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St. George palace was never quiet. The seat of power for New Avalon, the massive skyscraper towered above the grand city of Hearthshire. A full Kilomiter tall behemoth faced with shimmering glass and a white marble façade. The building was an arcology unto itself with much of the NA corporate structure holding at least some space in its sprawling structure.


As one would expect from such a structure, the lights never seemed to go out. Even with the UV tinted windows helping to block out light pollution and allowing city dwellers a proper look at the stars above, it was hard to miss the solid wall of gold-white which seemed to make up the front of the building. Those few dark windows drowned out by their cousins.


Somewhere up close to the top of this structure, however, one set of windows was quite dark. A small set of arced windows that hovered over a greenhouse of fresh herbs and flowers. Particularly silver lotus and the brilliant Blue Roses that were among the sigils of the royal family. A symbol of the early days before the corporation solidified itself.


This greenhouse connected though a large sliding glass door to an equally opulent room. One lined with all manner of tokens, trophies and artworks. Each one carefully curated, yet none seeming given any hint of real importance. A now-dark room where the tastes of its owner seemed pushed in between ceremonial weapons, banners,  prototypes and mock-ups. Awards for charitable work and tokens of blessing from the Abby of  St. Ellen each likely costing more than it took to feed the sisters of the Abby for a month.


At the center of the opulent room sat an overly large four-poster bed. Pearl pink sheets and draped over with white silk curtains enfolding the massive mattress on which perched a small, trembling, spindly limbed chipmunk girl. 


The young woman lay in the soft embrace of her compound foam mattress. Her pajama-clad legs wrapped themselves gawkily around a plush body pillow on which was printed a picture of a powerful, athletic wolf woman. Pictures of that same woman hovered from the holo-projectors rimmed around the upper bed posts. Nothing risqué. Nothing explicit. Captures and cut-outs from public appearances and Yggdrasil propaganda. A dozen sets of those cold blue eyes gazing down at the chipmunk as she pushed a small kerchief into her nose and took a soft, slightly nasal gasp of the scent on it.


“Oh, Lady Runa.” The girl gasped gently. Her copper-red hair freed from the braids which normally imprisoned it and splayed out across the comforter. That hair caught and pulled awkwardly as the munk splayed herself out on the bed and gazed up at the ceiling. She fidgeted and fussed for a moment trying to get the hair free. Then stopped, tugging her head forward. Small shivers of pain screaming down her spine and causing her legs to squeeze tighter around the body pillow.


“AH! I’m sorry Mistress. Your little toy will behave. I promise.” Katie stammered the words out before taking another deep breath of the kerchief once more. She rolled to her other side, the pillow between her legs now set with another picture of the wolf on top of it. A sultry, predatory rendition done by an artist who had pleaded to remain anonymous.


Katie brushed her hand along the cheek of that picture. Down along its neck, towards the back where the thong strap of a barbaric looking leather bodice held what one could see of Runa’s breasts in place. Katie made low, lazy circles around the clasp.  Trying to imagine the feel of the brass under her fingers. To imagine the scent of that fur, the same scent on her kerchief. The small token of favor that Lady Runa had so carefully ‘dropped’ for her during a tournament oh so any years ago.


“O-of course I would like to worship your breasts, my conqueror.” Katie muttered awkwardly. Licking her lips and shivering. “You’re so pretty, and smart, and cool. You deserve to use me as you wish. I’m just your weak little conquest, your trophy, your prey. And I know you’ll always make sure I am reminded of that every day. And you’ll smile every time I say ‘I love you’… and that’s because I know you feel the same. A-and it will be so cute with me a princess, hanging behind you like a little plaything. All dressed up however you like me. And… and…”

Katie’s hand had just barely brushed the brim of her Pajamas when a familiar tone sounded though her bedroom. The munk girl gasped and quickly scrambled to twist herself up to sitting. She waved away the holograms frantically and quickly pulled the body pillow on top of her lap to help hide the not so subtle stain forming there. Only when the call began in earnest did Katie seem to realize the wrong end of the pillow was facing up. Her face now flushed crimson as she flipped it over just in time to gaze at the smiling face of her dear eldest brother.



