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      SALE


      The sign that hung over the large wooden door needed no explanation: five oversized golden chain links entwined in a loop. The face of the squat, stone structure was empty besides, absent even a window to let in the sun. Everyone else walking past gave the entrance a wide berth, as though standing too close invited the attention of the occupants. As I paced before the building, a few passers-by stopped to stare. None approached, though, and they averted their gazes as they hurried away. Not my concern, their actions said. Nothing I can do.


      Turning my back on the city square, I tensed my paws into fists, then raised one arm and knocked, rapping my white knuckles against the wood. As soon as I did so, it swung open to reveal a grey-furred wolf standing within. Aside from a collar made of polished steel chain locked around his neck, he was nude. Despite his exposure, he stood tall, his ears erect and unashamed. A metal tag dangled beside the lock at the hollow of this throat, glinting in the sunlight. He rested one paw on the edge of the door, then cocked his head at me, his silver eyes catching mine in an unasked question.


      My eyes darted to the paw holding the door open; he’d been declawed, his fingers ending only in soft fur. My attention snapped back to his face and I opened my muzzle to speak, but my throat had suddenly run dry. “I... I need... I mean....” I stammered, one paw rising shakily to gesture overhead, towards the sign, hoping to explain without saying a word.


      “Milos, down,” called a thin but stern voice from behind the wolf. “Take the boy’s cloak.”


      The wolf’s reaction to his name was instantaneous. He dropped to his knees, his head bowed and his tail tucked. The door, now free of his grasp, begun to swing closed of its own accord, until I propped it open with one hind. Milos raised his arms to me, and I awkwardly slipped the rough-spun woolen cloak from my shoulders and into his paws. As soon as he had it, he shuffled out of the doorway, never rising from his awkward crouch as he approached the wooden coat rack beside the door. He stood just long enough to hang my cloak, then returned to his previous posture, resting his paws on the floor beside him.


      I stared for several seconds, watching the whole proceeding, until the voice that had spoken before cut through the jumble of my thoughts. “So, come to observe my pet, or was there something else?”


      I tore my eyes away from the wolf, towards the speaker. Behind the desk that dominated the room sat a tall, middle-aged raccoon. Her eyes were chips of amethyst shot with gold. She kept her teeth hidden behind a thin smile, and her black-furred ears stood relaxed and erect, but there was no masking the hungry glint in her gaze. She wore a loose cotton robe dyed in a range of greens, cinched at her waist by a broad brass chain-link belt. Her wrists, her ankles, and the end of her tail were similarly adorned, the metal gleaming against her dark fur.


      She beckoned me within, and I hesitantly crossed the threshold into the front office. Witchlights illuminated the interior, soft yellow lights that floated around the edges of the room. Woven tapestries hung on the walls and insulated the stone floor. A pair of solid wooden chairs sat to one side of the desk, the raccoon’s lavishly stuffed seat on the other. The coat rack holding my cloak hovered near the door leading back to the city square and safety. Behind the desk, a second door sealed with a heavy bolt and a lock led further into the depths of the Slavers Guild.


      The door swung closed behind me as I released it, and I stiffened as it closed. The raccoon’s smile tightened and her ears flicked back against her head briefly. “Come to see the wares?” she asked, stepping out from behind her desk. She clicked her claws twice, and Milos hurried over to her side, kneeling again behind her. She reached down and lightly combed her fingers through the wolf’s fur. “Looking for a servant, perhaps?”


      I shook my head rapidly, my ears flat back against my skull. My cheeks felt hot, but my fingers were numb. “No, that’s not it, I—”


      The raccoon tilted her head to the side. “Oh, I see.” She nodded knowingly. “Looking to become a man, are you? Strapping, young buck like you? We can rent for an hour or a night, if you like.” She cupped her paw beneath Milos’ muzzle and stroked the fur of his throat, eliciting a pleasant growl out of the wolf. He shifted in place, spreading his legs to reveal his plumping sheath. “This one’s personal, but I’m sure we could find—”


      “No!” I blurted. My chest felt tight and my eartips quivered. “Not to buy, not to rent. To—” I cut myself off quickly, tearing my gaze away. My breath came in short bursts, and I forced myself to take a deep breath, then let it out in a noisy rush. “To sell,” I finally mumbled, unable to pick my eyes up off of the floor.


      “Oh?” The slaver dragged out the syllable. “And just... what... would you be selling?”


      I turned towards the door leading outside. It might have only been a few paces behind me, but it was an uncrossable gulf away. I struggled for the words to explain and found only fear, pride, shame. I tried to put these into words, but none would come forth. My heart pounded in my chest, and I looked up, shivering, into the raccoon’s hungry violet eyes.


      She licked her lips, a reflexive flick of her tongue as she stared at me. “Oh, my,” she murmured. The thick rug absorbed her hindfalls as she glided across the floor, and then suddenly she was beside me. I caught the faint scent of hazel from her fur as she loomed over me. “And just why would a young thing like you be on the market?”


      I shrugged and pulled away from her. “It’s none of your concern.”


      I’d taken half a step when her paw was at the back of my neck, claws grabbing the collar of my shirt. “Not an attitude you should take, child,” she hissed, her breath warm against my ear, her voice low and harsh. “If I were the one holding your leash, I could order you to tell me, beat you to within a hair of your life if I didn’t like the answer, and then ask again.” One arm thrust out in front of me, one claw pointing to the door at the far end of the room, behind her desk. “This is no game, child. Once you’re through there, there’s no return short of release from your master.” Her voice tightened on the last word, as did the cotton around my neck, catching my breath.


      Instinctively, my paws went to my throat, pulling against my own shirt to breathe clearly. “My... my mother!” I shouted between gasps. “Please—” My voice broke, a shudder running through me. “I— I’ll tell!”


      Instantly, her grip relaxed and she stepped away, but the first sob was already starting. “My father... the plow and the winter broke him.” I tugged uselessly at the collar of my shirt. “My mother can’t... couldn’t feed us all. Somebody... I had to do something!” The damage was done, the truth exposed. I shuddered, biting my lip to stifle the sobs welling up in my chest, breathing shallowly through my muzzle. I wiped at my eyes with one paw. “This way... this way it’s one less to feed, and more coin in her purse.”


      Something warm brushed my leg, and I looked down to see Milos pressed against me. His fur was thick, slightly coarse but well-groomed. His silver eyes met mine, and a fleeting smile crossed his muzzle before fading back to the carefully neutral expression he wore when I first saw him. I reached down and stroked the back of the wolf’s head, gliding my pads over his ears. He let out a low rumble of pleasure, pressing back against my fingers, and his clawless fingers kneaded the ground.


      The slaver cleared her throat quietly. When I looked up, she was standing beside her desk, arms folded across her chest, wearing a slightly bemused smile. “Milos, heel.” All traces of hostility had left her. The wolf crawled back to her and curled up at her side, and she petted him lightly as she watched me. “Everything I said before is true, lad. Once you belong to another, only your master can set you free. You could be killed and no one would care.”


      I blew my nose on my sleeve, then threw up my arms in a helpless shrug. “What does it matter? A quick death from some noble’s sword or a slow one in his fields. Either way it’s the same fate. One’s just faster and less brutal.”


      The slaver shook her head. “You’ll live a lot longer if you can still your tongue. Still, I admire your attitude.” She sat quietly on the edge of her desk for several seconds, then nodded.” Very well, I accept your offer. Have you any skills besides leading a dray and counting seed?”


      I drummed my fingers against each other, shifting my weight from one hind to the other. “I’ve sung in the local choir, and I know all the holes on a recorder.”


      “So, singing and playing?” The raccoon tilted her head to the side. “Can you read as well?”


      I winced and swallowed the sudden sour taste in my throat. “Some. I’ve led my row in hymnal before.”


      The raccoon went silent for a moment before she bared her teeth in a leering grin. “There’s a sale on domestics in a week, and they always fetch a high price. I’d make ten times the coin off of you there than I would by selling you as a laborer.” She squinted at me, then nodded. “If you can learn what I have to teach you in eight days, I’ll send a hundred ducats to your mother. I’ll sign a contract to that effect. At the least, she gets your sale price, less travel and my fee of ten percent. Have we a deal?”


      My eyes blossomed at the figure. That kind of coin would feed my family for a year or more. “It’s... yes.” I swallowed heavily, eyes fixed on the door behind her desk. “Yes, I accept.”


      “Done!” she announced as she clapped her paws together. Then she took a seat behind her desk and began rummaging through drawers, pulling out a thick ledger and some additional papers. She carefully opened it and leaved through the pages. “Your name?”


      I closed my eyes. “Stannis, son of Jedrik, of Barony Jazinsk.”


