between his rumpcheeks, and that, a passing thought mused about, could be only because she’d never heard him intimate that he might enjoy it.  Come to think of it, he wasn’t sure of that, himself…


Speculations on new pleasures, though, had to wait for those already in progress, as the baroness drew herself up until the flare of his head was tugging at her pursed lips, and finally started applying those bristles to him directly, very lightly at first, almost teasing.  He bit his lip to keep from yelping at the almost too-intense touch, but as she gradually eased him into harder strokes, he moaned anew in pure bliss.  “Keep that… up, and…” he rasped, then yipped as the tip of her tongue probed firmly at the slit in his tip, lapping up old hints of salt and the infrequent dribble of slickness that was precursor to his peak.  Golden eyes flashed mischievously at him as efforts slowed to allow a climax of her own to play out, her rumble of pleasure still vibrating her lips and muzzle as she got back to work with a vengeance, bringing the higher of her kneading paws up to grasp his length and work it directly while her mouth concentrated solely on his head.


Brief as the interruption had been, the level of his pleasure had hardly ebbed before it shot back up under the prickly swipes of her tongue, and he gripped twin handfulls of the sheets, back half-arched and hips trying to thrust their way down her throat again.  She moved easily with him, aided by her grip on his manhood, continuing her friendly torture without pause for the few more moments it took.  His back left the mattress entirely, then, as he keened his ecstasy to the heated air of the room, seed erupting in thick gouts over her tongue within the tight seal of her lips.  Suckling happily, Verona immediately stopped licking, knowing that her bristles would be far too much for him from this point onward, the cat merely swallowing once or twice to make sure there’d be room for all of the tasty treat her favorite sort of snack was dispensing.


When he’d come back to himself, the baroness was leaning forward from a kneel, her eyes closed as she evidently enjoyed a last few licks and nibbles from the vixen he could just see a hint of between her thighs.  She’d thoughtfully pulled the sheet over his waist, to keep the contrast between the room and her muzzle from chilling his sensitive flesh, making him marvel anew at how well thought-out everything she did was as it applied to her incredibly frequent habit of play.


“Thank you, my lady,” he mused with a wry grin.  “That was as good a wake-up as any Ela has given me,” and he lifted his knees free of the blanket, “though now, I really should use the privy.”


Verona gave a rumbling purr at something the fox beneath her did, then blinked as innocently as she could under the circumstances, “And why didn’t you take care of that a few moments ago?  I was right there…”


Ferrl snorted, then smiled, “I need it for more than liquids, you know.”  The baroness’ expression didn’t change a hair from its half-pout, and he blinked.  Laughing, then, he got up, “You and Ela clean up when I’m done; you’re welcome to stay here with her if you want, and she has a key to the front door if you’d rather leave, but I’m going to go make breakfast.  I’ve got weapons practice this morning.”
* * *

Bakar ducked easily under the arc described by the bardiche’s heavy blade.  It wasn’t even by virtue of his mustelid nimbleness; with him in light leathers and the wolf in full armor even before the weight of lead-filled pouches strapped to his limbs and weapon, the chances of a hit being scored were next to nil.  Ferrl swung again, though, the impossibility of his task not freeing him from his obligation to attempt it anyway.  Twisting the pole-arm in his grip, he reversed his lateral slash into a downward diagonal chop, then slid his grip up the haft to flip it entirely around, using the back of his gauntlet as a pivot.

The ermine dodged the first slash, then paused for an instant before lashing out with his foot, catching the weighted shaft just as his pupil was trying to re-establish his grip, sending it tumbling to the floor with a clatter and a thud.  “That’s not a quarterstaff, boy,” he chided.  “If you want to learn the staff I’ll teach you, but you don’t have the manual dexterity to truly master it.  Work with what you have!  Pole-arms and the larger swords can both be subtle, and you’ve the strength and intelligence to use them well, but match the trick to the weapon if you want to survive.”


The knight nodded, his helm creaking, “I know that no weapon is as straightforward as it might first seem… but that’s why I was trying that.  Unless I can make use of both ends in quick succession, you’ve got just too much time between my clumsy swipes to evade one and prepare for the next.  Since my own idea didn’t work, do you think you’d mind showing me how to do it?”


Smirking faintly, the captain picked up the weapon and handed it back.  “Make a normal overhead slash,” he instructed, then tapped the back of Ferrl’s lower gauntlet as he obeyed in slow motion, “then, at about the midpoint, reverse and twist your hand to grip it from the other side…  Use the weight and motion it’s already got; push away and let go with your forward hand, then pivot it around… but try it full speed; it just won’t work this way.”


As Bakar stepped well out of the way, Ferrl tried it.  He only managed to drop the bardiche entirely, his first attempt, but the way it wrenched his wrist was all the additional instruction he needed, and his second try was much more successful, the curved blade slashing through the air where an imaginary opponent would have dodged, the blunt end of the weighted shaft thudding into the dirt a couple yards beyond a moment later.


The ermine nodded, satisfied, and started walking to the edge of the practice yard.  “Practice that,” he called, “alternating hands ‘til they’re both too tired.  It might come in handy some day, if a foe thinks they need merely step out of your blade’s range while waiting for you to lift it again.”


Ferrl lifted his visor and smirked, “He who hesitates gets his skull indented.  Thanks for the tip; am I free to go once I’m suitably exhausted?”


The captain of the guards nodded once more, “Yeah, you know the drill, now get to it!”


Following orders to the letter made the task of hanging his armor’s many pieces up on their rack a minor form of torture; the unaccustomed strain of his new maneuver had left him with sore wrists, and the thick steel’s weight dragged at them painfully.  Had he anyone other than Bakar for a tutor, Ferrl reflected, he’d probably have stopped a dozen flip-strikes earlier, saving the energy for this additional task he’d known was coming, but there was something about the ermine’s scowl, when anything less than a student’s best effort was offered, that made the big wolf feel like a cub who shouldn’t be expected to get it right, and that he just couldn’t stand.  Sighing, he rolled up the padded undertunic that went with his plate mail and shelved it just under the bardiche’s rack, a moment spent leaning against the wall in just his loinclout sufficing to gather enough strength to put his ordinary clothes on once more.


A sentry at the enclave’s gate lifted a hand for attention as the knight passed, pulling a folded parchment out of his belt and handing it over without a word.  Tired as he was, Ferrl managed a polite, “Thank you,” and got a nod in return, opening the note to read as he walked onwards.


“Sir Ferrl,” the note began, “Please meet me for lunch at the Crowned Hops.  I’ve taken the liberty of forwarding a message to your home so any tutors you have this afternoon will be warned that you’re detained with good cause.  Lachier.”


The mentioned tavern was one of the closest such establishments to the palace complex, well known for the ‘king of ales’ they offered, so it was only a short detour from his usual route home.  Given his current state, though, the wolf opted to walk slowly, giving his sweat a chance to dry, and paused as well at a public fountain to splash his face and underarms with water.  In this part of town even the taverns had fairly strict standards about their clientèle, and that scanty a cleanup only barely put him over the minimums of appearance and grooming.


There wasn’t much he could do about how he’d smell in tight quarters… but, to his relief, the familiar, ring-tailed figure waiting for him (and, nearby, his equally-familiar bodyguards) was at one of the outdoor tables, along with a rodent Ferrl didn’t recognize.  Still, the wolf paid enough attention to choose the downwind side of the round table to sit at.


“Right on time,” the prince noted with a grin.  Gesturing to the mouse beside him, he made the necessary introduction, “This is Diral.  Not his original name, of course,” and the rodent smirked faintly, echoed by the ‘coon, “but he’s had cause to change identities from time to time…  You see, he’s—”


“A fellow Agent,” Ferrl supplied.


His smirk softening slightly, the much smaller man unfolded the corner of his shirt’s collar from where it’d been tucked up, bringing the pin-like badge fully into view as he nodded, “Exactly, and congratulations on passing that minor test, sir knight.”


The wolf leaned back in his seat with a soft chuckle, “It’s my body that’s exhausted at the moment, not my eyes or brain; there had to be a logical reason for only a bit of gold shaft being visible, implying that what was hidden was no mere decoration.”  He peered closer at the miniature crest, “It’s not quite like mine, though… is that topaz decoration of its own, obfuscation for the rest of the badge, or something else entirely?”


Lachier, rather than answering the question itself, pushed back his chair and stood up, “I’ll leave that for Diral to explain, now that I’ve established his credentials with my presence.  Lunch has already been ordered for you, but I was planning to eat my own off of Pai and… Dia.”


It was Ferrl’s turn to smirk, “Enjoy your slave-flavored meal, then, your Highness.”


“Oh, I will,” the ‘coon assured him with a wink as he gathered his guards and padded back toward the palace.


Folding his arms and leaning his elbows on the table, Diral spoke quietly, “Clearly, I’m the first other Agent you’ve met, and for assorted reasons, be they genuine matters of security or simply a means of adding to the secretive mystique we hold among the common folk, there is no written guide to the intricacies of Agency.  The things I tell you now, verbally, are the only form this information is ever to take.”  The wolf nodded, his expression serious as his comrade continued, voice still pitched not to carry far, “The gemstone in the badge denotes rank.  It means very little, usually; the higher the rank, the more you’re paid and, if two Agents deliver conflicting reports with no hard evidence to support either one, rank is presumed to mean experience so the superior Agent is the one who’s listened to.  The ranks follow the rainbow’s order, from red to purple, so this yellow stone naturally represents the third of such… but, like I said, it usually doesn’t mean much; the kingdom’s never had enough Agents to accumulate even one of each rank simultaneously.  The exceptions to this system are equally methodical; your badge, with no stone at all, indicates a trainee, and the top-ranked Agent at any given time sports a diamond, though earning that stone effectively equates to retirement, as that Agent’s job becomes that of collating gathered information as a basis for deciding where the lesser Agents should be sent.”


Tilting his head and squinting slightly, Ferrl called his other senses entirely to the fore, concentrating to damp out the glows of nearby beings.  “Ah,” he mused, ears perking up, “I’d thought so…  The stones also have an enchantment, if the subtlest I’ve ever seen…  More of a signature than an actual spell, simply to prevent counterfeiting.”


His superior chuckled softly, nodding, “Exactly.  One or two highly-placed officials in each major city of the kingdom have equally-subtle magical devices available to verify that enchantment… which, I’ll tell you as I know you haven’t started studying magic in earnest, is insanely complex and detailed despite its minuscule energy-level.  Only the Archmage and Mage Guild headmaster have the degree of control necessary to sign one of these stones, and even then only with the help of some very specific, very closely-guarded instructions, as no mage we’ve ever heard of could unravel the signature from the outside enough to reliably duplicate it.  Once your training is deemed complete and you’re given your first ruby, you’ll be able to use it, once verified, to command cooperation or obedience as if you carried direct orders in the king’s hand, among the military and administrative leaders of the kingdom.”


Nodding solemnly in return, Ferrl mused, “Which explains, in turn, why such as we must share the crown’s religion; only our Goddess can truly tell if someone’s worthy of that degree of trust and authority.”


The mouse grinned, “Quite right, and She does.  In all our history, only one Agent has even entertained serious thoughts of treason… and think about it was all they got to do.  Kathalla set the man’s toes on fire, and it took a week before the flames reached his head and he stopped screaming.”


Ferrl barked a short laugh, “Good for Her!  Muscle-aches aside, I’m having too much fun belonging to Her to ever consider betrayal, so I’ll take that as an amusing anecdote rather than a warning.”


“And well you should,” Diral nodded.  Settling back in his own seat, he mused more conversationally, “Anyway, I’m supposed to help in your training at some point.  You’ve probably noticed that we’re a bit physically different,” and this fetched a snort from the wolf, “and, as such, we’ll have different sorts of missions…  At your size, you’re much better suited for times when heavy combat is foreseen as likely, while I tend toward recovery of stolen treasures and traceless assassinations.  What is expected and what occurs, though, are often two very different things, so I’ve been taught more about fighting than most militaries would bother to teach a mere mouse, and I’m to teach you a few rudiments of stealth and thievery.”


The trainee nodded, touching his own badge, “Such as the time you slipped this into my wardrobe drawer?”


Nodding again, the mouse glanced up as a waitress neared, “Once again, exactly.  I’ll be contacting you to schedule that training later,” he noted as lunch was laid out between them, “now that we’ve met officially, but I’m sure you have other plans for the rest of this day, so let’s eat and be about our business.”  He took a sip from the goblet of wine he’d been served, then grinned, “Maybe, by then, I’ll have wrapped my mind around how agile yours is; you’re not my first trainee, but you’re the one I’ve had to spend the least time explaining things to!  Remember that, and use it… if you can tell me what it is I mean for you to use.  I suppose I should add that only long practice has kept me from looking surprised, at several points today.”


It barely took long enough for Ferrl to down a swallow of ale before he figured it out.  “The fact that, even with your own mental nimbleness and experience, you’re surprised that a huge slab of meat like myself has a functioning brain… which implies that mere mortals will be even quicker to make erroneous assumptions, and I can probably learn a lot by playing dumb in the right circumstances.”


“Exactly,” his newest tutor repeated, grinning.
* * *

Ela had been eating a lunch of her own creation when he walked in.  “Verona went back t’the palace,” she reported around a mouthful of garlic-buttered toast.  She swallowed and grinned, “Said she figured comin’ home wif ya wasn’t enough; she’s gonna try ta get ‘caught’ wif th’herald’s grandson doin’ ‘er up th’ass.”

Ferrl chuckled, “Sounds like her…  Is Larras upstairs?”


The vixen nodded, “He’s readin’ a book.  We got th’note from the prince ‘bout you bein’ late, but you really aren’t by much.”


“Alright,” he nodded back.  “I guess Lachier was just as prone to underestimate my perceptiveness as Diral… which reminds me,” and he touched his badge, “if you answer the door and see a white mouse with a pin like mine, but with a gemstone, let him in.  His name’s Diral, he’s got the same job that I do, and he’ll be helping me to learn mine better.  Now, finish your lunch and then come up to the study if you want to hear more of Larras’ stories.”  Given the gusto with which she promptly renewed her assault on the bread, he figured she’d join them before they’d decided what area to study next.  He wasn’t wrong.


His instructions to his young slave turned out to be unnecessary, though…  Just after showing the old tutor out, following the lesson, he turned to see the rodentine Agent padding calmly down the stairs behind him.  “Do you have anything planned for this evening?” Diral asked.


“Other than possibly installing better locks on my windows, no,” answered Ferrl with one brow wryly arched.


The mouse grinned, “Don’t bother.  The palace’s secret archives have the best mechanical locks, magical wards, and living guards that money can buy, and I occasionally nip in and leave the head archivist a note just to stay in practice.”  He unhooked a flask from his belt, “It’s about supper time for you day-walkers, isn’t it?  I’d like to join you if I may, and you’ll want to add a dollop of this to your drink…  It’ll help keep you awake while we go out for some night maneuvers.  It’s a good night for it, with tomorrow being a restday and all.”


Ferrl frowned slightly, “Actually, that particular factor works in the opposite direction this time, if you’re planning to keep me awake long enough that I might miss services at the temple…  I’ve got… something of an appointment, that I’m not sure I can be too specific about even to a fellow Agent.”  It was Diral’s turn to quirk a brow, and the wolf raised one hand, “I’m serious…  I may be new, but there are a number of things I’ve learned that I’d not tell even our king, for reasons that you’ll just have to trust are valid.  On my word to Kathalla and by our brotherhood in Her service, I swear this.”


His superior paused for a long moment, then nodded.  “You were wise to name Her directly,” he noted, “and, because you did, I believe you.  Sliisthar being the only exception, no deity, light or dark, will tolerate Their name being used in a lie, and you seem free enough of divine retribution at the moment.”


Relaxing somewhat, Ferrl inquired, “To determine whether I can tell you more about the appointment in question, though, I must ask… have you ever met a bat named Kathy?”


Diral arched his other brow as Ela, listening from the sitting room, giggled loudly, then shrugged, “Once…  She scared the shit out of me, landing without warning on the roof I was slinking across, but other than the oddity that she didn’t turn me in it was a fairly unremarkable meeting.  We chatted about a few ordinary things before she took off again, as if it were the most natural time and place in the world to exchange small-talk among strangers.”


“Ah,” Ferrl nodded, “that answers the question sufficiently… but I’m afraid that the answer means that I won’t be able to say anything more on the subject.  My training, though, should probably take precedence over a planned-but-momentary pleasure,” and he padded toward the kitchen, “so I’ll just have to postpone things.  I’m sure she’ll understand.  I am, as they say, at your disposal, once we’ve eaten and I’ve had some of whatever devil’s brew is in that flask.”
* * *

Ferrl crept along the slanted slate tiles of the roof in a crouch, doing his best to minimize his profile should anyone be looking in his direction.  His mentor was just ahead, identifiable only by the faintest of arcane stirrings, not even really a glow but more of a difference in textures amongst the natural energy fields in the air.  He’d observed the castings themselves, first a basic illusion to blacken bright white fur and then a second layer to almost mute the first spell from mages’ vision; if he hadn’t been there to watch the spells being cast, he wouldn’t even have known what to look for and the mouse’s invisibility would have been complete.  As for his silence, natural talent sufficed without any magical aid at all.  The wolf’s own silence, he knew, was sadly lacking, and the only way he could compensate was to move slowly, bare fingers feeling along and feet wrapped in boots that were little more than a layer of black suede over thick socks following carefully behind.  That same concentration on the texture of ambient energies, though, proved useful in helping him to avoid places where his weight alone would have caused a noisy slip; loose tiles stood out as individuals among the shared earth-energies of those firmly connected, and flaws that could break under pressure also looked different.

If Diral was impatient at all, he didn’t show it as his pupil caught up with him yet again.  “You’re doing better than I’d hoped,” he whispered as they sheltered behind the bricks of a wide chimney.  “For your size, I’d have expected at least a few minor mishaps along the way…”


Whispering as well, Ferrl started explaining the unanticipated benefits of watching for the mouse’s near-invisible magic, only to be silenced by a quick headshake.


“Whoa, there,” Diral murmured, “you’re losing me…  Magic’s not my strong point, beyond the expertise in wards and alarms that I’ve had to develop at a cost in effort that still makes me shudder when I remember it, and I think I’d be blinded to that sort of subtlety by the spell wrapped around my own skin if I tried.  I’ll just take your word for it,” and black teeth glinted by the light of the quarter-moon in a quick grin, “as I seem to be doing a lot, lately.  For the moment, we’re not going to be able to talk even this quietly once we’re inside, so get your goals and the steps toward them locked into your head right now.”  He fished a long, slim strip of thin iron out of somewhere in his dark clothes and held it up, “Think you can open a latched window, or similar structure, with this?  It’s not a test of your ability to figure things out, this time; I’ll happily explain the technique if you need me to.”


The wolf took the metal and examined it, testing its flexibility…  “It depends on how tightly the window’s constructed,” he mused, “but I think I know what you’re getting at.  I’ll give it a try, and if my idea doesn’t work I’ll let you do it and just watch.”


His teacher merely nodded then scampered down the slate, vanishing over the edge.  Ferrl followed at his own pace, easing himself over then slowly down; he couldn’t fall as silently as the rodent, he knew, if only because of his weight, but after the recent weeks of physical training it was simple enough to lower himself slowly until his feet touched the balcony he knew was there.  Only starlight was visible, here between two close-set buildings, gleaming in Diral’s eyes as they watched him patiently.  Examining the narrow balcony doors, little more than tall windows really, he identified the faint differences his still-active arcane sight showed between glass, the metal frame, and the more refined steel of the latch just inside.  As he’d hoped, there was a tiny gap, little more than twice the thickness of the strip of iron in his grasp, and he slipped just the very tip of the rod into it before pulling backwards to bend it.  Flipping the strip over so the slight hook at the end was facing inwards, he applied steady, patient pressure, that slight curve striking the inner edge of the door and bending around it until enough had penetrated that, with a careful upward rocking to minimize audible scrapes, he felt it touch the latch and nudge it upwards.  Part of his mind shouted its triumph, but he ruthlessly quelled the excitement before it could lure him to impatience, and he went even more slowly, ears straining for the first hint of squeaky hinges as he eased the window open.


Diral gave him a pat on the arm, somewhere between approving and cautionary, and slipped inside, spending a long moment just standing there and listening.  Ferrl, too, could hear the steady breathing from just a few feet away, but it was the only sound to be heard and, at a gesture more sensed than seen, turned himself sideways to enter as well, mindful even of the possible rustle of cloth against the window frame.  The room was pitch black, but there were textures to the blackness… and, on the same level of perception as those textures, there were two sources of dim light, the sleeping form on the nearby bed and another, resembling a tangled knot of yarn.  He saw the illusion-cloaked mouse’s pattern moving toward the latter, and took two silent steps to intercept him, reaching out to grasp Diral’s wrist right before he touched it and give the two warning squeezes they’d agreed would mean ‘no,’ or ‘danger.’  The arm hesitated, then withdrew as the senior Agent tried to divine the reason for the warning…  His thoughts must have eventually found a parallel to Ferrl’s, then, because the obscuring patterns of his concealing spells suddenly writhed then vanished to be replaced by the muted glow of a living body.  With them out of the way, the wolf clearly saw his ears perk up in sudden comprehension, and his grateful nod and grin as well as his unobscured perceptions spotted the warding spell, and he reached again, this time with his own energy-threads instead of his hand, carefully isolating and untangling the knotted skein that stood between him and his goal.
* * *

“This mission was of relatively minor importance, which is why it was chosen for your early training,” Diral explained.  He took a bite of his chicken-topped bread and washed it down with some of Ferrl’s ale before continuing, “Nevertheless, I’m going to credit you as being instrumental to its success.  That spell you spotted was a paralyzing ward, coupled with an audible alarm that would have woken everyone within three blocks, and partially concealed, too.  Expensive magic, though not quite top of the line, or you wouldn’t have seen it at all, but it was enough to render it invisible with my own protections interfering.”

The wolf nodded, properly modest… but couldn’t help asking, “What were we after, though?  Minor or not, it was still something important enough to send an Agent or two after.”