“Greetings, little sister.” The smirking chipmunk projected from the holo emitter held a bemused air about him as he took a quick look over the younger girl. A beautiful young man with flowing shoulder length headfur and a warm smile that seemed to carry on from the queen to all of the Bran children.


Katie returned it, her freckles and soft face far less inspirational, at least in her mind, than the gallant young knight destined for the throne. “I, er uh, well…” She shoved as much of the large pillow as she could behind her and scooted herself back on the bed. “I take it your tour of our allied free-worlds is going well so far?”

“Well enough.” the man chuckled. “Really nothing more than a bit of a publicity stunt. Not even a useful one. The companies under our umbrella are doing plenty to ensure our allies see the value of exclusivity contracts. I think father is simply interested in wooing a few more worlds into selling out their larger cities or mineral rights to our subsidiaries.”

“I think he’s just trying to show off how proud he is of his successor.” she chirped happily.


“Hardly. It’s simple politics. Sending a child to take care of important matters simply lets the other party know how important you consider them.”

“Even if you don’t?” Katie smirked.


“Our allies are very important, little sister. If you can’t deal with them even-handedly then they won’t remain allies for long. I would have figured finishing school and those private tutors more than sufficient to impart that to you.”

The Chipmunk wrinkled her nose in disgust and leaned back against the pillow, almost losing her grip. It took a few moments of awkward and painfully conspicuous shifting in order to keep it covered up. All the while her bright blue-green eyes fixed firmly Tristan.


“Something wrong, dear sister?” Tristan chuckled


“What? No, nothing.” Katie eeped.


“I’m glad.” Tristan chuckled “Especially considering the reason for my call. Considering I’m still too far out and most of our other siblings are indisposed. Or, well..”

“Carmichael.” Katie muttered.


“Well, yes.” Tristan sighed. “It falls upon you to undertake a rather important diplomatic mission. One father feels can only be trusted to a Bran.”

“It does? Are you sure it does?” Katie swallowed hard. She put on the best smile she could, The incomparable poise and composure of a princess stopping right at the neck where she fidgeted and twisted nervously. Her body curling and twisting to grip the pillow behind her as tightly as the awkward position would allow. Toes curling and her foot digging into the soft rug below her bed. Small tics an experienced warrior and statesman like her elder brother was likely to pick up on without a hint of trouble. Yet still she kept the dumb smirk plastered on her face. The gawky sheepishness barely held back under the well trained mask of gracious nobility.


“I don’t know if you’ve heard. I know the normal news channels have not been informed as of yet and if you had heard it’s most likely to have been from mother or father. But it seems that some word has come down about what happened to Ser Collins.”

Katie slumped at that and smiled softly “Oh, they found him?”

Tristan looked away. He hardly hid his emotions. Yet at the same time he always seemed able to stride though them with some measure of grace. His clear discomfort was enough for her stomach to drop straight out of her. The room suddenly going so very cold.


“The one who was caught with his sword has made claims of being his squire. Considering the armor she was found with, it’s likely she stole and sold his armor in order to pay for something functional. It’s also likely she knows where he… where his remains would be kept. She’s being held right now and has been subjected to at least some interrogation. Father has requested you bring the sword back and pay respects for the capture.”

Katie nodded dryly. The siblings both quiet for what felt like ages. The small flickers of interference from Tristan’s broadcast providing some minor distraction as Katie followed them up. Her eyes seeking patterns as her mind struggled to reboot itself properly.


“How’s father taking it?” Katie finally sighed. Unsure of any way around the looming question.


“Rough.” Tristan sighed. “He didn’t want to tell you himself. I don’t think he wanted to tell me. But as the eldest the brunt of the burden is my own. I haven’t seen him like this since Grandfather passed.”