      She meticulously inked my name into the ledger, then again onto one of the forms. The tip of her quill scratched against the paper, uncomfortably loud in the still air. “Race is rabbit, age is... your age?”


      That sour taste rose in my throat again. “Eighteen.”


      The slaver noted that in the book and on the page, then carefully blotted the ink and set the book aside. She rolled the pages of the contract and slid them into a capped leather tube, which she passed to Milos. “Take these to Stannis’ mother, then return,” she said to the wolf. Then, to me, she said, “Give Milos your mother’s address.”


      I did so, and the wolf nodded to me, bowed to her, and then rose and padded over to the front door, stepping through it silently. I watched it as it fell closed behind him, then turned back to the slaver, who rose from her desk. “Follow me,” she said, motioning towards the other exit from the room, the one leading into the depth’s of the Slavers Guild building. With my head bowed, I fell in step behind her. My heart pounded in my chest, but my head was clear. There was nothing more I could do.
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      ADJUSTMENT


      The back room of the Slavers’ Guildhall was rough-cut stone, its floor worn smooth by countless steps. The walls themselves were bare, and despite the warmth of the entryway, I shivered as soon as I stepped inside. A faint latrine stink permeated the air, mostly covered by sweat and the oppressive scent of fear. I knew them all too well from the cattle we kept and occasionally slaughtered for food. I had to swallow to stop from gagging at the memory; it felt uncomfortably familiar.


      Along one wall ran a row of squat, narrow cages, lined with straw. Two of the cages further down the way held occupants: a male lynx and a female wolf, both as bare as Milos had been. Opposite them were a number of hooks hammered into the wall, from which hung an array of implements: collars, shackles, and other things I couldn’t bring myself to study too closely. At the far end of the room was a second exit. A single silver witchlight, mounted on a pedestal with a heavy black drape crumpled beside it, filled the room with moonglow.


      The slaver ignored both her other captives as she walked to the wall, sliding what looked like a pair of iron arcs down from one of the bars. “Come,” she said, beckoning towards me. “Stand here, facing away.”


      I approached as directed, turning to face the cages. The lynx’s eyes caught mine, his own softening with sympathy as he watched. I started to open my muzzle to speak, but he gave the barest shake of his head, and I closed it again silently. He lifted his muzzle, exposing the collar that encircled his neck, and reflexively I matched his gesture. As soon as I did so, though, I felt cool metal encircle my neck, then heard the clack of my collar’s catch snapping closed behind me, followed quickly by a final snap of a lock fixing it in place.


      “Very good,” the slaver said behind me, her voice pleased. “It’s almost as if you were expecting it.”


      “I wasn’t, actually,” I replied, “but—”


      The lynx’s eyes widened, snapping away from mine to look over my shoulder. A moment later, a single clawtip touched the back of my neck, just above the collar that had already begun to itch. “That was your one free mistake,” the slaver said, her voice suddenly full of ice. “I warned you before you crossed that threshold: your life is no longer your own. At this point, it no longer matters what happens to you. If I were a harsh master, I’d have beaten you the instant you spoke. If I were a cruel one, I’d have beat you before I collared you and made you thank me for being owned. You won’t always be told the rules. They may change without warning. They may not exist. Regardless, you must do your best to obey. Eventually, you’ll fail, and even if you don’t, you’ll still suffer for it. I’ll try to teach you the basics of your new life, but I will not hesitate to reprimand you, even for rules you do not yet know. Do you understand?”


      As she spoke, ice filled the pit of my stomach and chilled the blood inside me, but when she stopped, I nodded, lowering my head.


      The claw left my neck. “That’s better. Lesson one learned: you speak when you’re told to speak. If you’re not addressed directly, you weren’t told to speak.” Something thunked behind me, and then she moved around into my field of vision, holding a thick wooden rod in one paw. “Now, strip.”


      I swallowed heavily and nodded, closing my eyes. I pulled my simple linen shirt over my head, then tossed it to the floor. My clawtips fumbled with my belt, heat flooding my muzzle as I kicked my trousers aside. Wincing, I hooked my thumbs into my unders and slid them down my legs, adding them to the pile. Nude, I forced my fists to my side and studied her expression, looking for approval as I tried to ignore the blush spreading down my chest.


      “And without reminding,” the raccoon said, crossing her arms. “You learn quickly. However.” she held out the staff, its tip touching my cheek. “You forgot one important thing.” She withdrew, and a sly smile split her muzzle. Then she rammed its end into my midsection, sending me to my knees to gasp for breath. “Never meet your owner’s gaze.” A stripe of pain of split my back, driving me to the floor. “You aren’t a person now. You have no voice. You have no say.” She put one hind on the small of my back. “You don’t even have a name any more. Tell me, what is your name, slave?”


      I wheezed, trying to get my arms under me. “S–Stannis.” I glanced towards the lynx in the cage; he shook his head slowly, a sad smile on his muzzle.


      The slaver’s hind rose, then slammed down into my back, driving me into the stone floor. Her rod met my side, wrenching a cry out of my muzzle. “Wrong twice. First, you always address your owner as ‘master.’ Second, your name is whatever your owner says it is. What is your name?”


      My ears flattened against my head in bewilderment. “It’s Sta—” The rod pounded into my rump, just below my tail, right across both cheeks, making me whimper.


      “What is your name, slave?” The staff fell against, this time against my shoulders, dropping me back to the floor again.


      I struggled against the pain, trying to get wind back in my chest. “It’s—” The lynx winced, his whiskers pulling tight against his muzzle. “I... I don’t know!” My voice rose in a cry. “I don’t know!” The staff fell once more across the middle of my back. “Master!” I shouted the word, my voice cracking. Tears streamed down my face. “I don’t know, master!”


      Cool pads cradled my shoulder and side, helping me into a seated position. Then I felt her arms around me, cradling me to her chest. I clutched at her robe, shaking. “Shush, shush now,” she soothed, rocking me gently as I sobbed against her breast. “The first time is always the hardest.” Her fingers lightly stroked my ears. “You do learn quickly. Do you think you can stand?”


      I shook, but nodded. “I... I think so, master.” My breathing was at least under control again, though my throat was raw.


      The slaver smiled. “Good.” The raccoon rose, then helped me to rise. “Now, arms at your side, pads forward, fingers relaxed.” She showed me the position. “Like this. Hinds even with your shoulders, eyes open, head down. Yes, like that. Now, stay.” She slowly circled me, tapping here and there with her rod. I struggled not to flinch, but each time the staff came in contact, I tensed, paws clenching into fists. Her only response was a chuckle. “That’s one response that only time will correct,” she mused, tapping the back of one of my paws. “So, these patches, here and here.” She motioned to the black swatches of fur on my left shoulder and right hip. “Are they natural?”


      I nodded. “Yes, master. I’ve had them since I was a kit.” I did my best to sound natural, but I couldn’t keep the waver out of my voice.


      “Pity,” she replied, a frown in her voice. “Pure white would’ve gone for more at the auction. And here, too.” She tapped the back of my left leg. “Interesting. Something in your breeding. No matter, you’ll still fetch more than I paid for you.”


      The words made me blush; a hundred ducats was more than I’d seen in one place in my life, and she’d offered that much for me, and selling me would fetch still more? If I can remember what I’m taught, I reminded myself. I bowed my head, ears bobbing back against my head. “Yes, master.”


      The raccoon frowned and raised her staff. “Did I address you?”


      My eyes went wide and my knees weakened. “No, master!” I said quickly, blurting out the words.


      The slaver’s smile returned. “I didn’t think so. So, I have some paperwork to attend and dinner to fetch, and you’ve a busy week ahead of you. Into the cage with you.” She backed me into one of the squat cages, forcing me to hunch, then sit awkwardly in the stale straw. The latrine smell was stronger within, but still not overpowering. “Get some rest and heal up. I’ll be back to check on you in a while.” She shut the door, then locked it with a heavy iron key that she took from another of the bars.


      Once inside, I decided to risk a question. As the slaver reached the door to the front office, I called out to her. “Master?”


      The raccoon stopped and turned, her eyes narrowing. “Did I address you?”


      I hesitated, wondering if I should push my luck, but it seemed unlikely that she would come back, open the cage, pull me out to beat me, then lock me away again. Still, I folded my paws in my lap, bracing for the worst. “No, master, but... what is my name now, master?”


      At that, that curiously tender smile that I had seen before returned. “It’s whatever I tell you it is. Now rest.” She draped the heavy black cloth over the witchlight. When the door to the front office closed, the room descended into darkness, leaving me alone with the other slaves and with no option but to try to sleep.


