The Spice Hunter

A bright moonbeam pierced the night through the leaves of the dense trees, but its lustre was dimmed by the light of a torch illuminating the path.

The torchlight danced on the surface of a rocky hillside as Enwood glanced towards it for a few seconds before returning his eyes to a tattered old map in his paw.

"When the light of the moon bathes the night with its beam,

The path to the cavern like starlings shall gleam..."

Enwood turned his head to look carefully at the rock face and saw it: An entrance to a cavern, shining in the moonlight with small pebbles that looked like drops of silver.

"Clear as daylight, although it’s night-time," said Enwood to himself as he walked to the entrance.

Stalactites on the ceiling gave the entrance the appearance of a maw waiting to swallow the fox whole, but this didn't intimidate him. Compared to his previous adventures, this one was a cakewalk.

Shadows danced in the gloom as Enwood's torch illuminated the cavern, making every corner seem alive with figures. As he walked deeper underground, the fox checked his map for the next clue that would lead him to what he was seeking.

"...the path seldom trodden of pebbles and bone,

Is made clear to you with its riddles in stone..."

"Riddles in stone?" said Enwood. "Trust the Ancients to craft some far-fetched security system for their treasure."

He walked only a few more metres before coming to a wall. It was covered in Ancient writing, probably thousands of years old. Writings like these were common all throughout the Forest Isles. The Ancients had left etchings like this all over the continent, a lot of it unintelligible, but other bits had been interpreted by monks and scholars over the years.

Enwood had no trouble reading this cave writing in particular, for he had studied it from an early age.

"In the Mouth of the Earth with a thousand teeth,

Beyond the throat and far beneath,

The Hall of Eyes contains the chest,

Where Judson's body lays a'rest,

His spice of legend layeth there,

Upon the plinth of limestone bare,

And there for years to come it lies,

Until his heir reclaims his prize."

"Mouth of the Earth...a thousand teeth," said Enwood. "Well, only one way to find out."

As he ventured through the cavern ever deeper, the stalagmites and stalactites became thicker and more frequent. Turning his torch to look around, a ghastly figure suddenly appeared...with a mouth full of mean teeth!

"WHAT!" yelped Enwood, lowering the torch and unsheathing his sword.

But nothing happened. Looking closer, Enwood saw that the ghastly figure was merely the shadow of his torchlight against the stalagmites and stalactites which seemed to form beastly maw.

A thousand teeth.

Enwood looked closer and immediately solved the riddle. Deeper down the cavern was a large hall with stalactites and stalagmites that resembled fangs waiting to chew on any intruders.

"A Thousand Teeth. Looks like the trail is getting warmer."

Walking past the rock formations, Enwood saw a smaller space that resembled a throat that led deeper into the earth. He followed the path for a few minutes, feeling the oppressing sensation of the tonnes of earth and stone above him.

Then suddenly, he reached an ample space that was taller and more imposing that any cathedral he had laid eyes upon. The lowest section of the cavern was clearly made by paw, not natural at all. Thousands of tiny opals decorated the walls.

“The Hall of Eyes,” said Enwood.

There was writing on stone pillars that were so tall that the top was lost in the gloom of the cavern. And at the far end stood an altar with a sarcophagus upon it.

Enwood took a red rose out of his pouch and approached the resting place of Judson the Ancient. He placed the rose upon the sarcophagus and kneeled, quickly saying the Prayer of Serenity which he knew by heart from the daily prayers the monks would chant at the schoolyard.

On his feet once again, his eyes moved towards the wall behind the tomb.

And there it was. A small coffer sat upon a plinth, begging to be opened.

"At last," said Enwood with a smile upon his handsome face, imagining all sorts of pleasant things. "I can just imagine the king's face bright as a lighthouse when he tastes meat seasoned with the legendary spice. He'll grant me a royal favour, the paw of his daughter, half his kingdom, his army...anything, if the legends are true. And so far....they...are...huh?"

Enwood opened the coffer. It was empty.

But not completely empty. There was a scrap of paper inside. He took it in his paw and read it.

"Hey Enwood, 

Beat you to it! Come to the Cooking Contest tomorrow at midday and watch me win the princess's paw right in front of your dumb face!

Cheers,

Driscoll."

"THAT ROTTEN....DIRTY...SON OF A..."

The fox was beside himself with rage!

"How did that bastard get here before me!? I got the map first! The old shrew told me it was the only one! Driscoll must have beaten her and gotten the information out of her by force!"

Enwood crumpled the note in his paw. His mind raced. He took a deep breath and grasped a thought.

"Okay. I still have time. It was around midnight when I entered the cave, so I still have half a day to get the spice back!"

With that single thought in his mind, Enwood turned around, paid his respects to Judson the Ancient one last time, and rushed out of the cavern towards the Castle Town. 

*
*
*
The hustle and bustle was at its highest point when Enwood walked past the arc of the town entrance. It was midmorning and the marketplace was abuzz with merchants and buyers. Butter, vegetables, milk, wheat, assorted kinds of meats and fish were changing paws by the pound. Butchers, grocers, farmers and a few spice dealers were all hawking their wares. Everyone was excited, for the King had announced a cooking contest to take place that day at noon, and whoever impressed the royal palate the most with a dish of exceptional zest would be granted a royal favour.
As he walked past the small row of spice dealers, Enwood glanced at their merchandise and thought to himself how unimpressive it was. No nutmeg, no pepper, hardly any cinnamon or turmeric. Just a few shrivelled goddess-knows-how-old ginger roots, rock salt, thyme and some cloves.

“If I set up a tent, I’d be making a mint,” said Enwood to himself, thinking of his pouch packed with pepper, vanilla, wild celery seeds and other exotic finds. “But I’m not here to sell. I’m here to acquire.”
That was his plan. To find Driscoll the Deceitful, the blasted boar who had been Enwood’s rival for as long as he could remember, and get back the legendary spice of Judson the Ancient.
Easier said than done, though. To find the boar in this crowd would prove a challenge.
“If I were a low-down cheating sleazy scumbag, where would I hide?” said Enwood to himself as he surveyed the marketplace. “Well, I have no idea because I’m not a low-down cheating sleazy scumbag. But I think the tavern would be a good place to start. There’s more gossip going on there than in a ladies’ sewing circle.”

As he walked towards the tavern, which he recognised by the sign above the ample doorway, he heard a loud, jolly voice not far. He turned his head and his eyes were met with an exceptional sight.
It was a vixen. A beautiful, lovely vixen with bright eyes and a strange crystal in the middle of her forehead. She was standing on a stage which was surrounded by children of all kinds and a few grown-ups.
“See the wonders of magic and mystery, my dears!” chanted the vixen cheerily as she waved her paws and produced a bouquet of flowers out of thin air.
The audience applauded as the vixen gave the bouquet to a little ferret girl at the foot of the stage. The ferret girl looked up adoringly at the vixen.

“And now, my dears, I shall eat the very blade that has slain dragons and cockatrices in ages past!” said the vixen as she took a long, slim sword out of a scabbard on her hip.
She winked at the audience and turned her head upwards, opening her mouth and sliding the sword all the way down her throat.

Lots of ‘OH’s’ and ‘WOW’s’ were heard as she withdrew the sword once more and bowed.

A guard standing near the inn suddenly called at her.

“Oy pretty-face! Ow’s about swallowing my sword sum’day, eh?!” he called out and his buddy beside him guffawed stupidly.

The vixen smiled and turned to him.

“I’m afraid it would get stuck between my teeth, sir,” she said smoothly.

The guard’s face went red as his buddy laughed even harder and slapped him on the back.

“They don’t call ya Tom Thumb for nothin’, eh?” he said between peals of laughter.

Everyone laughed at the guard, who walked into the inn to do his watch from the inside rather than stay and be the laughingstock.

“But enough small-talk,” said the vixen, getting a few more giggles. “Now, my dears! I shall perform a feat of incredible magic!”

She walked to the other side of the stage, where a wicker basket was standing. It was large enough for a person to crawl into and had a lid. The vixen took the basket and opened it, showing the inside to everyone. It was empty.
“Now, for this trick, I shall require a volunteer from the audience!” said the vixen. “This feat of magic has been passed down to me by my grandmother’s great grandmother who performed it before the crowned heads of the Ancient Kingdoms. The person who wishes to travel to another dimension must only hop into this basket! I shall chant the magical incantation to make the brave volunteer vanish from this world and travel to another world altogether! And then, I shall return you to this world with a simple incantation of return! Zizz-boom-bah! Quick as a snap!”

“How do we know you’ll be able to bring ‘em back?” asked someone in the audience.

The vixen folded her arms over her chest and looked serious.

“In all the years I have been performing this miracle, only one man has ever failed to return. And…”

She lowered her voice and walked closer to the crowd.

“…since this man had a nagging wife…I believe he chose to stay in the other dimension.”

Everyone chuckled at the anecdote, but nobody felt brave enough to step forward.

Enwood chuckled and turned his attention to the tavern, where groups of people were sitting around wooden tables to quaff cool mead and ale from wooden tankards. As he walked into the shade of the tavern and headed towards the bar, someone called his name from the far end.
“Well, well, if it isn’t Enwood the Has-been Spice Peddler!”

Enwood turned his head and saw him: Driscoll the Deceitful, a large boar with a big warty snout and long tusks protruding from his maw.

“Did you get my note, Enwood? Or did you decide to come and hire a real spice hunter to do the job for you?” sneered Driscoll and two of his henchmen who stood beside him, a badger and a rat, laughed sinisterly.
Enwood took a deep breath and thought to himself about a good strategy.

“Focus, Enny. You mustn’t let him think you went after the legendary spice,” thought Enwood. “If he suspects you’re after it, he’ll tighten his grip. The luck o’ the foxes is with me, so I can do this.”

With those thoughts, Enwood cleared his throat and managed a smile.

“Driscoll! Fancy finding you here! I had no idea you’d be in town!”

“Well, I just had to win the King’s contest right in front of your dumb face, didn’t I?” sneered Driscoll. “So, did you follow the map or get lost in the woods?”

“Map?” said Enwood. “Oh, oh, THAT map. Naw, I sold it to some silly boy for ten crowns. He totally believed me when I told him the map would lead to a treasure! Haha, how gullible. If I’d told him I had magic beans he’d have believed every word.”

“Well, some people were born to be swindled and robbed,” said Driscoll with a nasty look. “And speaking of which, ten crowns is not a bad sum. It could certainly buy me and the boys a lot of meat and ale. Boys?”

The rat and the badger moved towards Enwood cracking their fists. Enwood thought fast.

“No, no, no need for violence! I’ll give you the money, no fists required,” said the fox as he opened a pouch and reached into it with his paw.

“There’s a good lad,” said Driscoll. “You at least know your place in this world, and that is watching me use the legendary spice of Judson the Ancient to win the contest and give the princess a good shafting.”

“Haahaa, clever you,” said Enwood, taking his paw out of the pouch. “Okay, here’s the money, lads.”

Quicker than anyone could react, Enwood opened his paw and blew as hard as he could at a small mound of black powder in his palm. The powder blew off into a cloud that enveloped the two henchmen, who immediately started coughing and wheezing and gasping for air.

“What the…!” Driscoll started to say but was caught by the cloud and started spluttering himself.

And then a flash of russet fur was seen as Enwood zipped out of the tavern.

“Five shillings worth of devil’s pepper thrown to the swine,” he said glumly to himself as he ran.

He didn’t know where to run to, exactly, but he suddenly heard a familiar voice and instinctively veered towards it.