“It’s only natural.” Katie sighed.


“But I think he and mother knew if they told you then you’d be glued to the side of the throne seeking to cheer him. Not exactly becoming of one in his position. A ruler must have the strength of steel at all times. For the people, and the corp.” The young knight nodded solemnly at the oft repeated words. His smile returning somewhat, not that it did much for Katie as she slumped back into the bed and sighed.


“So when do I leave? I mean, you’re right. I’d much rather stay and comfort father right now. But since I can’t imagine he’ll allow me to sit at the side of his throne and sing for him all day like when grandfather passed I guess I may as well be the good obedient princess, yes?”

“Sis. You ‘are’ the good, obedient Princess. It’s why the people love you so.”

“Stop it.” Katie whined “You’re just trying to distract me.” The recognition did little to stop her from blushing and fidgeting a bit from the praise. Something she’d never fully gotten used to.


“Perhaps I am.” Tristan chuckled “And I’d say it’s working. But don’t worry I’m sure you can pester Father out of his depression upon your return. I’ve already made most of the arrangements. Nothing too big, but enough to get you there safely. Along with a couple of maids and a small contingent of knights, just to be safe.”

The munk girl bristled a bit an shook her head bitterly. “I don’t need a babysitter.” she muttered


“Sister dearest, please don’t be difficult on this.” He sighed


“Why? I mean it’s not like any of our allied worlds would dare let me come to harm. Our knights have far more important things to do than guard me”

Tristan sighed once more and slumped back, actually falling into a chair. The transmission weak enough that it took a few moments for most of the thing to render, leaving a rather silly image of Tristan seemingly hovering over vacant empty space. “Unfortunately she was not on one of our allied worlds when captured. Or indeed anywhere near our territory.”

“So an even longer journey.” Katie sighed. “Well, where will I be headed then?”

Tristan remained quiet for a long moment. A look bordering on terror slowly crept over his face as he now fidgeted in much the same way his younger sister had not long ago. “Well you see. The thing about that is, well…” He drew it out as long as he could, before sighing in defeat and slumping further. “To the Yggdrasil corporate Headquarters.”

“Yggdrasil?” The munk girls eyes starting to light up a bit. The stress and worry melting away. Soon she was perched near the very end of her bed fidgeting eagerly and leering over her glasses.


“Yes.” Tristan sighed. “The one who captured this girl is Runa Jarlsdottr. Meaning she’s the one you’ll be meeting with for the debriefing and return of the sword.”

“Runa?” The chipette trailed off. Her jaw agape. Her eyes widening to the size of tea saucers.


“Yes.” Tristan sighed 


If there was any attempt to hide her enthusiasm, it failed almost instantly. Katie quickly springing up and bouncing for joy. Giggle-snorting happily, going from bouncing on the balls of her feet to springing her knees on to the edge of the mattress, loosing an ear splitting squeal as she scrunched her fists up near her face.


She finally fell backwards on to her bed and swooned loudly. The hologram of Tristan grumbling The reaction almost exactly what he’d expected.


“I suppose I should allow you some time to collect yourself, dear sister.” Tristan sighed. “I’ll send a packet with all the information soon. Just, try not to be too upset.”

The dry snark was utterly lost on Katie, kicking her legs and squirming happily side to side on the bed unable to control herself.


“I’ll send Natty the details for your itinerary, sister dear.” The older chipmunk sighed. He tried like hell to sound cross. It didn’t work. “Just promise me you won’t embarrass the family too badly.”
--------------------


Fort Greycliff sat like a massive stone at the edge of its namesake ridge. The heavy composite bedrock providing an ominous face for the weapon-scarred testing ground below it. Inside the fort sat largely empty. A throng of trainees, squires and support staff stuffed into barracks and cramped offices. 


Young men and women under dozens of different banners, oaths sworn to every mercenary outfit or powerful house in New Avalon went about their business with meals and prayers and evening shifts leaving a skeletal reminder to continue the ceaseless tasks which must be accomplished each day.