His tutor grinned and reached into a pocket, retrieving and tossing two large, bright coins onto the countertop.  “Here’s what I took… and you tell me why we stole them.”


Curious, Ferrl lifted the coins…  They weren’t silver; their sheen was just a bit too dark for that, and both were quite a bit heavier than the same volume of silver should be… but, as he balanced them on his fingertips, he noted, “One of these is just a bit lighter than the other.”


“Exactly,” Diral nodded.  “One is platinum… and the other is lead, treated with an alchemical process that leaves them looking externally identical.  Ever since that process was discovered, platinum’s fallen out of circulation except among those who can afford to keep a mage on hand to verify its purity, but we still get the occasional counterfeiter trying to pass off the treated lead to the gullible.  With my word as to where these were found a conviction is guaranteed, even though the merchant we ‘visited’ has a couple of patrons in the king’s court he’d been counting on to protect him.  Once you’ve got your badge-ruby, your word would be just as unassailable…  It’s all part of being an Agent, an absolutely trustworthy representative of your king and country.”


Ferrl nodded in return, smiling as he passed the coins back, “Good…  A few nobles worth of bad coin may not mean life or death to the kingdom… but I’ve never liked con artists or cheats.  I can actually respect a more common robber who’s willing to wager their life and their skill to earn their prize, but this sort of duplicity, perpetrated mainly upon the innocent, is something I can feel good about helping to stop.”  He downed the last of his own late-night snack, then stood and stretched, “If that’s all for tonight, though, I should probably go make sure the vixen in my bed isn’t getting cold…”


The mouse rolled his eyes, “As if…  Get some rest, sir knight.  I’ll see myself out,” and he grinned, “and even leave your door locked behind me.”

Chapter 13

Ferrl was grateful to find himself returning to some semblance of equilibrium as he led a dressed and leashed Ela through the streets by the light of the setting sun.  The smell of lunch, as cooked by the little vixen, had woken him the previous morning, and that was the last bit of normalcy he’d enjoyed until this moment.  It had been followed promptly by a summons to the Mages’ Guild, as Diral’s report that his magical perceptions had steadied enough to be reliably used to see in the dark meant that it was time for him to be taught more active arcane applications.  The long walk toward the playclub, though, had finally let him set aside the myriad energy-types he’d been drilled to recognize, project, and manipulate.  His geography lessons had been suspended for the moment as a result, but Bakar wasn’t as easily put off as Larras, so he’d also had to spend the morning struggling to be ‘subtle’ with a six-foot greatsword fitted with holes so lead plates could be bolted along its length.  In weighted plate armor, of course.


Ela was… less than thrilled with his constantly being tired or unavailable, these last few days, and he was seriously considering sending her to stay with Verona for a while if his schedule didn’t let up a little.  On the other side of things, though, his frequent absences were giving her plenty of time to study the gradually more difficult books he’d been buying for her, so she wasn’t as completely bored as she’d have been under a more traditional Master…  Nodding to himself as he stepped into the faux-tavern above the club, he decided against sending her off; being reduced primarily to masturbation for a few days wasn’t going to hurt the little vixen enough to be worth further disarranging her life to compensate.

In the small, thick-doored little room meant to shield the world above from any incidental screams, he untied Ela’s leash, tucking it and her dress into a pouch before stepping into the well-lit elegance of the club proper.  He immediately noticed that the broad curtains at the far end had been withdrawn, revealing a slightly-raised stage just as wide and about half as deep as the main room but, other than a few small racks of implements of some sort, it was empty for the moment.  The usual line of slaves was diminished to three black-collars and one purple, too, not counting the additional black and a red who were having sex at tables occupied by people he didn’t know.  Lachier, Danique, and the high priestess sat at another table, and he gave them a respectful bow, but the same one he’d sat at on his first visit held only Verona and Kathy, both looking quite… inviting as they perked up at his entrance, so he and his pet joined them, relaxing into the comfortably-padded chairs the club favored.  Ela ignored hers at first, though, deeming it a greater priority to jump up and give Kathy a big hug, which was returned with interest.


“You missed your blowjob, sir knight,” the bat informed him archly once the vixen had let go of her… then grinned, “but that’s alright.  If anyone understands that there’s always another day for that sort of thing, I do, and you’ve certainly been justifiably busy.”


Ferrl nodded, “Indeed, and it’s been time well spent…”  Leaning forward, he blew out the lantern in the middle of the table, then sat back, pointed a finger at it, and extended a thin tendril of fire-energy to relight it.  The baroness’ eyes widened momentarily, and he shrugged with a lazy grin, “I can’t do anything much more complex than that, yet… but it’s a definite start.”


“That it is,” Verona agreed with a smile, “and I can’t wait ‘til you’ve had enough practice to understand a tome of erotic spells I’ve got.  Those muscles of yours that I find so very appealing seem to get bigger every time I see you, and when combined with a little cantrip that grants a man very nearly the… multiplicity of a woman… you may even succeed in leaving me walking funny, and that takes some doing!”


The wolf smirked, glancing down at the bulge of his chest, “Those’re all Bakar’s fault…  He doesn’t seem to think that enormous weapons and massive armor are good enough without,” and he pause to add things up, “oh, seventy or eighty pounds of lead, taken all together, these days.  If he keeps this up I’m going to have to get a second suit of that armor made.  The original was a little loose when first I got it, but I think the blacksmith underestimated the good captain’s obsession, and it’s already feeling a bit too snug.”  He ignored, for the moment, the concept of spending an entire day in bed with the curvaceous lioness…  As fun as he was certain that would be, his training regimen seemed intent on stealing even restdays from him, with no indication that it was going to let up any time soon.


Kathy had a bit of a smirk as well, as she commented, “This isn’t the only kind of erotic entertainment club to be found in the city… and, if you ever need some extra money, sir knight, I know a place where women would shower you with silver for the privilege of watching you stand around, naked and flexing.  Let them cuddle up and stroke all those muscles and they’d probably pay gold.”


“An’ I get’ta do that fer free, every night!” Ela quipped with a grin suitable for a cat with a mouthful of bloodied feathers.


The other ladies giggled, amused by the reminder that even at her age the vixen was just as appreciative of fine man-meat as they, but the discussion fell to the wayside as a door opened at the back of the stage, the rest of the patrons quieting as well as they noticed the new arrival padding toward them.  To Ferrl’s surprise, it was the mink he’d seen at Owned Elegance, significantly less sour-looking this time, dressed in a tight, black leather bustier that squeezed her generous breasts together, and nothing at all below the waist.  She carried a riding crop tucked under one arm, and her expression was one of faintly-excited amusement as she looked over the assembled Kathallics.  If she recognized the knight or his slave, he couldn’t tell from this distance.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” she announced, her tone deeper and richer than the ‘business voice’ Ferrl had heard before, “Owned Elegance, in cooperation with the Mages’ Guild and both of the master healers who serve our Goddess, is pleased announce the availability of a completely new sort of slave.  The show you are about to see has been nearly two decades in the making, but the result, I’m sure you’ll agree, is… unique.”  Behind her, four figures entered through the same door she had.  All were lapine, female, and looking to be in their early to mid teens, though their colorations differed.  They didn’t even wear collars, looking about with wide, curious eyes at all the people watching them, one or another occasionally reaching between her thighs to rub herself for a moment.  “Since birth,” the mink continued, “these girls, and other batches of both genders, have had their physical development… guided by the mages and healers, all toward one specific goal.  That goal has been reached…  I won’t bore you with the anatomical details that only a healer would fully understand, but the result is that they quite literally don’t know the meaning of the word ‘pain.’  Anything that would cause pain, in these fine creatures, instead elicits a directly-equal degree of pleasure.  In short, ladies and gentlemen, we have succeeded in producing the ultimate masochists.  Beat them, cut them, break their bones, and they will scream out their ecstasy to your ears.  They welcome any punishment or torture you can devise, and the prospect of death elicits no fear whatsoever in their minds.”


Ferrl shook his head in admiration, murmuring quietly to his tablemates, “Damn… that is something special.”  Verona, eyes wide, simply nodded as similar comments were offered by the other patrons.


The lady announcer gave them a moment to quiet down before she continued, “There were, of course, a few setbacks in the experiment…  For one, only herbivores are available, and even they have been declawed; our attempts to breed felines and vulpines with these traits succeeded, but none of them survived past cubhood as their sharper claws and teeth resulted in self-destructive behaviors… but they died in sexual bliss, every one.”  Turning, she gestured with her crop, calling the bunnies forward.  “For your entertainment, this evening,” she murred, anticipation heavy in her tone, “we’ve arranged a little game…  Each of these fine rabbits will be given their choice of seemingly identical weapons, but one from each set won’t work, and whoever gets it becomes the target for those that do.  They may prefer to be that target, but it’s been explained to them that whoever survives will be donated to the temple to receive the tender mercies of the high priestess herself, so I’m sure they’ll all be quite… enthusiastic in their performance tonight.”  Quite a few of the patrons were laughing aloud, at that, and the priestess’ smile suggested that she’d forgotten for the moment that she was sitting next to a male.  Tucking her crop under her arm again, the mink padded to one side and dragged back a small table upon which sat a rotating rack of four daggers.  The rabbits were looking excited, clearly reluctant to obey their instructions to remain still until the fun began, but a glare from their handler held them in place.


Kathy mused quietly, “There is only one punishment that can influence a true masochist… the word ‘no.’  There are probably a couple spare bunnies in the back, and the ones out here know that if they misbehave they’ll lose their chance at exquisite torment that’s been promised to them this night.”


If the swishing of her tail was any indicator, the mink was just as eager to start the show as her performers were.  She faced the rabbits and raised one hand, the show’s stars and audience both quieting as she let the anticipation build as long as her own impatience would allow, then dropped it.  All four slaves leaped forward, each grabbing for the hilt of a dagger.  Three of them got daggers, but one, mostly white with black and brown spots over her back, got only a hilt, the blade still firmly attached to the rack.
She squealed, bouncing up and down happily and crowing, “It’s me!  I’m it!”  A few of those watching were chuckling at the way she acted as if she’d just won an enormous prize, and two observers graduated to outright laughter as she wet herself from sheer excitement.  The sudden gush of fluid had barely begun, though, when her sister-slaves stepped closer, three blades thrusting almost as one.  The pure-white rabbit’s knife pierced her forearm, making her drop the useless hilt; the dappled gray came in low, burying her steel completely in the spotted’s thigh; while the solid black bunnygirl went straight for her belly.  The black focused there, strong thrusts repeatedly poking a couple inches of steel out of the other girl’s back as she did her best to turn her co-star’s innards into an overused pincushion, while the other two were more random, slicing and piercing her limbs and breasts.  Their target shrieked happily, her body convulsing as the blades plunged deep time and time again, and even from the distance of the tables the patrons could see her sex spasming wildly. Other than her untouched head, her glossy coat was soon a near-uniform crimson as her growing collection of wounds bled freely, and it didn’t take more than a minute before she sank to her knees, then collapsed forward on the floor, her sisters still plunging their knives into her back and rump.  Less than another minute later, her orgasmic twitching slowed and stopped, and she lay still in the spreading pool of crimson, a broad grin fixed on her unmoving muzzle as blood trickled from her lips.


“One down, two to go,” the mink commented loud enough to be heard, a fond smile on her muzzle as she gazed over the first corpse.  “Good job, girls.”  She flicked her crop at the rack with its lone blade, and the bunnies obediently replaced their dripping weapons as she moved to drag over another table and rack, this one sporting a trio of heavy meat cleavers arranged vertically.  “You know the drill,” she grinned, “so I won’t make anyone wait this time.  Have at it!”


Three hands reached for wooden handles; three blades lifted from the rack one after another… but as the third was taken, the second glowed brightly and promptly exploded into a cloud of metallic dust.  The dappled gray bunny blinked and sneezed once, her disappointment at having pulled away more than the handle itself vanishing with the realization that she was next.  Her smiling white sister pointed at the floor with her free hand, and she nodded, quickly laying down so the other two would have a solid surface behind the hefty blades that they might be used to fullest effect.

This made it a little tricky for the observers to get a good view, and there was a sudden shuffling of chairs as the patrons spread out to get a clear line of sight without their own tables in the way, but a tap of the mink’s crop convinced the rabbits to wait until everyone was ready… then the white one brought her cleaver down, carving a deep furrow in her playmate’s thigh as the blade bounced off the bone within.


The black rabbit shook her head, “No, you’ve got to swing hard, like this!” and got a good grip on the squealing little gray’s forearm, lifting her blade high then bringing it down with all her might, chopping solidly through her wrist.  “See?” she grinned, then brushed the curled-up hand aside to scoot closer, pressing the slender, spurting stump between her thighs.  The stump’s owner gave a squeal-garbled giggle and pushed inwards, watching her arm slip into that black-furred mound much more easily than it would have with its hand still attached.


Nodding, the white lifted hers again, managing to sever several large toes with her next try, one of them sent flying far enough to bounce off of a richly-dressed gentleman fox, who picked up the souvenir and tucked it into a pocket.  Murring happily at the thickness penetrating her, the black stroked her sister’s face, then flattened one of her ears against the floor, cleaver thunking rhythmically as she started chopping small slices from the tip and working her way down.  To judge by the squirming and squealing, not to mention the clenching, moisture-dribbling treasures between the rabbit’s legs for those who were at the right angle to see them, the transformation of those sensitive ears into fuzzy, bloodied strips was at least as intense a pleasure as the cruder dismemberment taking place below, three hard chops on the white’s part finally managing to remove a foot.  The darkest bunny wore that ear down to a stump, then lopped off half of the other before turning her attention elsewhere, using lighter chops to cleave each of the gray’s soft, smallish breasts down to the ribs.  Another, stronger blow buried the blade several inches deep in her trim belly, and the bunny gurgled.


The pale rabbit had given up on cutting through bone after her disappointing first few blows, and twisted her playmates undamaged leg to one side, chopping deep valleys into the muscle of her calves and, working gradually higher, thighs.  Both bled profusely, and it was clear that the rabbit wouldn’t last long with that rate of blood loss.  Seeking to make her final moments as intensely pleasurable as possible, the black took careful aim and split the girl’s twitching sex in twain all the way to her pelvis.  Whether she’d managed to hit the tiny nubbin at the center with the thick, unwieldy blade was something no one could determine, as the entire area was drowned instantly in crimson, but the sheer volume of the ecstatic shriek the blow elicited certainly suggested it.  The black struck only once more, severing the arm that penetrated her just above the elbow, and sat back, slowly fucking herself with the limb as she watched the white finish the job as best she could.  Said rabbit went for the gray’s undamaged fingers, nipping them off one by one with the very tip of her cleaver, and looked ready to start on the hand itself, but before she could her playmate gave a last, convulsive shudder and fell still.


The scent of aroused lapine was nearly as strong to the audience as that of blood, lending further support to the mink’s claims.  Sharing a glance between themselves, the remaining two rabbits dutifully hung their cleavers back on the rack, the black tossing her improvised dildo onto the rest of the dead meat, and looked to their mustelid handler for further instructions.  She was already holding a medium-sized, long black box, a thick handle sticking out of each end.  The bunnies stepped forward, each reaching for whichever grip was closest… and the black one’s end of the box opened, freeing a thick steel shaft tipped with a three-inch sphere of lead.  The white got the box itself, the handle firmly affixed, and she giggled, dropping it to the floor with a clatter as the mink stepped back out of the way.


A slow smile spread across the darker rabbit’s muzzle as she ran her other hand over the smooth, heavy ball…  Wrapping both hands around its hilt, she cocked it back then swung it in an undercutting arc to slam into her fellow slave’s belly, the bunny’s breath whooshing out as she doubled over.  A quick follow-up between her shoulder blades sent her crashing to the floor, her lungs emptying again as her attacker dropped to a kneel, one knee landing in the middle of her spine.  Bending down, she nuzzled at her playmate’s headfur, then gave her a sharp enough bite on one ear to draw blood and a happy yip, which faded into a high-pitched keen as she reduced her far elbow to a pulp with one hard crunch.  Slipping her knee off of the rabbit’s back, she rolled her over, lunging down to lock muzzles in a deep, protracted kiss as she pounded the mace repeatedly into the teen’s belly with one hand.  Some of the watchers were confused by this technique as both the beating and the kiss continued, but there was a method to the black bunny’s madness; as the tongue hers was wrestling with jerked in an involuntary heave she broke the kiss, simply gazing down at that pleasure-wracked face as it erupted in a small geyser of crimson, the lapine’s pulped insides vomiting forth a rush of blood, bright red against her fur.  That bit of decoration accomplished, the dark one turned her attention to her sister’s kneecaps, using both hands to make sure they’d shatter under one blow apiece, then proceeded downwards, reducing her shins to splinters, several of which poked sharp points through her skin to further stain her pristine fur.  A few similarly two-handed blows, lower on her belly, elicited another convulsive gush of red from between her rumpcheeks, and she finally relented for the moment, just settling back to watch the crimson and white mess that had once been a bunnygirl as it thrashed in mortal ecstasy.  Hefting the mace in one hand, she pointed at the white rabbit’s head and looked up to the mink, “May I, Mistress?”


The slinky slavekeeper chuckled from the seat she’d taken at the edge of the stage, giving herself another stroke against her dripping petals as she nodded, “Go ahead, dear; she’s had enough fun, I’m sure.”


Grinning broadly, the black bunny scooted up until her knees flanked her target, raised the mace high over her head in both hands, and brought it down with all her might.  The girl’s eyes were open and locked on the sight of the approaching weapon as it descended, her blood-soaked muzzle flashing into a smile right before impact…  It sounded like a dropped melon, only louder and wetter, as the pounds of lead slammed into and through her skull, spraying blood, bones, and bits of brain for several feet in every direction.  Her body gave one last jerk and shook no more.


Pausing only to give her fingers a cursory sucking-clean, the mink rose and padded over, taking the black rabbit by the hand and leading her down off the stage.  Stopping in front of the high priestess, she curtsied with profound respect, “This slave is yours,” even as the merchandise in question sank to a submissive kneel.


The diminutive vixen leaned forward, running her claws through her new pet’s headfur as she rumbled almost felinely, “And a magnificent gift she is, too…”  Standing, she drew a small, curved, and very sharp-looking dagger from its sheath at her hip, murmuring, “Rise… that I might show you the gift you’ve earned.  ‘twas luck alone that led you here, but I am deeply grateful that you were the one to survive.  All of your fellow slaves enjoyed taking abuse… but you, alone among them, most eagerly gave it, and I value that greatly.”


Back at Ferrl’s table, Kathy leaned forward to whisper to her companions, “Luck, shmuck; I rigged the ‘random’ weapon selection.  That girl’s got talent.”  Ela giggled softly.


The last bunny rose to her feet, a foot taller than her new owner even at her age, and stood with her hands clasped behind her just over her tail.  The cocoa-furred vixen stepped closer, reaching up to grip her at one shoulder, then rammed her dagger, edge-side up, into the girl’s navel, then gave it a hard yank upwards.  Blood sprayed over her black robe, and the lapine rolled her head back, groaning in ecstasy… but the vixen’s attention was elsewhere, her muzzle moving in silent speech.  Slowly, she pulled her red-dripping knife free of the gaping wound… which wasn’t nearly so gaping anymore; its edges were creeping toward each other, the flow of blood slowing, and within moments it was as if the blow had never landed, save for the evidence of bloodied fur and clothes.  Throughout it all, that entire corner of the room had seemed to darken to Ferrl’s senses…  It wasn’t even on an arcane level; some tier of perception hitherto unknown to the wolf was obviously in force.  Blinking, the rabbit brought a hand around to touch where she was stabbed, finding no trace of injury…


“Others of your kind that may be bought by those here,” the priestess explained in a chuckling voice, “will frequently have healers in attendance if their owners want their toys to last… but you and I, my dear, we have something better than any healer.  We have my Goddess, and with Her help, you and I shall enjoy many a playtime, alone or with another girl to divide messily between us…”


Nodding in sudden understanding, the rabbit sank back to her knees, a broad smile on her muzzle as she murmured, “Thank you, Mistress.”


Back in front of the stage, the mink clapped her hands for attention as several of the club’s normal slaves helped carry the three dead bunnies into the kitchen.  “Ladies and gentlemen,” she said with a grin, “the experiment, as you can see, was a success…  Limited numbers of these slaves are available, and we recommend buying them only if you can conveniently obtain and afford major healing services… but, at the price we must ask for all of the years of research and effort that have gone into these new products, that’s effectively a given.  Undamaged super-masochists can be had for fifty gold nobles; those with minor scarring cost thirty-five… and yes, we have a mage available if you wish to pay in platinum.  The three who spent themselves in demonstration will be served shortly for supper, but you needn’t worry about the price of that; your usual crown will suffice, and thank you all for attending, this eve.”


Despite the exorbitant price (Ferrl’s rough mental calculations worked out to the undamaged slaves costing fifty years of wages for an unskilled laborer), several of the noble guests were already stepping forward, purses in hand, to discuss species’ and genders with the mink.  Leaning back in his seat, the wolf glanced at his own pet, “Just in case you were wondering, dear, no, we can’t afford one… but they were fun to watch, weren’t they?”


Ela nodded, grinning, “Yeahs!  I nearly wet m’self a few times jus’ watchin’; that was so neat!”


“There’s a privy down the hall from the playrooms if you need it,” Verona quipped.  “I’d just suck you dry, myself, but I want to save as much room as possible for supper.”


The little vixen blinked, “Y’mean that fluffy white lady meant what she said?  We’s gonna get’ta eat th’bunnies we jus’ watched?”


Lioness and wolf both nodded, Ferrl answering, “The first time I was here, the baroness and I shared some very fresh rabbit with the prince…  They taste good.”  He glanced around, “Though, with how many people are here tonight, they’ll probably serve some bread and veggies, too; those bunnies were young, so there’s only so much meat on ‘em.”


Accepting this, the vixen peered around for another moment… then slipped out of her chair.  “I’s gonna go use that privy; I wanna spend dinner in someone’s lap, an’ laps’re no fun if I’s gotta behave.”