“Will nobody volunteer to travel between worlds? Surely someone will be brave enough!”

It was the vixen magician, still performing on the stage.

Without knowing how, Enwood suddenly pushed through the crowd and was on the stage in front of the vixen and the basket.

“I will!”

The vixen smiled and opened the basket for him.

“In you go, baby-face,” she said and added in a low voice, “I’ve seen who’s behind you, hide in there and don’t make a squeak.”

Enwood quickly jumped into the basket and she placed the lid on it. The crowd watched as the vixen performed a little dance and chanted some strange words.

“O magicum potentum openun bottomum ofum stageum, trapum doorum belowum!” she chanted mystically. “Oh magica gaudiami peekaboo abra cadabra macabra!”
Suddenly, there was a commotion in the crowd as three figures rudely pushed their way through. It was Driscoll and his cronies. They walked onto the stage and turned to the crowd while the vixen continued her chanting.

“O travelum farum andum returnum…”

“Oy! Shut up, you flim-flamer!” shouted Driscoll rudely, and the vixen stopped her chanting, scowling at the boar.

The three menacing figures turned to the crowd and looked hard at everyone.

“Now, who has seen a fox?!” barked Driscoll.

The vixen behind him shrugged and smirked.

“Anyone who isn’t blind,” she said saucily.

The crowd laughed. Driscoll turned to her angrily.

“Making fun of me, are you?!” he snapped.

“The world would be so much nicer if we all just got along, wouldn’t it?” said the vixen, leaning on her basket.

Driscoll eyed her suspiciously, then looked at the basket.

“What’s in the basket?” he asked suddenly.

“Hmm? Oh! Ah, empty,” said the vixen.

“Are you sure?” asked Driscoll, taking a step towards the basket.

“Positively positive,” said the vixen.

“STEP ASIDE!” shouted Driscoll and withdrew a sword from a scabbard on his belt.

Viciously, he stabbed the basket, running it through completely. He withdrew the sword and stabbed it again, and again….ten times.

But nothing happened. No cry of pain, no blood, nothing.

“Hmpf!” snorted Driscoll, sheathing his sword. “Whatever. Knotts, you take the south quarter! Britts, go to the north quarter! I’ll be at the tavern if you find anything.”

His henchmen jumped off the stage and headed towards their tasks as Driscoll returned to the tavern to continue drinking.

The crowd was silent, but suddenly the vixen piped up.
“You see?! Magic always works! Did the basket cry? Noooo. Did it bleed! Naaay!”

“Let’s see the inside!” shouted someone from the audience.

“Ah, of course, a sceptic is always around to doubt,” said the vixen. “Now, behold! Hoho!”

She opened the basket and tilted it for everyone to see. It was empty.

AHH’s and OHH’s were heard as she lifted the basket and turned it upside-down just to demonstrate how empty it was.

“Make him reappear!” said someone in the audience.

“All in good time,” said the vixen, putting down the basket. “Now, my dears, your admiration fills my heart, but unfortunately it does not fill my tummy. And for those needs we all have of filling our bellies with food and drink…a penny or two for my supper?”

She smiled charmingly at the crowd and several of the children walked up to the stage and gave her a few coins.

Then suddenly, a loud clap of thunder made everyone jump. Several people hurried away from the stage to get to shelter before the rain came. Slowly, the audience dissipated and the vixen was left alone on her stage.
She opened the basket and peered in.

“It’s safe to come out now,” she said to the bottom of the basket. And suddenly, the bottom of the basket lifted.

Beneath the basket was a trap door, and beneath the stage was Enwood. He looked up at the vixen in total admiration.

“I owe you my life,” he said solemnly.

“Just your teeth,” said the vixen with a kind smile. “Those brigands would have beaten you, but not killed you. Not within the town walls at any rate.”

“Still…you helped me out of a pinch!” said Enwood as he climbed out of the basket and back onto the stage.

“Ah, well…that’s what we’re here for, to help each other whenever we can, methinks,” said the vixen as she gathered her things and tossed them into her trick basket.

“What’s your name?” asked Enwood, helping her gather her things.

“Germaine,” said the vixen.

“Germaine the Magician?” asked Enwood.

“Magician, sometimes. Always Germaine,” said the vixen with a wink.

Germaine the vixen looked up into the sky and chuckled.
“It will rain soon,” she said. “The Royals resent rain very much, for it is the only thing that all their money and power can do nothing about.”

“May I carry your basket?” asked Enwood.

“My shoulders would thank you to their dying day, sir,” said Germaine.

Enwood took the basket and followed the vixen through the market square, where everyone gathered up their things before the rain ruined their wares. Enwood looked sideways at the vixen, studying her carefully.

“I am Enwood,” he said. “My trade is spices, from all over the world.”

“Is it, now?” said Germaine. “Strange. You don’t strike me as the kind of person to lead a caravan through the desert to go and trade spices for coin in distant lands. All those men are older and more wrinkled. You’re quite the looker, if I may say so.”

Enwood felt his cheeks go warm with the compliment.

“Well, I’m more of an independent spice trader. More specifically, a spice hunter,” said the fox. “I hunt for rare and valuable spices anywhere in the world where they might be found.”

“And I take it you have stiff competition,” said Germaine as they walked out of the market and through the residential area. “Those thuggish brutes from a while ago are competing spice hunters, am I right?”

“Yes,” said Enwood. “Driscoll the Deceitful. He and I have been rivals since forever. Credit where it’s due, though, he’s an exceptionally good truffle hunter. He’s got a nose for truffles like nobody else. But he is a rotten egg, no doubt about it.”

Suddenly, a trumpet was heard, and the royal fanfare sounded against the rumbling thunder.

“By order of His Majesty the King, the Royal Culinary Contest shall be postponed until the weather becomes fair once again!” bellowed a royal herald. “All contestants who are staying at the inn or otherwise paying for boarding shall be compensated for the days they stay before for contest!”

“Well, I’ll be! That gives me time to figure out how to get my spice back!” said Enwood out loud.

“Your spice?” asked Germaine. “Hmm…I think I can deduce what’s going on. That boar fellow stole some valuable spice from you just before the culinary contest and now you’re trying to get it back.”

Enwood nodded.

“Yes, and the luck o’ the foxes has shined upon me once more,” he said. “The contest has been postponed, so I still have time to get my spice back before it’s too late.”
“This is all well and good, but thinking about a plan will be hard work, especially on an empty stomach,” said the vixen, counting the coins in her paw. “Would you like to join me for lunch?”

Enwood was surprised.

“Oh yes, but hold on…you said coming up with a plan will be hard work…implying you’re going to help me?”

“Well, heck to the yes I will, baby-face,” said Germaine. “I have precious little excitement in my life lately and this sounds like a right good adventure to me. At least it’s something different to change up my routine.”

They reached the end of the town and exited through the gate that led to the woods.

“I’ll set up a tent in the woods, that way we won’t attract attention,” said Germaine. “Then you can cook us a meal and I’ll see how good you are with your famous spices, sir.”

“Oh, prepare your palate, milady!” said Enwood excitedly. “You’ll love what’s coming!”

*
*
*

The rain was gentle but constant, the kind that soaks in before you know it. A soft breeze blew the droplets every which way until windows had to be closed and doors shut to prevent the breezy rain from drifting into houses and shops.

But inside Germaine’s tent, all was cosy and warm. It was a simple green tent with an opening that faced the road in the wooded area she had chosen to set camp at. It was not far from the town walls, but far enough from the hustle and bustle. Crickets and frogs could be heard, and a swallow or two chirping from their nests in the tree trunks.
Germaine was just finishing a delicious bowl of stew that Enwood had prepared in little time and with little effort. She was amazed at the savoury dish and declared over and over that she had never tasted anything so delicious in her life.
As they sat on comfy cushions beside the warm embers, with the pot of stew steaming cheerily in front of them, Germaine looked at her new companion in utter admiration.
“You are a true culinary master, Enwood!” said Germaine as she cleaned her wooden spoon of the last drips of savoury stew. “This is the best dish I’ve tasted in years.”

“I am glad you enjoy it,” said Enwood, taking the ladle and dishing out another helping for her. “It’s the least I could do for you.”

“I bet all those spices in your pouch would make a meal that would knock the King right out of his socks,” said Germaine, sipping another spoonful of the savoury stew.
“That’s what I was hoping to do with the legendary spice,” said Enwood as he munched on a tasty chunk of cooked carrot.
“So, what is the story with this legendary spice that was taken from you?” asked Germaine.

“Well, you see, a few days ago, before crossing the border into Broadleaf, I came across a small settlement, not even a village, just a few huts and a well. The elder claimed to be a descendent of Judson the Ancient, a legendary spice hunter who braved the four corners of the world in search of rare and valuable spices. The legend says that Judson was utterly without fear, with nerves of steel, the complete image of a hero of old.”

“Sounds like a champion,” said Germaine, taking another spoonful of rich stew.
“When he died, he was interred in a cavern called The Mouth of the Earth, where his spirit could continue do delight Mother Earth with his savoury spices and recipes. The elder gave me an old map written in the Northern Ancient language, which I studied when I was little. The legend is real as far as the evidence goes. I saw his sarcophagus when I was down in the cavern looking for the legendary spice. He’s down there, and so was the coffer in which his legendary spice was said to be.”
“And that’s where Driscoll comes in. He headed you off and took the spice before you.”

“Yes,” answered Enwood between his teeth. “He must have gotten the information out of the elder by force. And now he’s got the legendary spice and is planning on using it to win the contest whenever it is held.”

“But what is the legendary spice? Doesn’t the legend say?” asked Germaine.

“No. It doesn’t say what kind it is. But they say it made meat taste so delicious that monarchs and lords would offer their most valuable riches for just an ounce of this wonderful spice.”

“Must be a really yummy seasoning to make the Royals go head-over-heels like that,” said Germaine as she finished her second bowl of stew and set it down with its spoon. “So, we’re getting it back, aren’t we?”
“Well…that’s the plan. Actually, that’s the idea. There isn’t a plan just yet.”

“Not yet, but there will be one.”
Germaine stretched and stood up, walking lightly towards the entrance of the tent. The rain had stopped. Droplets glistened on the leaves all around them and thunder still rumbled in the distance, as if saying ‘There’s more where that came from’.

Suddenly, two hooded figures walked out of the woods and headed directly towards the tent. They looked haggard and tired.

“Please, ma’am,” said the first hooded figure, a gaunt rat. “Might there be a little something to munch on for a poor beggar and his mother?”

“Why of course, dear sir,” said Germaine, going into the tent and serving a bowl of stew.

Enwood looked at the beggars and squinted. Something didn’t feel right. Had he seen that rat before?

“There you go, dear,” said Germaine, giving the bowl of stew to the rat, who downed it noisily in a few gulps.

“And while you’re at it,” said the rat in a rasping voice. “Might there be some valuables you can hand over?”

“Huh?” said Germaine, taking a step back.

With a swoop, the rat threw off the cloak. So did his ‘mother’. It was a large badger. Both were carrying swords.

“Germaine! Get back!”

Enwood recognised the two immediately. They were Driscoll’s henchmen, Britts and Knotts. The fox stepped forward and drew his sword. He eyed the two brigands carefully.
“This ain’t your day, laddy,” said the rat, Britts.
“Looks like it’s two against one, foxy,” said the badger, Knotts, drawing his sword.