The mech bay set down into the cliff face itself was particularly barren that night. A massive metal tomb lined with heavy, worn scaffolding and arrays of personalized tool boxes. Were this a ship or an active defense outpost such a place would be bustling with shift crew going over diagnostic reports and working to keep every machine held within under optimal conditions should the knights who kept them be scrambled. Such bays would be littered with debris and the scars of honest work. Hardly the pristine halls of a training base.


The tall, well muscled figure who strode her way though the darkness lamented how far she had fallen from those hallowed front line bases. Yet the point upon which her vision was fixed, a small blue-white glow buzzing from under the foot of a heavily customized Joyeaux. A pair of heavy work boots kicking hard to the beat of an unheard tune.


The owner of those work boots was a pink skinned tree frog girl. Stocky yet somehow a bit wiry of limb. Her eyes covered in goggles as she toiled away at the robust internals within the foot’s thrust actuation systems. She was lost in her own world. Cut off from everything. Especiallythe well polished military boots moving up and pulling her out on the worn old creeper seat leaving the frog looking up at an unhappy feline face.




“DaCruz”

The loud bark rang out though the bay. Bouncing off of the high vaulted walls and into the small corners where racks of Squire rigs hung. The lanky ocelot bristled and took a few steps closer to the dangling legs. Her ears twitching. The feline finally slammed the tip of her boot into one of the exposed casters of the roller.


Below the menacing knights gaze, a young tree frog looked up in stunned surprise. Her eyes covered by a set of welding goggles and face covered with smudges of solid graphine lubrication. A massive pink bubble hanging from her lips at the cusp of mid pop, bobbing around from the sudden jolt of kinetic energy while the frog to which it belonged lay stone still.


“Are you listening to me, squire?” The feline hissed. She watched the frog girl scramble up to her feet and salute. Dirty unkempt work overalls and tattered T shirt showing the wear of her work while the goggles went clear revealing the vibrant indigo eyes behind them.


Joan stood still for the longest moment. Her body straining to stay rail straight and eyes fixed firmly ahead. The Knights gaze passed her several times before she finally guessed at what might be wrong and quickly wrapped the big bubble up with her nimble tongue, yanking the wad of gum into her cheek.


This act was enough to appease the feline, for the moment at least. Her shoulders rolling in the stiff flight suit as she paced her way around the young squire once. “A little too focused on your music, are you?” she balked.


“Ser, It was actually a really interesting audio novel, Ser Bennett, Ser.” She winced a bit, expecting a sound clocking for the talkback. For now at least she thankfully got nothing more than a small snarl and a small flicker of blue image static across the knights eyes.


“I have a new assignment for you. One that just came across my desk not an hour ago.”


“Does this have to do with the word of tension from the Drassi’s and all the ships moving around the Barnard’s Relay, Ser? Ma’am?” Joan winced even as she said the words. Ser Bennett had already scolded many of the squires for wild speculation. Even if it was all anyone could talk about these days.


“I can see why you might think that, DaCruz. After all a building conflict seems like exactly the kind of thing that would force us to press screw-up low breeds such as yourself into active duty. But no, fortunately the pipe dreams about a war with the Great Tree are still just that. Nobody on either side is stupid enough to ignite that conflict again. Though the lord knows I wish they’d put the Combine to the torch at some point. At least the barbarian slavers of Yggdrasil can behave themselves with some civility about it.”

“Oh, I see. Then, uh, I mean if I may ask, Ma’am. What is it that I’ll be doing?” Joan dared a bit of wrath to move her slender flexible arm up and scratch the small of her back where work overalls and shirt met. Not that she really itched, per say. If anything she was too nervous, too scared to feel anything under the stern lecturing glower of her superior officer. Each step Bennett took with her own heavy frame sending shivers up her spine. It took everything the poor frog had not to give in and blow a bubble, to remind herself just how inappropriate such a thing would be. But her body demanded some form of movement at least.