      I groaned when light returned to the room and tried to roll onto my side. I couldn’t remember my dreams, but they must have been terrifying; I’d managed to toss aside the mattress cover in my sleep and was laying directly on bare straw. “Soon, mother,” I mumbled, trying to roll onto my side. “I’m too sore to till today; get Justik to do it.”


      “Justik isn’t here,” replied a jarring voice. “Nor is your mother.”


      As soon as I heard the slaver’s words, memory returned to me. I struggled to kneel, whimpering as the aches of my last encounter made themselves known again. Head bowed, I rested my paws on my spread knees, my pads upturned, my fingers as relaxed as I could make them. I tried to keep my expression level, but I couldn’t fight the flush of heat that flooded my cheeks.


      Two sets of hindfalls approached. “You’re probably hungry,” the slaver said. “You slept through supper. I wouldn’t normally feed you until mid-morning, but I need you recovered from yesterday and I can’t train you as well on an empty stomach.” A key rattled in the lock of my door, and I looked up to see Milos kneeling next to the door; in one paw he held a hunk of bread, a pair of carrots in the other. He passed them to me, and I ate ravenously, down to the tops.


      As I licked my pads for crumbs, Milos beckoned to me. I couldn’t stand, so I had to crawl out of the cage. The wolf took one of my arms in his paw, helping me forward, but then cupped my muzzle in the other and lifted it. Before I could blink, the slaver stepped forward and hooked something to my collar. My ears flattened against my head at the sudden clack of metal against metal, and then something tugged on my neck, hard. I let out a yelp and Milos released me, leaving me free to look down to see a leather braid running from my neck back to the slaver’s paw.


      The slaver favored her pet with a stroke of his head, one thumb tickling the inner edge of his ear. “Thank you, Milos. Finish preparations for me. You may rise.” The wolf bowed at the waist, his forehead nearly touching her hind, then stood and walked over to the wall. When I turned my head to follow him, though, a sharp tug brought my attention back to the raccoon holding the other end of my lead, jerking me forward. “Your eyes here.”


      Instantly, my head turned to hers, then quickly dropped again. “Yes, master,” I murmured.


      “Good,” the raccoon replied. “So then, you said you’d led your row in hymnal.”


      “Yes, master,” I agreed. “I’ve been told that my singing voice is strong if high.”


      She motioned for me to proceed. “Something challenging, then. Do you know all of ‘We Shall All Walk Together’?”


      I hesitated, but then nodded. “I think so, master.” My throat was still sore from yesterday’s beating, and the first few bars faltered, but I found the key soon enough. I closed my eyes, imagining services at home as I sang. Mother would be wearing her full-black dress and cowled cloak. Justik and I would be in jacket and cap. Anya would ask when she’d be old enough to cover, and Nadzia would laugh at her and try to tickle her ears. Little Gior would just be old enough to attend and not cry. The smell of food, breads and thin stews and whatever else could be spared across twenty families, would fill the meetinghouse. This week’s keeper of the litany – often Father while he was alive – would stand at the podium dispensing guidance and stories of hardship and compassion, inviting others to share their troubles. Then we would all lift our voices. I could imagine hearing Mother’s clear upper reaches and Father’s supportive lower register accompanying me.


      Thinking of them, my voice cracked. Memories came themselves to me unbidden. The last services before I’d left had been of little comfort. The deep winter had left more than one farm barren, and little more than bread graced the meetinghouse tables. Mother’s eyes were as cold as the room, the pain of her loss still too new and too real for her to handle. Neither Justik nor I could comfort her, and Anya and Nadzia could barely be coaxed to smile, much less laugh, and the expression never reached their eyes. Little Gior’s tears would not be stilled, and all through hymnal his cries could be heard, giving voice to the pain we all felt. I did my best to fill Father’s role that week, but I couldn’t be the man he was, and I knew, looking at the weary faces around me, that everyone else knew it too.


      I choked, covering my muzzle with my paws. The tears that I had been forced to hide at services flowed freely, my voice descending into sobs. “F–forgive me, master,” I managed to say with some effort. “I’m sorry.”


      “I think I understand,” the raccoon replied. “I recall what you said about your reasons. This must all still be a shock to you. You were correct, by the way. Your voice is quite strong, even if it is high for your age.”


      I nodded in response, clearing my throat and trying to get myself under control, ears reddening at the compliment.


      She took a handkerchief from within her dark yellow dress and offered it to me. “Take a moment and compose yourself. I’ll check on Milos.” With that, she dropped her end of my leash and walked over to the wolf.


      As she conferred with her pet, I wiped at my eyes, then blew my nose and folded the square of cloth. With a few moments, I looked down at the lead; it hung from my neck, three braided leather straps almost as long as I was tall, ending in a loop. I glanced towards the slaver, then past; the door to the front office sat faintly ajar. Visions of escape tickled the back of my head. I could probably sprint faster than either of them, I thought. I could be outside before either of them could catch me. Once I made it to the city walls, any number of people would take me. I could be free of the collar by morning, and if there’s been no sale, then I could just return the contract. She loses a piece of bread and some time; I lose a night’s sleep and some dignity. Given what’s happened, anyone would forgive me.


      The raccoon returned and took the handkerchief from one paw, the end of the leash from the other. She slipped the loop of leather around her wrist, then gave it a tug, snapping me back to my senses. “What were you thinking?”


      I wiped at my nosepad with the back of one paw. “Nothing, master.”


      The slaver frowned. “I spare you some time to recover and you show your gratitude by trying to deceive me?”


      “No, master!” The response was reflexive, my head shaking emphatically. “It’s just.... I’m sorry, master. I was thinking how easy it would have been to try to escape. Your back was turned, I had control of my leash, and the door is open.”


      At that, the raccoon blinked and tilted her head to the side, her expression sliding into confusion. “Then why didn’t you run?”


      I drew in a deep breath. “Because, master, there’s no reason to return. We had too many muzzles to feed and too few crops to feed them. I did this to give them a chance. Going back would take that away from them.” I sighed heavily, feeling as though a weight had just fallen from my chest. “This is my life now, master. Your life, until I’m sold.”


      The slaver nodded at that, her smile returning. “I think you’ll adapt quickly. You have some actions and attitudes to unlearn, but I think the last time I saw someone accept and adapt to his fate so quickly was—” She stopped, her eyes briefly dropping to the wolf that knelt once more beside her. She put one paw on the back of Milos’ head, lightly stroking his ears, drawing a growl of pleasure out of him. “The one who buys you at auction is going to go home with a prize.”


      I ducked my head, smiling at the compliment, but I caught myself before speaking. Instead I just knelt, resting my paws on my knees as she’d shown me yesterday. I could feel the heat in my ears and muzzle, but then Milos suddenly leaned over and, with that faint smirk, licked my cheek. I cried out in surprise and reflexively wiped at my face with the back of my paw, following that with a whimper at the light rap of the slaver’s rod on the back of my head.


      The raccoon chuckled and tugged upwards on my leash. “And you were doing so well. Up with you, for the moment. I have one or two last things to examine before your first lesson.” I stood again, and she ran her claws through my fur. She hummed quietly, rubbing strands between thumb and forefinger. “It’s a fine texture, and thick.” She leaned close and took a deep breath. “I don’t smell anything. Milos, check him.”


      The wolf bowed again, then suddenly pressed his muzzle firmly into my groin. His breath was hot against my sheath, which immediately sent a fresh wave of embarrassment down my spine. Reflexively, I moved to push Milos away, but the slaver rapped me on the back of one paw, and I forced them back down to my sides. If anything, Milos seemed encouraged by my discomfort, nuzzling between my legs and sniffing deeply. Uninvited, my shaft began to stir, though of course the slaver’s pet took no notice. His tongue squirmed further back, making me squeak. I shivered as he licked at the sensitive skin just at the base of my rump. He remained there, eyes closed for several painfully long seconds, tasting and smelling. Finally, though, he withdrew and shook his head. Then his tongue snapped forward and caressed the end of my shaft before he returned to his kneel, his tail wagging while my ears and cheeks burned.


      The raccoon only smirked as she watched, though when Milos licked me she rolled her eyes and rapped the back of his head with her staff. “Enough of that, you.” Then she turned her attention back to me, her tail waving bemusedly behind her as she studied my humiliation. “You’re clean, which is good. How well do you know your way around a mattress?”


      I didn’t think I could flush any darker. “Master?”


      The slaver sighed and tapped her wooden rod against her paw. “Have you ever bed anyone?”


      Suddenly the room grew very cold. My voice caught in my throat, but I managed to whisper, “No, master.”