Kathy grinned, “That’s our Ela…”
* * *

It was nearing midnight as the trio walked home…  Verona had left with the two royal raccoons already, so Ferrl, Ela, and Kathy, accompanying them for inscrutable reasons of her own, made their way through the streets.  The infrequent lamps weren’t nearly as helpful for that journey as the small, brightly-glowing ball of white light that hovered a few feet above the wolf’s left shoulder.  Flashes of amusement still struck him every time he thought about it; because he’d progressed far enough on his own to see in the dark, his teachers had shown him how not to need to see in the dark.

This time, though, thoughts of his teachers made him sigh, “It was a fun night… but, tomorrow, I’ll have to go back to the grind of training.  As much as I enjoy the compliments and affection these muscles fetch from the likes of Verona, agony’s hard to look forward to every morning.”


“An’ I miss ya’s when yer gone… Master…” Ela quietly murred.


Ferrl nodded, “I know…  You’re doing well, studying and learning without me, but I know you don’t like that as much as playing.”


“Oh, I plays wif m’self while I’s readin’… but yeah, it’d be more fun wif more than fingers.”  The little vixen pouted, “I always knows what they’s gonna do, an’ half th’fun’s in th’surprise.”


The wolf nodded again, slipping back to his introspective thoughts… and the third member of the party stepped in to fill the conversational void, “I suppose we could arrange for her to have her own tutor…  One who’s perfectly willing to play, assuming she does well in her studies.”


“Huh?”  The knight blinked his way out of his ponderings, “And where would we find someone like that?  I’m sure some of the teachers at the university are dirty enough of old men to like little girls… but I wouldn’t trust a stranger to limit themselves to things Ela wanted to do, rather than force their own fantasies and desires on her.”


Kathy laughed softly, the sound alone seeming to warm the cool night air, “Silly wolf… I was volunteering!  I certainly have the knowledge and experience… and if you can’t trust me to treat her right, who could you trust?”


Ferrl stopped dead, completely stunned by the offer.


Grinning down at the little vixen, who’d naturally stopped as well when her leash went taut, “And there’s more than just sex to offer as a reward…”  She spread her wings to their full span, “I can fly, and if you’re very, very good, I’ll give you a ride you’ll never forget.”


Ela’s eyes seemed as big as saucers as she looked up at the wolf, “Oh, Master… can we?”


Her owner had to clear his throat twice before he could get it to work, “My lady… I accept your offer with profound gratitude.”  One brow quirked and he managed an off-center smile, “I’d say ‘you can’t know how much,’ but you, of all beings, most likely can.”


Nodding, the bat crouched down to look Ela in the eye, “And you, my dear vixen…  I have a very serious question for you that I want you to think about as carefully as you can…  I will still teach you, play with you, and even fly you if you earn it, if you say no, but… would you be mine?  In the religious sense, that is; you’ll always be Ferrl’s pet and slave…”


The young slave blinked several times, old memories of the stories she’d heard about the Fanged Goddess warring with what she’d learned since actually meeting Her and Her worshipers… and, her expression solemn, she nodded.  “You seems t’want only things that I have fun doin’.  If Master and his kitty ladyfriend are what it’s like to belong to you, I’s’d like that…”


Smiling, Kathy laid one hand on the girl’s shoulder, “Then tell me you’re mine, as properly as you can, and use my real name.”


Her voice was barely above a whisper, her mouth suddenly gone dry as some part of her young mind realized the enormity of what she was doing, but her words were clear, “Kathalla, I am Yours.”


*And I, yours, My precious child…* the wolf and vixen both heard, though the bat’s muzzle didn’t even twitch.  Rising and starting to walk again, her companions following once they’d gathered their wits, Kathy mused, “Now we’re all one cozy little family…  You can call upon me at need, as any of my children can, and I’m sure we’ll all have great fun together.”


Ferrl hastened just a bit to catch up, blinking, “Call upon you?  I’m not sure what you mean by that…  Other than dedicating an experience or two, I’m realizing now that I really don’t know very much about my own religion…”


Kathy blinked, “But haven’t you read the Book of the Bat?  No, of course not; otherwise you wouldn’t be asking that…  Well, you both saw how my priestess healed that rabbit’s gut-wound?”


Both of her companions nodded, the larger answering, “Yes, but she was your high priestess; everybody knows that high-ranking clergy can sometimes borrow a tiny piece of a God’s power.”


White teeth flashed in the night as she grinned, “Ah, but that’s exactly the point!  I have so few followers that you’re all effectively clergy.  Anyone who honestly considers themselves mine need but pray to ask my favor… and, unless it’s either downright silly or something they really should do for themselves, I’ll almost always grant their request.”  She lifted one finger, “Do not ask my aid frivolously, not that I expect you to… but that aid is there to be had.”


Ferrl walked as one numb in the light of that revelation…  It was, he realized, best suited for emergencies or disasters… but the sheer scope of the resource he’d just been told was his utterly dwarfed the financial, physical, and magical powers he was being taught, should desperation require it.

Chapter 14

Showing up half an hour early for his morning workout meant that the sun wasn’t quite high enough to reach the oldest salle’s windows over the wall surrounding the enclave, but enough dim ambiance filtered in for the wolf to go about his intended routine.  More of his recent mornings’ pain had been in joints and tendons than actual muscles, which was why he was here, bending and stretching in the early gloom.  Those very exercises immediately caused a resurgence of that pain but, this time, he had the freedom to observe the aches forming, the flows of living energy within his own body clumping and constricting.  It was with these observations that he was able to carefully gauge the pressure applied to each tendon, stretching it slowly until the half-dammed flows eased back toward normalcy.  They didn’t make it all the way back, of course, but were much more useful than mere pain for telling him just when he was as limber as he was going to get without injury, and that pain faded fairly quickly each time he changed exercises.


He glanced between the wide vee of his legs as they strained as close to the splits as he could manage at the sound of the door opening, Bakar entering to shake his head.  “You are a piece of work, sir knight,” he mused.  “I’ve been pushing you hard, far harder than any normal guard recruit would tolerate, and here you are, early of all things, and adding a workout of your own to my best creative efforts!”

The wolf lifted himself by his palms, legs swinging together as he straightened into a handstand, then let himself fall forward, one leg leading as he stood easily.  “Your ‘best creative efforts’ are why I’m here,” he chuckled, shrugging.  “I’m just trying to see if I can keep them from hurting so damned much.”  He scratched his chin for a moment, then shrugged again, “It also gave me the chance to observe the effects of tension and relaxation on a magical level.  I don’t know nearly enough to do anything with those observations, yet, but once that aspect of my training progresses far enough I think that I’ll probably be able to make a spell or device that can influence those states.  The ability to limber up instantly might come in damned handy at some point, such as just before a battle, but I’m not foolish enough to start tinkering around with my own body when I have barely enough control over magic to safely light a candle.”


The ermine chuckled back, “And intelligently combining your parallel studies!  You’re going to make one damned fine Agent when we’re all through with you.”  He gestured toward the door, “Your sword and a log are just outside; once you’ve put on your armor and brought them in, we can see whether stretching first helps the one reduce the other to splinters any faster.”


“Alright,” the wolf nodded as he unlaced his rough tunic on his way to the armor stand.  “A question, though…  I’ve found that I like using that sword a lot more than polearms, so I was considering picking up one of my own.”  He paused as he pulled the padding over his head, continuing as he tied its few laces, “Part of this, of course, will just be as a treat to myself as I’ve been paid recently, so the answer to my question won’t affect whether I get one or not…  Still, it’ll probably be something smaller than what I’ve been practicing with here, so I thought I’d ask, how flexible are you in what you’re willing to teach me?  I’m not complaining about the regimen so far,” he assured his teacher with one raised hand, then reached for his steel greaves as he sat down on the bench, “but I would like you, or someone recommended by you, to teach me some actual fencing with it.”  He grinned and tapped the metal he was strapping onto himself, “Strength alone may overcome something like this, but I’d like a few tricks up my sleeve.  I’ve been told many times that I’m easy to underestimate, and the whole idea is to arrange for another stumbling block we can toss before opponents who make assumptions.”


Bakar nodded, looking thoughtful.  “Initially, I was going to reject your proposal,” he admitted, “but you raise a valid point.  I favor Malia myself, but I’ve also studied the teachings of Tarragh, and it was His path I was leading you upon…  You’re right, though; I do your agility a disservice, and to correct it I shall teach you some of the ways favored by my own Goddess.”  He lifted one finger, “Not, though, at the expense of your current training; we shall reserve fencing lessons, as they’ll be much less tiring, for restdays when you can devote the entire day to the subject.”


The knight was a bit surprised at the religious affiliation his teacher had admitted, having assumed that the captain of the palace guard would share that of the crown.  Kathalla, though, was not a patron of warriors, while Malia most certainly was, so it made sense assuming sufficient tolerance or professionalism on the stocky mustelid’s part.  “Sensible enough,” he agreed, settling snug-fitting steel over one thigh and leaning down to join it and his greaves with his knee-guard.  “The Mages’ Guild only stole my last restday because it was deemed imperative to get those lessons started the moment they were judged possible, to keep my untrained talents from causing mischief.  The rest of them should be free enough, and I’ve even got someone to take care of my vixen while I’m out so I don’t begrudge your proposed schedule.”


The ermine scratched himself behind one ear thoughtfully, “Done, then.  And I’m realizing that we needn’t avoid the issue entirely during your other training, either; once you’ve got that log inside, I’ll show you a few twists I want you to put that greatsword through.”  He grinned with just a hint of viciousness, “Doing that sort of thing with a blade that big will hurt, I warn you… but it’s for a good cause; with your wrists built up like that, making those same twists or just holding them under impact if you’re forced to block at an awkward angle can both be considered surprising to those who underestimate you.”


Ferrl’s chuckle seemed undismayed at the promise as he reached for the next piece of his armor, “Everything you teach me hurts, and I hadn’t expected this to be any different… but I’d rather suffer a minor ache here than find myself overwhelmed by a more strenuously-trained foe when it’s for real.”


“Exactly,” Bakar nodded.  “I’ve met priests of Tarragh who make you look underdeveloped, and they’re who I’m keeping in mind as hypothetical foes when devising your training.  You could already handle the majority of battles you’re likely to face, but it’s those special few that I’m trying to give you at least a fighting chance against.  True tests of your potential mettle may be rare, but it only takes one of them to kill you.”
* * *

There was not, as usual, enough free time to do any shopping between weapons practice and his magic lessons.  Only the fact that Ferrl’s house was in the same general quarter of the city as the Guild allowed him time enough to stop at home for a change of clothes, a cursory grooming to take care of the worst of his sweat, and a light lunch.  The latter he ate mostly one-handed, a finger or two kept warmly occupied inside various parts of Ela.  She and Kathy were obviously getting along fine; he rarely saw either of them without at least one patch of moisture-matted fur somewhere… but the little vixen still arched and quivered eagerly to her Master’s touch whenever she could get it.  Kathy, for her part, declared that she had already eaten but still had room for dessert.  Between fingering tight vixenhood and being slowly sucked off by the experienced bat, concentrating on eating was a bit difficult, and he ended up half-jogging to get to the Guild on time.

His current teacher in magic was a middle-aged rabbit named Derru, who led him to one of the practice rooms where the walls fairly hummed with arcane defenses.  A long table had been set in the middle of the circular chamber, creaking under the weight of five large blocks of ice.


“Today,” the wizard instructed, “we shall teach you the next step in basic energy manipulation.  You know how to project your personal energies in a linear manner, and I’m sure that all I’d have to do would be to show you the proper energy-mix, and offer the concept itself, and you’d figure out how to weave a defensive shield out of one of those lines…  Indeed, you may not believe it, but at its most basic level you’re already equipped to fight a duel arcane.”  He smiled at the raised eyebrow this fetched him, then shrugged, “There are more ways than one to handle energies of all types, though, and that’s why we’re here.”  He turned to face the nearest of the blocks that were giving the enclosed room a distinct chill, and gestured at it, a crisp line of fire-energy striking almost instantly to melt a deep hole in one side.  “That is one way… but this is another, and what I wish you to learn!”  Derru didn’t gesture beyond a faint rumpling of his brow as he concentrated, but the wolf shied away involuntarily at the sudden flare of energy within the block.  It was tightly focused, a sun-bright sphere about an inch in diameter to his arcane senses, lasting only a few seconds before the water there boiled and the block shattered, steam puffing through its cracks.


The wolf nodded half to himself as he gathered his strength, guessing that he was expected to duplicate the feat.  “I hadn’t realized that that was even possible…  There was no ‘line’ of energy; you manifested it at a specific, distant point.”


Derru nodded, “It’s more difficult…  You have to ‘push’ the energy a lot harder just to get it started, and the effort only goes up with distance, but once you’ve got it flowing it doesn’t drain you any more than a line would for the same output.  In a duel, a hollow-sphere shield is of little use against the technique unless you’re significantly stronger than the other mage; that’s just one of the ways things work, that it’s proportionally even harder to keep someone from ‘pushing’ a remote emission through a shield than it is to push it in the first place.  We’ll leave the more advanced protection techniques for another day, though.  Before you start trying this new form of projection, all I’ll add is that it’s also vital for enchanting items.  The matrix, weave, or blend of energies, whichever technique lends itself most naturally to you for spell-sculpting, has to be projected into its target with, if you’ll pardon the expression, no strings attached.  There will still be a connection to you, intangible as it may be even to arcane perceptions, but it’s just that type of connection that can be… redirected to the item’s own power reservoir.  Direct energy-lines are only useful for the most temporary of enchantments, as the entire thing vanishes the moment you stop feeding those lines or an enemy severs them somewhere along their length.”


His student nodded again, “I can understand the theory you’re explaining, though energy source redirection is probably another subject for more advanced studies…  In the meantime, is there anything else I should know before trying to master this technique?”


The rabbit shrugged, “Not really.  Now that you know it’s possible, all you need to do is focus firmly on the exact point you wish the energy to emerge from and then make it do so.  I suggest that you initially aim fairly high and then work your way down.  Almost nobody gets this right on the first try, their effort instead translating to a very strong energy-line erupting toward their target, so you’ll almost certainly be carving several holes in these blocks before managing to shatter one from within.  Most apprentices manage it by the third block, but we’ve got four just in case you drill too many holes for three.  Nobody’s ever found a reliable set of instructions that can make it any easier; the combination of effort and restraint has to be worked out in practice alone.”


Ferrl took a seat on the bench against the wall, well away from the table, and considered the first undamaged block in the row.  Whether he’d realized it or not, the teaching wizard’s choice of words had given him an excellent idea for how to start, the key to the whole matter being the word ‘restraint.’  He gathered his internal energies even tighter, the flows throughout his limbs dimming as the pulsing glow around his heart grew to a small star.  Locking a vision of the exact center of the heavy cube of ice into his mind’s eye, and closing his physical ones, he divided his concentration between that envisioned point and his own energy flows, ignoring all else as he simultaneously urged the essence of heat at the point while holding the bulk of his magic tight within.  The harder he pushed, the harder it was to keep his strength contained; red energy flickered toward his shoulders several times as it tried to flow down to his fingertips, then shifted to simply trying to punch straight out through his chest.  He was starting to wonder if he was doing something wrong, or simply not strong enough to keep the power in check, when he felt something like a twig snapping and a new glow blazed to life within the ice.  The struggling rainbow inside of him settled down immediately, its outlet found, and he instinctively shifted his concentration entirely to feeding that newborn star.  Ice melted in a heartbeat, flashing to steam within two more, and the block cracked explosively, several large chunks thunking to the tabletop as smaller chips went flying.


Derru blinked as a sharp shard bounced off of his shield.  He shook his head to clear it, ears flopping, and turned to voice his wonder, but the look on his student’s face made him pause.  Eyes slitted in concentration, they still held a gleam of bemused curiosity, and the power contracted in his chest once more.  The rabbit barely had time to turn his head back toward the table before more stars appeared, all three of the remaining cubes glowing for a long moment then shattering in one short, staccato burst.


“So it’s static,” the wolf mused, mostly to himself.  “Doesn’t take any more oomph to get to three points than it did for one… but I couldn’t have done that with my eyes closed; had to see ‘em all to keep the foci.  I’m pretty sure I couldn’t do that in combat, though; visual focus, internal restraint, and pushing the power were all I could handle.  One point’ll be my limit if I also have to defend myself, and even that’ll take some practice, I can tell.”


The rabbit could only shake his head again, “I knew you were gifted… but very few wizards, of any degree of experience, could have done that.  The speed with which those blocks shattered… it may not have cost extra strength to open the additional holes, but when you add the energy you were pumping through all three to it, the total is impressive!”  He tilted his head to one side, adding, “This isn’t a matter of experience, you see.  Rather, it has to do with the specific degree of your magical gift.  As you learn and practice more, your capacity and stamina will improve, increasing the total quantity of arcane forces you can wield before exhaustion, but the rate at which you can use that power is a constant.  There are ways around your born limit—hell, there’re ways around almost any of the ‘laws’ of magic—but they tend to be along the lines of storing power in an artifact and linking it to an enchantment, then triggering it while you augment it by casting the same spell actively.  It’s a useful trick when you know exactly what spell you’re going to need far enough in advance to invest the power then recover your own, but circumstances aren’t always that… predictable.”


Ferrl nodded, looking thoughtful, “So you’re saying that this strength I possess, that I’ve been told of before but haven’t really understood, can be said to offer both raw power and flexibility in how I use it, both beyond the average limits.”


The wizard nodded back, “Flexibility, definitely… but we who teach you are hopeful that you can learn a delicate touch above all else.  The most effective magics are almost always subtle weavings and blendings of lesser forces, sculpted toward accomplishing a specific goal in a very particular manner.  It’s unusual indeed for the most efficient course to be that of blasting away with all your might.”


The knight chuckled, waving one hand at the piles of crumbled ice, “This being one of those rare exceptions, of course; I’m pretty sure there aren’t any more efficient ways to convert water to steam than adding pure, unadulterated heat.”


His tutor could only laugh and concede the point.
* * *

There were definitely advantages to living amid the bustling commerce of a kingdom’s capitol, Ferrl was realizing as he stepped into the large shop.  In Drake’s Hollow he’d have had but a single blacksmith to visit.  Down the road in Yelane, the much larger town he’d been born in and arguably a small city, he’d have had many other smiths to choose from, but he’d still have had to visit each individually to see what particular items they’d chosen to make and offer for sale.  Here, though it naturally raised the final price some, the merchants had already visited all of the smiths, buying whatever looked good for resale in this store, and the sheer selection was more than worth any added expense.

Some of the very best of the weapons to be had, of course, were already in use, sheathed at the sides of chainmail-armored guards posted at each corner of the shop with an extra by the door.  An unarmed feline couple a few years older than the wolf were obviously in charge, each currently occupied with another customer as they discussed prices and features of individual weapons, trusting their watchful soldiers to make sure that nobody tried substituting the use of a weapon for the payment of its value.  The lady of the pair’s conversation transitioned from the relative merits of two short swords to haggling over the price of one shortly after the wolf had stepped inside, so he figured he’d be attended promptly enough and started looking around.  On shelves and in barrels along the front and sides of the shop were the common, cheaper weapons.  Less than half of them were polished, but most of them were at least steel, only the occasional work of softer iron or bronze visible, and those usually in cases where the quality of the metal wasn’t a major factor.  The broad straps of iron wrapped around the middle and ends of a long hardwood staff, for example, could still add impact to a strike or protect the wood while blocking something sharp, and using more expensive steel wouldn’t have improved either function significantly.  On shelves and racks against the back wall, flanking the central counter, the quality went up a notch, but even Ferrl’s eye could tell that they were lacking just a bit in craftsmanship compared to the impressive array laid out for him on the day of Bakar’s first test.


“Welcome to the Armsman.  May I help you find something?” a feminine voice asked from one side as he finished his cursory examination of the medium-quality blades.


The wolf nodded to the proprietress, “Yes.  I was told that this was a good place to find quality blades, but I’m assuming you keep the good ones elsewhere; I’m looking for something a touch more refined than these,” and he waved toward the rack of swords he’d been looking over.


The feline nodded in turn, a smile on her white muzzle, “When I saw the knife at your hip, I’d held hopes that you were looking for something similar to match it; very little is visible, sheathed, but I’ve been in this business too long not to spot folded steel at a glance.”


Ferrl chuckled, shaking his head, “I don’t want anything that good, sorry…  The knife was a very special gift, and I have no delusions of surpassing it any time soon, but I would like to at least be sure that whatever I buy doesn’t insult it.  Whatever back room holds weapons one step up in quality from these here should suffice.”


“Follow me then, sir,” she nodded, beckoning one of the corner guards to follow as she led her customer around the counter and down a short hall.  She opened the first door on her left, the wolf and burly equine guard following her inside, the latter taking up his watchful pose again to one side of the doorway.


There were no barrels or shelves in this room; rather, all three walls were paneled in wood with a grid of regular holes drilled in it, pegs and hooks fitted to those holes supporting each weapon while leaving it free to examine closely or pick up and try.  Heavily barred skylights let in the light of the setting sun, stand-lamps in the corners as yet unlit, but it was enough to gleam on the mirror-bright surfaces of the merchandise.  A particular grouping in one corner drew his eye unbidden, confusing him until he made out the crossed-swords and shield emblem of Tarragh etched into an axe’s steel.


Noticing his gaze the feline explained, “Those are blessed weapons, consecrated by priests of Tarragh or Malia.  We can only sell those if you’re a devout worshiper of the deity the weapon’s consecrated to; if you don’t qualify, even touching them would be a very bad idea.  I’ve also heard of weapons ‘blessed,’ if that’s the right term, by Kathalla or Karnaal, but we wouldn’t sell that sort of thing here.  In any case, they’re only marginally better than an ordinary blade; we keep the truly magical weapons, folded steel, and similar wonders in the other back room.”