Bennett, observant as ever, caught the motion and quickly batted her hand back down. “By the lord, DaCruz, at least try to pretend you have a bit of discipline. Especially since I’m throwing you a rather big bone here.”

“A big bone, Ser Bennet?” Any nervous fidgeting died away instantly at that. Joans eyes brightening and the goggles going a bit opaque for a moment before she caught the stray impulse and righted the situation.


“I’m putting you in as support on Novak’s spear. Ser Scott is on leave to stay with his wife and new child, and as such Ser Novak is a bit short handed. Normally I’d be wary of putting someone with your reputation on any sort of mission, Especially one this high profile…”



“Ma’am I swear there was nothing we could have done. Those Ragdolls had something funny going on with them. Nobody could get a target lock.”

“Zip it.” Bennett snapped “One more unasked for word out of you and I’m likely to change my mind.”

Joan opened her mouth to speak, then clammed up quickly. Her toes twisted and curled in her boots as she tried like hell to remain still once more. She managed to stay so while Bennett moved in and loomed furiously over her. The knight barley able to contain her contempt.


“As I was saying.” the feline muttered. “This isn’t just a job, but a rather high profile one. It’s also easier than digging a ditch. Meaning all you have to do is keep your mouth shut until it’s completed and you’ll have your spurs. Odds are good without firing a single shot.”

Joan nodded softly. Confused, curious, but not daring to utter a word. She took in a deep breath in a vain effort to make herself seem bigger, more important, more worthy of whatever it was the knight had in mind. Her only reward was the rather condescending growl of Ser Bennett as she snagged the overall strap hanging off of Joan’s arm and pulled it contemptuously back into place.


“In one weeks time, Princess Katherine is to go on a diplomatic mission to Yggdrasil. I don’t know all of the political reasoning behind it. Nor do I care. Considering how far she is from the throne I doubt the Drassi’s will be stupid enough to start a war over her, and indeed odds are good they’d fight like hell to keep her safe, just to avoid a conflict. However, it has been decided that, for her protection, She’ll be taking the trip in the suite of a commercial cruise liner. The ‘Queen Grace’, to be exact.”

“Wow, fancy.” Joan giggled before quickly throwing her hands over her mouth again. “S-sorry, Ser.”

“As I was saying.” Bennett muttered “Secrecy is seen as better security right now than something that would look like a show of force with all these stupid rumors going around. But we still need to be concerned for the worst case scenario. The Queen Grace was chosen because its defensive weapons were refitted recently, and there’s a launch bay with a slingshot and room for one spear. You’ll be filling in on Novak’s crew. You will listen to Ser Novak no matter what. Follow his orders explicitly, ‘protect’ the princess from harm that won’t come and when you return most likely be knighted for working such detail. That way your beloved ‘benefactor’ can stop standing for you and I can get you out of my hair and deal with those who haven’t needed to be trained from square one. Now then, do you have any questions?”

There was one. One that had to be asked. One that Joan hated herself for even as she opened her mouth. Her eyes wide with terror as her brain skipped every critical filter yet again and blurted it out. “Just one, Ser Bennett. Why me, exactly?”

The feline seemed almost ready to backhand the poor girl. Something that would have left a serious mark considering her own size and the genetic enhancements the veteran knight held. Instead she broke a smile. A wicked grin worse than any scowl. “You may be a fuck-up. You may have laughable piety and a shoddy sense of honor when it comes to combat. You may even have poor breeding. But you’re loyal. I know you won’t say anything stupid to jeopardize the Princess’ safety. And really that’s all this mission calls for. A warm body who can keep her mouth shut about this to others. You can do that, can’t you squire?”

“Aye, Ser Bennett.” she nodded “I can do that, absolutely. Thank you for this opportunity.”

With that the Ocelot turned and made her way out of the hanger, leaving the still stunned Joan frozen in salute, save for one rather large bubble she blew proudly just as Bennett’s tail slipped out of sight.