      “Well, time for you to learn,” she replied. “Kneel. Milos, rise. Undress me.” As I returned to my knees, the wolf stood and helped the slaver out of her garment, leaving her bare from the waist down. I lowered my gaze and bit my lip, afraid to look at her, afraid even to breathe. The slaver moved in front of me, forcing her scent into my nostrils. A sudden tug at my leash snapped my head upwards, so that I was staring directly at the cleft between her legs. “Put your fingers here, carefully, then move them apart and tell me what you see.”


      With shaking fingers, I did as I was told, then leaned in to get a good look. Her musk was heavy and faintly sweet, clinging to her fur. Past the cleft, her skin was curiously bare, like a pad but much more delicate. As for what I saw, I stared for a moment, then stammered, “Master, I... see a ridge of flesh half-covering a small bump. Below that are two openings, a smaller one above a larger.”


      The slaver smiled. “Your eyes are good, at least. Now, let’s try your tongue. Lick me.”


      I blanched. “Master?” Rather than respond, she simply let the wooden rod rest on my shoulder, so with a whimper, I leaned forward to do as she said. Her flesh tasted as her musk suggested, with a hint of salt as well. Almost as soon as I touched her, though, she let out a trilled sigh and I pulled back in surprise. “Master, I’m sorry!”


      The rod rapped me lightly on the shoulder, making me wince. “I’ll tell you when to stop. Keep doing that, but vary your motions, and stay away from that button until I say otherwise. Proceed.” I tried to do as she said, clumsily lapping at her flesh while she directed me, but after just a minute or two, my tongue and jaw began to grow tired. “That will need work, to be sure,” she commented, stepping back and letting my leash go slack. “Still, you’ve learned everything else quickly enough. Milos, dress me, then stand here.” She motioned to the wolf, who slid the slaver’s dress back around her shoulders, then returned her belt to her. As she buckled it, she turned to me. “Surely you’ve at least touched yourself, yes?”


      My ears flattened back against my head. “Yes, master.”


      “Good,” she replied. “So, you won’t need me to tell you what a sheath looks like.” She gestured to Milos. “Show me what you know. Milos, perform, but wait.”


      The wolf let out a whine as he presented himself to me. My fingers shook only slightly less as I gently cupped his sheath, stroking the short, sensitive fur with my fingerpads. Milos let out a soft whimper, but he nodded encouragingly, spreading his legs slightly. I felt as if all the blood in my body had rushed to my face. Still, I did what I could to pleasure him, coaxing his shaft out of its sheath, urging him to firmness. Much more quickly than I expected, his pink cock had presented itself, its tip already showing signs of excitement.


      Milos whined again, nodding encouragingly as I bent forward and wrapped my lips around the tip of the wolf’s shaft with less trepidation. His whimper dropped into a growl of pleasure as I began to suck. Still sore from my earlier efforts, I could do little more than tease, but then he began to rock his hips and push himself further into my muzzle. Closing my eyes, I focused on keeping my lips tight against his shaft and caressing his sheath with my paws as he thrust forward, each motion sending him a little deeper towards my throat.


      It wasn’t long at all before Milos’ paws were on the back of my head, holding me in place as he sunk his shaft into my throat. My own cock ached from arousal, leaking need, but I did my best to keep my attentions focused on the wolf, stroking his sheath and gently squeezing his knot. Soon, he was whining with every breath, his knees trembling and a steady drip of his anticipation coating my tongue. He started to pant, his claws pressing into my skull, his hips jerking as he bit his hip, trying to delay his release.


      As soon as the slaver said, “Milos, now,” he let out a howl, then drove himself forward, shaft twitching between my lips as he finished, filling my muzzle with his seed. I gagged from the sudden flood, then coughed and spilled ropy strands down my chin. He bucked a few last times, then released me and slowly withdrew. As soon as he was free of my muzzle, I swallowed frantically, trying to clear my throat, then wiped at my muzzle with a paw.


      The slaver’s rod rapped my knuckles, making me wince. “Wait until you’re told you may before you do that, next time.” I heard the smile in her voice. “The first time is always a challenge, but you did well enough.”


      “Yes, master,” I replied, licking my lips to savor the last drops of Milos’ release. Despite the surprise, I found myself enjoying the thought of what had happened. I wanted to feel humiliated by what I had just done, but so much had stricken me in just the last day that I didn’t feel capable of any more embarrassment. Instead, all I could feel past the numbness in my muzzle and the soreness in my knees was arousal and a hint of pride at how quickly Milos had begged for release.


      The raccoon crossed her arms. “Hmph. Well, it doesn’t matter what you’d prefer, but it’s worth knowing.” She handed me a small rag. “Wipe your muzzle. You’ve a lot left to learn, but I’ve no doubt you will by the auction. Now, back in the cage with you. You need the rest, and I have other work to do.”
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      EXCHANGE


      The door to the front office opened with a creak, stirring me out of a deep sleep. Then the cloth covering the witchlight dropped away, flooding the room in half-light. I wanted to whimper, to roll away and cover my eyes with my paws, but I knew what response that would bring. Despite the sleep lingering in my bones, I forced myself up onto my knees and bowed my head. I didn’t turn my head to watch, but I could hear the other two slaves doing the same.


      The slaver’s hindfalls whispered across the stone as she walked. “I know it’s early,” she admitted, “but the sooner you’re at the auction-house, the better the price you’ll fetch. Come, come.” She bent at the waist and slipped a pair of iron manacles joined to a short metal bar through the front of my cage. “Put this on, arms behind your back.” Then she walked past, passing another set each to the other two slaves. I took the contraption and, despite my confines, worked the manacles behind my back. Putting the first loop around one wrist was simple enough, but I banged my head into the top of the cage as I struggled to close the second by feel alone. I let out a whine, quickly stilling myself as the raccoon approached.


      Her short staff rattled the top of the cage. “Is there a problem?” she asked coolly, folding her arms across her chest. She held her rod loosely in one paw, bouncing it lightly against her shoulder.


      I ducked my head reflexively. “No, master.”


      She paused, then stepped back. “Good.” A moment later, she knelt and unlocked the door to my cage, then quickly rose and moved on. “Out, rise, and stand there, single-file,” she called out as she walked to the next cage in the line. She gestured towards the rear exit out of the back room, then turned her attention back to the lynx one cage removed.


      By the time I had crawled out of the waist-high cage and risen to my hinds, my shoulders were already somewhat sore and my wrists hurt from the metal rubbing against the fur. I tried to stretch out some of my lingering weariness and soreness, but the bar holding the manacles together made moving a challenge; they were too close to be able to bring my arms forward, but too far apart to lock my fingers. Clever design, I admitted to myself, trying to ignore what was about to happen. I waited for the two other slaves to take up a position in front of the rear door, then fell in behind them. The slaver worked the heavy lock, then released it, and a cool breeze from outside blew into the room as the door swung wide. Then, for the first time in almost a week, I stepped back outside the confines of the Slavers Guildhall.


      Outside, the crisp morning air was such a change from the fetid haze in that back room that I quickly felt a little lightheaded. A chill breeze had me longing for the coat I’d left behind with the rest of my life. Overhead, the sun hadn’t yet risen, but the sky was as clear as a mountain stream, a deep and vivid blue just beginning to lighten in the distance. A number of stars shone overhead. Matska and Oshka were still setting to the west, though little Korski had long since raced past the horizon. On a day like today, I mused, I could have been huddled up under a thick cotton quilt, sipping hot mulled cider and listening to Anya and Nadzia play in the common room, while Mother worked in the kitchen. I could have gone out hunting for late-blooming leeks and early lettuces, looking forward to an evening snowfall. For a few moments, I let the memories play themselves out in my mind, a smile rising to my muzzle for the first time in days.


      Then I blinked, and my gaze fell gaze back down to earth; such thoughts hadn’t disturbed me in four or five days now, and today of all days was no time to lament what might have been. Half a block down the street, Milos stood waiting in front of a covered wagon, his arms crossed behind his back, the reins to a hitched pair of drays held loosely in one paw. That’s my future, I reminded myself, staring at the nude wolf and fighting down the knot of fear in my stomach. If I’m lucky, I’ll be able to look forward to standing in the cold, waiting for orders.


      As the slaver passed me to lock the back door, she paused and narrowed her eyes in my direction. She said nothing, but I shamefully ducked my head despite myself, lowering my gaze to the ground. My ears and cheeks burned with embarrassment; I hadn’t even had to speak and she knew my mind had been wandering. Fortunately, she only swatted my shoulder with her paw as she strode to the head of the line. She raised her arm in a wave, and Milos bowed his head and dropped to his knees in response.