“You should have gone to school and learnt how to count, mate,” said Germaine.
The two brigands looked at her with surprise as she drew a long, thin sword from her belt, the same sword she used for her sword-swallowing trick.

“Let’s even the odds a bit, shall we?” said the vixen, holding her sword in perfect stance, ready to strike.

Knotts and Britts glanced at each other and then back at their adversaries.

“So be it,” said Knotts. “Vanguard!”

“Uh, Knotts,” said Britts, “I think you mean ‘En gard,’ right?”
“Whatever! PUT ‘EM UP!”
Steel clashed, and the fight was on. Enwood and Germaine, shoulder to shoulder, advanced and pushed the enemy out of the tent and onto the road, where the space was ample for the fight. Britts and Knotts were no amateurs, but their skill was rough and brutish. Knotts relied on his huge size to swing his sword with heavy blows, and Britts on his quick moves to flurry about dangerously.
Enwood swung in perfect form, recalling all his training in the Northern Discipline. Germaine’s style, however, was a whole different matter. She swayed gracefully as if she were performing a dance of death, undulating her body and responding to attacks with defensive stances that favoured style, using her enemy’s strength against them to deflect the attacking blades.
The match was quite even.

“Enough with the warmup, lads,” taunted Germaine as she moved as gracefully as a ballerina with a blade. “Let’s get real or we’ll be here ‘til nightfall.”

“Cripes! We ain’t got time for this,” said Britts.

He jumped back and put two fingers in his mouth, whistling loudly. From out of the underbrush, two more figures suddenly materialised. A stoat and a black fox, both carrying swords. Mercenaries, clearly, from their garb and wristbands which showed the symbol of their guild.
“Those two are the thieves!” shouted Britts, pointing at Enwood and Germaine. “Gut ‘em like fish, lads!”
“Aye!” said the stoat and he and his companion advanced upon the foxes.

Germaine and Enwood looked at each other. Clearly, they were outnumbered. Should they run? 
“Looks like the pepper trick is needed once more,” thought Enwood, reaching with his free paw into his pouch. “I’ll go broke at this rate.”
And at that precise moment, something flew past Enwood, a few inches away from his muzzle, and the loud resonating sound of steel being struck was heard, followed by a howl of pain.
“OOOWWWW!”

Everyone stopped dead in their tracks.

“What in Alodie’s name?!” exclaimed Germaine, turning her head.
Enwood turned his head too and saw that the stoat mercenary was clutching his paw in pain, his sword nowhere to be seen.

“OWOWOWWWW! MY PAW!” he wailed.

“Nigel! What’s the matter, mate?” asked his comrade-in-arms.

“What the hell?!” yelled Knotts.

And then it became clear. Something had shot past Enwood, struck the stoat’s sword on the hilt and made it fly out of his paw and into the underbrush. The vibrations had been so intense that they cramped the stoat’s paw. A quick look at the ground not far from the stoat’s feet solved the mystery immediately: There was an arrow on the ground, its head was made of stone.
And then came a voice which made everyone jump.

“Stop that directly!” yelled an angry voice from behind Enwood. “How dare you attack travellers like that?!”

Everyone looked in the direction of the voice and saw that it was a brown wolf. He was wearing almost nothing and holding a bow with an arrow nocked and ready to shoot.

“You stay out of this, wildling!” shouted Britts, recovering from the shock first and brandishing his sword menacingly. “Go back to your lair and worship the she-devil, heathen!”

In response, the wolf let his arrow fly and it struck Britts right on the paw. A sickening crack was heard.

“OOWWW!!!” cried Britts, dropping his sword and clutching his paw.

“Why don’t you step a little closer and say that?” said the wolf with a sardonic grin.

“SON OF A BITCH!” spat Britts with tears of pain in his eyes.
“Not so much an insult as it is a simple statement of facts,” said the wolf calmly, nocking another arrow and aiming at the black fox mercenary.

Enwood looked at the arrows and saw that the arrowheads were blunt. They were made of a hard-looking stone that was flat on the end. Clearly, they were made to bludgeon the target, not pierce.

“Bugger this!” said the fox mercenary, sheathing his sword and taking a coin purse from his belt. “I ain’t getting my skull cracked for twelve crowns and a pawful of shillings. Tell your boss I quit.”
He threw the coin purse at Knotts’s feet and disappeared into the forest.

“Smart chap. I like him already,” said the wolf and put away his stone arrow, walking up to Enwood’s side.

“Well, that evens things out again,” said Germaine brightly and lifted her sword into attack stance.

Enwood smiled and did likewise, ready to take on the badger. The wolf took another arrow from his quiver and nocked it, aiming it squarely at Knotts.
“Now, are we going to do this the easy way or the hard way? And this one isn’t a flattop, as you can see,” said the wolf.
Enwood saw the arrowhead and knew that this one was lethal. It was made from a shark tooth.

Knotts realised he was overpowered. He sheathed his sword, unceremoniously picked up his injured buddy and the discarded coin purse and hurried off back towards the town.

“This isn’t over, Enwood!” he shouted as he disappeared around the bend of the road.

The stoat mercenary was still holding his paw in pain. Although he hadn’t been struck on the paw, the reverberations of his sword being struck by the stone arrow were strong enough to make his fingers cramp. Enwood and Germaine sheathed their swords. The wolf put away his bow and arrow, picked up the mercenary’s sword from the underbrush and gave it to the stoat.

“Here,” said the wolf. “You make a living with this. Try to pick your employers more carefully from now on, of you’ll end up worse for the wear.”

The stoat took the sword with his good paw and sheathed it. Then he clumsily untied the coin purse from his belt and threw it at Enwood’s feet.
“I’ll keep my honour, if nothing else,” said the stoat. “Our paths will never cross again.”

And with that, he scurried off and vanished among the trees.
“That’s comforting,” said Germaine, watching the stoat disappear into the woods.

Enwood picked up the coin purse and turned to the wolf. He looked at the wild-looking archer with a smile on his face, seeing that the wolf was wearing just a simple loincloth and a wristband with symbols of his tribe. By the looks of it, folk had little use for fancy clothes in the forest.
“Thank you,” said Enwood. “You certainly helped us out of a pinch.”

“He can say that again,” said Germaine, walking up next to Enwood and bowing in gratitude. “We are in your debt.”
“My pleasure,” said the wolf, bowing back at them. “If there’s something I cannot abide it’s seeing wayfarers assaulted by highwaymen like that. Can one not travel in peace in this day and age?”
“I’m afraid one can’t,” said Enwood, holding out the coin purse for the wolf. “This is yours by right, sir. You defeated the mercenary quite spectacularly, if I may say so.”

The wolf smiled.

“I’ve no need for coin,” he said. “Something tells me you and your lady friend will be needing it in the not-so-distant future. Keep it, with my blessings.”

Enwood smiled, knowing that the wolf was sincere, and gave the coin purse to Germaine.
“Consider this late payment for watching your magic show,” said Enwood with a wink.

Germaine giggled and tied the coin purse to her belt.
“May I ask your name, kind sir?” said Germaine, looking up at the forest wolf.
“Neill,” said the wolf with another bow.

“Neill the Archer?” said Enwood.
“Archer, sometimes. Always Neill,” said the wolf with a warm smile.

“I am Enwood. Spice hunter, by trade.”

“Germaine. Magician, more often than not,” said the vixen.

“Most pleased to meet you,” said Neill.
“And quite an interesting way of meeting, wouldn’t you say?” said Enwood and the three chuckled.

“You’re a wildling, aren’t you?” asked Germaine.

Enwood turned to her.

“Um, Germaine, I don’t think you should use that word…”

But Neill only chuckled warmly.

“It’s quite alright, Sir Enwood,” said Neill. “Yes, dear lady, I am a wildling, as most people would call me. Forest folk, as the mendicant friars would say, bless them. Heathen, as the more pretentious nobles and clergymen would put it. I am a humble brown forest wolf. And an oil trader.”
Only after he said it did they notice two earthenware jars about the size of a small child sitting not far from them, in the same spot where he had set them down before the confrontation.

“What sort of oils do you sell, Neill?” asked Enwood.

“Lamp oil, brewed directly from the forest tar springs, long-burning and warmth-giving, gift of the earth goddess herself,” said Neill, walking over to his jars and uncovering one of them.

It contained thick, black goo that glistened and had a mellow, almost earthy aroma.

“I trade lamp oil at the castle for things we cannot get easily in the forest,” said Neill. “Metal ores and other such commodities.”
Suddenly, a loud rumbling of thunder made them all look up into the sky. A few droplets on their noses served as heralds for a new wave of rain on its way.
“I think the weather calls for a cup of hot ginger tea and a cheery fire,” said Enwood.

“And my tent is just the right place for that purpose,” said Germaine cheerily. “Won’t you join us, Neill? You must have come a long way from your forest home and surely could do with some rest and relaxation.”

The wolf smiled happily and lifted his jars of oil.

“Lead the way, my friends,” he said, and the foxes led him into the tent, just as the rain started anew.

*
*
*

It was a wonderful hour the three new friends spent together drinking tea and listening to each other’s tales and the pattering of the rain on Germaine’s tent. Enwood told his two new companions about his travels and the exotic spices he had obtained in faraway lands, going on dangerous expeditions to mountaintops and cavern bottoms to find the tastiest herbs, roots and seeds of long-lost civilisations.
Germaine told the lads about all her adventures as a travelling performer, going from town to town all across the land and doing her magic show, acrobatics, puppet theatres and one-girl operettas with the help of a trunk of disguises she had in the back of her tent.
“You’re a lass of many talents,” said Enwood as he sipped tea and admired the lovely vixen. “Where did you learn so many things and how can you do them all exceedingly well?”

“Most of what I learned was on the go, during my travels,” said Germaine. “One thing led to the next, and by the time I knew it, I had become a travelling circus on my own.”

Neill told his new fox friends about the old customs of his tribe, and how he had become the guardian of a large portion of the forest, which was almost as large as the kingdom they were in right now.

“A tournament is held when all the males of a tribe reach twenty years of age,” said Neill, looking at the pleasant flames crackling in the fireplace merrily. “It is a tournament of strength and ability. The winner is awarded the Symbol of Leadership, which is this wristband, passed down by the Ancients for countless generations. The winner is then granted the title of Guardian, the highest honour in our tribe.”

“What does a Guardian do?” asked Enwood.

“The responsibilities of a Guardian are the safety and wellbeing of the tribe and the forest. A Guardian must protect the forest from invaders, he must guide travellers through the forest safely and make sure no criminals make their hideout in our sacred woodland. Also, a Guardian must copulate with all the females in a three-day walk radius from the Ancient Tree and he must impregnate them with his seed, for the offspring must be strong and the best way to ensure this is to charge the responsibility of engendering the next generation with the winner of the Tournament.”

Enwood and Germaine saw the sense in this. Only the strongest could be allowed to produce the next generation of wolves, thus making sure all the offspring were healthy and had good gene stock. Very different from the royalty they knew, in which nobility determined who would be wed to whom, and sometimes this produced marriages between weak strains, thus the offspring were sickly or defective.
“Must have been a lot of work,” said Germaine with a sly wink. “You know, keeping all the girls happy.”
“It is quite an endeavour, yes,” said Neill, “but very rewarding. And more than a little pleasant, if I may be frank.”

Enwood imagined how pleasant it would be, to have the responsibility to impregnate all the females in a radius of several miles.

“How many females, more or less, are to be blessed with your pups, Neill?” asked Enwood.