“Alright,” Ferrl nodded, “and I won’t be needing any of those.  I’m told I’d make a good devotee of either patron of warriors, but… my path is elsewhere.”  He stepped over to the far wall where most of the various swords were hung and started looking them over, “These, though, seem to be exactly what I was looking for.  If I want an enchanted weapon, I’ll just make one myself after I’ve learned a bit more; all I want at the moment is knowledgeable craftsmanship, and these all look beautifully made.”


The proprietress raised a brow, and the guard’s hand shifted subtly closer to a small dagger that radiated a faint blue glow to Ferrl’s eyes; obviously neither had considered the possibility that their hulking customer was magically inclined.  Chuckling to himself, the knight reached up and lifted a greatsword down with one hand.  He gave it a couple slashes through the air, his other thumb tucked into his belt, then shrugged as he replaced it on the wall, “I’d been about to ask if this was even real… but I guess I’ve gotten more used to the weighted equipment my own armsmaster inflicts on me than I thought.  It’s amazing what the lack of lead plates can do for a weapon’s maneuverability and balance.”


The cat shook her head, blinking, and chuckled, “If you can swing that around one-handed, your armsmaster is either obsessed or a sadist!”  She watched his next selection from the far side of the room; practice-swings with six-foot blades weren’t something she cared to go anywhere near.


“Both, I think,” the knight mused, putting back an average though well-made longsword.  Between his height and the weapon’s (relatively) scant weight, it had felt too much like a knitting needle to him.  The only compromise he could come up with as to try a bastard sword, and he reached for the broadest-bladed of the half-dozen available.  Turning away from the wall, he gave it a good, whistling slash through the air, then flipped it around in a wrist-pivoting loop.  He tossed it up, then, in a spinning twist, and caught it with his off hand, grinning as he tucked it under his arm, “This’ll do.  It’s got enough metal in it that I can actually feel the weight, and four feet of blade are much more maneuverable than six.”  He padded over to the side where a double column of daggers gleamed, picking out a medium-long, slimly curved knife that reminded him of an elongated version of the High Priestess’ sacrificial dagger.  “I think I’ll take this, too; it’ll make a good present for someone I know.  And scabbards for both, please, the sword’s on a baldric in my size if you’ve got one.”


Nodding, the merchant added things up in her head, “I think we’ve got a belt long enough for that.  For the pair and their accessories, I’ll be asking ten gold crowns.  Two for the knife, seven for the sword, and one more for the accessories.”


Ferrl counter-offered six.  To his mind, the knife was worth one and a half, and the sword six, but he couldn’t quite envision paying a full gold crown for leather and thread with no precious ornamentation, no matter how well-made.  He didn’t, either, managing to settle on a price of eight crowns in the end, a bit better than he’d hoped for.  The promised leathers were as good as he could have asked for, too, the long belt of the baldric supple, the scabbards somewhat stiff to aid in sheathing a blade, and both dyed a spotless black with polished brass buckles and reinforcement.  It was with a happy heart (if lighter purse) that he bade the feline merchants goodbye, shrugged his new sword across his back, and headed home with the dagger tucked into his belt opposite Kathy’s present.


He’d gotten out of his magic lessons a little early, as he’d caught on to their main concept so quickly, so it wasn’t too surprising to find the lower floor empty when he got home a bit before supper time.  Come to think of it, as he slipped off his baldric and leaned the sword against the wall by the door, he couldn’t hear any of the yips, squeals, or patient lecturing that might occupy the ladies upstairs, either.  Shrugging, he fetched some beef from the icebox, lit the hearth by laying a thick line of fire-energy across the wood, and started choosing spices.  He had enough time to put some effort into dinner for a change, so he might as well, and given the nature of her ‘tutor’ Ela’s absence was no cause at all to be concerned for her safety.


The edges of small, thick steaks cut from a roast were browning quickly in a sizzling, somewhat oil-heavy blend of seasonings when he heard a commotion out back, almost like a startled bird’s wings but both slower and louder.  Moments later, Kathy opened the back door, still flicking her folded wings to settle their membranes as she carried in a somewhat windblown but very happy-looking Ela.


“Welcome back, ladies,” Ferrl called over the hiss and smoke as he peeled the seared edges of a steak away from the pan and flipped it.  “Dinner will be hot, flavorful, somewhat rare, and served in five minutes.”


Kathy deposited her bright-eyed, tail-wagging charge on a stool and took another for herself, nodding, “Good.  Flying always gives me an appetite.  I’m pretty sure it’s not mere hunger that’s making that smell so good, though…”


He finished his flipping and turned to the vixen.  She was obviously bursting to tell him about the flight, but he didn’t give her the chance.  “I know you’ve just had a very good day, Ela, but it’s about to get even better.  I bought you a present,” and he pulled the sheathed dagger from his belt at the small of his back and tossed it onto the counter near her.  “It’s a bit big for you, now… but I’m sure you’ll grow into it.”


Indeed, as the vixen snatched up the knife and eagerly pulled off its sheath, it seemed like a good-sized short sword compared to her height.  A bit longer than Ferrl’s own dagger at fourteen inches from onyx pommel-stone to needle-sharp tip, the scimitar-like curve was perfectly even, the blade’s surface a bright, smooth mirror before slanting to a fine enough edge that any impact against another weapon would leave the razored steel with a deep dent.  It was a weapon designed purely for the attack, balanced, slim, and deadly, with a narrow guard that was one piece with the brass of the hilt, its sides inlaid with stained, cross-hatched wood before flaring out again to form its decorated pommel.  “Ooh, Master…” she cooed, turning the blade slowly to catch the reflections around her, “it’s beautiful…”


Ferrl nodded, grinning as he patted the blade still sheathed at his hip, “I figured you should have one of your own, as the one Kathy gave us is always with me when I’m away…  The thought also comes to mind that if someone ever tries to break in while I’m out, they wouldn’t be expecting a child, and a slave at that, to have a weapon, know where to stick it to do some good, or have the will to do so.  Playing with Kathy’s enough for the last two, and now I’ve taken care of the first as well.”


Ela giggling along, the bat nodded, “Indeed… and I’ll deem it worth the loss of a few bodies to teach her where to stick a knife to kill quickly.”  She smirked faintly, “That’s not exactly our normal goal when playing that way, after all… but we won’t start on that tonight.  I hate using up an incarnation right after a good meal, as it’s a waste, and my nose tells me that the other sides of those steaks are just about seared to perfection.”


“They’re certainly smoking enough,” the knight nodded, grabbing a towel to grip the pan with so he could transfer the crisp-edged meat to its waiting plates.
* * *

Ferrl sipped his wine and gazed out at the stars through the gap above the curtains in his sitting room.  Ela had just finished telling him about her ride on Kathy’s back and how they’d chased a flock of seagulls until they could barely see land, and it certainly sounded like an adventure.  “Once I’m taught the magic of motion, if we can think of somewhere to take off from where people won’t freak out, I might join the two of you sometime,” he mused.

Ela giggled, “Flyin’ wolfs?  Yeah, that’d be a li’l strange…”


The bat tilted her head, peering through as much as at him, “Hmm… you could simply lift yourself through the air a good distance as you are now; it’s not particularly efficient, but you’ve got the stamina for it.  Just a bit more teaching would help, though; if you can learn how to do single-line mixes of reasonably precise energy blends, I could show you how to actually reduce your weight as well as a minor form of invisibility.  The latter’s only good at long distances, as it obscures more than actually hides a person or thing, but it’s good enough for flying without attracting too much notice.  Neither would require experience in the solid-form spell sculpting that you’re still a long way from being taught, either.”


The wolf nodded, “I’m certainly hoping to learn the more complex methods of enchantment eventually.”  He waved his free hand toward the sword still leaning on the wall, “To improve that, if nothing else… but I think I’ll be starting on mixed-energy lines within a day or two, so it shouldn’t be long before I can learn the spells you’ve mentioned.”


Kathy lifted a finger, “That reminds me…  I happened to be glancing in on you at the moment that you saw those consecrated weapons at the store… I do that, occasionally, with all of my worshipers; just check in and see how they’re doing, though I’ll admit I look in on my favorites more often than the rest.  Your thoughts at the time gave me an idea,” and she turned to hold her hand out to Ela, seated in the next chair.  “Could I see your new knife for a moment, dear?”


The vixen blinked, ears perked curiously, but obediently tugged the sheathed blade out from where she’d tucked it between the arm of her chair and its cushion, passing it over.


Closing her eyes, the bat started to murmur quiet words, almost a chant, as she slowly drew the dagger from the leather that held it.  Dropping the sheath, she stroked along the flat spine, the room seeming to darken as she caressed the steel.  That darkness gathered, concentrating around her hand to the point where it was hard to make out the finger she extended, one claw touching the side of the blade near its hilt as she etched two short lines, each curving slightly toward the other, into the rigid metal.  The inverse glow of whatever she’d been doing faded, and it took Ferrl a moment to realize that the symbol of fangs he was seeing on the weapon was other than physical.  The metal itself was unblemished, but the mark of Kathalla was still clear to his perceptions on both sides of the steel, standing out as a blacker spot of darkness even when his own eyes were closed.


“That’s it!” he burst out as the pieces clicked into place in his mind.  “The healing at the club, the blessed weapons at the shop, and now this…  It has to do with my being de facto clergy, doesn’t it?  I’m developing priestly perceptions on top of the magical ones…”


Kathy nodded, opening her eyes to smile at him, “Ironic as it may have been to effectively pray to myself, I just blessed this dagger as any of my priestesses would, and you saw it because you’re just as much a priest as any of those in my temple.  Now that you know what to look for, you’ll be able to determine who else is a devout follower of any God, or sense the power of those Gods Themselves when it’s evoked by Their clergy…  It will not, though, require any extra lessons on your part,” and her smile broadened into a grin at his instant expression of relief.  “I’ve never been much for elaborate rituals, so being answered when you pray and being able to spot religious forces at work are all your ‘priesthood’ really entails.”  At his nod, she turned back to the cub beside her, resheathing and returning the child’s weapon, “And you, dear…  If you ever kill someone with this, you needn’t pray to me to dedicate the sacrifice; this blade is now an extension of my official persona, and anything you do with it is as if it were done by my own hand.”  She waggled one finger, “Don’t use it on anyone who seems to glow with a white light, though; I’ve got an agreement with the other Gods that my followers will do their best to avoid preying on Their true worshipers.”


Ela nodded, her eyes widening as her fingers closed around the dagger.  “I’s c’n feel it… your power’s strong in this,” she murred.


Grinning, the bat ruffled her headfur affectionately, “I don’t have very many weapons blessed in my name, but the few that exist are pretty wicked…  I can tell whether you’re using it for fun or to save your own life, and if it’s the latter, all you really need to do is nick the person you’re fighting, or just poke ‘em with the point, and I’ll rip their soul out of their body through that wound.  They shouldn’t bother you much after that, unless they fall on you or something.”


The kit giggled, “You’s c’n be nasty t’folks you don’ like… but I loves ya anyway!”


Kathy’s large, dark eyes softened, “And I love you, little one.  Never forget that.”  Straightening, she smiled over at the knight, “Finish your wine and let’s go play a little before bed.  Words are all well and good, but I enjoy showing both of you how much I love you, too.”

Chapter 15

“Pick somewhere nearby, but I don’t want to see you for at least an hour,” Bakar instructed as he handed Ferrl a towel to rub down with.  “You already know that the meal should be light, but I want it well on its way toward being digested before the lesson resumes.”


The wolf nodded as he tackled the few patches of sweat-soaked fur he’d worked up.  “You were right how this is less sheer work than the strength-training,” he mused, “but it’s making much more severe use of some muscles and joints than my usual workout; I’ll be grateful for enough of a respite for my feet, hips, and wrists to stop aching.”  Pulling on an almost middle-class tunic, he decided that it covered enough of his coarser pants to avoid glaring discrepancies and belted it.

Nodding as well as he retrieved his longsword from where it had fallen, the captain sheathed it and started unbuckling the small shield from his left arm, “Aches or not, you’re doing quite well so far.  That may have been the most basic disarm I know, but you timed it well enough that I didn’t have to pretend not to know it was coming.  Now enjoy your meal, sir knight; when you get back I’ll be disarming you, and we’ll just see if your defense is progressing as well as your attack.”


Ten minutes later and comfortably seated at a small table in a corner of the Crowned Hops, Ferrl told the vixen who’d hurried over to take his order, “Chicken stew, a few rolls, and a small black ale.”  Feeling a rare urge to flaunt himself, he flexed his pecs and grinned, “I’ve got another workout after lunch, so I need to keep it light.”


The waitress tittered, eying him appreciatively before turning to go fetch his meal.


She’d barely left when another vixen approached, this one in a low-cut red dress that barely contained one of the largest pairs of breasts he’d seen in his life, each a fair bit larger than her head but almost impossibly buoyant and rounded for their significant weight.  “Mmm… the food here is good, but you, sir, look even tastier,” their owner murred.  “Muscles for days and days…”


Ferrl blinked once then chuckled, wrenching his gaze from the enormous valley of cleavage to meet her mischievous green eyes.  “I’ve certainly put enough work into them,” he conceded, “though not with the specific intent of providing eye-candy… which, to return your compliment, I should note you do quite well, yourself.”


The vixen giggled, giving a shrug that was almost certainly intended from the start to strain her dress until the jiggling died down, the quakes of soft flesh further amplified as she moved to sit at the table’s second chair.  Touching a bit of white chestfur demurely, she murred, “Oh, these li’l thangs?  They’re nice enough to look at, I suppose, but one little slip and I have to buy a new dress or top, and the custom tailoring adds up to quite an expense if I’m not careful.”  Her tongue slipped out to moisten her lips, “Though, if you’ve time enough, I’d happily take you somewhere private and show you what they can do when there aren’t any clothes to worry over… in return for getting to see all of those lovely muscles of yours in naught but fur, myself.”


A nagging thought tugged at the corners of the wolf’s mind and he tilted his head, “I certainly appreciate the offer… but, coming as it does from a total stranger, you might understand if I’m inclined toward caution.  My name is Sir Ferrl, and I must at least ask yours before I can further consider this temptation.”


“I’m Roxy,” she immediately replied, then grinned, “and if that suits your sense of propriety, the offer still stands now that we’re not complete strangers to one another.”


Ferrl smirked, “I thought that might be who you are.”  Grinning some himself at her confused expression, he leaned back in his seat and mused, “I already knew of you from my live-in girlfriend.  You know her yourself; a bat, calls herself Kathy, great in bed… and quite knowledgeable as to who you really are.”


Roxy’s eyes widened immensely as she grimaced, “Her!  That bitch… it’s just like her to go and ruin a perfectly good surprise and hog you all to herself at the same time!  This has nothing to do with your… religious vocation; it’d just be a bit of innocent fun.  Why spoil something like that with details that don’t even remotely matter?”


“Because the occasional disappointment builds character,” the knight chuckled.  “You play the part of a bubble-brained-and-bosomed vixen well, and that’s just the sort who’d appeal to a mindless hunk of masculinity, but neither one of us actually fits those descriptions.  Besides, I’ll need all of the energy I can muster, today, for the remainder of my fencing lessons.  If you really want to play, come by my house some evening when Kathy and my own little vixen can join in.  Hmm, we might even want to invite Verona over; I don’t know if you know her, but she’s probably very nearly as good a playmate as you are.  I’m sure you’d like her…”


The vixen’s eyes closed, a faint white glow ringing her head as she considered…  “Found her!” she yipped, then blinked, “Oh, my; she’s a true follower of the dark, isn’t she?  No wonder I’d never noticed her under the shadow my sister left on her soul… but now that I have, I think you’re right.  And she doesn’t seem to have any firm plans for the evening, just sort of flitting from one pleasure to the next as she wanders the court…”


Nodding, Ferrl mentioned, “I don’t think she’d recognize you as I did, so you’re safe enough repeating your offer to her if you want,” and he grinned again, “and I’d love to see the look on her face when I fill her in after the fact.”


With a nod of her own, the vixen bade him, “I can live with that.  I’ll go see if she wants a fox muzzle buried in her for a while,” and promptly vanished into thin air.


The approaching waitress almost dropped her tray as a patron evidently evaporated, pausing to mop up a bit of slopped-over stew before carefully setting it down at his table.  “Who… what just happened?” she asked, eyes wide.


Ferrl smirked, “Roxanarra just tried to get me into bed, and left rather abruptly when I said no.”


Swallowing hard, the vixen shook her head, “I don’t know which is more unbelievable… that a Goddess was here, in our humble tavern, or that you turned down what almost anyone would sell their soul to experience!”


Chuckling, the wolf started transferring dishes from tray to table, “Hey, I’m just here for lunch.  I was polite enough to suggest an alternative to Her, and as we speak a certain lioness is probably receiving a proposal she’s much too randy to refuse, but I have work to do today.”


Giving him one more appraising look, her eyes gleaming, the waitress picked the tray back up, “Come by sometime when you’re not so busy, sir…  If you’re good enough for the Goddess of Love, I think… that I’d enjoy finding out why.”
* * *

Ferrl bade his mathematics instructor farewell and closed the door.  She was a nice enough lady, he supposed, but he couldn’t seem to match her level of sheer fascination with something as dry and dull as numbers.  Luckily, he only had to tolerate the subject for two hours at a time.  The lessons in the kingdom’s law, customs, and geography had completed the most essential aspects of his education, apart from his daily training in combat and magic, so the new tutor he’d been told he’d be getting each week was just to give him a basic foundation in as wide a variety of subjects as possible on the theory that no learning was ever wasted.

Padding into the kitchen where Kathy and Ela were working together on supper, he settled onto a stool and mused, “I didn’t get a chance to tell you this, with how my fencing lessons ran so late into the evening, but I ran into Roxy yesterday.”


The bat looked up from supervising Ela’s rather messy attempt at deboning a pair of quail, one brow arched, “Oh?  And did you and she have fun?”


“Nah,” the knight chuckled, shaking his head, “I sent her to Verona instead.  I didn’t really have time, nor the inclination as I’ve been more than satisfied between your own delectable self and our little vixen.  I didn’t rule out future encounters with her, though, and I’d wanted to ask before such occurred: would it be amusingly ironic or horribly blasphemous if I were to sacrifice your sister to you?”


Kathy blinked, then laughed, “Oh, I’d be amused…  It’s not like I’d get any sort of grip on her ‘soul’ in the process; there’s just a bit of a difference between a mortal and a Goddess after all… but, no, I don’t think she’d enjoy it.  We have a fairly good relationship, but that can only last as long as we base it on the shared points between our definitions of ‘fun.’  I try not to remind her of the less enjoyable aspects of my worship when I can avoid it, because she’s really more comfortable pretending that they don’t exist.  Finding herself buggered one moment and butchered the next would probably sour things.”


Nodding with another chuckle, the wolf mused, “I’ll keep that in mind the next time she tries to tempt me.  I may just tell her ‘no’ again for other reasons entirely.  Sex is all well and good, but that’s all it would be with her.  The affection I have for you two ladies means a lot more to me than getting my dick moistened.”


Arching her other brow, the bat paused long enough to correct the placement of Ela’s next cut, murmuring, “No, right over the bone.  Cutting all the way through would mangle the meat too much; you only need one slit to get the bone out,” before turning back to the wolf.  “I’m not going to be around here forever, though…” she mentioned.  “You’ve got the baroness and… ‘Dia’ occasionally to provide variety alongside your ever-faithful vixen, but it couldn’t hurt to cultivate a few more potential prospects.  I can, and sometimes do, have several dozen mortal incarnations at once, scattered across the world, but even I can only keep track of so much.  If there’s no clear need to remain, and Ela’s education is nearing that point, as a matter of efficiency and principle I should abandon any manifestation that’s served its purpose, to pay that extra little bit of attention to the rest of my flock in at least a spiritual sense.”

Ferrl blinked, an unexpected stab of loss tugging within him at the prospect of losing the lady who’d brightened his days and warmed his bed over the recent past, then sighed and shrugged, “I’ll miss you… but I’d already been thinking about attending the playclub more often, initially to keep Ela entertained but it’d also do for any variety I may need.”


The little vixen had stopped wrestling with her dead birds and blinked, dropping her knife to hug the bat around her waist, greasy hands and all, “An’ I will, too…  I’s been happier than ever wif you an’ Master both.”


Smiling, Kathy ruffled the kit’s headfur and asked, “Ela… you know how you were in a cage, intended for donation to the temple?”  Blinking away a couple tears and looking confused at the apparent non sequitur, she nodded cautiously.  “Occasionally,” the bat continued with a broader smile, “there are more of these ‘rejects’ than the priests and priestesses can deal with in a timely manner… so, rather than go to the trouble and expense of housing the extras until they can be properly dealt with, the next time there’s an overstock I’ll have them send one to you.  It’s not as good as having me all the time, I know… but having a new toy to do with as you please, oh, about once a month on average, will serve as at least some compensation, I’m sure.  Do whatever you want to them, and if you need help getting rid of what’s left of them just pray and I’ll see to it.”


Giggling, Ela nodded again, “If’n I can’t have you, bein’ sent new toys’d be th’next best thing, I guess…”


“And I’m sure I’d enjoy them too,” her Master mused, “especially the looks on their faces while a tiny child reduced them to something resembling those quail.”


Kathy laughed, her voice’s richness blending well with the vixen’s renewed giggles, then suddenly stopped, her eyes widening.  “Oh, shit…  Why’d this have to happen now of all times?”  Sighing, she gently extricated herself from Ela’s grimy grasp and looked to Ferrl, “I have to go.  This is one of those things that mortals really need to do for themselves, so I’d just be in the way.”  With no more explanation than that, she wavered and vanished.


Master and slave exchanged a glance, both of their muzzles opening to express their confusion, only to be interrupted by an emphatic knocking at the door.  “Wash your hands,” the wolf instructed, then padded quickly out of the kitchen.  He snagged his sword from where it leaned against the wall in the hallway, setting it down again closer to the door.  Something was obviously wrong, and he wanted it close at hand just in case.