      “Follow,” the slaver said to us again, then led us to the cart, motioning us towards its back. “Up inside, all of you. Get comfortable; the ride may not be rough but it is long, and the better shape you’re in when you arrive, the more you’ll be worth come nightfall.” She motioned to the wolf as she took the reins from him. “Milos, assist, then join me.” The wolf nodded again, then opened a door to the back of the wagon and unfolded a short ramp. Without my arms to steady me, walking the inclined surface proved trickier than I thought it would be, but Milos’ grip on my shoulder kept me steady enough that, when I did stumble, I was already inside.


      A thin layer of fresh hay covered the wooden floor, but underneath were iron bars that joined similar rods set into the walls and ceiling, turning the cart into a mobile cage. A few small windows let in light from the outside, but the hour was early enough that it felt like stepping back into night-time. A number of chains rattled on the floor as I shifted to make myself as comfortable as I could. There was no room to stand, barely room to kneel, and so I sat, cross-legged, with my back to the wall, trapping the manacles behind me. The wolf and lynx did the same, the three of us looking around awkwardly, hoping the dim light would spare us having to make eye contact.


      Once we were settled, Milos looked at each of us in turn. His expression was unreadable in the dim light, but he nodded to each of us in turn. When he shut the door, the interior of the wagon dropped into near-total darkness. A few seconds later, the latch audibly dropped into place, and the cart lurched into motion. I heard the crack of a whip, and the drays jerked into a trot. A few seconds later, the slaver’s voice called out from the front of the wagon, “Next stop, the auctionhouse.”


      When the wagon shuddered to a halt, I startled out of my reverie. I didn’t think I’d been dreaming, but I felt as though I were waking from a deep slumber all over again. I remembered watching as we rolled past cobblestone streets lined with buildings, the town gate, and barren fields dotted with houses. I remembered the pang of regret I felt as the capital of Barony Jazinsk receded into the distance. After that, the rhythm of the road and the lack of rest had lulled me into a trance.


      The latch on the back door rattled, followed by the creak of hinges as it swung wide, letting a fresh stream of blue light and chill air. I shook off the last of my trance as Milos poked his head inside, catching my gaze. He gestured to the other two, then beckoned me to follow. I tilted my head to the side and opened my muzzle, but he quickly lay a finger across his lips, then shook his head. He pressed his paws together and rested his head against them in an imitation of sleep, then jabbed a clawless finger firmly in the direction of the lynx and other wolf sleeping against each other.


      The lynx startled when I nudged him with my hind, then stretched and nudged the wolf beside him awake. She turned away from him, and he bumped her again with his shoulder. That time, she audibly pulled in a deep breath, then sat fully upright. Together, we carefully crawled out of the back of the wagon. The hard-packed ground leached the heat from my pads as Milos helped me stand. Beside the road squatted a low, broad building, alone in a grassy field. At intervals around it, a half-dozen wagons sat parked, probably other slavers or possibly buyers. Some of the dray teams had people in simple garb taking care of them. Others had slaves wearing only the glint of metal bands at neck and wrist tending to their needs.


      Milos clapped twice, pulling my attention away from the auction-house and back to him. He put his arms to the side, indicating the ready pose, and I complied, bowing my head, my ears back against my skull. The slaver’s pet started brushing the straw out of my pelt, delicately picking fibres out of my fur. He was both thorough and embarrassingly casual, brushing my sheath with his pads and combing over my tail with his fingertips. He even lifted my legs, holding the bar between my manacles to steady me, in order to brush the pads of my hinds.


      As he was finishing up with the lynx, the slaver returned, holding a sheaf of parchments in one paw and a leather sack in another. “Good, he’s taking care of you. I’ve gotten you all good spots in the main hall; it cost me a bit, but it’s been worth it on every sale. Milos?” The wolf dropped to his knees, head bowed. “Rise, finish your work, and then attend to the team. I’ll take them from here.” Her personal slave’s head bobbed, and then he rose, resuming his inspection of the lynx’s fur while the slaver turned her attention to me. “Head up, hold this.” She handed me the sack, which I took while she shuffled the pages. “Yes, here we are.” She took the bag from my fingers, then rummaged through it before looking back into my eyes. Her fingers went to my throat, and then something heavy and metallic clacked into place, adding a bit of weight to my neck. “Lot number eleven-fifty.” She stepped past me to the lynx, affixing a metal tag to his collar, then finally to the female wolf.


      As Milos shifted his attentions to the last of the group and began grooming her, the slaver began her own inspection. Her tailtip curled this way and that as she pored over my fur. She looked into my ears, then clucked her tongue disappointedly at the patch of black on my shoulder again. “Pity,” she murmured, grinning. “No matter. You’ll still fetch quite a price. All of you will.” She nodded to herself, then stepped behind me and stroked my tail, sending a shiver up my spine.


      Satisfied with my appearance, she did similarly with the other two, then stepped in front of me and clapped twice. “Milos, you have your instructions. The rest of you, follow.” She then turned and led us into the building, through a gate large enough to fit two wagons beside each other. A guard at the entry, whose breastplate bore the interlocked rings of the Slavers Guild, checked our tags and her pages, then nodded and motioned at her to proceed.


      Inside, the air was filled with golden witchlight and the scents of fresh straw, sweat, and fear. The interior looked like a converted stable, with rows of stalls in one direction, and banks of tables in the other. Slavers led their wares around, some in shackles, some on leashes, some simply following behind. Others, much better dressed, stood in groups and chatted amongst themselves, their servants scurrying about to attend to their needs.


      The raccoon currently holding my life in her claws checked the sheets of parchment in front of her, then pointed. “End of the row, seven to nine. Follow.” She led us past a few empty stalls, and one in which a single tan-furred vole knelt, her head down, her knees apart. Whoever had brought her to sell hadn’t taken the manacles off of her wrists or the gag out of her muzzle. A cuff around her tail held it to the back of her collar. Hanging from the front of her stall, a large sign stated, As-is, all sales final.


      At that, the slaver laughed. “Oh, perfect.” She gestured to the occupant of the other stall, who lifted her head, sensing she was being discussed. “That has to be Betorik’s work.” At the name, the vole flinched, making the raccoon chuckle. “I suspected as much. He prefers a good deal of fight in his pets, so most of his offerings have almost no training. I would accuse him of raiding, but the Guild would have more than his membership if he did.” She looked down at the slave and smiled. “At any rate, with that as your competition, you should all do very well. In fact, I doubt we could have asked for a better position. Follow.” She walked down to the end of the row and started unlocking doors.


      Silent and bound, the vole’s eyes still narrowed as I passed, her lips retracting from the gag to bare her teeth at me. She squirmed against her restraints, her labored breath wheezing against the leather between her jaws. My stomach rolled, listening to her trying to escape her fate, and hurried quickly into my own stall. Sized to hold a dray, the space seemed oddly large compared to the cage from the Slavers Guild and the covered wagon. The floor was lined with straw, and a bulging waterskin hung from the wall. While I stepped into the confines and knelt, the slaver tacked one of the sheets of parchment to the wall separating me from the people who would pass.


      When she closed the gate, the latch dropped into place automatically, effectively trapping me. I could hop over the wall perhaps, but not without falling on my face. Even were I to do so, where would I go? The slaver leaned on the barrier, holding the key for me to see. “A few final rules for you,” she said, her eyes focused on me. “If someone asks you a question, you will answer it. If someone asks you to perform within the stall, you will do it. If you cannot, you will apologize and then explain why. If someone tries to enter your stall, or to make you leave your stall, without someone from the Guild in attendance, you will scream. Do you understand?”


      I held very still for a moment, considering, then nodded.


      “Well, that would be everything, then,” the raccoon said as she stood, dusting her paws against each other. “Do your best to fetch a high price. They frown on sellers being on the floor once the bidding has begun, so unless no one buys you, this is it.” She smiled at that. “I find it unlikely that will happen. You’ll make your new owner very happy.”


      I raised my head. “Master?”


      The raccoon had started to walk away when I spoke. She paused and, though she didn’t look at me, I could imagine her frown in response. “Yes?”


      I opened my muzzle, but every word I had left me. I looked down, blinking. “I... I don’t even know your name,” I finally said.


      She smiled, folding her arms across her chest. “No,” she replied. “Nor yours. For now, however, you’re Lot 1150. Remember that, if you hear it. Good bye.” Then she disappeared past the wooden wall, walking to the next stall in the line.


      Once the slaver was gone, I closed my eyes and returned to the position she had shown me. I whimpered and rocked from one leg to the other, shifting my weight to try to relieve my the ache in my knees from being on them constantly. My shoulders had started to burn from the constant pull on them, and my wrists hurt from the rubbing of the manacles as I moved. I bit my lip and took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. The beating hurt more than this did, but it was over quickly; I had no idea when this would end, or how much worse the aches would get. I also had a feeling that nobody was going to help me recover this time.