“One-hundred and sixty,” said Neill. “And it will soon be one-hundred and sixty-two, for two lasses come of age next month and the fertility ceremony coincides with their birth months.”

“I wouldn’t mind attending such a nice ceremony,” said Germaine, imagining how pleasant those fertility ceremonies must be.

“I would be more than glad to have you and Enwood,” said Neill with a sincere smile. “It is very pleasant. Elder Dahlia is the grandmother of the lasses, and she always prepares such lovely roasts and drinks, and her daughter Healer Rose plays such good music. We dance all night and make merry, it is a wonderful occasion.”

“Then it’s settled,” said Enwood. “Germaine and I will be more than happy to go and be part of your wonderful ceremony. It’ll be a great chance for merrymaking, especially after we finish up our current business.”
“Yes, our current business,” said Germaine, and everyone’s mind turned to their situation.
“The stolen spice,” said Neill.

“Yup. We’ve got to get it back,” said Enwood. “We are fortunate because the weather has given us time to formulate a strategy. We know that Driscoll has the spice, and that he hired at least two heavies to make sure we don’t get our paws on it.”

“And I doubt he’ll stop at that,” said Germaine, finishing her tea. “If the mercenaries he hired are any indication, he is serious about hanging onto that spice.”

“May I ask, dear Enwood? If the spice belongs to you and that cad stole it from you, can you not go to the authorities and have them make Driscoll return what is yours?” asked Neill.

“I’m afraid it is not that simple,” said Enwood. “You see, the spice was in a treasure chest in one of the tombs of the Ancients. Any treasure found in any given kingdom belongs to that kingdom, and by association, to the King. Treasure hunters who dig up treasures for the King are given a percentage of the value of the treasure, and the treasure goes to the king’s coffers. That’s how it works. Even if I went to the authorities and told them that a treasure was stolen from me, that treasure would go to the King’s vault and not to me.”

“I see,” said Neill.

“And also, in order to involve the law in my case, I’d need evidence. All I have is a treasure map. Treasure maps are not considered suitable evidence, for there are countless treasure maps floating about, both legitimate and forgeries. They prove nothing before the eyes of the law.”
“I understand,” said Neill. “It is a complicated situation.”
“We can’t involve the authorities, and we can’t get the spice back by force,” said Germaine. “So we’ll have to outsmart Driscoll and get the spice by cunning.”

“A fox’s speciality,” said Neill with a smile. “Astuteness often trumps brute force.”

“It does indeed,” said Enwood. “So we know two things: Driscoll is staying at the inn, and he is guarded by his cronies. They know we’re here, so they won’t drop their guard until the culinary contest is over.”
“So we have to find a way to get into his room at the inn and swipe the spice,” said Germaine.

“Correct,” said Enwood. “And that’s where we must formulate a plan. How can we get close enough without being noticed, and take the spice from right under his nose, without him suspecting anything?”

“Does he have any known weaknesses?” asked Neill. “Any character flaws that we could exploit.”

“Too many to count,” said Enwood with a smirk. “But none that I can think of that we can take advantage of.”

“Is he prideful?” asked Neill. “Is he someone who goes around blustering and boasting about his exploits?”

“Every spare minute of the day,” said Enwood. “He can’t stand anyone who could rival him in status.”

“That’s it!” said Germaine. “The chink in the armour!”

She got up off the cushion and walked gracefully to the corner of her tent, where a trunk stood. Enwood and Neill watched her curiously. Germaine fished about in her trunk until she found what she was looking for.

“Perfect!” said the vixen, turning to her friends with several costumes in her arms. “I think we can create a ruse so good that he’ll never suspect. Here, Enny, try this on.”

Enwood was so surprised and pleased that the vixen had called him ‘Enny’ that he hardly noticed what sort of costume she had given to him. He only noticed when he had tried it on and realised it was lady’s silk tunic and veil.

“Um…I think you gave me yours by mistake,” said Enwood, chuckling.

“Not at all! You look perfect in it!” said Germaine, giggling. “That’s exactly what I intended! Neill, you try this one on.”

“Of course,” said Neill, taking a tunic and clumsily putting it on. Clearly he was not accustomed to wearing more than a loincloth in his homeland.

“And I’ll wear this one,” said Germaine, getting into her own costume.

Once everybody was dressed in their costumes, Enwood figured out what her plan was. Neill was dressed as a merchant with a broadcloth tunic and turban. Germaine was dressed as a caravan wife with a silk tunic, girdle and veil that covered most of her face. And Enwood was dressed the same as Germaine.
“We’ll be a merchant and his two wives, travelling from the faraway lands to sell exotic oils in the markets of all the kingdoms,” explained Germaine. “Neill, you will take the money that the mercenary dropped a while ago, and rent a room. Enwood and I will stay in the room, like good little wives, while you distract Driscoll and his men down in the tavern. He doesn’t know you so he’ll never suspect.”

She turned to Enwood.

“Meanwhile, Enny, you and I will sneak into Driscoll’s room and swipe the spice. Snappy snap, easy-peasy! And then the contest is as good as ours!”

“Brilliant!” said Enwood, looking at his reflection in the brass pot that hung over the embers of their fire. “When do we start?”

“There’s no time like the present,” said Germaine. “Neill, can you imitate a foreign dialect to sound more authentic?”
“I can certainly try, o lady most fair,” said Neill in a nasal tone that made the foxes chuckle.
“Then it’s settled. We start right away,” said Germaine.

Enwood smiled excitedly behind his veil. This was a great plan. The attention of his rival would be centred on Neill, and that gave him and Germaine ample time to get back the spice.
“We’ll rehearse our lines on the go,” said Enwood and the three friends marched down the road to begin their plan.

*
*
*

The tavern was usually full of folk in the evenings, but the rain had deterred many tavern-goers who instead chose to stay home and drink homebrew. But there were enough people in the tavern to make a small crowd when Enwood, Germaine and Neill walked in.

Driscoll was there, with his two cronies. Britts had his arm in a sling and Knotts looked sodden as he gulped his mead. All three of them were slightly pink around the cheeks and had clearly been drinking heavily. Every head turned when they saw the three strangely-dressed newcomers.
Nobody who looked upon them would have suspected that they weren’t who they appeared to be. To everyone, the three were a trio of obviously-wealthy foreigners who stopped at the inn for a hot meal and bed.

“Innkeeper!” yelled Neill, playing his part in the plan. “Room for me and my wives!”
“Right away, guv’nor!” said the innkeeper, a badger, and ordered his maids to get the room ready. “A drink of mead after a long trek, sir?” offered the innkeeper.
“That would be most welcome,” said Neill. “There’d better be enough, though, for I could drink mead all night and dry up your barrels.”

At this loud proclamation, Driscoll’s ears perked up. He was known for being a drinking champ and would not allow anyone to threaten his title.
Neill sat down at a table and Enwood and Germaine stood beside him, pretending to fuss over him and arrange his tunic. Enwood secretly gave Neill a small package, no larger than a thimble. It was full of white powder.
“Slip this into his mead and he’ll sleep like a log until midday tomorrow,” whispered Enwood.

It was a powerful sleeping spice that Enwood had gotten in Akeness, obtained from a root that was sun-dried and ground into fine powder. Its effect was quite uncanny and legend said that a giant who had terrorised the region was put to sleep by a hero who dropped a pawful of the powder in the giant’s barrel of ale. The powder caused the big brute to fall asleep so long that grass and trees started growing on him, and he became a hillock known to this day as Giant’s Knoll.
The innkeeper walked to Neill’s table and set down a tankard full of mead.
“Is my room ready?” asked Neill.

“It should be, yes, guv,” said the innkeeper. “Second door on the second floor, my very best room.”
“Good,” said Neill, turning to Enwood and Germaine. “Samira, Adara, my dears, you shall retire to the room for the night. I shall sit here and drink my fill, and when I’m done, I shall go upstairs and do with you what one does with one’s wives.”

Enwood and Germaine curtsied and walked upstairs daintily, followed by everyone’s eyes. Knotts nudged Britts with his elbow and murmured something. Neill watched carefully as he pretended to relax and drink his mead.
“Ahhh! This is good mead!” he said loudly, taking a pawful of coins from the purse Germaine had given to him and setting them on the table for the innkeeper. “Keep it coming, my good man!”

“As you say, guv’nor!” said the innkeeper, happily pocketing the coins and refilling Neill’s tankard.

Driscoll could no longer resist and walked slowly towards the wolf’s table. Britts and Knotts remained at their boss’s table drinking their ale.
“Evenin’ there, stranger,” said Driscoll, sitting down across the table from Neill.

“Evening to you,” said Neill. “Lousy weather we’re having, eh?”

“Wouldn’t know. I haven’t been out since midday,” said Driscoll. “Wild horses couldn’t tear me way from the bar.”

“Ahaha!” laughed Neill, banging the table with his paw. “Good drink is a man’s rightful pleasure! I like you, lad! What’s your name?”

“Driscoll,” said the boar. “What’s yours?”
“Afraid you couldn’t pronounce it, mate,” said Neill.
“Try me.”

“Alright. Al-Juassim el-Habbaan Jur-Ekook Habbin,” said Neill. “But you can call me Al.”

“I think I will,” said Driscoll, who was too tipsy for tongue-twisters.

“Well met, then, my lad!” said Neill, emptying his tankard, which was promptly refilled.

Driscoll ordered more mead, not wanting to fall behind in the manly art of drinking.
“I was told this inn was the best in town,” said Neill. “Best darn mead and ale in three counties. There was nothing else to do but find out if it was true.”

“And how is it meeting your expectations so far?”
“With flying colours,” said Neill, sipping his mead. “Now I just need some good eats. I’ve got a hankering for honeyed truffles but I doubt there are any truffles in a hundred-mile radius of here.”

“I’m a truffle hunter!” blurted Driscoll. “I’ve got truffles aplenty in my pack!”
“I don’t believe you!” said Neill, pretending to be tipsy. “Truffles are hard enough to come by where they grow, and you’ll never find one unless you’ve got years of scent training!”

“Which I’ve got!” said Driscoll loudly. “I’m the best master truffle hunter in the land!”

“You’re far too green to be a master truffle hunter, my boy!” scoffed Neill. “I’ve seen bare-bottomed bairns with more mileage on their feet than you.”

“Oh, yeah?!” snapped Driscoll, swinging his pack onto the table and opening it. It was chock-full of truffles. Big, fat, juicy ones. “What do you say to that, eh?!”
“Bollocks!” said Neill, chuckling. “I don’t believe it. They don’t look like truffles to me.”

“They’re the very best, I tell you!” shouted Driscoll.

“Cook ‘em up, then!” said Neill eagerly. “Don’t just sit there blustering, laddie, cook up a bunch and we’ll see if they’re really as good as you say!”

Driscoll faltered. He was drunk as a lord, but still not too drunk to realise how much money he’d lose if he just cooked up his truffles for a random stranger.

“What’s the matter, laddie? Are you owning up to the phoney truffles?” taunted Neill. “INNKEEPER!”

“Right here, guv!” said the innkeeper, hurrying to his table.

“Bring us a fire-urn with burning coals, some honey and pepper and skewers!” said Neill, taking another pawful of coins from his purse and scattering them on the table. “We’ll see if this laddybuck’s truffles are real or phoney. You’ll be a taste-tester in case they’re poisonous.”