“Good, you’re home,” the prince said with obvious relief.  His guards were both to one side, and to the other Verona was heaving her guts out against the side of the house.  Even over the stench of bile, Ferrl could identify the smell of same brandy he’d shared after supper the last time he’d visited Lachier.  “I thought getting her drunk might calm her down enough to discuss things rationally, but I was obviously wrong.  She insisted that we do something now, and I had to have her physically restrained to get away long enough to clear things with my father.”


Wiping her muzzle, Verona staggered toward the door.  “It was murder, I know it wash,” she blurted, brandy fumes adding to the merely physical assault as she grabbed Ferrl’s shirt in both hands.  “Things were goin’… hic goin’ sho well.  Met th’best lickin’-vix I ever found jush yes’erday, then… then… he’s dead!  Oh Godsh, he’s dead…”  Tears started to roll down her already-soaked cheeks.


Gesturing for the prince and his followers to enter, Ferrl said, “Have a seat.  I think I can sober our friend here up enough for coherency, and you can fill me in once I’m not busy trying to save my wardrobe.”  He pulled the lioness into a close hug, then murmured a few quiet words into her ear.


Verona flinched as if struck, straightening and blinking around suddenly-wide eyes, “Shit… really?  No fuckin’ wonder!”


“I sent her to you,” Ferrl nodded, grinning.  “I figured you two would have fun.”  Still keeping one arm around her middle, he urged her gently inside, “But that’s not why you’re here…  I was told something bad had happened even before the knock on my door, so let’s all sit down and talk about it.”


Nodding in return, the feline let herself be led to a chair in the sitting room while one of the guards closed the door before taking up his station beside it.


Settling into a seat of his own, Ferrl looked between his noble guests, having to pause to let Ela settle into his lap before he could voice his speculations.  “I can think of only two people whose death would affect Verona this way, and one of them is the king.  Since the situation leading to your arrival involved discussion with him, I must assume that my dear friend here is now a widow.”


Lachier nodded grimly as Verona buried her face in her hands and began to quietly weep once more.  “We only received the news a few hours ago,” the prince confirmed.  “The messenger was dispatched immediately, so there were no details of any investigation that may have been undertaken in his missive, but it mentioned that the first impression was that the baron died of natural causes.”


The lioness looked up and gave her head as firm of a shake as the lingering effects of booze allowed, “But it can’t have been!  I was to see him in just two weeks, and for the month prior to any conjugal visits my husband eats very well, indulges in regular exercise to build up his stamina, and has healers checking up on him every few days!  Of all times, now he’d be in the best possible health!  So it just has to have been murder…  That’s why I went to the royal family for help, to get permission for an investigation by officials from beyond Lark’s Reach, that we could be sure weren’t involved in any plots there might be… though I hadn’t really expected them to assign an Agent to the case.”


Ferrl blinked, glancing to the ‘coon, “I have a nagging suspicion that my status is about to undergo a slight change.”


“Correct,” Lachier nodded, reaching into an inner pocket of his vest.  The medium-small ruby he dropped on the table between himself and the wolf was confirmation enough in itself.  “You’ve had all of the training you need to function as an Agent at the most basic level, and your ongoing education was intended simply to expand on what you already knew.  None of the more esoteric subjects we’d had scheduled for you should prove necessary for this case, assuming you show the same knacks for perceptiveness, analysis, and improvisation that you’ve already demonstrated.  As of this moment you are no longer a trainee, but an Agent with all of the rights, prerogatives, and authority that come with the title.”


Nodding, the knight picked up the gemstone and set it gently against the slight indentation in the gold of his badge, a faint flash bursting forth as its enchantment affixed it to the metal without the need for clasps.


Reaching into another pocket, the prince set out a small pouch, “With your promotion, your wages have been increased from six to eight nobles per month.  Here are two to immediately reflect your new rank, and ten more that are the standard expense fund of any Agent being sent out of the capitol.  Buy any horses, weapons, or equipment you need early tomorrow morning; we want you on the road by no later than noon, and you can consider it an order that you travel to Lark’s Reach as fast as you possibly can.  The longer it takes you, the longer any conspiracy there may be has to cover its tracks, because my father and I agree with Verona; the timing was just too suspicious.  Even ignoring the fact of his presumably-enhanced health, there’s the matter of inheritance…  Baron Hellar’s previous marriages produced only daughters, and Verona’s oldest son is just three bare months from attaining his majority.  The barony is now in dispute, and it’s either due to a terrible coincidence or because someone wants it to be.”


Ferrl frowned, “You’re right…  The situation stinks of something rotten to me, too.”  He looked to the lioness, “You may no longer be a baroness, due to the technicalities of Lark’s Reach’s title, but you are still my dear friend.  I will do everything I can to find out just what happened, why, and who did it, and when I do…”  His eyes narrowed, his voice so hard it nearly grated, “If our suspicions are correct, you and I are going to set a new record for how long it takes a sacrifice to our Goddess to die, and I doubt either of us will feel like making pleasure a part of the rite.”


Verona broke down again, sobbing, “Thank you, thank you…” into her shaking paws.  Ela slipped down and scampered over, climbing into the feline’s lap to hug her tightly, cooing comfortingly as her friend gripped her fiercely.


Turning back to the prince, the wolf continued, “I won’t need to gather much for the trip.  I’m sure Verona knows the route more than well enough to guide me, and I’m not stupid enough to try leaving her behind.  If our suspicions are even slightly accurate, vengeance is hers by right, and I intend to see that she’s there to get it.  I’ll take care of her tonight and be on my way within a few hours after dawn.”  He paused, considering…  “Whichever is more convenient, please either leave one of your guards or send a page from the palace; there are bound to be a few details that can be taken care of by the ability to send someone else on an errand or to deliver a message, and there’s still plenty of time this evening to make those sorts of preparations.”


Lachier nodded, “I’ll send a page; it’s part of the guards’ contract that they aren’t to be used for menial tasks like that.  And, just in case this is a wide-ranging conspiracy, I’m sure you yourself are guard enough to ward against the possibility of an assassin being sent after the former baroness as well.”  Rising, he took a step over to lay a hand on the lioness’ shoulder that wasn’t being nuzzled by a vixen, “You know our knight, dear, and his many talents…  If anyone can solve this mystery and allow you your vengeance, he can.  Go with Kathalla, and may your return herald happier times.”  Her smile was wan as she blinked through teary eyes, but her nod held confidence and hope.  The prince turned to leave, but stopped, remembering something, and asked the Agent, “Just how did you sober her up?  What was that you said to her?”


Ferrl chuckled, “I simply told her the truth… that her ‘best licking-vix’ was actually Roxanarra in mortal form.  Is it any wonder she was… good?”


The ‘coon blinked, “Indeed!  That definitely qualifies as a sobering shock.  I can only imagine what she was like…” before gathering his guards and departing.


Ferrl rose a moment later and padded to the entryway, picking up his sword and looping its baldric over his shoulder.  “Ela and I had been just about to cook dinner,” he told his remaining guest.  “If your stomach’s settled enough from your drinking, I’d like it if you joined us…  If nothing else, I can assure you that your hangover will be much worse if you don’t eat anything.”


Drying her eyes on the sleeve of her gown, Verona nodded and rose to her feet, still holding Ela against her.  “I know,” she rumbled, her gait almost steady as she moved toward the kitchen, “and… thank you.  For agreeing to try, whether we succeed or not.”
* * *

The requested page, the previous evening, had sufficed to gather Verona’s personal belongings from her palace quarters (including an herbal remedy for the fierce hangover that had manifested with the morning light) and move a trio of horses she owned to the stable closest to the house.  Two were saddle-beasts and the third a sturdier pack animal, but given Ferrl’s size he’d decided to shuffle their roles a bit, stopping by the guard enclave in the morning to load one of the lighter mounts with his armor in oilskin sacks as he rode the strong roan gelding.  Neither animal was comfortable with the change, but a grip of their reins just beneath their chins and the warning display of a very large fist persuaded them to cooperate for the time being.

“We still have that little sparring match to take care of to finalize your training in my eyes, sir knight,” Bakar told him as he loaded the clanking bags.  “Your new badge is pretty, but it can only postpone the inevitable, not eliminate it.  Come back alive, and try not to get too out of shape on your trip or you’ll end up wishing you’d stayed in Drake’s Hollow.”


The wolf chuckled, knotting the last drawstring and tying a rope around the bag just beneath, it and another of roughly equal weight slung over the back of the waiting horse before he replied, “Just be sure to think long and hard about the rules you set for that match… because I have an idea or two that could make it the shortest ‘test’ in your career if you don’t anticipate what I’m capable of and ban my greatest advantages beforehand.”


The captain quirked a brow, “Confident, aren’t we?  Get this mission done and get back here soon, then.  You’ve got me looking forward to what almost sounds like a serious challenge, now.”


Grinning, the wolf clasped hands with his stocky tutor then swung back onto his reluctant mount.  His only other stop on the way out of town was the Armsman.  They’d only just opened for business, so there weren’t any other customers to worry about as he padded resolutely up to the lady who’d served him before.  Touching his badge for emphasis, he told her without preamble, “I am an Agent of the kingdom and I’ve just been given a mission.  I need to know whether you have two greatswords of reasonable quality that you’ll let go for twelve crowns each, and I don’t have time to haggle as my assignment requires haste.  Scabbards are preferred, but not required.”


The feline nodded after the briefest moment’s thought, “For the service of Drachath, we will sell at that price.  We don’t carry scabbards long enough for those blades, though…”  At her curt gesture, the closest guard was sent into the back room to fetch the requested weapons.


“A couple loops of heavy leather each would also do,” he amended.  “They’re to be hung at the sides of horses, and the only requirement is that they can be pulled out without obstruction.”


Brightening, the proprietress stepped behind the counter to rummage through a drawer, “That request is much easier to fill!  These should do,” and she set out a quartet of leather bands with iron rings sewn to them.  “We carry these for when people want to adapt an existing belt or other garment into a baldric or the like.  They’re wide enough to take a broadsword and its scabbard, so they’ll accommodate the even broader greatswords with a bit of slack to spare.”


Nodding, the wolf opened his coinpurse and passed over nine of the nobles he’d been given the night before, along with a crown and a half to make up the difference, by his calculations a slight profit for the store even if it wasn’t quite full retail.  Some remnant of the low-paid farm hand he’d once been marveled at how quickly more than half a pound of gold could be obtained and then spent, and he chuckled to himself as the huge weapons were brought in.  “Thank you, ma’am, and if I live to return I’ll be sure to shop here again.”  At her nod he hefted the blades onto one shoulder, gathered up their leathers, and let the guard at the door open it for him so he and his long, pointy burden could exit safely.


Verona, and Ela in the saddle before her, looked on curiously as he rigged ropes and leather cuffs to support one of the blades between the stirrups and the barrel of their horse, pommel forward, then repeated the process on the palfrey mare that carried his armor.  “This,” he explained as he worked, “is one of the ‘ideas’ I mentioned to Bakar.  If we come under attack, try to keep your legs a bit away from that side of your mount; I don’t want to accidentally cut you when I draw steel with otherworldly hands.”  He patted the hilt sticking up over his shoulder, “My own hands will be using this… but they’re not the only ones I’m limited to.”


“Oh, my…” the lioness mused at the mental image that evoked.  Ela simply giggled.


Climbing back into his own saddle, Ferrl gestured grandly toward the north, “Now, my fair lady, lead on.  The road awaits!”

Chapter 16

Past the walls of Fariach and the cluster of crude houses that tended to spring up outside of any major city, the traffic on foot, cart, and horse thinned enough that the group would have been free to speed up from a walk to a trot, but Ferrl shook his head at the suggestion.  “We’ll go faster in a bit… but I wanted to talk about a few things first.”  The nod he got in reply was grudging and impatient, but he persisted, “It’s important, trust me…  When we get to Lark’s Reach, at least at first, I am not an Agent.”  He unfastened the pin of his badge as he spoke, tucking it into the breast pocket of the shirt he wore under a sturdy tunic.  “Instead,” he continued, “I will be the bodyguard you hired to assure your own safety while you, as the suspicious, distraught widow, fumble around attempting an investigation of your own.  Ela, for her part, will officially belong to you, a plaything you picked up shortly before this tragedy.”


Verona frowned, “As a ruse, that should look genuine enough…  I am distraught, and I want to find who did this, tie his guts to a tree at the top of a cliff, and push him off to see whether they snap or he bounces!  There has to be more to it, though, or we’ll be as ineffectual as you evidently want us to look…”  The vixen in front of her had nodded at the mention of her role, ears perked to listen to the rest.

“I’ll get to that in a moment…  First, I wanted to mention my suspicion that this journey is the single most dangerous part of our mission.  I had to choose between buying those swords and getting a warhorse strong enough to carry me in my armor, and I believe that my decision was the best one available, but we’ll have to wait until we’re actually attacked before I can know for certain.  I’ll be putting the armor on just before we reach the seat of your husband’s barony, though…  It’s probably the most advanced piece of magic I know, but I’ll be able to speak to you without anyone else hearing or noticing, and I’ll be giving you advice as ideas occur to me to better direct your ‘ineffectual’ investigation.”  This fetched another nod in reply, more agreeable this time, and he went on, “Your reputation will actually help, as no one at all will be surprised when your big, burly guard is with you even in your bedchamber, which is why I have little fear of assassins once we reach our destination, though if I think someone will try it anyway, little Ela will serve a very useful purpose in eliciting genuine, impassioned moans that would be their cue to attack, thinking that I was unclothed, unarmed, and thoroughly distracted in your bed.”


The vixen giggled, and her saddlemate snugged an arm around her middle for a brief hug, rumbling, “She and I will certainly enjoy that part of the plan should it be called for…”


Nodding, the wolf shrugged, “The rest, we’ll have to make up as we go along.  I’ll be keeping a very close eye out for magic, and not use my own in the presence of anyone who I deem able to detect it, but even my completely passive arcane senses should suffice to spot the scant clue or two necessary to tell us where we need to direct our attentions next.  We should arrive almost exactly one day after Hellar’s murder, and that shouldn’t be enough for them to completely obliterate all evidence of the crime.”  He glanced at his slave, “Ela?  Take off your collar and hold it by one end; mention of clues just reminded me of one that our enemies might spot, and I’m going to fix it now.”


The cub briefly touched her Master’s monogram, eyes showing a flicker of reluctance, then nodded and unfastened its clasp, letting it dangle at arm’s length.  The motion of her mount made it tricky, but Ferrl adjusted his technique to compensate, first locking remotely onto the center of its silver disc and gradually suffusing it with fire-energy until the metal softened, then working his way toward the front, the ornate ‘F’ there blurring and melting into smoothness.  He gave it a moment to cool back into solidity then projected a line in the shape of a ‘V’ into the air just before it, ripples of heat rising from the invisible gathering of energies as he built them up, waited for a moment of relative stillness, then thrust them onto the center of the disc.  “There,” he mused, letting his power return to himself, “I didn’t want to burn you… but you can put it on when it cools.”  He smirked faintly, “Given Verona’s well-known proclivities, that should be the only thing you wear once we arrive, and we can put your knife at the small of her back where you can reach it quickly from a slave’s usual position behind their owner.”  The child giggled, nodding.


Verona was smiling, too, “You’ve really given this some thought…  I never suspected we’d be in a situation like this when I first introduced myself at the playclub, but I’m very glad to have befriended you.  You’ve given me more hope than I thought possible since that shattering news arrived yesterday…”


“I told you then that I’d ever be your most humble and obedient servant,” the wolf told her, his voice serious, “and whether that involves supporting your hindside, filling it with hot seed, or avenging your beloved husband’s murder, nothing has happened to change that.”  Offering one more loving smile of his own, then, he urged his horse into a trot, the two mares following suit at the flick of reins and the tug of the lead-rope.
* * *

Ferrl looked up from reading his feline friend’s copy of the Book of the Bat, sensing something amiss…  They’d just passed the turnoff to Karj a mile back and started up the incline of the last few hills before the valley of Lark’s Reach, that valley’s forest already beginning to the east.  Tucking the book into a pocket, the wolf raised one hand as he pulled gently on his reins, slowing the small group to a halt as he listened…  The sound of horses’ hooves didn’t entirely cease; in fact, it was growing steadily, and there were a lot more of them than the three who’d been trotting a moment before, approaching at a gallop through the sparse trees.  “Ambush,” he warned, reaching over his shoulder for his bastard sword even as he gathered his internal strength, “mind your legs!”

As the first mounted shapes grew visible, he guided his gelding to stand between the woods and the ladies, the greatswords flinging themselves from their leathers to hover to either side of him.  “Neat!” a piping voice giggled behind him, and he smirked some himself before focusing on the business at hand.  Ten riders were gradually slowing as they neared, two ranks of four abreast and two more behind, their formation very close to perfect despite frequently needing to split to dodge tree trunks.  All of them had drawn swords in their right hands, and they weren’t showing any interest in halting at shouting distance to parley.


The sight of the enormous blades hanging in mid-air, though, did make them slow, one of the foremost of the attackers calling, “Mage!  Spellbreaker to the front, now!”


Ferrl didn’t particularly feel like waiting around to see what a ‘spellbreaker’ was, spurring his horse forward to meet the first rank that faced him.  Their clothes were rough, their breastplates and helms dented, but they moved like soldiers, not the bandits they appeared to be.  He let the floating swords lag behind him, only to pull them as hard as he could at the last moment, letting the pounds of steel build velocity enough to ram point-first through the armored forms to either side of his target.  With no lead or even armor to slow him down for the first time since he’d started training to fight, his bastard sword was a blur as it knocked his foe’s blade out of his hand with one swipe then took his head off with the backswing.


The rest of the troop split to flank him, the lone survivor from their first rank trying to close in from his rear, save for one soldier who’d stopped before that first clash.  That one raised what looked like a crossbow, but without the bow, to his shoulder, one of his friends yelling, “Aim between him and the swords; if you cut their lines they’re harmless!”  Nodding, the man squeezed the trigger, a line of fresh magic bursting forth as he scythed it up and down along the hypothetical path of an amateur’s spell… but there were no lines there for him to cut, the sword wrenching itself free so it and its mate could go after the flankers to one side while the wolf himself kneed his horse toward the other pair.


Ferrl closed his eyes as he neared his newest foes, surrendering himself to his arcane perceptions to better keep track of those directly behind him.  The closer pair split up, each keeping an eye on the other so their strikes could be launched simultaneously, but their lighter, shorter swords couldn’t match the speed with which his muscles could move his heavier blade, the ringing clash of steel blending almost into one long sound as he parried both, caved in the helm and skull to his right, then thrust sharp steel completely through the neck to his left.  The first-ranker who’d rushed ahead had paused and was shouting to those in the far rear, “The spellbreaker’s not working!  It must be the swords… aim for the blades!” and Ferrl couldn’t help but laugh to himself.  One of those engaged by his greatswords managed to deflect its first thrust, so he let that one spin away for a moment, bringing the other around from the other side in a flat arc, two more heads flying free in geysers of blood.  They were bound to figure it out eventually, that the counterspell in that device would probably work if it hit the hilts he’d wrapped in remote-projected motive magic, so he let the deflected sword fall and instead wrapped a second layer of motion-threads around its mate’s grip, orienting it on the man with the spellbreaker and sending it hurtling at him like a solid-steel javelin.


The soldier got one last shot off, and the Agent felt the bonds of one of his redundant spells snap, but it was too late.  Even ducking at the last instant didn’t save him as the blade rotated to one side, turning all of its forward energy into a slash that nothing could resist, passing through the horse’s neck and cutting the man in half at the waist.  As Ferrl had deliberately tried to arrange, this left the sword with almost no inertia and pointed at the last attacker still among the trees, a simple thrust finishing him off.


One ‘bandit’ remained, the survivor from the first rank of the original formation, and he desperately spurred his horse toward the defenseless ladies, blade held high… but Ela was ready for him.  Crouched on the saddle in front of Verona, the tiny vixen watched her would-be killer get closer, closer… then, just as he cocked his arm even farther back for a massive blow, launched herself straight at his face, her darkness-blessed blade leading point first.  His other arm dropped the reins to fend her off, but that just meant that her attack struck it instead, her dagger’s keen edge slicing through his sleeve and the flesh beneath.  Darkness flashed to the perception of all three Kathallics and, even as the child tumbled to the ground in a roll, the last ambusher screamed like his balls had been caught in a meat grinder, his features withering as if aging decades in a few short seconds, his soulless body toppling from the saddle a moment later.


Ferrl gave his panting horse a grateful pat on the neck then slipped down from his saddle, gathering some leaves to wipe his blade with as he padded back to his companions.  “Are you alright, Ela?” he asked as he neared.


The vixen nodded, brushing dust and twigs off of her rough dress, “Yeah, Master.”  She glanced at the desiccated corpse nearby and giggled, “I guess havin’ yer soul ripped out hurts, th’way that guy was screamin’.”


Nodding, the wolf looked around…  “Let’s gather up the relatively-intact bodies; these looked like bandits but I’m almost certain they weren’t.  They moved and fought like soldiers, drilled as a team, and their tactics were good enough to see us all dead if I hadn’t had my magic to call on.  I want to prove my suspicions, though, if only to myself,” and he smirked faintly, “as that’s all the proof that’s needed where an Agent’s involved.”


With Verona’s help, the adult-sized corpses being too big for Ela to move (though she kept herself entertained by picking up stray heads, kissing them playfully, then bouncing them off of tree trunks), Ferrl gathered the remains of their attackers and started inspecting every detail, even stripping a few of them naked to check them for identifying marks…  The bodies themselves offered no clues at all, each a different species and with differing degrees of bodily scarring and varying callus-patterns on their hands, but evidence abounded among their possessions.  Their breastplates and helms were dented and scratched, but devoid of a single speck of rust, and of identical makes besides.  Their swords were cheaply-made but sturdy, with no decoration, and they all matched.  Their clothes were a bit more random, but for all their lower-class styling and roughness they were brand new under the stains of blood and the stench of death-relaxed sphincters… and as he checked assorted coinpurses, the mental scent of something fishy was overpowering.