      That thought caught my breath in my throat. This had seemed like the simplest solution, back before I started it. Less than half an hour into the servitude, and I was starting to understand just how hard it was going to be. I wanted to run, to beg release, to ask for help, but who could I ask? Where would I go? I wasn’t a person; I was property, and unowned at that. My stomach knotted as reality sank home. I really was just a slave now. There was no turning back from this point. I was trapped... no, I had trapped myself. Whatever fate I suffered, it was my own fault.


      The first sob broke out of me unbidden, the second and third following rapidly. With my paws trapped behind my back, I could only try to wipe my muzzle on my shoulder, quickly slicking my fur with tears and mucus. I had no family now, and no home. I didn’t even have a name, unless my new owner gave me one. I still breathed, but for all it mattered to anyone, I might as well be dead. The urge to run flooded me, but I turned and bit down on my shoulder, grinding my teeth into the bone until I cried out into pain into my own flesh.


      Stop it, I scolded myself. If you hurt your sale price because of this outburst, you hurt your family’s chances. You have to restrain yourself, Stop thinking that way. Control yourself. You did this for your family; you can do the rest for them, too. I forced down a ragged breath and coughed, then righted myself. I couldn’t put my paws on my knees as I’d been taught, but I could do my best to imitate it. I straightened my back and spread my legs, exposing my sheath. I kept my gaze down and my ears demurely back against my head. I had endured this much. I would take whatever pain was given to me, if it would keep my family safe.


      As the morning passed into day, the auction house grew steadily warmer. The layer of hay kept me from the worst of the chill of the hard-packed ground, and the air inside the increasingly crowded building was mostly still. A steady stream of people walked past my stall, looking down at me, perhaps studying my paperwork. Then they continued down the row, to listen to the vole beg for freedom around her gag. She was certainly the more entertaining show, but I was clearly the better-trained. I could only hope someone would consider that important.


      Some time early after noon, a pair of women that had passed by in the morning returned to lean against the stall. The taller of the two, an older, heavyset lynx in a dark green blouse, looked down at me. “This is the one, is it, then?”


      An amply-endowed rabbit in white nodded and gestured across the wall at me. “He looks to be the best of the lot,” she said as she adjusted the crocus blossom tucked behind one ear. “His chart says he sings, and he’s likely the youngest here on his own.”


      The lynx crossed her arms under her chest and leaned over the wall. “Up, boy, and come here. I’ll have a feel.”


      I drew in sharp breath. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but my master says I’m—”


      She cut me off with a snap of her claws. “I didn’t ask you, boy. I know what you got told; they all say the same. I’ll check your fur against the rating, not make off with you. Now up with you, and stand here.”


      Her companion giggled as I hesitantly stood. “Oh, he is a slight one, isn’t he?” Heat flushed my face as she aimed a finger at my sheath, and my shaft poked free, making her laugh even louder, which only spread the full-body blush and made me that much harder. “What, is that all?” She smirked. “He’d barely rate a good-morning, much less a thank-you-an’-good-night.”


      “Ease off, Fila,” the lynx snapped, making the other woman flinch and withdraw her paw. “Tease the boy, don’t torment him.” She turned back to me with a smile. “Now, stand here, boy, and let me pet you a moment.”


      I whimpered as I approached the gate, at once flustered by but grateful for the attention. The lynx’s claws and fingers were light, quick, and delicate; she was obviously skilled with her paws, though she had none of the calluses that suggested craftsman skills. She was clearly healthy, the weave of her blouse was quite thick, and up close I could pick up a faint scent of apple blossoms in her fur. She hmphed. “All right, it’s not a lie. That’s easily a fine-grade pelt, if not higher. Fila?”


      The rabbit took a turn brushing her paw down my shoulder and over the back of my head. “Oh, easy, Miss Aida.” she said with a nod. “If not very fine.” She giggled. “Shame about the rest of him; he’d be fun to feel down there.” My fierce blushing only made her laugh louder. “Oh, an’ he’s still so tender!”


      “Maybe more,” the lynx replied, rubbing a finger against the crusted patch of fur on my shoulder. “What’s this?”


      I ducked my head. “I... cried, ma’am. Earlier.”


      Miss Aida nodded in response to that. “Tell me, boy, are you in there honest?” She thumbed over at the next stall. “We put in the question on Betorik; he’s walked the line too fine for too long.”


      I drew in a breath, then let it out and nodded. “This was my choice.”


      Miss Aida folded her arms across her chest and hmphed again. “So you were right, Fila. Two silver, once we finish here. This is the one, then?” Miss Fila nodded, and the lynx smiled. “Done and done. Wait here; I’ll place a bid. Get him talking.” Then she walked towards the entrance and the block of tables.


      The older woman gone, Miss Fila tucked her arms under her chest and leaned on the railing, her breasts straining against her white top. “So, boy, look up. Do you see anything you like?”


      I did as ordered, the heat in my cheeks burning. “Yes, ma’am.” My shaft twitched, straining in my sheath.


      Miss Fila’s eyes dropped to my groin, then rose again. She licked her lips, her expression falling into a predatory grin. “What if I told you to have a taste, boy?” She cupped her fingers under her breasts and lifted, moaning softly as she caressed herself through her tight blouse. Her nipples stood out against the fabric, large and hard. “No harm in a quick nip, is there?”


      “I—” I stammered as I backed away from the stall. “My master told me to refuse an order I couldn’t perform, and to shout if it’s repeated.”


      “Oh, I bet Miss Aida’ll be your master soon, though,” the other rabbit teased, bobbing her breasts in her paws, her breath low and sensuous. “What’ll you do if she orders it?”


      I bit my lip and squinted my eyes. “I do as I’m told by my master, ma’am, but for now I can’t.”


      Suddenly, she laughed and stopped, resting against the low wall. “Oh, stop. I’m having you on. It’s all just a tease.” She smiled broadly, showing teeth. “I’m Fila.”


      I grimaced and wiped my paws on my legs. “I heard, ma’am.”


      Miss Fila’s ears bobbed forward. “You’re a quick one. What’s your name?”


      I held still for a moment, biting down my first response. “Lot 1150, ma’am.”


      She rolled her eyes. “I meant before. You weren’t always a slave, were you?”


      I shook my head again. “No, ma’am, but who I was before I was a slave doesn’t matter now.”


      “Oh, stop,” Miss Fila repeated, rolling her eyes again. “Of course it matters. Think like a slave, and you’ll forget you can be anything else. Miss Aida’s good to her pets, and she’s made a hobby of rescuing strays.” She giggled at that. “So, before you were Lot 1150, what was your name?”


      I bit my lip, my breath caught once more in my throat. “It was....” I hesitated, then in a tiny voice, said, “Stannis, ma’am.”


      She nodded at that, beaming. “See? That was easy. Miss Aida says a bit of entertainment around the main room will help people pass the time while they wait, an’ the other girls and I, well....” She giggled. “Let’s say it’ll be nice to have someone under us for a change.”


      I tilted my head to the side. “Ma’am?”


      She waved a paw dismissively. “Never mind, never mind. Miss Aida’ll— Oh!” She turned, hastily curtsying to the older lynx as she returned, then glanced past to the guard walking behind her. “What’s news?”


      Miss Aida thumbed to the guard. “Twice what the last person offered, and over the reserves. They said we can claim him now if we like, and I’d rather. I’ll have supper in my own hall tonight, and getting through the city gate after nightfall is a bother.” She motioned to the stall. “Let him out.”


      The guard nodded and unlocked my stall, then held out a sheaf of parchment to Miss Aida. “Sign, and again. Proof that you’ve claimed him. Will you need a lead or restraints?”


      The lynx looked at me, her eyes narrow. “Will I?”


      I bowed my head, blushing hard. “No, master.”


      Miss Aida hmphed again. “Don’t make me regret this, boy. Take his irons.” The guard nodded, then moved behind me and unlocked my restraints. As soon as my wrists were free, I rubbed at them to try to ease the itch. The lynx’s paws went to my throat, replacing the previous collar with a new one, with some kind of tag hanging from my neck. “My establishment’s sigil,” she said when I went to run my fingers over it. “You’ll see it later in detail. For now, follow me. Fila, keep an eye on him. We’ll want an early night tonight; I want him on duty come daybreak.”
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      DEPRECIATION


      Morning came with the speed of a flying wooden spoon and started with a sharp cry. To be sure, I was no stranger to rising with the sun or even before it. I doubted, however, that I would ever get used to waking to a sudden pain over one eye. I fumbled for the utensil that had been hurled at me, then crawled out of the pile of old blankets in the linen closet of the Blue Moon that had become my room. The short chain connecting the shackles on my ankles rattled as I rolled onto my shins, then balanced my paws on my knees and bowed my head.