“Anything you say, guv’nor!” said the badger innkeeper happily, pocketing the money, knowing very well that Driscoll’s truffles were genuine and looking forward to taste-testing them.
Driscoll was cornered. Unwillingly, he took his truffles out of the bag and arranged them to be cooked. The innkeeper brought a fire-urn and skewers, a pot of honey and peppercorns with their grinder.
“Well then, laddie?” said Neill jovially. “Get cookin’!”

*
*
*

While this was going on downstairs, Enwood and Germaine were in the room, planning how to get the spice back. Germaine slipped a silver shilling in the chambermaid’s paw to get information about the other guests. They had found out that Driscoll’s room was right beneath theirs. 
“Okay,” said Enwood. “We know Driscoll’s room is downstairs. Now all we have to do is get down there unnoticed.”
“That won’t be a problem,” said Germaine. “Our window is directly above his, and I’m quite the acrobat if I do say so myself. All we have to do is tie together a few lengths of bedsheets and you’ll lower me down. I’ll sneak in and swipe the spice in a jiffy.”

“What if it’s locked in a coffer or closet?” asked Enwood.

“Ah….hmm, didn’t think of that,” said Germaine.

“Good thing I did,” said Enwood, taking a long, thin, metallic object from his pocket.

It was a skeleton key. Germaine saw that it was full of tiny scratches, meaning it had been used before.
“Coffers and chests are a common thing in my profession,” said Enwood. “Always go prepared.”
“Good call,” said Germaine with a smile. “So I’ll lower you down, then?”
“We’ll both go,” said Enwood. “We can tie the bedsheet-rope to the bed, it is heavy enough to support our weight. Four eyes search better than two.”

“And once we get it?” asked Germaine. “Do we replace it with something or make a run for it afterwards?”

“Already taken care of,” said Enwood, producing a bag of devil’s pepper from his pocket. “We’ll switch, and with a bit of luck he won’t notice until it’s too late.”

“The luck o’ the foxes be with us, then,” said Germaine. “Right, let’s do it to it!”
Enwood opened the window while Germaine tied the bedsheets together in clever knots. She tied the end to one of the bedposts and tested it with her weight.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll go first. I’ll give you two tugs if it’s all clear.”

“Got it,” said Enwood as he watched her descend along the makeshift rope down to the window below them.

She gracefully hung from her feet and opened the window with little effort. Truly a master acrobat, Enwood thought to himself.
Germaine swung herself into the room and disappeared from sight. Enwood waited, holding the makeshift-rope. Two tugs came.

“All clear,” said Enwood to himself and descended.
Driscoll’s room was almost identical to theirs. As Enwood swung himself into the room through the window, he saw everything Driscoll used for his profession in the room. A small shovel, a bag of magnet sand (said to be useful in finding iron ore), a sword, some assorted tools, and a coffer at the foot of the bed. Germaine was standing in front of the coffer.
“You were right, Enny,” said Germaine. “It’s most likely in there.”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” said Enwood, taking the skeleton key from his pocket and slipping it into the lock.
Germaine watched as Enwood turned the key a few times, pulled it out and lifted the lid of the coffer slowly. Inside were some clothes, a few coin bags…and a small, worn leather bag.

“Bingo!” said Germaine. “That must be it!”
Enwood took the bag and gave it to the vixen. Then he put his bag of devil’s pepper in its place and closed the coffer, locking it once more.
“Mission complete,” said Enwood triumphantly. “Now, let’s get back to our room.”

The foxes climbed back up and closed the window, untying the bedsheets and arranging everything as it was.

“We did it, Enny!” said Germaine excitedly, holding his paws and jumping a bit. “Now we’ll win the contest and get a royal favour!”

“Heehee, start thinking about what you’d like, Germaine,” said Enwood. “Once we impress the King with a dish like no other…”

And suddenly, they heard a noise at the door.

“Huh?” said Germaine. “Who…”

They went dead quiet and listened. They could hear someone fussing with the lock at their door and mumbling.
“Oy, are you sure about this?” said one drunken voice quietly. It belonged to Britts, Driscoll’s thug.

“Of course, mate,” said Knotts, his buddy. “The boss is too busy with his pissing contest with that foreign bloke, they won’t notice if we have a little fun with those two sluts we saw earlier…”
“What if the foreigner bloke has a knife…or seemtarry, or something?” Britts.

“Scimitar, you clod!” said Knotts.

“Not so loud!” whispered Britts urgently. “C’mon, open up the door and let’s get on with it! My balls are about bursting!”

Germaine and Enwood looked at each other and nodded. They both took their swords in their paws and waited behind the drapes, watching carefully as the door opened and two drunken figures stumbled inside.
“Hellow, ladies!” said Knotts. “Ready for some real man-meat?”
“Eh?! Where’s the sluts?” said Britts clumsily, looking around the room.
“Oy, mate, is this the right room?” asked Knotts.

Germaine and Enwood waited until both the thugs had their backs turned. Then they sprang into action. Both foxes were like russet blurs as they jumped out from behind the drapes and swung their swords.

“OOF!”

“OOW!”

They hit the two heavies with the flat sides of their swords, knocking them out cold. Britts and Knotts fell to the ground, completely knocked out by the blows and drunkenness.
“Now then,” said Germaine, sheathing her sword. “What shall we do with these yard apes?”
“There’s always a convenient broom closet in the corridor,” said Enwood, sheathing his sword and dragging Knotts over to the open door. “We’ll stash them in there, they’re so pissed they won’t know their own names in the morning.”
Germaine grinned as she dragged Britts over into the corridor. There was a broom closet at the end. Enwood stuffed Knotts into it and Germaine did the same with Britts. Then they closed the door, and Enwood locked it with the skeleton key.
“Well, that takes care of the garbage,” said Enwood.
They walked back to their room, closed the door and sighed happily.
“With a bit of luck, Neill will have given the sleeping powder to Driscoll by now. He’ll sleep in tomorrow, giving us ample time to be far away. He’ll never suspect,” said Enwood.
“I love when a plan goes along perfectly,” said Germaine.

Enwood took the bag of ancient spice from his pocket and put it on the bedside table.

“We’ll open it when Neill comes. I’d like to share the glory with our new friend.”

“Good idea,” said Germaine. “In the meantime…”

Without further ado, she undid the laces of her tunic and let it slide off. Enwood looked at her surprised, swallowing hard.

“Er…Germaine…” he stammered. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing yet,” said Germaine with a wink, letting her undergarments slide off and walking seductively towards the fox. “But give it a few minutes, and I’ll be doing lots of wonderful things.”
Her eyes were hypnotic, alluring and irresistible. Enwood offered no resistance as the beautiful vixen relieved him of his clothes and tugged him towards the great big comfortable bed.
*
*
*

“There!” said Driscoll heavily, presenting a plate of roasted honeyed truffles to Neill. “The best in the bloody land! Eat ‘em while they’re hot.”

“Not so fast, laddie,” said Neill, turning to the innkeeper. “You, my good man, shall taste these so-called truffles. If they’re poisonous, your daughter can go get the doctor and I’ll pay him. If you die, I’ll pay for all your funeral expenses and give your wife and daughters a large compensation in gold. Sound fair?”

“Oh, yes siree, guv’nor!” said the innkeeper, taking a skewer and helping himself to one of the roasted truffles.

He chewed slowly and savoured every bite. An innkeeper could normally never afford such luxurious food, so he enjoyed this once-in-a-lifetime morsel.

“Tastes alright to me, guv,” said the innkeeper.

“Hmm…still not convinced,” said Neill. “Have another.”

“Beg your pardon, guv’nor?”

“I said have another. I want to make sure they won’t poison me if I eat more than one skewer. Go on, man, eat up!”
Driscoll watched drunkenly as the chubby innkeeper wolfed down another skewer. It was like watching his money being eaten slowly by a big fat maggot with a voracious appetite.

The innkeeper finished the plate of truffles, looking full and blissful as could possibly be.
“Right, then,” said Neill. “I’m convinced they’re not poisonous. But I still don’t believe they’re truffles.”

“Wha—YOU JUST SAW THE MAN EAT THE WHOLE PLATE!” shouted Driscoll.

“Aye, he did eat the plate of mushrooms, but what does a humble innkeeper know about fine fungi? To him, truffles and toadstools probably taste the same. Go on then, laddie, roast us some more and let me do the decisive taste test. Innkeeper, get this lad more mead, his throat seems dry.”
Driscoll knew he couldn’t back out, for everyone in the tavern was watching. He took more truffles, worth more than fifty pounds in silver, and proceeded to cook them up for Neill.

“There’s a good chap,” said Neill. “Now we’ll see if your mushrooms are real or phoney.”
*
*
*

Enwood woke up. He was sweaty but comfortable. His body was snugly nestled in a comfortable bed, a bed the likes of which he had not slept in for weeks. A warm body was snuggled up beside his.
“Where am I?”

He looked to his side and saw that it was a lovely vixen with a shiny jewel on her forehead.

Then he remembered. It had been a whirlwind of sensations. He had gotten the spice back, the enemies had been bested, the beautiful Germaine had tossed him around and turned him and done all sorts of indescribably pleasant things to him, until they both collapsed into exhausted bliss…and here they were.

“Water…” said Enwood, reaching for a jug of water on the bedside table. He gulped down some water and felt relieved.
“You certainly do need some water, don’t you, Enny?” said Germaine’s voice giggling. “After all the fluids you’ve used up.”

Enwood blushed and turned around, looking into the lovely vixen’s eyes.

“Germaine…er…thirsty?”

“Yes, but not for water,” said the vixen giggling and disappearing under the bedsheets.

Enwood smiled excitedly.

“Round two, here we come.”

*
*
*

Driscoll could barely sit up. He had quaffed so much mead that the wolf wolfing down the last roasted truffle was merely a splotch of brown with a delighted grin on his face.

“Ahh,” said Neill as the last bite of truffle disappeared behind his chompers. “I stand corrected, lad. You did have the finest truffles in the land. Whenever I have a hankering for high-quality comestible fungi, I know whom to go to. Thank you for the fine dinner, it was most generous of you.”
Driscoll opened his mouth to say something nasty. But suddenly, Neill bolted up, standing up straight and saluting to someone behind Driscoll.
“HIS MAJESTY, THE KING!!”

Everyone in the tavern turned around and stood up, even Driscoll. And in that split second that nobody was watching, Neill quickly poured the thimble-sized packet of sleeping powder in Driscoll’s mead. It dissolved in two seconds and disappeared completely.

“‘Ang on a minute!” said Driscoll. “The king ain’t here!”
“Oops! Sorry, my bad!” said Neill chuckling. “I’ve had much to drink and probably started seeing things.”

Driscoll and the rest sat down again. The boar downed his mead in one gulp.

“I think you’ve had enough to drink, my boy,” said Neill paternally. “You don’t want to wake up with a splitting headache tomorrow.”

Driscoll was about to say something sharp in response, but he never did. Like a sack of potatoes, he fell from his chair, completely overcome by the sleeping powder, and let out a loud snore.

“Well, now, looks like I was right. You’ve had your fill of mead,” said Neill. “And so have I. Innkeeper!”

“Right here, guv’nor,” said the ever-so-helpful innkeeper.

“Get two strong strapping lads to carry this poor chap up to his room. He’s had enough to drink.”

It took two big badger lads to carry Driscoll, now snoring loudly, upstairs to his room. Neill watched triumphantly as the boar disappeared up the stairs. He got up and walked to the foot of the stairs, followed by the innkeeper.

“If you need anything at all, guv, you need only ask.”