“Look at this,” he told his companions, pointing at the neat mounds of coins he’d made.  “The copper and silver varied, but every one of them had exactly one noble worth of gold.  Some were nobles, and others were crowns and half-crowns, but somehow no more than two gold coins match the style of any particular city’s mint, and those matches never occurred in the same purse.  Someone hired these men, trained them very well, and equipped them so one or two casualties wouldn’t have left any clues to be followed, but when you look at them all together the coincidences scream for attention.”  He gave the lioness a wicked grin, “We’ve obtained two advantages, here…  First, we’re alive, as these men were obviously sent to keep us from getting to Lark’s Reach and, second, whoever sent them obviously never expected the whole band to be wiped out, or they wouldn’t have let so many details match.”  His ears perked as he remembered something, and he ran over to the dead horse and its halved rider, picking up the spellbreaker and brushing flecks of meat off of it.  “And here… this is the best clue of them all,” he told the ladies as they caught up.  “This thing did manage to break one of my spells, though in that case I had two running at the same time, and it’s not the sort of device one picks up at the restday market.  If we can find who made it or who sold it, we can find out who it was sold to.”


Verona nodded with a satisfied hiss, “Yes…  There are two, maybe three places in the barony that could have been bought and, even if it turns out to be from outside these lands, that very fact would serve as justification for delaying any decision on the fate of my husband’s title and holdings.  We’ve either got a lead on the murderer or proof of external involvement, and either one brings us a lot closer to our goal.”


Nodding in return, Ferrl started back toward their own horses, “You two arrange lead-ropes for two of the ambushers’ beasts, that being about all we can handle without trouble…  There’s always a slim chance they were bought locally, and we can see if any of the stablemasters recognize them.  I’m going to load a sword, helm, and breastplate onto the packhorse, and we’ll check the local smiths for similar designs.  I’m not holding a great deal of hope for either of these avenues of inquiry… but the phrase ‘leave no stone unturned’ springs rather firmly to mind.  We know that there’s a conspiracy of some sort, now, so let’s not overlook anything that offers even a remote chance of leading us to its source.”
* * *

Though nowhere near as large as Fariach, the seat of the barony was a fair-sized city, bustling with activity in the afternoon sun.  Ferrl had called a halt the moment they’d spotted the walls in the distance so he could don his armor, though his horse was looking a little strained after a bare half-hour encumbered by the extra weight after almost a day of hard riding.  At that time, as well, the packhorse’s burden had been distributed among the other animals, though it was still on a lead-rope, and Ela now rode in its saddle, clutching the horn as her legs were far too short to reach the stirrups.  Once in a while, murmurs about ‘the baroness’ could be heard from the people in the street, so it wasn’t too surprising to find a delegation waiting for them at the gates to the keep in the center of town when they arrived.

Two guards to either side of the arched entryway snapped to attention as the group drew near, Verona in the lead.  The middle-aged jaguar in fine clothes and an ornate badge of office shot the soldiers a mildly reproving glare then stepped forward.  “Hail, Verona,” he greeted her.  “All of Lark’s Reach shares your loss at the death of our lord baron, but I must ask by what right you seek entry.  You know as well as I that, with his passing, you are no longer a baroness and have no authority of your own.”


The lioness drew her horse to a stop and frowned down at the official, “I come to find out how and why he died, Meka.  As his seneschal, you of all people should be my ally in this.  After so many years without a son, you know he came to see you in that light, and even that bond says nothing of the loyalty you always showed him beyond even the strict letter of your oath as his vassal.”


The older cat had winced at a point or two during her words, and he shook his head with a sigh, “I held affection for him, yes, and it was my honor to serve him in any way I could… but he is no more.  His time had come, as it does for all men, and the burden of his many years was finally more than he could bear.  There is no mystery, only the natural course of events, leading to the death of a man we’ll all be poorer for having known and lost.”


This fetched an outright scowl from Verona, “I don’t agree with your analysis… but I’m not quite willing to force the issue.  Yet.  Instead, tell me what specific ‘natural’ cause you’re so certain it was, and while you’re at it you can tell me what has become of my children.”


“We’re not absolutely certain of the exact cause,” Meka admitted.  “We thought that it might have been a particularly bad brainstorm at first, but the keep’s healer ruled that out.  His lungs and bowels also worked well, and the concentration of wastes that might place the blame on his liver or kidneys were absent, so the healer finally decided it was his heart that gave out by process of elimination, and that is what’s been entered into the records as the cause.  Charia and Zickal are with your family in Scurin, helping in the shop to get some first-hand knowledge of a holding’s economy, but your oldest son Rickar was sent on an inspection tour of some of the nearer orchards three days ago and is not yet expected back.”


Verona’s expression froze, as did her lashing tail, and her shoulders slumped almost imperceptibly as she nodded, “And what of their possessions, and mine?  This point hardly matters… but the answer might tell me just how clear-cut you consider the situation to be.  Without Hellar, you are the top magistrate of the barony by default until either a direct heir is chosen or the king appoints a new family to the title and, if you’re that certain of things, I need to know so I can stop wasting your valuable time.”


Behind her, on general principle, Ferrl started gathering his strength within himself.  He doubted anyone had noticed the former baroness’ reaction to the news about her son, or just how deeply it had struck if they had noticed, but he was certain that she’d just confronted and accepted the very real possibility that her firstborn child was already dead, and whatever she chose to do next he wanted to be ready to help with.


The jaguar shrugged, “Nothing in any of the personal quarters, including our lord’s, has been touched.  It’s only been one day, and I’ve been too busy to see to such minor details, having the baron’s duties so suddenly heaped atop my own.  If you wish, I could have your possessions sent wherever you may be staying, but the situation is clear enough to me where the barony itself is concerned.  Hellar’s line is no more, as he left no male heir of sufficient age and because of the patriarchal nature of his title, so it is up to the king who next rules these lands.  There is nobody left who has any valid claim upon it, so I will continue to administer the holding in Burtak’s name until his decision reaches my ears.”


Shifting his gathered power from the vicinity of his heart to higher in his throat, Ferrl pushed, opening a tiny point of motion-magic just within Verona’s left ear and murmuring behind his visor, “So much for the widow’s investigation plan…  Tell him that you don’t need your possessions delivered and take your leave of him.  Since the chambers remain untouched, I’ll sneak into them tonight and see what is to be found…  Oh, and see if you can find out where your husband’s body is before we go.”


That ear twitched, but that was the lioness’ only sign of surprise at the disembodied but instantly recognized voice she heard.  “As I said, my property is a minor point and you needn’t rush on my account,” she told the seneschal, her tone grudgingly conciliatory.  “Baroness or not, though, I am a widow, and I have every right to attend my own husband’s funeral.  When and where will that be?”


“Three days’ mourning is traditional,” Meka answered after a nod to concede her point, “during which he lies in state at the city temple.  At sunset the day after tomorrow his funeral service will be held there as well, after which he will be laid to rest in the keep’s private crypt.”


Verona nodded once more, “Thank you for that, at least…  I’ll be at the Lark’s Trill if any news that concerns me comes to light.”  Ignoring the older cat’s bow, she turned her horse and led her small entourage back down the street by the fading light of sunset.
* * *

The Lark’s Trill was very close to the keep, being one of the best inns in the city.  Verona was recognized immediately, and the owner himself showed them to the largest room mere minutes after their horses had been stabled, assuring them that every possible need they might have would be instantly seen to.

Closing the door, the lioness leaned her head against the wood for a moment, sighing, “I can only wish… but not even the most eager servitor can bring back my old cuddle-lion…”


Slipping one gauntlet off, Ferrl laid his hand on her shoulder, “I know…  It’s not as much, it can never be as much as having your loved ones alive and well… but vengeance is still something.”  Straightening, she nodded, eyes sad but with a clear underlying fierceness.  Turning to clank his way to a chair and sit, the wolf motioned Ela over, “Help me with these straps, dear; I want to get out of this smelly pile of tin.”  Setting his gauntlets and helm aside, he addressed Verona again as he held up his arms so the vixen could get at the buckles of his breastplate, “I’m going to go down for a drink, but I’ll keep the reverse of the spell I talked to you with active and will be back up here in a flash if I hear a commotion.  I need to find out as much as I can about the physical circumstances of Hellar’s death so I’ll know where to look tonight, and the common folk should have some idea, from gossiping with the keep’s servants if nothing else.”


The widow nodded, “And keep your ears open for anything about my son, too.  I fear the worst, as he’d have no chance against the sort of band that attacked us, and the fruit farms are large, empty save for trees, with nowhere to hide and all too often no one to witness whatever may happen within.  Any news at all would be to the good; if he were ambushed there we might not hear about it for weeks until some farmer stumbled across his remains, or never at all if they were buried or removed.”


“Alright,” he nodded in return, standing and spreading his legs slightly as his vixen helped him get the heavy steel off of them.  “Bar the door when I leave, and talk to anyone who visits through it.  Secret knocks aren’t enough for security, and I’m not at all sure of our safety here, so only open it if you hear my voice and an oath to our Goddess projected magically.  Even if someone mimics my speech and spell, She would not tolerate Her name being used in a lie, so that is the only way we can be sure.”


Frowning, the feline agreed, “While nothing he said or did was outside of the strict letter of the law, I don’t trust Meka.  I can’t be certain, but I definitely suspect that he’s either behind the murder or involved in some way, and with Hellar gone he is the law around here.  If he was quiet enough about it, it wouldn’t be particularly difficult to see that we suffer a mischief here and now, then cover it up where the general public is concerned.”


The wolf’s muzzle twitched in a frown, “I like that idea even less… because it suggests an even worse notion: if he’s a cat’s paw for somebody else and they decided he’s no longer useful, they could order him to kill us and then let him be caught and disgraced.  With all of his years as your husband’s seneschal, he’s got to be a fairly high candidate for becoming baron himself, and getting him out of the way could very well improve the chances of whoever’s behind him.”  Toeing off his steel boots to step instead into a pair of soft shoes, he glanced down at Ela, “Remember, dear, that as far as these people know you belong to Verona, and as such it wouldn’t be out of character for you to… comfort her, while I’m gone… but if you play, be sure to keep a little of your attention on the door and windows.  I can be back here very quickly, but it might not be quick enough if I don’t have a scream or such as warning before someone breaks in.”


Nodding, the slave gave him a hug around his waist, her nose crinkling at the oily-steel smell of his padded tunic, “Yes, Mas—uh, sir.  I’s’ll keep an eye out, an’ my knife’ll be real close all the time.”


Bending down to kiss her on the nose, eliciting a blink and a giggle, he grinned, “Good girl.  I’ll be back in an hour, tops; I don’t want to get drunk, but I can only stretch three or four mugs of ale out for so long.  If I can’t learn what I need to in that time I’ll have to ask elsewhere.”  He pulled on some sturdy, unremarkable pants and a matching tunic then, sharing one more solemn nod with the lioness, strapped his sword across his back and opened the door, pausing in the hallway until he heard the heavy thud of the bar falling into place.  A moment’s effort linked a gathering of energies in his inner ear to a static point near the ceiling in the room, and he padded down the stairs toward the common room.


The wolf had to fight to keep his muzzle under control as Ela immediately inquired as to whether her faux-owner needed ‘comforting,’ and did his best to ignore the sound of clothes being discarded and the creak of the bed as he settled himself onto the barstool closest to the stairs.  “Ale,” he told the ermine on the other side of the counter, “as dark as you’ve got.”


The barkeeper nodded as he grabbed a large wooden mug and started filling it from a barrel’s tap, giving his customer a stern look.  “By the armor you wore when you came in you’re obviously a knight, sir,” he mused as he set down the drink, “but do you really have to wear that huge sword in here?  This is a peaceful establishment…”


Ferrl grunted, “Eh, it’s smaller than the ones I left with the horses.  The baroness has suffered a great loss, and it’s my job to see that nobody makes her pain worse, and I can’t do that with a knitting needle.  Have you ever tried to behead someone with a rapier?  It takes forever and makes one hell of a mess.”  He kept his voice gruff, doing his best to sound as if fighting, fucking, and drinking were the most complex issues to ever occupy his mind, assuming he had one.


The mustelid nodded, “For that, at least, no one in Lark’s Reach will criticize you…  Though we rarely saw her, we all know of Verona, and her visits home almost always resulted in a month or so of smiles and generosity from Baron Hellar, so well did she improve his mood.”  The man grinned, “Hell, some of us specifically timed our petitions to him for just after one of her visits.  Indirect it may have been, but she’s helped a lot of people I know expand their businesses, win disputes over contracts or law, and the like.  We wish her well, sir knight, so her safety is hardly a concern around here.”


Shrugging, the wolf took a long drink of his ale, his enthusiasm hiding the tiny size of his individual swallows.  Wiping his lips on his sleeve, he pointed out, “Then the gang of ruffians who set upon us on the way here must not have been from this town.  We’ve got more horses than we do people, now, along with a few odds and ends that I looted from the bandits.  My bonus, the lady calls ‘em, if I can find some place to sell ‘em.”  He belched and laughed, “I just wish the other eight hadn’t run away.  Decent beasts, worth a good bit.”


“There’s a stock market just outside the east gate,” the bartender offered.  “You’ll need to check with the horsemaster there to be sure they aren’t registered as being stolen property themselves, but if that goes well you should be able to find someone willing to buy.”


Ferrl thumped his free hand on the bar, grinning, “Good man!  That sounds like just what I need.  And even if they turn out to be second-hand loot, there’s this one weird thing I recovered that I think is magic.  Don’t know a thing about it, but it might be worth a crown or two, too; know any wizards around these parts?”


The ermine blinked, “There’s an alchemist’s shop just down the street, south about a quarter-mile…  He can probably help you identify whatever it is for just a few silver, and I really suggest that you do so, my friend.  Enchanted artifacts go for nobles, and if you try to sell it armed only with ignorance you’re likely to be suckered big time!”


Frowning, the wolf scratched behind one ear then nodded, “Yeah… and wizards are a particularly nasty lot to try to get back at, once I find out I’ve been had.  I can bust heads as well as the next guy, but that doesn’t do much to keep me from being fried to a cinder just for knocking out a few of a mage’s teeth.”  Reaching into his coinpouch, he tossed a silver crown on the bar, “Thanks for the drink and the advice, and that’s for both.”


Nodding as he scooped up the coin, the barkeep padded down the counter to serve his other customers.


Ferrl was just turning his attention to the conversations around him in the common room, looking for mixed groups that wouldn’t mind an additional participant, when the quiet moans and occasional giggle in the room upstairs broke off with far too much suddenness for his comfort.  “Rickar!” he heard Verona gasp, then, “Ela, get the door; Ferrl’ll be right up,” and the sound of movement followed by the scrape of the window’s latch.  Abandoning his mug, the wolf bolted for the stairs, taking them three at a time and reaching the door just as it was unbarred.


The teenaged lion had seen better days.  His clothes were in tatters, they and his fur stained around several deep cuts, and his left arm ended in a muddy, blood-caked stump just below the elbow, but the grin on his muzzle was a furlong wide as he hugged his mother as best he could, tears trickling from the corners of his eyes.


Shutting the door behind him, Ferrl had to chuckle, “I’d always known Verona was something special, and Hellar had to be too to elicit the obvious depth of her love for him even if she only saw him twice yearly, but it obviously runs in the family…  I don’t think I want to know how you climbed to a second-story window with just one arm and the rest of you nearly as mangled!”


The lad’s expression was immediately cautious as he eyed the strange wolf, but his mother assured him, “This is Sir Ferrl.  He’s a dear friend of mine and has already fought one grossly-uneven battle to save my life.  He’s here to help us, and he is completely trustworthy.  Now… tell me, what the hell happened to you?  I’ve seen corpses in better shape than you are!”


Nodding, his every motion accompanied by a wince as he settled into a chair, Rickar sighed, “I was ambushed while inspecting the orchards…  My guards and guide were slaughtered almost immediately, and several of the attackers ganged up on me…  They fought very well, each mindful of his comrades’ defense, and I was unarmed…”  He touched a long slash in his shirt just above his heart, “One of them made what he was sure was a killing thrust, but I twisted aside then fell off my horse.  I had this conveniently-spurting stump,” and he lifted his shortened arm, “so I was able to make it look like the blow had struck home, and they left me for dead…  I jammed my arm into the dirt to slow the bleeding then made my way back here, but the first person I met told me not to go back to the keep.”  He broke off, blinking away fresh tears as he asked, “Is it true?  Is my father… dead?”


All three others in the room nodded, Verona moving to enfold him in her arms once more.  “Yes,” she confirmed with tears in her voice, “and while the official verdict is still ‘natural causes,’ Ferrl and I are certain that it was not.  My husband, your father, and this town’s lord was murdered, and now we’re trying to find out who did it and why… but Meka’s not cooperating, and we strongly suspect that he’s involved in whatever plot there is.”


The lad’s eyes widened, “The seneschal?  A traitor?” and his ears drooped.  “If he’s involved, what can we do?  He’s the de facto baron, and no one can gainsay him if he declares the matter closed!”


“That’s where you’re wrong,” Ferrl rumbled dangerously.  “Once we know who, how, and why, I can do just that.”


Smiling a bit at her son’s blink of confusion, Verona explained, “They’re almost myths, Agents of the kingdom… but they exist, and Ferrl is one.  His sworn word, once we know the truth, will bring this whole conspiracy crashing down into rubble, and no one but the king can overrule him… which he wouldn’t, as it was at my request that he sent my friend here in the first place.  The royal family doesn’t trust this ‘natural’ death either!”


“Oh, Gods…” the teen rumbled into his mother’s shoulder, trembling with something between relief and exhaustion, “an Agent!  The stories they tell… they’re not even people; they’re the next best thing to Gods!”


Shaking his head, Ferrl stepped closer, “No, we’re still mortal… but we’re very, very good at what we do, and right now I need to do something about your arm.  It’s going to kill you, as it is, through infection or outright rot.”  Spotting Ela’s discarded dress, he rolled it into a tight cylinder and held it out, “Here, bite down on this.  You’ll need it, because this is going to hurt.”  He could see the infection already spreading on an arcane level, the stump itself the lifeless nothing of dead meat as angry-looking flares of putrescence crept up toward his elbow.


Rickar blinked, then nodded, “I’d meant to cauterize it… but my firestarter was in my saddlebags, and the people who attacked me took my horse and those of my guards to keep the beasts from wandering back to their homes where someone would obviously recognize them.”  Visibly steeling himself, he commanded, “Do it,” and firmly shoved the rolled-up garment into his muzzle.


Shifting to one side to get a better viewing angle, the wolf closed his eyes, visualizing the infection he could see as the shape for a remote projection-point, expanding his focus until those shapes matched, then pushed.  The lion’s only sound was a muffled chuff, his body tensing as the cleansing heat flared, the smell of burnt meat quickly filling the air.  It was over in almost an instant, the energies of his truncated arm showing only clean, healthy flesh and that which was completely dead.


“You always were the bravest of my children,” Verona rumbled as she gently took the punctured dress from his muzzle.  “So much like your father and the stories I was told of the prime of his life…”


Rickar nodded, sighing as he remembered the proud man who’d raised him… then blinked, finally noticing, “Mother… why are you naked?”


The lioness actually blushed, something Ferrl had never expected to see in his lifetime, and he grinned to himself as she admitted in a sheepish tone, “I’m sure you’ve heard stories about me, how I’m the slut of the court in Fariach… and to be honest they’re actually true.  That’s why my visits were limited, because keeping me satisfied would have killed Hellar within a week or two of our marriage.  I loved him, truly, and I’ve never had any interest in bearing another man’s child… but I still had needs of my own, so I went to the capitol where I happily bedded anything with a pulse and an approximately-correct number of appendages, of any age or gender.”  She gestured toward Ela, who’d seated herself on a corner of the bed, “She belongs to Ferrl, but was just about to try working her second fist into me when you showed up at the window, which should answer your question well enough.”


Blinking a bit, the lion thought for a long moment then shrugged, “I may be young, but I know the difference between sex and love… and if there was anything I was ever sure of, it was that what you and papa had was love.  Lust was there in his eyes too, whenever your name was voiced… but it was definitely the secondary of the emotions at play in their gleam.”


Pulling another of the room’s high-backed chairs over to sit in, Ferrl suggested to the lioness as she finally let go of her son, “Just from the fact that he was able to find you, I think Rickar here has gotten some potentially-useful information from the general populace… but he also looks like a half-starved kitten.  It’s supper time anyway, so if you’d put some clothes on and have a word with our hosts I’m sure we can all use a good meal.  A slight exaggeration as to how much I eat will probably suffice to get enough to feed four, as I don’t think we should let anyone know that the heir presumptive is alive just yet.  And take Ela’s dagger with you; I’m not anticipating trouble, because the common citizens here really do like you, but it never pays to take chances.”


Out of politeness the adolescent lion turned to face the wolf as his mother stood to get dressed, nodding, “Just what is it you need from me?”


“One very simple thing…  I need to know where your father died.”

Chapter 17

Wards, recognizable to Ferrl’s recent learning as noisy alarms, guarded every door and window in the small castle of the keep… except one.  Nobles were sometimes known for demanding delicacies that weren’t immediately available, often in the middle of the night, so the servants’ entrance bore only a stout mechanical lock, a bit of magic sufficient to tickle its crude tumblers into order and open it almost silently.  It was more than an hour past midnight, and not even the guards on the outer walls were particularly awake.  The wolf wouldn’t be, either, if it weren’t for the boiled-down, concentrated black tea he’d learned the making of from Diral.


Between them, Verona and Rickar had given him a fairly good idea of the castle’s layout, and he padded swiftly but silently along the hallway, dark save for the occasional small lantern.  He’d also gleaned a few clues as to the habits of those who lived and worked in the keep so, in addition to keeping his ears open for the slightest sound, he warily checked the air for the scents of wax or tallow; those lanterns were mainly there so people could light individual candles if they needed to move around.  A draft of warmer air from above told him he was at the second of the narrow, spiral staircases along the hall, it being the only one that served all three stories of the building, and he started slowly up the steps, mage-sight watching for flaws that might creak.