      The broad shadow of Miss Aida stood in the doorway, blocking the flickering light from the witchlight in the hallway. In the shifting of shadows on the floor, she hooked her thumb behind her. “Help the cook break fast, draw a bath, then go roust the girls. Once they’re on their way downstairs, wash up and eat. There’s a trade caravan due today, so the Blue Moon should be packed and lively. I’ll have you in the parlor by second bell.”


      I bent at the waist, ears back against my head. “Master,” I murmured, then hopped to my hinds and did my best to hurry past the heavyset lynx. Despite the chain hobble, I still jumped when she swatted my rump, her heavy paw landing just below my tail.


      I bit back a yelp, shuffling quickly down the hallway as ordered. The kitchen was a large crooked room at the back of the slaves’ area, away from the parlor and the private spaces. A long, uneven table and a pair of rough benches filled most of the first half, and around the corner at the end stood a wide counter that filled the other. A wheel of hard cheese sat atop the counter next to a small stack of plates and a pile of potatoes. A fireplace occupied the middle of the wall, in which sat the smoldering remains of last night’s supper fire. Bent at the waist and stoking the coals was a stocky wolf who’d clearly seen better days. Pink, hairless scars crossed his back, and the tip of his tail was missing, ending in a ragged stump. He was as nude as I was, though his shackles were iron to my polished steel. The fur around his bonds was stained a dark red, and the collar around his neck looked as if it had rusted in place.


      As I entered, he turned his head and pointed first to a rack of wooden place settings, then to the cheese wheel on the counter. I nodded in response, then took a stack of bowls to the counter. Beside the wheel, the cook had set a blunt wedge which reduced carving through the rind from a struggle to merely a chore. Once I’d carved a dozen thin wedges, I adorned six bowls with two apiece, then carried the lot to the table and fetched spoons to accompany them. Finally, I filled tankards with cloudy beer from the barrel by the delivery door, then took them to the table. Having finished preparing for Miss Aida and her girls to break fast, I knelt by the end of one bench, waiting for the cook to be done with me.


      The cook took his time with the porridge; the great bell at the top of Jazinsk Manor that tolled the hours had already struck once in the time it took me to finish my chores. I did my best not to fidget, but I’d already felt Miss Aida’s fist once for being late. She was careful not to use claws, but that only meant that her anger left no marks. When the wolf approached, though, my heart tightened. Instead of his usual shuffle, he stepped hesitantly towards me, trying to keep the chain between his legs from scraping the stone floor. When his trembling, clawless fingers brushed my neck, I knew what was to follow. My master had made it clear that “helping the cook” meant letting him do whatever he wished with me. That included doing my best not to flinch he touched me, or not to resist when he gripped the back of my head and pulled me forward.


      Soot and black pepper clouded my nostrils alongside his heavy musk and the sour tang of his fear. His clawless fingers stroked my ears and the back of my head, and I counted the breaths, waiting for him to return to his cooking, but then he yanked on my ears with his paws, and his hips bucked sharply against my muzzle, forcing his sheath against my lips. My eyes went wide in shock, then clenched tightly shut as he mashed one paw against the back of my head, clumsily holding me in place as his sheath began to fill. I put my paws against his thighs, instinctively pushing myself away, but the pain at the base of my ears sharpened as he held me in place. He jabbed his cock against the back of my throat, whining as he awkwardly filled my muzzle. I barely had time to catch my breath before he had buried my nosepad in the tangled thatch of fur just above his groin. The wolf’s tail couldn’t decide if it wanted to curl or wag as he started to rock himself into me. Tears streamed down my cheeks and I dug my claws into his thighs as his insistence overpowered me.


      Before too long, his movements took on an unsteady urgency and his breath caught in his throat. The base of his shaft began to grow, his knot bulging against his sheath. His precum spilled freely, salty and musky over my tongue. The bulge of his knot started to bump impatiently against my lips, and I worried that he might try to gag me with it. As he withdrew between thrusts, I wrapped one paw around his shaft to keep him from forcing it into my muzzle. Quickly my pads became slick with his arousal and my spit, and his bucking became demanding, unrelenting. With a single bark he rammed himself as far into me as he could, his seed spattering the back of my throat and filling my muzzle.


      As he came, the cook’s back went rigid, his stump of a tail spiking behind him, and his cock twitched in my muzzle as a second flood of the wolf’s desire spilled over my fur. Then, before he had even finished, he tugged on my ears, urging me to stand as he backed away from me. His eyes were wide, their corners wet, and they pleaded silently with me as he stepped backwards, until he bumped into the counter. Then he shook his head quickly, bowed, and scurried as quickly as his rusted shackles would carry him, back to the safety of his fire and his porridge.


      More than once, he had bade me kneel before him so that he could pet me. Always after a few seconds of nervous intimacy, he would push me away and retreat to his hearthfire. Both the violation and his reaction to it left me numb and confused, my stomach churning and my ears cold. I turned away from the fire and quickly shuffled out of the kitchen as I wiped my muzzle with the back of one shaky paw. I didn’t have permission to take a towel from the linen closet or time to stop even if I did. I had less than an hour to draw a bath, waken Miss Aida’s girls, and make myself presentable for the customers of the Blue Moon. Thanks to the cook’s interference, that last would have to wait.


      I ran up the stairs leading to the second floor, taking them two at a time. The slaves’ stairwell ended in a door that could be only be opened from the other side, but Miss Aida kept it unlocked during most quiet hours so that those of us who slept downstairs could bring drink or fresh sheets from the line without having to cross into the parlor. Today, I was glad of it for the chance to avoid the Blue Moon’s guests seeing me in this state. I didn’t want Miss Aida or her girls seeing me, either, but I had my orders and little time in which to do them.


      At the top, the walls switched abruptly from exposed stone to wood. The hallways held doors to either side, then ended in a second staircase leading to the guest rooms. Candles set in smoky glass sconces lent both light and sweet smoke to the air, and the rugs along the corridor muffled my hindfalls as I jogged down to the door closest to the other end of the hall. I knocked quickly and put my muzzle close to the door latch. “Fila?” Miss Aida’s girls were slaves as well, so no honorific was necessary, even though Miss Aida had told me to serve them as I would her. At the silence from within, I knocked again and called her name. “Fila, it’s time to rise.”


      Still no answer met mine, so I quickly turned the handle and pushed open her door. Inside, her room was mostly dark, save for the few strands of sun starting to peek under the curtains of her window. I tiptoed across to the other rabbit’s bed, where she lay curled in a ball against an oversized pillow. The blanket she lay beneath had slipped in her sleep, exposing her from neck to waist. She breathed easily, smiling in her sleep. I wished I didn’t have to disturb her, but I had my instructions, and no doubt so did she. Gently, I put a paw on Fila’s shoulder and shook it. “It’s morning. Time to rise.”


      “Mmf,” the rabbit mumbled, rolling back towards me. She rubbed at one eye, then squinted it at me. “Oh, good morning.”


      “Good morning, Fila. Master says a trade caravan is due today,” I reminded her. “She wants everyone breaking fast and getting ready.” I stepped back, then pulled back her curtains to let in the dawn.


      By the time I turned back to face her, Fila was already sitting, her legs dangling over the edge of the bed; she slept nude aside from her collar, but the cuffs at her ankles were unbound. “No point in more than a corset and skirt, then; if there’s a caravan in, I’ll barely have time for a change.” She giggled at this, then hopped off of the bed and grinned at me, wiggling a finger at my muzzle. “You’ve had a good morning, I see.”


      My ears flattened against my head. “The cook did, at least,” I replied as evenly as I could as I knelt and gathered a small pile of discarded linens. “There’s a bath waiting for you downstairs.”


      Fila grinned and put a paw on my elbow. “I’ll be fine, I think, but I could use some help lacing. Think you could tug me tight enough?” She pulled me around, holding up a leather corset beneath her chest, using it to emphasize her already abundant curves.


      I flushed further, my shaft twitching my sheath, but I shook my head. “Master wants me in the parlor by second bell, Fila. I’m sorry but I—”


      “Won’t make it anyway, so you might as well help her,” called a voice from the doorway. My heart sank as I glanced to the entrance to the room, to see one of the Blue Moon’s other girls leaning against the frame. The raccoon’s tailtip hooked in amusement, but the smile on her muzzle didn’t reach her glittering black eyes. She wore a snug leather vest and a matching skirt, along with matching bracers and leggings. “Better to be thorough and late at this point, boy.”


      “Tani, don’t be cruel,” Fila chided. “Remember what Miss Aida said. Tease, don’t torment.”