“I shall take you up on that offer,” said Neill. “I would like to be awakened at daybreak. Milk, eggs, mackerel and buttered bread for breakfast. And do have one of the lasses take it upstairs to our room, please.”
Neill took a pawful of coins and let them cascade into the innkeeper’s open paws.

“And thank you for your hospitality.”

“My pleasure, guv’nor!” said the delighted innkeeper. “Rest well, sir, and enjoy your stay.”

Neill walked up the stairs to the second floor, yawned lightly and opened the door to their room.
The air was heavy inside. Germaine and Enwood were asleep, embraced snugly on the bed, nude and evidently happy. Neill smiled and chuckled.

“Well, seems you two have kept yourselves busy,” he said, closing the door and walking across the room to the window. He opened the window to let in some fresh night air.
As soon as the clean night breeze, made fresher and more bracing with the day’s rains, entered the room and lightened the heavily sex-scented air, Germaine and Enwood stirred and opened their eyes.
“Yaawwnn…um…Neill,” said Enwood, a bit woozy.

“Yes, it’s me,” said Neill, removing his costume and turban and remaining in his loincloth. “It’s done. Driscoll is sleeping like a bairn and most likely won’t wake up until tomorrow afternoon, what with all the mead he’s quaffed.”

“Did you sedate him?” asked Germaine sleepily.
“Oh, yes,” said Neill. “We’re clear as a midsummer’s day. Did you get the spice back?”

Upon mention of the spice, Enwood’s eyes opened and he was wide awake. He jumped out of bed and reached for his undergarments. Hastily putting them on, he snatched up the bag of ancient spice and sat down on the bed. Germaine edged closer to him, covering herself with the bedsheets, and Neill sat down beside them, eagerly looking at the bag of spice.
“And now,” said Enwood. “The moment of truth. We’ve worked hard to get this back, and now, my friends…yes, you are my friends. Nobody can cook up such a marvellous ruse and pull it off successfully without becoming friends.”

Germaine giggled as she settled her cheek on Enwood’s shoulder. Neill smiled happily and placed a paw on the fox’s other shoulder.

“Now then…let’s open up this bag and see what kind of spices the Ancients used to concoct the finest dishes of the time.”

And with that, Enwood loosened the strings of the bag and opened it with his eager fingers.

And then…silence.

Enwood peered down into the bag. His expression was difficult to read.

“This…”

Germaine and Neill sensed that something was not right.

“This…”

“What is it, Enny?” asked Germaine.

“This…is…just…”

“Just?” asked Neill. “Just what?”

“This is just…”

Enwood looked into the bag for a few seconds, after which the words came out through his lips like a ghost from a grave.

“This is just salt and pepper.”

*
*
*

It took a long time for everyone to recover from the shock. Enwood sat there staring in disbelief.
“This…is just salt and pepper,” he said.

Germaine and Neill were stone silent. They could think of nothing to say.

“All we worked for…all this elaborate ruse we cooked up…just for common table salt and ground pepper?” said Enwood.

“Enny,” said Germaine, putting a paw on his shoulder.

She didn’t know how to follow up on that, though.

Enwood suddenly looked up and snapped out of his trance.

“Driscoll!” he said. “He was onto us all the time! He must have switched the legendary spice with this bag of common spice! It must be in his room somewhere.”

“But Enny,” said Germaine. “We looked everywhere. There is no place in his room he could have hidden a bag of spice except for his coffer. And he couldn’t have been onto us. He was drunk as a lord. Nobody in the tavern suspected for a second that we were who we were.”

“He must have hidden it!” said Enwood. “This can’t be it! I refuse to believe we came all this way just for…this! This can’t be what we were after!”

“Enwood,” said Neill. “If I may…”

Germaine and Enwood looked at the wolf.

“It is possible, and I daresay even probable, that that bag of spice in your paw…is indeed the ancient spice of Judson the Ancient.”

“But how…” said Enwood.

“Think about the time Judson was alive, the Ancient age,” said Neill. “Much of the world was not explored at that time. There was very little overseas trade. It is very likely that rock salt and peppercorns were valuable and rare spices in the Ancient age. It is very likely that, with the scarcity of spices in that age, people considered pepper and salt to be priceless, just as the rarer spices would be today.”

Enwood thought about this. Yes, it was true. Perhaps this truly was the legendary spice of Judson the Ancient. He thought about how many centuries had passed since then. Pepper and salt might have been as valuable in the Ancient age as saffron and juniper berries were today.
“Yes,” said Enwood. “You’re right. Then…the dishes that Judson prepared that were made legendary…most likely were just salted and pepper-seasoned meats. Compared to plain meat or meat seasoned with just lemon or laurel, the meats he cooked would have tasted like manna.”

Germaine smiled widely and her eyes went bright.
“Enny! That means that Driscoll will just cook plain-old salted and peppered meat with this spice!” she said. “Why, with all the lovely spices in your pack, you can whisk up a meal that will knock the King’s taste buds into orbit!”

As she said so, she jumped up on the bed, posing dramatically, not bothered in the slightest that she was quite nude as the day she was born.
“Let’s leave this back where we found it and cook up something that will leave Driscoll in the dust!” said Germaine.
Enwood smiled wide and nodded, liking the idea and loving the beautiful sight before him.

“You’re right, Germaine!” he said. “I’ll sneak into his room and put this back where it was. He’ll never know it was missing, he’ll most likely wake up after midday tomorrow. And as soon as the culinary contest is open, we’ll show that bulbous boar what’s what!”

“That’s the spirit, Enny!” said Germaine, hugging him and giggling.

It took very little effort to return the bag of spice back to Driscoll’s chest. The whole inn was asleep by now, so Enwood silently tiptoed downstairs and went into Driscoll’s room. The boar was snoring loudly as Enwood left the bag of spice back inside the coffer at the foot of the bed and walked noiselessly back out and back upstairs.
Once the door to their room was closed once again, Enwood sighed with relief and chuckled happily. He was filled with hope and joy once more.

“We’ve done it!” he said. “Now things will get even more exciting!”

“That they will!” said Germaine with a hearty wink.

Neill smiled, seeing his friends so happy, and yawned. He felt quite sleepy and the mead had made him drowsy as well.

“Well, my dears,” said Neill. “I think I shall call it a night.”

He walked to the chest of drawers at the end of the room and removed his loincloth, standing completely nude. Enwood and Germaine looked at the handsome figure before them and felt their sexes pulsate with excitement.

“Come to bed, Neill,” said Germaine invitingly as she and Enwood returned to the bed. “We’ll all keep each other warm during the night if we sleep together.”
“That is most kind of you,” said Neill.
Germaine lied down in the middle of the bed, with Enwood to her right and Neill to her left. She looked at either side and giggled happily.

“What’s a girl to do, with two strong and handsome males like you boys beside her?” she said, and she reached for both their virile organs.
Neill was a bit surprised, but feeling the soft and warm paw stroking down there soon made him feel very comfortable. Enwood looked over Germaine’s bosom at Neill and grinned.
“Looks like we’re going to have a busy night, eh, Neill?” said Enwood as he groped Germaine’s right breast.

“Looks like,” said Neill as he grabbed a pawful of Germaine’s thigh.

And a busy night it was indeed!

*
*
*

There was a soft knock on the door in the wee hours of the morning. Neill opened one eye sleepily and then remembered.
“Breakfast,” he said to himself and got up, walking towards the door.

He opened the door and saw a lovely badger maid, one of the innkeeper’s daughters, with a tray loaded with toasted and buttered bread, delicious-looking mackerel, hard-cooked eggs, fresh milk and creamy-looking cheese.

“Your breakfast, Your Grace,” said the maiden, addressing Neill in her best manner.

“Thank you, darling,” said Neill. “Please, come in and set it right there, on the table.”

The badger maiden walked in and went towards the table in the middle of the room, setting down her tray. Then she turned around…and gasped slightly.

“M-my…”

Neill had not thought of covering up to open the door. Modesty was a city-habit, not something forest folk bothered with most of the time.

The lovely maiden had heard from her older sisters and friends about males and what they looked like down beneath the belt. She had formed an idea in her innocent mind about how a male looked like, but she’d never seen one in the flesh. And now she could see that there was quite a bit of flesh to it! This was so new and fascinating to her.
“D-dear…” she stammered, blushing to the roots of her fur.

Neill smiled paternally and reached for the coin purse, fishing out a silver shilling and giving it to her.

“Thank you very much, darling,” he said, walking up to her, taking her paws and putting the coin gently in her palm. “You and your family have been most hospitable with us. We shall return to your inn whenever we are travelling around these parts.”

“T-thank you, Your Grace,” said the maiden, her eyes fixed beneath Neill’s belly. “I…um…I shall retire now, with your permission.”

“Of course, my dear,” said Neill, opening the door for her.

The young lady curtsied and, with one last look at the nude wolf, hurried out, flushed completely and shivering a little with the new sensations in her breast.

Neill closed the door and walked to the bed, gently shaking Enwood and Germaine awake.
“Breakfast time, my dears,” said Neill.

The foxes opened their eyes slowly and yawned. They felt revitalised and happy after a good night’s sleep, preceded by a lot of exercise.

As the three sat down at the table to have breakfast, not bothering with dressing for the occasion, Enwood remembered all the pleasant things that had happened the night before. His romp with Germaine had been unforgettable, and when Neill joined them, it had become downright dreamlike.
“We…have to do that…again sometime,” Enwood said as he poured Germaine some milk, not realising he had said it out loud until the last word came out through his lips.

Germaine giggled and squeezed Enwood’s thigh with her warm paw.

“That’s a D and an E and an ‘efinitely, Enny dear!” she said.

“When you visit me in the forest, we can have all sorts of fun night-time activities,” said Neill, munching on mackerel.
After breakfast, the three tidied up and got back into their costumes, ready to leave for Germaine’s camp once more and await the tournament.

The innkeeper and his daughters were at the front door, bowing and thanking the three for their stay.

“Come back whenever you want, guv’nor!” said the innkeeper. “You’ll always be welcome here.”

The youngest daughter looked long at Neill, blushing deeply as she watched him and his ‘wives’ disappear down the road towards the market square.

“I wonder how many wives he can have,” she thought to herself. “And how one goes about becoming one of them.”

*
*
*

Just as Enwood and his companions were rounding the bend to enter the market street, the royal fanfare was heard, followed by the herald’s bellowing.

“HEAR YE! HEAR YE! THE FAIR WEATHER HAS RETURNED! THE CULINARY CONTEST SHALL BE HELD THIS DAY AT NOON!”

“Well, what do you know!?” said Enwood excitedly. “The luck o’ the foxes has been more than generous with us!”
“We’re right on time for the contest!” said Germaine. “And we’re a few steps away from the market.”

The three friends looked at each other and nodded. The market was mostly empty and only a few early birds were getting their wares on display and sharpening their carving knives.

“Let’s get our ingredients and then take our place at the royal grounds for the contest,” said Enwood.

“Here’s the coin purse,” said Neill, giving it to Enwood. “What should be buy?”

“Carrots, leeks, half a squash, a few potatoes for thickening, and a pawful of wild rice.”

“Looks like you have it all thought out, Enny,” giggled Germaine, winking at him from behind her veil.