Just past the second-floor landing, the ‘main’ floor given the way the castle’s huge main doors were up a flight of broad stone stairs, the clink of chainmail and the patter of booted feet made the wolf pause.  Keeping absolutely still, he reached to the air around him and pulled, naturally finding nothing for his magic to work on… but he kept up the effort, trying to suck in all the light-energy he could grasp, so when the guard walked by with his candle all he saw in the stairway was deep shadow, the tiny flame’s illumination never reaching the black-clad Agent.  Ferrl relaxed the arcane pressure the moment the guard was out of sight, unable to keep it up for long with how much magic he’d already used that day, but he kept holding his breath until spots danced before his eyes, not taking another until he’d distinctly heard the wandering soldier turn a corner and move on.


The baron’s bedchamber was at the end of the hall on the top floor, but the door just before it had light flickering under its crack and the knight paused to one side as he heard voices, speaking quietly but easily audible in the utter stillness of the night.


“How, though?  How did they survive?  Those were my best men!” a voice he didn’t recognize was asking.


Meka’s cultured rumble was much more identifiable.  “It has to have been that knight, if knight he is, that Verona brought…  My spy at the inn told me he’d mentioned a run-in with ‘bandits’ and was lamenting that most of their horses had run off so he couldn’t sell them.  He seems a little lacking in the brains department, but it’s obvious he knows how to fight, and he’s probably got a few skills in bed that explain why that slut chose him.”


The stranger sighed, “The horses are no problem; I brought them from Lydni so nobody in the barony will recognize them… but did they get the spellbreaker?  I’d ordered my soldiers that, in a hopeless situation, they were to do everything in their power to get one man away with that artifact… but it sounds like the whole troop was slaughtered.  Those things take time to make, and I didn’t have enough to make another without one of my glyphs, so they were supposed to make absolutely certain that the one item with an outright signature on it did not fall into unfriendly hands.”


Ferrl was already moving again as the seneschal assured his guest that the ‘dumb knight’ was intent on selling that, too.  There was a very clear implication that, whoever he was, the other man was a wizard, and he didn’t want to remain anywhere near someone with his own ability to detect things magically amiss while almost certainly being vastly more experienced and powerful than himself.  Slipping into the baron’s room and closing the door behind him, he looked around by the faint moonlight filtering in through the broad windows… there!  He padded quickly to the writing desk in the corner, risking a dim magical light to glance quickly over it…  Almost everything was exactly as it should have been; some of the ledgers stacked on one side were a bit disarrayed from when the old lion had slumped against them and the stack of expensive, high-quality sheets of wood pulp was also slightly mussed.  The bottle of ink was open, though, and a quill pen, its tip broken off and its length bent and crushed, lay nearby.  Hellar had been writing when his ‘heart gave out,’ and obviously had clutched the pen convulsively and pushed it too hard against the paper… the top sheets had a dent in them, after all.  But the uppermost was still completely blank.  Whatever he’d been writing at that exact moment had already been taken…


Dismissing his light, Ferrl took the top sheet of the stack and tucked it into his black shirt.  He didn’t particularly feel like going back out past the seneschal and wizard in the next room; it was entirely too likely that they’d part company while he was still within sight of the door…  Padding over to the large, marble fireplace opposite the huge bed, he looked up the chimney, seeing stars and a few wispy clouds.  It was big enough, if only barely.  Climbing all the way into the cold hearth, he exhaled to thin his chest as much as he could, forcing his muscles to relax as well; as useful as they’d proven from time to time, they were a distinct disadvantage right now.  Gathering the last of his arcane strength and gritting his teeth, he wrapped himself in lines of force and yanked them upwards.  Shards of built-up soot raked at his shoulders and chest, ripping his clothes in several places as he tore his way out of the castle.  He could hear the wizard’s surprised shout even through two closed doors but ignored it; one hard lateral thrust saw him safely over the keep’s outer wall, and as soon as he’d lowered himself back to the ground he was sprinting toward the inn.  Let them have a mystery to solve, he mused to himself with a grin.  Unless they somehow knew just how many sheets were supposed to be in the stack of paper, they’d be left with the enigma of a traceless break-in and nothing stolen, with no one having seen anything, and only one mage’s word as to the brief flash of magic they’d seen as evidence that anyone had been there at all.
* * *

Ferrl had been met at the window by Rickar and the point of his own sword in the lion’s lone hand.  “I have news, and several good leads… but they can wait ‘til morning,” he told the self-appointed guard.  “You’re still recovering from injuries that would have killed most grown men, so get some rest.  With that tea I drank I’m not going to be able to manage more than a light doze anyway, so I’ll keep watch.”

Nodding, the teen passed the blade over and crawled back into bed with the ladies.


Setting the paper he’d stolen on the chest of drawers the well-appointed room sported, he leaned his sword against one of the large chairs, shrugged out of his tattered ‘skulking clothes,’ and settled into the seat to await the dawn.  True to his word, the light streaming in through the windows and the sound of Verona sitting up to stretch with a low yawn was enough to wake him.  He met her golden eyes and grinned wickedly, “My lady, this mystery is all but solved…  I’ve got several new clues, all a lot firmer than any we had before when taken together.”  Now that he could rummage through his possessions without costing anyone their well-earned sleep he rose and fetched a pair of breeches, musing as he pulled them on, “The most significant was that there’s a wizard involved in the conspiracy, and in the conversation I overheard between him and Meka he admitted to being the one who made that spellbreaker, and he signed it, too.  I’ll be dispatching a message to the Mages’ Guild, and we should have his mage-glyph translated into an actual name before the end of the day.”


Rubbing the sleep out of her eyes, she nodded, hope and relief clear in her voice, “Finally…  That alone should suffice for you to make a ruling as the Agent on the scene.  There are still some details to clear up now that we can find out who, such as how and why, but ‘who’ alone is good enough for me!”


Nodding as well, Ferrl assured her, “I’m working on those…  Let’s see if what I stole can help.”  Ela and Rickar had been roused by their conversation, and all three on the bed watched as he retrieved the somewhat rumpled paper and sat again.  Picking up the sleeve of his discarded shirt, he gathered a good bit of soot and brushed it lightly over the sheet, starting on the far end from the dent.  He peered at the fainter lines amidst the gray-black smear, “Hmm… looks like Hellar was doing some math when he died, probably reconciling some figures for entry into the ledgers…  Nothing suspicious so far.”  Moving lower, then, he gently painted the grime onto the area around the deep gouge, letters gradually coming into visibility, “D… a… that’s probably an ‘r,’ he must have been scrawling this with his dying breath; it’s very ragged…  There’s just one more uneven line, and it trails off where he collapsed and broke the quill against the page.”


Mother and son exchanged a glance then spoke as one, “Dart!”


The wolf nodded grimly, “I’ve heard of medicinal herbs that can save a life in tiny doses but take that life in other circumstances, such as when too much is given to someone who’s already weakened by age, and the end result looks exactly like heart failure.  A poisoned dart…”  He smiled at the leonine pair, “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again… you are a family of truly remarkable people.  Hellar had to have been in mortal agony, knowing that he was as good as dead, and he still managed to do what he could to help catch his own murderer.”


Rickar spoke up as he and his mother nodded, “He was a devout follower of Tarragh, and this is the sort of attack He most hates.  Honorable combat is one thing, and my father would have been proud to die in such, but assassins spitting poison from the shadows… that is not the warrior’s way.”


Ferrl grimaced, “I’ve said much the same thing, myself.  I can respect the soldiers who attacked us on the way here.  They did their best and failed, and if they’d been but a little better informed of my abilities they’d have won the day.  This, though… this smacks of the work of the God of Lies.”


“And that’s a problem,” Verona frowned.  “He hides the taint on His devotees’ souls; unless you actually, physically touch them, even the ability to see light and darkness as a priest will avail you not.  Hmm… we’re going to have to see if we can find an excuse to get close enough to Meka to test him in that way.”


Her son was shaking his head, “You’re a warrior, a mage, and a priest?  No wonder Agents have the reputation they do; they’ve certainly worked hard enough for it!  And that says nothing of the skills you had to have to break into a well-guarded keep, steal that paper, and escape without detection.”


Ferrl chuckled, shaking his head, “Not quite undetected…  The wizard, at least, is probably sure that someone was there, but he cannot know who or why.  The last spell that let me escape was too brief to track, and no one ever actually saw me.”  Scratching behind one ear, he mused, “I guess we can skip the investigation of Hellar’s body.  The message he left us tells us what we’d find: a tiny, unremarkable puncture somewhere that could have been struck from behind.  Let me get the spellbreaker and copy its glyph so we can get that message on its way.”


“Then breakfast!” little Ela piped up.


Chuckling indulgently, Verona ruffled her headfur, “Yes, we’ll eat soon, little one.  If you want to put on your spare dress you can run down and order it for us.”


Fetching a sheet of parchment, a bottle of ink, and a fresh quill from their supplies, Ferrl sat down to write his message.  To the lions’ surprise, his vixen having already scampered out to do something about her rumbling belly, he ignored the ink and instead dipped his quill into the clean water provided for the wash basin.  Glancing occasionally at the pack that held the spellbreaker, he carefully traced the glyph that was easily visible once he knew it was there to look for, leaving faint lines of moisture on the lower half of the page.  He kept using the water as he jotted down his request for identification and the detail that all possible haste was warranted, then signed his name at the bottom and set the sheet aside to dry.  “The ink will simply be for addressing it to the Guild headmaster,” he explained to his curious companions.  “He’ll be able to work a spell that will show him which parts of the parchment have been exposed to water easily enough, and anyone intercepting our messenger, or the messenger himself if he can’t keep his curiosity contained, will gain nothing for their trouble.”


Verona nodded, “Ah…  That last bit shouldn’t be a problem, though.  There’s a courier service near the south gate with a reputation for confidentiality and reliability.  Their fee varies based on the urgency, though; it’ll probably cost two to three crowns if you want them to use their fastest horse and send it immediately.”


Fishing around in his purse, he fetched out two nobles, his funds well-augmented by the twenty-five crowns worth of gold he’d recovered from the ‘bandits,’ “This should be enough to make them hurry, then, and to restrain any curiosity they might feel.”


“But hardly necessary, sir knight,” a new voice chided.


Rickar leaped for the nearest weapon with a yelp, only Verona’s quick reflexes catching his wrist before he could touch Ela’s dagger, and Ferrl had his sword snatched up and raised before he’d even turned around… but he lowered it as he saw the impossibly-buxom fox in the corner.  “Roxy… we’re in a very tense situation, here.  Knocking on the door would have saved us all a good scare.”


The vixen pouted, “I just wanted to see Verona again… only to find out that this horrible thing had happened!”  She padded over to grab the lioness and her confused son into an extremely well-cushioned hug, “You poor dears, this is really terrible… is there anything I can do to help?”


Ferrl considered for a long moment, speaking once Roxy had let go of her ‘victims,’ “There is, actually, something you’re uniquely suited for in the near future, and I’d like to talk with you privately about it fairly soon… but, more immediately, if you can get this note into the hands of Kachaun in Fariach any faster than the courier service could, we’d be grateful.  We believe we’re dealing with worshipers of Sli— that is, the Patron of Assassins, so you may also wish to let your warlike brother know that one of his flock has fallen by their hands.”


The mortal Goddess grimaced, “That ‘brother’ and I don’t get along.  He thinks me frivolous, flighty, and entirely too devoted to things he deems pointless.”


“He’ll just have to get over it this once,” the wolf chuckled.  “His intervention is not required, as I believe we mortals will be able to work things out on our own, but the murder in question represents a technical violation of the covenant between the light and the dark.  He should at least be told that the violation has occurred.”


Nodding, the vixen tucked the folded, seemingly-blank parchment into her emerald gown’s copious cleavage, “I’ll have Malia tell Him; She’s on good terms with Him and doesn’t tease me nearly so badly.”  With a faint ripple, then, she vanished.


The question on the tip of Rickar’s tongue was obvious enough that he didn’t have to actually ask it.  “You’ve been blessed, my son,” Verona told him with a grin.  “The bounteous bosom you’ve just been smashed against belonged to none other than Roxanarra, Goddess of Love.”


The young lion could only shake his head in wonder.
* * *

A knock on the door half an hour later, which Ferrl answered with his sword held just out of sight, proved to be one of the innkeeper’s grandsons.  “Sir Ferrl?” he asked.  At the wolf’s nod and grunt, the young otter grinned, “A new guest just arrived, and she immediately asked for you.  A vixen with the biggest ti—” and he broke off as he noticed Verona, quickly correcting himself to more polite language, “An extremely attractive lady fox has just registered, and asked if you could visit her in room four.  She says… well, I can’t say exactly what she did, but hopefully you understand.  I think I’m gonna be envying you for the rest of my life…”

Snickering, the knight handed the child a silver half-crown, “Thank you, and I’ll go see her momentarily.”  Shutting the door, he passed his sword to Rickar, “This may take a while.  I won’t be able to listen for signs of trouble… but I’m sure that the ‘lady’ will know if anything bad is happening.  You’ll be the first line of defense for yourself and your mother for the time being, though.”


The one-armed lion nodded solemnly, then tilted his head to one side, “Are you sure you wouldn’t be willing to trade places?  That kid’s not the only one feeling a bit of envy right now…”


Chuckling, Ferrl shook his head, “No… she’s been after me for a long time, and I shudder to think of what she might do if I don’t eventually let her catch me.  Don’t you worry any; what I need to discuss with her will benefit you in due course.”  Leaving the young man looking rather confused, he stepped out into the hall and walked the short distance to the appropriate door.


“Come in!” a familiar voice called before he could even knock.


The knight hadn’t bothered to dress beyond his breeches since waking, and had definitely seen no need to wear more to this meeting… and it seemed that his hostess was similarly-minded, sprawled languidly across the bed in naught but her fur.  She smiled appreciatively as she watched him close the door and draw near, “Mmm… muscles.  Well, my delicious-looking wolf, you said you seek my favor… so now you have a chance to earn it, by asking me in the way most likely to get my attention.”


Tugging the knot at his waist loose, Ferrl let his breeches fall to the floor and stepped out of them as he climbed onto the bed, easing himself down beside the vixen and murmuring huskily, “I thought letting you finally catch me would be the price of what I wish to ask…  Do you want to discuss it before or after?  I’ll pay, either way.”


“Oh, after, definitely after…  I’ve been wanting this for the last two months!”  Her endowments tumbling plushly, she rolled to face him and drew him closer for a kiss, her green eyes sinking closed and her tongue immediately demanding access to his as their muzzles met and locked together.


The wolf stroked his claws firmly down her spine, her back arching faintly to press against their path, and he paused to knead the base of her lashing tail firmly before dipping down to give one of her rumpcheeks, not quite as pronounced as her chest’s burden but still well-rounded and improbably firm, a strong squeeze.  She moaned as she broke the kiss, “Yes…  Make my body sing…” and rolled atop him to give him better access as she straddled his hips, her fingers stroking through the fur of his chest to trace the lines and bulges she’d hungered after for so long.


Ferrl craned his neck forward to nibble along her collarbone and up the side of her throat, running the claws of both hands through her rumpfur and down the backs of her thighs.  Slipping his hands between their bodies, then, he cupped one massive breast, catching a nipple in the crux of his fingers to include it in a firm massage even as he brought the other up between her legs, slipping his middle fingertip between her already-moist lips and inwards as its mates stroked the rest of her mound, the folds of his palm teasing at the fleshy hood over the core of her pleasure.


Her pleased shudder made for some interesting ripples from his upper paw’s perspective as she chirred, “Ooh, yeah… you do know how to make gentle, sweet love to a woman, for all the roughness your usual playmates enjoy…”


The wolf chuckled, “Vixens…  Ela seemed just as surprised when she found out who I pray to, having been certain that pain was all my kind were good for.  Give me a little credit for a sense of propriety, my dear!”  Releasing her treasures from both his grasps, he held her tight and rolled over, her breasts still showing their blatant defiance of gravity in how they shifted just an inch or two to either side as she settled onto her back.  Pausing to kiss his lover on the tip of her nose, he grinned, “Here… let me show you what else I can do, if only to return the favor that you gave my dear friend the other day.”


Grinning, her eyes bright with anticipation, Roxy readily spread her legs, bringing her knees up almost to her elbows as he planted kisses here and there on his way down her body.  The scent of an eager vulpine heated the air as he neared his goal, planting one more kiss to either side of her hood before nuzzling her bare flesh directly, taking one lap at her heady nectar before pressing in, his broad tongue delving deep to lick along the top of her passage, just able to reach deep enough to tickle that special spot ladies seemed to have within them.  The vixen moaned, closing her eyes again as her head lolled against the sheets, surrendering herself utterly to his attentions as he swirled his tongue within her depths.  She was very snug, her twitching walls requiring effort to maneuver within, but the sweet, musky reward his efforts elicited was more than worth it.  The sight of her, trembling as each new sensitive spot came under benevolent attack, combined with the powerful pheromones of her loins to render him almost immediately rock-hard, but he ignored his own pleasure in favor of hers, pressing his almost-closed muzzle against her sex until her lips spread enough to admit it a fraction of an inch.  He took his time, lapping at the gathered fluids at the base of her humid petals, then inwards as deep as he could, pressing as strongly as his thin, broad tongue could along her upper reaches on his way out before darting its tip around her puffy-fleshed core above, then repeating.  Her panting grew deeper, her internal tremors growing more frequent as her pleasure rose, and he subtly altered his technique as the tension built, coming closer and closer to her rigid nubbin itself with each lazy cycle until, with one hard lick against that slick point, he sent her over the edge into a howling climax.


He didn’t pause for even a moment as he pushed himself up by one knee, sliding his fur against hers as he immediately replaced his tongue with the thick, blunt head of his shaft, thrusting deeply into her still-spasming depths in one strong stroke.  “Yes!” she yelped, wrapping her arms around his neck in a near-deathgrip as he withdrew only to plunge in anew, gentleness all but forgotten as he rhythmically filled and emptied her needy passage with his thickness.


Roxy’s hips rolled, meeting him with a strength almost equal to his own, her trembling walls nearly as tight as Ela’s as she eagerly matched his every thrust.  A passing thought amused him by pointing out just how many ways she’d ‘cheated’ in designing her mortal form; no natural-born body could combine the softness, firmness, and strength hers did… but that was hardly an important issue right that moment.  He concentrated on the much more immediate task of fucking her as well and deeply as he could, his half-formed knot splaying her lips lewdly each time he bottomed out.  Her well-padded rump offered a wonderful cushion as his hips met it time and time again, and the ripples of each impact through the bounty of her bosom was something he was sure would warm his dreams in years to come.  As capacious as she was, able to take every inch of his shaft and those of his knot as well, her very tightness argued against keeping that technique up for long, so he pressed in deeply once more, shortening his hips’ gyrations to simply move that swelling bulb of flesh within her, stretching and massaging her outer passage with its thickness as she clutched him and howled anew.  After the sensory stimulation he’d enjoyed with his muzzle between her thighs, that renewed internal clenching was enough if he allowed it to be, and he surrendered to her charms’ exquisite grip, his shout of pleasure joining hers as he buried himself to the hilt and filled her with his seed.


Still panting, Roxy opened her eyes and smiled, turning her muzzle slightly to plant a light kiss on his as she rumbled in a sated tone, “That, sir knight, was wonderful…  My nature let me see the choice you made, and it was the right one; your pleasure meant as much to me as my own, as that’s what this sort of sharing is all about, and I’m glad you didn’t hold back in my favor.”


Nuzzling her cheek with a quiet chuckle, Ferrl nodded, “That’s exactly what I thought you wanted…  I may not be ‘yours,’ exactly, but I’m not entirely unfamiliar with the tenets of your religion.  I assume, then, that I’ve performed adequately enough to ask that boon I’d been meaning to?”


“Your best attempt was all I wished, my muscular lover,” she chuckled.  “There was no ‘test’ to pass or fail, and you definitely have my undivided attention, at least until your knot shrinks down enough for us to part.”


The knight laughed softly and kissed the hollow of her throat, “It’s about Rickar…  Unless tragedy strikes in the next few hours, he will be the next baron of Lark’s Reach, but for the populace’s comfort I’d like to see him wed to someone capable of bearing him an heir of his own as soon as possible.  He is a remarkable young man, as his father was before him and as you know his mother is, discounting the ‘man’ part in her case.  She’s the only lioness I know, though, so I was wondering if you know another, one closer to his age who’d be worthy of him and who could grow to love him as closely as his parents loved each other.”


Roxy sighed with a broad smile on her muzzle, “That, my dear wolf, is something I try to encourage even more than the sort of carnal delights we just shared…  Lasting relationships, true love… yes, I think I may be able to help.”  Her expression grew marginally more serious, though the way she was stroking her thick, rigid nipples through the fur of his chest belied that somewhat, “Only some of those who seek out my temples are truly suited in temperament to actually serve, there…  The rest either find that it wasn’t what they expected or discover that never knowing from day to day who their next lover will be just isn’t for them.  Of this latter group, my followers try to find compatible, long-term mates for them, and there is a lioness not too far from here who has found that trading physical pleasure for religious donations really isn’t the life for her.  The high priestess of the temple she’s staying in has just been told all she needs to know, and in a few minutes a rather confused young lady will be loaded onto a horse and sent to ‘a better place’ with no more explanation than that.  When she arrives, I’m almost certain she and our one-armed friend will find each other… quite congenial.”


Smiling some himself, Ferrl planted another gentle kiss on her muzzle, “Thank you…  My first duty is to the good of the kingdom, and I think I can safely say that this particular part of it is in for a good future for the next few decades.”


Nodding, the vixen rolled her hips, easing herself off of his softening knot and letting his shaft slip free.  “When you’re… discreet enough to go back through the hall, sir knight, would you mind sending Verona in?  She’d probably enjoy licking up the mess you made of my insides, and you need to be available for any reply you may get to that message I delivered.”


Ferrl kissed her one last time, doing almost as thorough a job of it as their initial tongue-wrestling had been, and gave one of her pillowy breasts an affectionate squeeze, “Gladly, my dear.  You two have fun.”