Purchasing the ingredients was a pleasant experience. Enwood, disguised as a diligent caravan wife, examined each leek and carrot and chose the finest there were to cook to perfection. They hired a young stoat lad with a basket to carry their ingredients and finally finished their shopping and took everything back to Germaine’s camp, which was just as they had left it the previous eve.
They changed back into their regular outfits. Germaine insisted that Neill should at least wear a tunic to the town, for wildlings weren’t welcomed by all citizens and walking about with just a loincloth could cause a bit of a stir. Neill agreed and wore a green broadcloth tunic, tied his oil jars to his back and was ready to go.
The three packed up the camp, which was surprisingly collapsible considering how comfortable it was. Enwood attributed it to Germaine’s magic, which he felt somehow made things smaller once they were packed up. Germaine simply giggled and showed him how she packed things up.
“It’s all about putting the right things in the right places, isn’t it, baby-face?” she said, giving him a hearty wink and making him blush.

Once everyone was ready, Enwood and Germaine led the way down the road, each with a backpack, followed by Neill. The day was bright and the air was clean. Everything felt like a prelude to success.
As they walked into the town, Enwood saw a pine marten friar standing in front of his temple, saying the Prayer of Sunshine and giving thanks for a new day.

“I’ll be right back,” said Enwood and he quickly ran towards the friar.

The pine marten looked up as he finished his prayer and smiled kindly to Enwood.

“Peace and serenity be with you, Brother,” said Enwood.

“And with you, O Child of Godric,” said the friar.
“Please accept these alms for those in need, and bestow your blessing upon us,” said Enwood, giving the friar the bag of money, which was still quite heavy.

The marten could not believe his paws as he felt the weight of the coins. He knew this would feed many orphaned younglings, buy medicine for the ill and new quills and ink for the scribes.
“May all the blessings of the Earth and the Heavens be with you, O Child of Godric, and with your loved ones and friends,” said the marten friar with tears of joy in his eyes.
Enwood happily returned to his friends and they continued their way to the castle ground, feeling joyful with the benediction of the Earth and the Heavens with them.

*
*
*

It was around midday when Driscoll groggily opened his eyes. He had a splitting headache and felt dizzy and dry in his throat.
“Uurr….oh, blimey…last time I drink…mead with a…foreigner…”

Suddenly, he remembered the foreigner and his truffles. Big, fat, delicious truffles that he intended on cooking for the culinary contest.
“THE CONTEST!”

He got out of bed, stumbled over his still-sleepy legs, got up and rushed out to the corridor.
“Innkeeper!”

“Yes, sir?” came the innkeeper’s voice from the foot of the stairs.

“How long was I asleep?!”

“All morning, sir. It’s midday now. Everyone has gone to the cooking contest at the castle grounds.”

“COOKING CONTEST?!” blurted Driscoll.
His mind rushed. The truffles he intended to cook for the king were gone. He needed to win that contest. But he had no ingredients.
Without thinking, he rushed into his room, hastily got dressed, snatched the bag of legendary spice from his coffer and ran back out, storming down the stairs and bursting into the kitchen.

“I’ll be taking some of this!” he said, snatching some sausages, onions and other random ingredients off the counter.

The innkeeper and his daughters were shocked, and then indignant.

“SIR!” shouted the innkeeper. “You can’t take our food! It’s for the guests’ midday meal!”

“Damn your guests and damn you all!” shouted Driscoll and he shot out of the kitchen and towards the front door, rushing towards the castle, forsaking his belongings and money, still in his room.

As he raced through the marketplace, he snatched random ingredients off baskets and counters. The market sellers shouted and bellowed bloody murder.
“THIEF! COME BACK WITH MY SCALLOPS!”

“I’VE BEEN ROBBED!”

“THIEEEF!”

But Driscoll was deaf to everything but the call of avarice and the sheer desire to win the contest.
“If only that damned caravan bastard hadn’t eaten all my truffles!” grumbled Driscoll as he snatched a cauldron from a merchant and tossed all his ingredients in, followed by angry yelling.

After this was all done, he’d search for that cheeky foreigner who had gobbled up his truffles and carve him a new gizzard.

*
*
*

Britts and Knotts woke up and looked around them groggily. They didn’t know where they were, or why it was so dark.

“Oy! Who turned off the sun?” croaked Britts.

“What the…where the hell are we, mate?” mumbled Knotts.

Suddenly, the door to the broom closet opened and the two fell to the ground like sacks of potatoes.

“What the…”

“Ouch!”

An angry face looked down at them, surrounded by other stern faces. It was the innkeeper, his wife and their three daughters. The innkeeper’s wife was wielding a heavy-looking rolling pin, and her voluminous bosom was heaving with indignation.
“What are you two doing here?” said the innkeeper, glowering down at them.
“Uurrr…ugh,” answered Knotts.

“The boss…where’s the boss…” murmured Britts.
“He ran off! Without paying! Left a trunk with his belongings, though,” said the innkeeper. “I’m an honest man and won’t take someone else’s belongings in lieu of cash. But I will accept honest work! And since you two are already in the broom closet, you might as well get those brooms sweeping!”

Britts and Knotts didn’t know what to do. They were penniless, dizzy and apparently their boss had abandoned them. So, without any other alternative, they took two brooms and began sweeping the corridor, under the stern look of the innkeeper’s wife.
“If either of you slack off, you’ll know what a beaten biscuit feels like!” said the innkeeper’s bosomy wife, brandishing her rolling pin menacingly. “Put your backs into it, maggots!”
“Yes, ma’am.”
*
*
*

The Culinary Contest was a happy affair!
Everyone had their own stalls, and the variety of aromas and spices in the air was a kaleidoscope of savoury and sweet. As Germaine chopped carrots into cubes, Enwood blew into the fire and watched the small embers slowly become merry flames.

Driscoll arrived just in time! He was the last sign up, and the gates were closed after him. The boar rushed to find an empty stall and found one just across from Enwood’s.

Driscoll took one look and could not believe his eyes.

“Enwood! HERE?” he said to himself. “But…how? That sneaky little blither isn’t going to one-up me, no way, no-how.”

He was about to walk towards Enwood’s stall when suddenly someone came up to Enwood and offered him an earthenware pot of oil.

“Here, Enny,” said the oil bearer, a large brown wolf with green eyes. “This’ll liven up the fire in a jiffy.”

The wolf poured some oil in the fire-urn and the flames jumped up excitedly as if they were eager to dance under the pot.

Driscoll stopped and backed up again towards his stall.
“That bloke…do I know him from somewhere?”
In the back of his mind he had some fuzzy recollection of the oil trader, but he couldn’t quite make our where he had seen him. His mind was too hazy.

“Bugger this!” said Driscoll to himself. “I’ll one-up Enwood with no effort. I’ve got the legendary spice, after all.”

So Driscoll began chopping up his stolen ingredients and getting ready to cook.

As the contest began, Germaine nudged Enwood and pointed at the stall across the aisle from theirs.

“Looks like wart-face decided to show up, and he looks like he drank a whole barrel last night,” she whispered behind giggles.

Enwood looked and saw that Driscoll was hastily cooking up his ingredients, looking grumpy and sodden but determined. He felt confident that they’d cook up something fantastic as he took up his wooden ladle and stirred the salt and garlic into the hot water on the pot.
Soon, the air was full of steam and smoke and scents of all kind. Everyone was doing their absolute best. Puddings, roasts, pies, pasties, stews, sausages, cheeses, an infinite number of tasty dishes were presented in attractive ways at each stall.

Enwood’s stew was looking great! It was thick and rich and chunks of carrot and squash swam up to the bubbling surface, letting out a delicious aroma.

Driscoll, however…

“Damnation! Who planted these radishes?! The undertaker?!”

His concoction was the colour of cement and had the same consistency, except for the peas, which were hard as pebbles and stuck to the bottom of the pot like magnet stones to a cauldron.

“Bah! No matter…this will make things peachy keen!” said Driscoll and took a pawful of Judson’s spice and sprinkled it onto his concoction.

Everyone was busy with their cooking, the air was one of excitement.

And finally…

“HIS MAJESTY, THE KING!”

The Royal Herald announced the King, who walked regally down the aisles of stalls with the Queen and Princess. He was a large stag with a natural crown of regal antlers and a golden one wedged cleverly between them. The Queen and Princess were beautiful does with the elegance of angels and the scent of flowers.
The King and his family tried just a spoonful of each dish. Their reactions were varied. The King would love one dish, the Princess would give it a pass, but the Queen would disagree. Sometimes the Queen would be fascinated, but her offspring and husband would beg to differ.
Finally, they came to Enwood’s stall. Enwood, Germaine and Neill all bent their knees and greeted the King as was proper.

“And what do you call this dish, young fox?” asked the King.

“We call it…” said Enwood, thinking for a second, “…ménage à trois.”
“Oh! Sounds fancy,” said the King, trying a spoonful.
The King’s eyes went wide and his smile wider. He let out a delighted sound and then closed his eyes, savouring every bit of the lovely spoonful of stew. The Queen and Princess had similar reactions, lighting up like lanterns with the flavour of Enwood’s dish.

“This…is the most delicious food I’ve tasted in a long time!” said the King.

“It is fantastic, Father!” said the Princess.

“Extraordinary,” said the Queen.

“How did you cook such a wonderful stew, young fox?” asked the King.
“Your Majesty,” said Enwood, inclining his head. “The secret is that I didn’t do it by myself. My friends and I all worked together. I picked the ingredients, Lady Germaine here chopped them up…”

Germaine curtsied daintily.

“…and Neill here provided the oil for the fire, so we all did it together.”

Neill bowed.

“Wonderful, my boy. Team work!” said the King, clapping his hooves. “I love the dish and I love the message that it brings to the youth today. Working together! Yes, yes, most excellent. I might just have to name you my Head Chef! Ahem…but I must first taste the other dishes.”
“Certainly, Sire,” said Enwood, kneeling.
As the King and his family moved on to the other stalls, Germaine held Enwood’s paws and hopped up and down with joy.

“You did it, Enny! The King as good as declared you the winner!”

And with that, she hugged him tight and kissed him passionately, for over a minute.

Neill chuckled and smiled happily, seeing the affection that these two lovely foxes shared. As Germaine finished her kiss, she let go of Enwood and hugged Neill, her cheek pressed snugly against his belly.

“Thank you, Neill, for helping us and being such a good friend,” she said.

“Aww…my pleasure, dear Lady Germaine,” said the wolf humbly.

Enwood felt happy and light. Even if he didn’t win the contest, he felt that he had already won the best prize he could ever wish for.
*
*
*

The Culinary Contest went on. The King and his family reached Driscoll’s stall. Driscoll looked oily and obsequious as he invited the monarch to taste his concoction.
The King took one look at the cauldron and hesitated. The contents had the appearance of the lime the masons used to build the cathedral, and sprinkled with small round peas that looked like black pellets.
“Your Majesty! My legendary recipe has delighted nobles throughout the ages! Please, do try and see what the Kings of Ancient have savoured!”

The King took a spoon and scooped a small amount of the gruel from the cauldron. Slowly he lifted the spoon and put it in his mouth.
Now, a King must never betray his emotions. He must be self-contained and regal at all times. So you can imagine how vile the taste of the concoction must have been for the King to spit it out on the ground.

“Ohh…..oh my….”

Every nerve in the King’s body seemed to be on fire, violently telling him that what he had put in his mouth should not be there.
“Oh…well, em…uh…” the King spluttered, taking a deep breath. “Well done, laddie…I appreciate your effort…we certainly do have a new way of getting dangerous criminals to repent for their crimes…”

The Princess felt curious and reached for a spoon, but the King quickly took her from the waist, along with his wife, and led them to the next stall.

“Look, my dears! Beet puffs! I do love those. Let’s sample one…”

Driscoll’s jaw was ajar. He could not believe the legendary spice had failed him.
“What…the…hell…”
He clenched his teeth with fury, convinced that, had he managed to save his truffles, he would have won the King’s favour.

“I’ll get that blasted foreigner who gobbled up my truffles…even if I have to go around the world to find him…”

*
*
*

At long last, the contest was over. The King sat on a wooden throne set on a stage, with the Queen and Princess, and all the participants were aquiver with anticipation.
The royal fanfare blared and the King’s herald spoke loudly to all.
“The Culinary Contest has reached its end, and His Royal Majesty has come to a decision!”

Everyone waited with bated breath.

“And the winner of the Culinary Contest is…”

The air buzzed with excitement. Enwood felt his heart skip a beat.

“…Gwyneth the Midwife! With her honey-roasted peppered truffles!”

A loud squeak was heard as a squirrel midwife jumped up and down, hardly believing her name was announced! Her daughters all jumped up and hugged her in a big fluffy-tailed clump.
“Well done, Mummy!”

The King smiled and stood up, walking to the edge of the stage.

“Well done, my dear. Anything you wish, you may request.”

“Yay! Mummy! You’ll be able to open your bakery in the market square!” said the midwife’s youngest daughter.

Driscoll’s face was a mask of fury, disbelief, frustration and surprise, all in one. Honey-roasted truffles! Why…that was exactly what he would have cooked!
The royal fanfare blared again. And this time, the King spoke.

“And in an unexpected turn of events, I have decided to name a special second winner.”

There was a low buzzing in the air. Everyone was baffled and excited anew.

“For his exceptional dish named ménage à trois and the message it brings to our youth! Team work and fraternity makes everything better! I declare the second winner of the Contest: Enwood of Greensted!”

Enwood’s eyes went wide. He was stunned.

“Congratulations, young Enwood!” said the King with a kind smile. “You have the right to a royal favour!”

Germaine squealed with joy and hugged him, kissing his cheeks as she jumped up and down. Neill hugged him too, almost making him vanish in his fluffy coat.
“Congratulations, Enny!”

It took a few seconds for the fact to sink in. Enwood had won!
“YES!” said Enwood, quickly kneeling with gratitude as the King smiled to him.

Everyone cheered with joy. It had been a fun contest! Germaine and Neill congratulated Enwood over and over and laughed at how their luck had come so unexpectedly.

Driscoll glared at their stall with hatred, clenching his trotters with loathing.
Neill chuckled and patted Enwood on the back.
“And to think that the winning dish was honey-roasted truffles! If Driscoll had cooked them up, he’d have won!”

Driscoll, from across the aisle, looked at Neill and saw the words on his lips. And then…

“Wait a minute! It was YOU!”

Like a carpet of fire in his mind, Driscoll suddenly recognised Neill. His face, his teeth, his grin…yes! It was him! He had eaten his truffles!

“I’ll KILL you!” shouted Driscoll loudly, and everyone looked around at him.

The boar, beside himself with rage, walked towards Enwood’s stall, determined to murder the wolf before him. He didn’t think for a second that he barely reached the height of the wolf’s crotch, but his fury was such that he would have attacked an elephant with equal anger.
“You wretched wolf! You ate my truffles! I’ll pull them out of your gizzard!”

Immediately, the royal guards stopped Driscoll in his tracks, holding him firmly by the arms.

“HALT! How dare you disturb the King’s peace!?”

And then, more loud voices were heard.

“That’s him! He’s the thief that stole my carrots!”

“And my leeks!”

“And my scallops!”

“Over there, Sherriff! He’s the bloke who didn’t pay for his mead and lodging!”

A group of folk walked towards Driscoll, at the head of which were the innkeeper and the Sherriff. Everyone looked angry. They were the merchants that Driscoll had robbed from on his way to the contest.
The King looked at the scene and decided to act.

“Silence!”

A graveyard at midnight could not have been quieter. The King grinned.

“Ahhh, I love being able to do that.”

He looked at the angry group of merchants, then at Driscoll, and at the Sherriff.
“What is the problem, Sherriff?”

“Your Majesty!” said the Sheriff, kneeling. “These hard-working merchants and Basso the Innkeeper have denounced this boar for theft. I have come to verify the veracity of the claims.”
“That’s my cauldron I just polished to sell today at the marketplace!” said the cauldron dealer.

“And my carrots!” said the greengrocer.

“And my scallops!”

“And my leeks!”

“Put him in the clink, Sherriff!”

“And throw the key away!”

The King lifted his hoof for silence.
“I have witness his behaviour just now, and it does indeed fit the description of a criminal. And those items are from the village, I recognise their craftsmanship and the farms they were grown on. The evidence is clear. Captain!”

The Captain of the Guard stood to attention.

“I am yours to command, My Liege!”

“Take that boar and lock him up! He shall face trial for his crimes!”

“Thy will be done!”
As the Captain of the Guard approached Driscoll to arrest him, everyone cheered and applauded.

Enwood thought quickly of something. He walked out from behind the stall and kneeled.

“Your Majesty, if I may make a request.”

Everyone went silent. The King looked curiously at Enwood. Germaine and Neill did too. What was he up to?
“Well, what is your request, lad?” asked the King.

“Sire, if I may, I would like to ask for my royal favour now. And it is the following: a pardon for Driscoll’s many crimes.”
A gasp of surprise was heard all around. Everyone stared at Enwood. Driscoll’s jaw dropped. Even the King was taken aback.
“You…want me to…pardon this boar?” asked the King.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” said Enwood. “Driscoll and I have been rivals for as long as I remember, and quite frankly, with him in prison, well…life won’t be the same without a rival. It would be rather dull, to be honest.”
Everyone listened incredulously to this unprecedented request.

“So, you could ask for anything your heart desires, and yet…you ask that this scoundrel be pardoned for his crimes, so that your rivalry can continue, so your life won’t be so dull?” asked the King.
“Yes, Sire,” said Enwood.

Silence. Nobody made a sound. They all stared incredulously at Enwood.
Then, the King smiled and let out a jolly laugh.

“Well, of all the things, you are quite the astonishing young lad, Enwood of Greensted,” said the King. “You are indeed right. Life is dull without someone to test your skills against. Even I have the Duke of Greencastle as my rival in chess, always devising clever new strategies to breach my defences. Yes, one who is worth one’s mettle must have a rival.”

Enwood smiled and spoke again.

“Sire, if I may, here is my request: Driscoll is a fairly successful truffle hunter, so he has enough money to pay for the things he stole. I’m sure his trunks are still at the inn where he was staying, am I right, innkeeper?”

“That’s right!” said Basso the Innkeeper.

“Well, my request is that any money that Driscoll may have be used to pay these hard-working merchants and innkeeper what they are owed. And if there is any left after that, that it be given to the friar at the local temple to use for the benefit of the community.”

The pine marten friar, who was somewhere in the crowd, let out a cry of bliss.

“May all the Blessings of the Earth and Heavens be with you, dear Enwood of Greensted, Descendant of Godric, and with your sons and daughters and their children and the children of their children, for all time! I shall pray for you every day and every evening!”

Enwood smiled and felt a little warmth in his chest.
“And, one last thing…” he went on. “…I wish for him to be pardoned for all his wrongdoings, except for disturbing the King’s Peace, for we were all having such a nice time here. Maybe with, say, three days in the dungeon he will learn his lesson?”
“And also give you and your friends a head-start on your next adventure,” said the King with a chuckle.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” said Enwood with a grin. “That is my request.”

The King laughed out loud, making everyone except Driscoll smile.

“This has been the most fascinating and entertaining day ever! Such a noble request, and such a fun turn of events!” said the King. “Well, it is my pleasure to grant your wish, dear Enwood of Greensted. Sherriff!”

“Your Majesty!” said the Sherriff, standing to attention.

“See that the belongings of this scoundrel are confiscated, that his money is used to pay his debts, and that the rest is given to Brother Andrew so that he may use it for charity.”

Driscoll’s face contorted with disgust at the word ‘charity.’

“As you command, My Liege!” said the Sherriff, and went to carry out his orders, followed by the merchants and innkeeper.

“Captain, kindly escort this boisterous boar to the dungeon,” said the King.

“Yes, Sire!” said the Captain, taking Driscoll by the scruff with two guards at his flanks. “Get moving, prisoner!”

Driscoll walked with his gaolers at his sides, his face full of hatred. As he walked past Enwood, he turned and spat furiously.

“I’ll get even with you, Enwood!” he snarled.

“I’m sure you will,” said Enwood with a relaxed smile. “After all…you owe me one.”

Driscoll could say nothing else. His throat was blocked by his ire, but soon he was out of sight as he was escorted to the dungeon.

“Well, that’s that!” said the King. “Thank you, everyone, for coming! Now you may retire and enjoy the lovely meals you’ve prepared. Gwyneth, dear midwife, you shall be escorted to the throne room so that I may hear your request.”
“Oh, thank you, Your Majesty!” said the squirrel midwife curtsying.

Everyone cheered and slowly gathered their things to leave. Germaine hugged Enwood tight and showered him with kisses.

“You were wonderful, Enny! That was so noble of you!”

Neill placed his paws on Enwood’s shoulders warmly.

“That was the most amazing gesture I’ve witnessed, Enwood,” he said. “I am quite speechless.”

“Aww,” said Enwood humbly. “It was nothing. I think the most fun we’ll have is getting ahead of Driscoll on our next adventure. But for now, how about we share a hot lunch? I’m quite famished.”

And so they did. The wonderful stew that had won the King’s good will became a triumphant meal for the three inseparable friends.
*
*
*

“Take a last long look,” said Enwood as he stood at the entrance of the town with Germaine and Neill beside him.
They did, and with joy and excitement for the future, the three friends turned around and left the town behind, following the path south. Their business was concluded here. Enwood wrote the recipe for his soon-to-be famous stew and gave it to the royal chef, Germaine earned quite a few crowns and shillings with her juggling act in the market square, and Neill traded his oil pots for iron ore, coal and some metal tools. Now they were all set and their next adventure called to them.
As they entered the forest, Enwood stopped and inhaled the bracing air, savouring the scents of young flowers and shoots and pine wood.

“And to think I started this adventure with a tattered old map down in an ancient cave, seeking a legendary spice, and ended up with the greatest treasure anyone could ask for,” he said, turning to his friends. “You two.”

Germaine giggled delightedly and Neill smiled humbly.

“The luck o’ the foxes brought us together and will surely guide us on our future antics,” said Germaine, taking Enwood’s paw and doing a little dance.
“Yes, and our next adventure is in the forest,” said Neill. “Remember those two young wolf girls who will come of age in a month’s time? You are invited as guests of honour to be part of the fertility ceremony. You shall have places of honour and a dance dedicated to you, my dears.”

Enwood and Germaine felt blissful as they each took one of Neill’s arms and skipped along the forest path.
“Will we camp tonight in your domain, Neill?” asked Enwood.

“Yes, dear Enny. We shall enter my domain by nightfall, and camp at the Tree of Fraternity, which marks the path to my village.”
“Oh! And…what shall we do when we’re all settled and camped, dear Neill?” asked Germaine, giving his arm a squeeze.

“Hmm…everything?” answered the wolf tentatively.

“Good answer!” said Enwood excitedly. “Ah, this will be a great new adventure! And I can’t wait to get started.”

“Me too!” said Germaine happily.

“Me three!” said Neill.

And with lively chattering and giggles and joy, the three friends disappeared into the welcoming greenery of the vast Broadleaf forest.
The End