The vixen smirked, “We most certainly did last time, and so we shall again.”
* * *

Rickar’s seeming indifference to his own injuries hit something of a snag when Ferrl offered to properly bandage his stump, the young lion looking a little green as the Agent carefully carved off the dead portions of his flesh with his razor-sharp dagger.  His ability to distinguish magically between living and dead tissue came in very handy, and he was careful to leave a thin layer of the latter so there was no new pain involved, but the sight of bits and pieces of himself being sliced away was disquieting to say the least.

He’d just finished tying off a strip of clean linen around the stump when the air shimmered to one side, his blade gripped suddenly tighter in case it needed to see a different use, but Ferrl relaxed as the translucent semblance of Kachaun formed before him.  “This spell is one-way, so don’t bother replying,” the image of the middle-aged vulpine began.  “The glyph you sent belonged to Salvor, a student of this very Guild a couple decades back.  He showed the lamentable combination of a hunger for the blacker forms of our art and a lack of restraint, indicating that he’d quite possibly be a menace to the kingdom as a whole if we were to teach him what he desired to know, so he was eventually expelled… but the very existence of our Guild and the legitimization of our art has the unfortunate side-effect that it’s fairly easy to obtain instructional books on various forms of magecraft.  He clearly gained a firm enough foundation of skills from us to continue studying on his own, and he also happens to be the brother of the Countess of Stonecliff, suggesting that either his own or his family’s political ambition might be an end toward which he’d devote his powers.  Physically, by now, he’d be a tiger in his early forties, who’d been prematurely graying at his eartips even before he’d left us, an unexplained oddity that seems to have something to do with his ancestry combined with his magic.”  The image paused to scratch itself behind one ear, “That’s about all our records have to say… but if it’s at all possible I’d like to meet that lady who delivered your message again someday.  I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a vixen quite that… physically emphatic, and I can still feel the hug she gave me.  I hope that this information is useful to you, Sir Ferrl, and good luck.”  With another ripple the see-through fox disappeared.


“Come on,” Ferrl growled as he gave the knotted bandage one more tug, “we’ve got to tell this to Verona, and it’s important enough to interrupt her fun with Roxy.  It all just came together.  I can’t say for certain whether it was Salvor’s magic or Meka and a blowgun that killed your father, but it doesn’t make a difference.  I’ve got all the proof I need to put an end to this matter once and for all.”

Chapter 18

“You keep your hood up,” Ferrl murmured through his visor as he rode alongside Rickar, “and remember that the spellbreaker will work right through your cloak.  If you see a gray-tipped tiger around, the moment I start making accusations you’re to hold down the trigger and run your aim from his heart to his head and back; that should disrupt any attempt he might make to gather his powers for use against us.”  The two extra horses they’d taken away from the ambush were seeing good use, between the lion and the vixen who’d joined their group.  Roxy hadn’t bothered to explain why she was tagging along, but Kathy had never done so either, and the wolf was certain she knew what she was doing no matter how flighty and frivolous her brother might think she was.


Verona led the way as they approached the keep, reining in to tell the nearest guard once he’d finished saluting, “Fetch the seneschal, and have him bring my husband’s Stone of Validation.  I bear a message from the king that will need to be authenticated.”

Nodding, the mink she’d addressed snapped to even straighter attention, “Yes, baroness!” and hurried through the gates and up the stairs.  Clearly, the common soldiers of the castle shared the public’s love and respect for her.


Ferrl climbed down from his horse with a creaking protest from his armor, standing next to the still-mounted lioness as they waited.  He wore only one gauntlet, his other hand holding a piece of folded parchment… which happened to be blank inside.


Sensing something momentous in the offing, a goodly portion of the casual passers-by chose to pause, a small crowd gathering around the gatehouse as they waited for the jaguar to arrive.  He did so with a small group of his own; two more guards, a page carrying a fairly large hemisphere of smooth gray stone, and several people in the uniforms of administrative functionaries (including one middle-aged tiger with gray-streaked headfur) accompanying him down the broad stairs to meet the gathering just outside the gate.


“This is quite a surprise,” Meka admitted as he and the page approached.  “I hadn’t expected word from the king this soon; the traditional days of mourning are supposed to apply to him as well.”  He gestured to the young equine with the enchanted stone, “Go ahead, hold that over the knight’s parchment; that should be all it takes if it’s genuine.”


Nodding, the servant held the rock in both hands, gradually lowering it over the folded parchment… and the closer it got, the brighter it glowed, a collective murmur of the crowd rising as its bright green light proclaimed to all the legitimacy of the missive.  The murmuring broke off with several gasps, though, echoed by the officials from the keep, as Ferrl took the parchment with his other hand, crumpled it with his gauntleted fist, and dropped it, because the glow was as bright as ever.


Rushing forward, Meka ordered, “Remove the stone…  What is it that you’ve got in your hand, sir knight, that is causing this?”


Gauntlet clacking as he lifted his visor, the wolf’s bare hand brushed briefly against the jaguar’s forearm, and his senses were rewarded by a sudden flash of darkness.  Ferrl smiled grimly, holding up his badge between two fingers, “Only this… and it is my distinct pleasure as an Agent of Drachath to place you under arrest for the crimes of high treason, conspiracy, and the murder of Baron Hellar!”  He pointed at the tiger, “That goes for you, too, Salvor.  Guards, seize both of them!  And watch it, the one I’m pointing at is a mage.”


The wizard’s eyes burned with anger as he grimaced, then blinked, suddenly looking queasy as his own anti-magical artifact started scrambling his gathering energies like an egg.  The guard who’d gone inside to fetch them was closest to the cat, and his eyes burned too, with hatred as the unimpeachable accusation was made and he looked upon the murderers of his sworn lord...  Drawing his dagger, he gazed wistfully at the blade then sighed, taking a firmer grip on its hilt and slamming the pommel against the back of Salvor’s head, his body dropping like a string-cut marionette.


Ferrl glared at the jaguar who, still stunned by who this ‘dumb knight’ had turned out to be, couldn’t seem to muster the coherency of thought to struggle against the guards who’d taken firm hold of his arms.  “I would dearly love to carry out your sentence immediately…” he told the former seneschal, “for I’ve also received all the proof I need that you are a follower of Sliisthar!  That, however, is its own form of problem…”


Blinking, Meka nodded, ears perking up as he realized, “Indeed!  You can’t kill me, because your Goddess Herself has dictated that the devout of any other deity, light or dark, are not to be sacrificed!”  He chuckled spitefully, “Oh, what a dilemma, sir knight,” and he spat the last two words like a curse.


“Ah, such ignorance,” the wolf mused, a gentler smile softening his muzzle.  Taking a few steps back he grinned, “For one thing, there’s a difference between an execution and a sacrifice, so I could indeed kill you… but I really do wish Her to have your treasonous soul, which brings us to my second point: that you’d do well to recall the exact wording of Her decree.”  This fetched a look of renewed confusion from the cat, which Ferrl chose to solve by taking a deep breath and calling to the sky, “Kathalla!”  Then, quieter, “Would You care to refresh this poor fool’s memory?”


The afternoon sun’s bright light grew suddenly wan, a darkness covering the city… and at that darkness’ center, it grew, motes of shadow leaping out from everywhere the sun didn’t shine, gathering, congealing, and finally exploding away from the dark shape they’d formed as the sunlight returned.  The shape of a bat was so black as to be blurred, light seeking to pass it and define its outline sucked into it instead, and the Fanged Goddess Herself stepped toward the suddenly-terrified feline.  “My exact words,” the resonance of Her voice rang out against the gathered souls, “were that no hand but My own could take the devout in sacrifice to Me.”  She stepped closer, extending one finger to stroke along his jaw, his fur withering in its wake.  “I was there when your God was born, mortal fool.  It was I who decreed unto Him the terms of the covenant… which you have violated in taking the life of one beloved of Tarragh.  This does not absolve My children from observing their end of the bargain… but that just happens to be why I included that little exception in the first place.”  Slowly, then, She smiled, giving the cringing seneschal a clear view of the bright fangs for which She was named, then thrust Her hand forward, sinking it into his chest.  The cat’s head rolled back in a soundless cry of agony; he’d have been screaming fit to be heard back in Fariach but his breath wouldn’t come… and that hand of pure darkness withdrew in a yank, blood streaming from between immortal fingers before Kathalla dropped the crushed remnants of his heart to the pavement.  “Justice is served…” She mused, then vanished.


Ferrl padded into the space his Goddess had just occupied, glancing over to see that Verona’s fierce grin matched his own, and noted to the guards, “You can let go of him, now.  I don’t think he qualifies any longer as a threat.”  Nodding, the stunned soldiers released Meka’s corpse to fall into a bloody heap.  Turning back to the crowd, the Agent used just a hint of magic to amplify his voice and called, “People of Lark’s Reach!  Your baron was murdered, by a poison dart from the shadows, and by the will of those who coveted this prosperous valley.”  He pointed at the unconscious wizard, “That man is the brother-in-law of the Count of Stonecliff, his county having but one city, few farms or villages, and fewer roads linking it to the rest of the kingdom… but that is no excuse for treason!  Whether the count knew of his wife’s brother’s actions or not remains to be seen, so do not seek to mobilize an army against them… but rest assured that we will determine the extent of their complicity in due course.  For now, you need a baron, and you shall have one.”  Gesturing to the mounted figure who’d followed him, he took a moment to savor the gasps of the crowd as the lion let his cloak fall, shaking out his young mane.  “I give you Rickar, son of Hellar!  Those who plotted to murder your baron also ambushed him, at the cost of his arm and leaving him for dead.  Any lesser man would have died, but he made it back to the city across many leagues despite his grievous wounds, found his mother and myself on his own, and with one arm climbed in through a second-story window in the dead of night.  If anyone here thinks they could do the same, I’ll happily cut their arm off so they can try!  Three months of age means very little beside the proof he has already offered of his worthiness, and I name him Baron Rickar the First, Lord of Lark’s Reach!”


No magic in the world could have made him heard over the crowd’s roar as they cheered their new baron with all their hearts.
* * *

It was definitely a pleasant change of pace to be sipping wine in the castle’s elegantly-appointed sitting room instead of constantly looking over their shoulders for spies and assassins.  Rickar sat in his father’s ornate chair, Verona and Ferrl to either side, while Ela occupied Roxy’s lap, occasionally reaching up to touch the gold disc on her collar that her Master had made himself to replace the silver one he’d modified for obfuscation.

“The messenger we sent to the king returned to confirm that he’s dispatched an investigative force, equipped with Truthstones, to see if any other members of Salvor’s family were in on his conspiracy,” the young baron reported now that everyone was settled and had refreshments close at hand.  “If they are guilty, their county will be amalgamated with my own holdings and Lark’s Reach will very nearly be a proper barony again for the first time in centuries.”


Most of his companions nodded, his mother asking, “And Salvor himself?”


Rickar smiled grimly, “He’s got his own private cell in the city jail, and only a magic-blocking collar to keep him warm.  I don’t want anything to distract the populace from the solemnity of the funeral this evening, but after that his life is forfeit.  If you wish, mother dear, you may end it yourself.”


Verona shook her head with a half-sad chuckle and sighed, “No…  I’m content to have seen one betrayer’s heart ripped out by my own Goddess’ hand.  Vengeance is not a healthy emotion to hang onto for too long, and I’m well rid of it.  I still miss Hellar… but he lived a long, full life, and I’m sure he’s with his God now.”


Her son nodded, “It was a bit of a surprise, I’ll admit, finding out just who you worshiped, and an even bigger one when I realized that Ferrl’s religion and his status as an Agent implied that the king himself did the same.  Having seen with my own eyes that Kathalla, for all Her darkness, acts with honor and fairness where it really matters, though, I find it hard to fear Her as I once did.”


The wolf chuckled softly, “She is quite possibly the most misunderstood Goddess in our pantheon, but I love Her anyway.”


Nodding again, Rickar turned a wary eye toward Roxy, “And speaking of Goddesses… I can’t help but be curious as to why there’s still one among us poor mortals.”


Giggling softly, the vixen took a moment to hold her goblet up, admiring her wine’s color in the bright light of mid-morning as it streamed through the skylights.  Taking a sip, she set the glass down and smiled, “There’s still one little thing I have to see to, but it won’t take much longer.  In fact…”


The baron blinked as someone knocked on the door, a liveried page entering a moment later, “My lord, there is someone here to see you…  She confesses that she doesn’t know why she’s here or who she’s to meet, but insists that she was sent from the temple in Dryn to ‘meet somebody named Rickar,’ her own words my lord.”


Blinking again, Rickar shrugged, “Send her in, and I’ll see just what she wants.”


The uniformed fox bowed, “Very good, my lord,” as he backed out, holding the door as the strange newcomer stepped through before closing it.


She was a lioness, somewhere in her mid-teens, nervously looking around as she fiddled with a fold of her dress as if the blue satin that matched her eyes so perfectly were something she didn’t know what to do with, and she paused a good distance away from the seated friends, dipping a somewhat unpracticed curtsy as she stammered, “H-hello…  My name is Gabri.  Are any of y-you Rickar?”  It was obvious that, whatever her usual surroundings might be, these weren’t them, a steady tic making her tail twitch from side to side, and it didn’t seem to occur to her to try pretending otherwise, her eyes wide in honest wonder as she took in the fine clothes and furnishings.


“I am Rickar,” the baron answered, some inner sensitivity leading him to keep his voice quiet and non-threatening.  “I must confess, though, to being as confused as you seem to be, my dear.  I don’t know anyone in Dryn, nor do I regularly visit temples.”  Gesturing toward one of the empty chairs with his lone hand, he murmured, “Please, sit, and we shall try to determine between us just who sent you to me and why.”


The girl nodded then froze, her eyes widening again as she took in the details of his stump and the many bandaged wounds elsewhere on his body, but she snapped out of it quickly enough, padding gracefully over to sink into the offered seat.


Roxy smiled, looking between the two young felines.  “Good,” she murmured.  “I had to see the both of you at once to be sure, but it appears that I guessed right…  You’re perfect for each other.”


The lioness’ brow furrowed in renewed confusion, but Rickar’s ears immediately perked up, “You arranged this?  Then many things are suddenly made clear…  I can’t think of very many reasons that the Goddess of Love would go to the trouble of arranging for a particular girl to meet a specific boy, and only one of them stands out as actually likely.”


Gabri uttered a tiny little scream, throwing herself off the chair to grovel on her knees, head touching the carpet, “M-my G-g-goddess…”


“Oh, do get up, silly child,” the vixen chuckled.  “It may have been my temple that you sought to join, but you don’t have the makings of a Roxanite priestess.  No, you were meant to be faithful and true to one man only, once you found one you could trust and grow in time to love…”  She waited for a moment but the cat didn’t seem willing to move, and she sighed, half-lifting Ela and starting to get up out of her seat… only to think better of it, relaxing back down.  Silently, she caught the baron’s eyes with her own and pointed at the trembling lioness, making a little lifting motion with her hand.


Understanding immediately, Rickar rose and padded over to stand before her, reaching down to offer his one hand as she caught sight of his feet and looked up.  Her trembling eased off as she looked into his kind-hearted eyes and, showing very little of her previous hesitancy, she placed her hand in his and allowed him to draw her back to her feet.  When she stole another half-fearful glance at where her Goddess had been, the larger vixen was gone, Ela left sitting alone and blinking in the chair.


Releasing her hand so he could turn her gaze back to his with a finger against her chin, the lion smiled warmly, “Roxanarra has been called ‘capricious’ by many, but I’m sure that even Her seeming whimsy has a reason behind it… and in this case Her motives are fairly clear.  She’s playing matchmaker… and if you think you can tolerate a rather battered, one-armed man, I’d like to at least explore the possibility that She was right in bringing us together.”


Smiling shyly, the other feline nodded, “I… I think She might be right…  You’re obviously a brave warrior, so it is I who should wonder if I’m worthy of you.”


Rickar snorted, “Hardly…  I was ambushed and outnumbered, my companions slaughtered like sheep, and the only reason I’m alive at all is because I played dead convincingly enough…  That is hardly the description of a brave man.”


Giggling softly, Gabri shook her head, “No, not brave, then… but there are times when bravery is equal to stupidity.  It would have been ‘brave’ to fight to the death against hopeless odds, I’m sure, but you’d have joined the companions you mentioned in death.  Playing dead was not brave, but it was not cowardly either… it was something else entirely: it was smart.  I’d rather have a smart man than a brave fool…” and she giggled again, “but what do I know?  I’m just a silly girl…”


Chuckling some at the baron’s expression, Verona grinned, “And I’d rather have a smart son than a dead one.  The child’s right, dear; you did the very best thing you could, and almost any other course of action would not have seen you here, alive and relatively well today.”  Leaning back in her seat she mused, “I could wish she had a little more backbone… but I’m sure you can help her grow one.  On the surface, I have to say that this is a match of which I can approve.”


Looking a bit flustered at the direct reference to her shyness, the younger lioness managed nonetheless, “Th-thank you, ma’am.”


“That will be seen to in due time, mother dear,” Rickar assured her, gesturing to his prospective bride to return to her seat as he took the one next to it for himself.  “A few months to get used to people obeying her as befits a baroness should help her grow accustomed to asserting herself.”


Gabri silently mouthed, ‘Baroness?’ as she blinked at the well-dressed lion her age.  “M-my lord?” she asked aloud.


“If you’ll have me, yes, that’s what you’ll be,” he nodded.


The girl whipped her head from side to side in emphatic denial, “I… I can’t be a b-baroness!  M-my father was a d-dung sweeper, and my m-mother was a whore… and I’m j-just a peasant w-who couldn’t even get a j-job as a p-priestly prostitute!”


“And I was a farm-hand,” Ferrl volunteered, catching her attention, “no higher born than you… and now I am a half-mythical Agent of the kingdom, and I made this man a baron just by saying it was so.  What you are born as means nothing; what you choose to do with your life is all that counts.  All it takes is one word of agreement from your lips and your life can change forever.  It happened to me and now it can happen to you… if you want it to.”


Nodding his confirmation of the wolf’s tale, Rickar smiled across the gap between the chairs, holding out his one hand, “Will you have me, lovely Gabri?  Forget the Lord Baron of Lark’s Reach for the moment, for I am just a boy your age, one who’s just lost his father and is lonely…  I cannot offer you much, not even two strong hands to hold you, but all I have is yours to share if you so desire.”


Blinking, her eyes still downcast, Gabri slipped her slender hand into his, smiling shyly, “I still can’t believe it’s as easy as the wolf makes it sound… but… if you will have me, so will I you.”
* * *

Verona had stayed for her husband’s funeral and her son’s wedding, but promised to return soon enough, so Ferrl and Ela rode alone on the magnificent black stallion of a warhorse he’d bought at the stockyards the bartender had mentioned.  Now that he had a mount that could support it, he wore his armor to minimize the bulk of his pack, save only for the codpiece to keep either him or the vixen from growing bored on the journey homeward.  His greatswords were slung to either side of the saddle, and the stock of the spellbreaker he’d figured out how to recharge stuck out of his backpack behind him.

He’d noticed the scout that had spotted him, several miles out from the city, so it was no great surprise when, just beyond the sprawl of shanties surrounding Fariach’s walls, he was met by Bakar, wearing chainmail instead of his usual leathers, three of his burlier guards in full plate armor behind him, and six more men and women in the white robes of healers waiting in the rear.


“Welcome back, sir knight,” the ermine greeted him with a grin.  He gestured at the open space around him, “I figured this would be as good a place as any for that test I was talking about… and I think I’ve come up with a set of rules that should prove fair.  The only tactic barred to you will be the use of deadly offensive magic, so long as I get to use this,” and he held up what looked like a bladeless sword-hilt fitted with a crossbow’s trigger-lever.  It bore absolutely no resemblance to anything the wolf had ever seen, physically, but the pattern of energies visible within was quite familiar.


“Ah,” the knight chuckled, nodding.  “That would be a spellbreaker.”  At the captain’s surprised blink, he grinned, pulling his own out of his pack by its stock, “I’ve got one, too…  It used to belong to one of ten soldiers, well-drilled in fighting as a unit, though their breastplates weren’t quite as good as what your guards are wearing, who were under orders to make sure that Verona never got to Lark’s Reach alive.  Their bodies are rotting to one side of the road about halfway between here and there.  It’s a nice enough toy, I suppose, but it didn’t seem to do them much good…”


The mustelid blinked again, “Ten?  Ten reasonably well-equipped soldiers, trained to offer mutual support and prepared to counter a wizard’s magic as well… and you killed them all?”


The wolf shook his head, helm creaking, “Not quite…  I killed three in the first clash, two each on the second and third, and two more and one of their horses on the fourth… but the last one bolted for the ladies once things were clearly hopeless, trying to complete at least part of his mission.”  He patted Ela on the shoulder with his free hand. “My little vixen here killed that one, with a bit of divine help that rendered the slightest scratch fatal.”


Ela giggled, stroking the hilt of the dagger tucked into the slender rope belt around her dress.


Bakar shook his head, “Once again, you surprise me, sir knight.  It’s not a bad sort of surprise; I’m exceedingly pleased to hear that one of my students has learned his lessons so well, but it’s still somewhat unexpected.”


Shrugging with another steely creak, Ferrl conceded, “To be honest they weren’t using this spellbreaker correctly at first.  They thought I was using basic line-magic and tried to sever the lines, then made the assumption that my swords themselves were magical and aimed for the blades, but one must always remember that the other side can adapt to a changing situation too, and that’s just what I did.  By the time the soldier with this artifact started shooting at the hilts I’d actually enchanted, I’d dropped one greatsword and used multiple spells to manipulate the other, so when one was canceled another remained to kill the man who was trying to kill it.  Also, I suppose it’s worth mentioning that, with the way they were trying to flank me and attack from behind, for about half the fight I had my eyes closed.  I could see a lot more that way.”


Nodding, Bakar tucked his spellbreaker into his belt, “That’s good enough for me.  Stop by for practice occasionally, as I’ve still got a bit to show you where fencing is concerned, but consider yourself graduated.  Welcome home, Agent of the kingdom!”
The End
Until the next episode, of course.