      Tani approached, rolling her hips as she walked, her tail swaying behind her. “Oh, I’m not tormenting,” she murmured, her eyes narrowing. “If I were being cruel, I’d be pointing out the smears on his muzzle and the stink of sex in his fur.” She leaned in closer, starting to walk in a tight circle around us, making me feel even smaller. “I’d be tapping his tiny little sheath and telling him to get used to the taste of men. I’d be tugging on his collar and reminding him of his role in life.” She stopped suddenly, one of her paws snapping out to grab one of my ears, jerking a yelp out of me. “I’d be pointing out how close to second bell we are and getting him thinking about what kinds of punishments Miss Aida has in mind.”


      My cheeks burned with humiliation at Tani’s words, but my shaft twitched in response to spite me. Fila giggled, but she pulled the raccoon’s paw off of my ear. “Oh, now look at him!” she cooed as she bent forward. “You’ve got him all shivery!” Her fingers stroked my sheath, my cock jumping again in reply. “Oh, an’ he’s such a little one, too. Look how he shakes!”


      The raccoon stepped behind me, then put her fingers around my neck. “Do you have anything to say for yourself, boy?”


      I opened my muzzle to tell them that I didn’t have time for their teasing, that Miss Aida had given me orders, that I had more work to do and quickly, but only rough babbling left me. Between Tani’s claws at my neck and Fila’s fingerpads at my sheath, I could barely think clearly.


      “Oh, look at him!” the rabbit giggled. “He’s such an eager one!”


      “Better not drip, boy,” Tani said roughly in my ear. “You’ll be in even more trouble than you already are.”


      “I— I....” I managed to step backwards, away from my tormentors. “Tani, I’m sorry, I have to go. The cook has porridge and cheese waiting.” My cock bobbed with every step as I moved away.


      Tani folded her arms across her chest, her tight smile showing pointed teeth. “And if I order you to stay?”


      I shook my head rapidly. “Miss Aida gave me other orders. I have to go.” Before she could reply to that, I bolted from the room, dashing down the hall to the next door. I rapped quickly with my knuckles. “Beta? Beta, please, it’s time to rise.” As I raised my paw to knock again, thought, a bell rang out distance, deep and resonant. My heart sank as it chimed again, and my ears flattened against my head.


      “Too bad,” Tani called out from Fila’s doorway. “Seems you didn’t make it. Miss Aida will be livid.”


      Fila approached and put a paw on my arm. “Poor dear, it’s been a bad morning for you.” She turned me to face her, then hooked a finger under my chin. “This just hasn’t been your day so far, has it?”


      I hung my head and sighed. “No, ma’am, it hasn’t.”


      The rabbit’s eyes darted past me, and then her paws returned my shoulders. “Poor thing. It’s about to get worse, too.” She giggled, and suddenly my right paw wrenched behind me, sending a pain shooting along my shoulder. Something cold clamped around my wrist, and then I heard the snap of a latch.


      “B–but... ma’am, please!” I begged, trying to look back behind me at what Tani had to be doing.


      “Oh, so you want it now?” The raccoon teased. “I shouldn’t, you know, but if you insist....” She switched her grip to my other paw, then jerked it backwards, hooking it into a matching manacle, joined to the first by a solid bar that stopped me from moving my paws together to undo the binding. “There you go, but you know Miss Aida’ll be even angrier for this.”


      A whimper forced itself out of me as my cheeks started to burn. I looked back to Fila, pleading with my eyes. “Fila, please... don’t do this.”


      Fila giggled and put a paw on her chest. “Oh, but what did I do? You’re the one what fooled around with the cook, then came to get yourself all tied up. Better run now, boy, before Miss Aida starts calling for you.” Then she let go of me with her other paw and took a step backwards.


      I stumbled away from Fila and Tani, but in my haste I forgot about the chain between my legs, and my first step backwards sent me sprawling into my rump. Both rabbit and raccoon broke out in open laughter as I struggled to my hinds, their voices ringing in my ears as I quickly shuffled down the stairs.


      Miss Aida stood at the base of the staircase, glaring up at me as I descended, wearing a gown in deep green with a waistline that matched the severity of her gaze. Her arms were crossed beneath her chest and her ears lay flat against her head. When she saw me stumbling, my arms locked behind my back, her eyes went wide and she stalked to the base of the stairs, waiting.


      I meant to drop to my knees as I reached the bottom of the stairs, but as soon as one hind touched the floor, my owner caught my shoulder and threw me to the ground. “Look around you, boy,” she hissed. “What do you see that’s missing?”


      I lifted my head hesitantly, looking around the room. The door leading to the main hall was open, but the front door remained closed. A fire had been built in the fireplace, but no one sat in the chairs or perched on the stools to take advantage of the heat. I ducked hesitantly, shrinking back. “The girls, master.”


      “Not just the girls, boy, but my singer, too.” One of her hinds landed against my back and I whimpered at the blow. “Trade caravan’s past the gates, the first guards are coming off-shift, and they’ll be looking for a place to relax and spend some of their coin. Where will they be spending it? Dove Hall or the Sunrise, or maybe a nice pub with fresh ale, but oh, not the Blue Moon, and why not? Because they’re not open!”


      Miss Aida’s hind connected again in almost the same spot, and she didn’t bothering to pull her claws this time. A blossom of pain burst across my spine. “I’ll have you doing as you’re told in the future. Do you understand me, boy?”


      “Yes, master!” The cry was instinctual, punctuated with a sob. I wanted to curl in on myself, to disappear and never return. My heart pounded in my chest and my blood ran cold.


      Miss Aida shoved me onto my stomach, then shifted her weight onto the hind that she planted on the small of my back just above my tail. “Now, mayhap you’ll care to tell me what kept you, boy, and don’t lie to me; I can see what you’ve been doing.”


      I forced air inside to speak. “The cook, master. He... he took so long in the kitchen and—”


      The lynx’s hind rose and then landed sharply in the middle of my back where she’d kicked me earlier. “I said don’t lie to me, boy! Now out with it!”


      “But master! I... I swear!” I struggled to speak, choking words past the pain. “He... he wouldn’t let me go! I got on my knees and waited for him to send me on but he... he grabbed my ears and....” In scattered bursts, I told her of the cook’s actions, the stink of his fear, the urgency of his thrusts, and then the sudden withdrawal and fumbling apology afterwards.


      Before I could reach the top of the stairs, I heard the rustle of Miss Aida’s gown as she knelt next to me. One paw met my shoulder, and she lifted me back onto my knees. Then both of her paws were on my the sides of my head, turning me to face her. Her eyes smoldered. “You’ll tell me true, boy,” she whispered, her voice tight. “Did he truly do all that to you?”


      I sniffed and lowered my head. “Yes, master.”


      “Hmph.” She let go of my muzzle and rose to her hinds. “Wait here.” She strode past me and up the stairs. Heated voices came back down, and then Miss Aida reappeared, brandishing a small key. “Up.” Once I was back on my hinds, she unlocked the manacles, then motioned down the hall to the slaves’ quarters. “Go wash yourself.”


      I bowed and started shuffling towards the hallway, then stopped and looked back. “Master?”


      Miss Aida raised a brow, folding her arms across her chest again. “Yes, boy?” she asked coolly.


      I ducked my head. “Forgive me, but why the change of heart?”


      My owner drew in a deep breath, then heaved a sigh. “You’ll have that story another time, boy. For now, the guests’ll think I don’t know how to take care of my own if they see you like that.” She made shooing motions towards the hall that led to the kitchen. “Go on. You’ll not interrupt the girls, but take your time and be thorough. I’ll have you back here once you’re presentable to guests.”
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      TRANSFER


      The stiff late-spring breeze blew in from outside, rattling the front door to the Blue Moon. Once again, as I had for almost three months, I wished that Miss Aida had located my station somewhere else in the parlor. The cushion on which I knelt was comfortably overstuffed with down and dyed a deep blue to match the decor, and the girls usually ensured that I had water enough to sing or play as requested, so I felt I shouldn’t dare ask for another location. Still, it meant that with each gust that traveled down the street, a chill ran down my spine. I knew it would improve as summer approached, and it was far better than the frigid gusts when I first arrived, but it was still a struggle to suppress the response and not disturb the melodic line I was carrying.


      That response, I knew, was part of why Miss Aida kept me where she did. With someone beneath them to tease or abuse, Miss Aida’s girls carried themselves better, and that meant more repeat visitors for them. Though they’d been told never to harm me, her other slaves were free to embarrass me to their heart’s content. Fila was fond of making me look as feminine as possible, dressing me in her skirts and kerchiefs, then calling attention to my maleness in front of the guests. Tani, in contrast, seemed most eager to test my limits for pain and discomfort, leaving clothespins on my ears or shackling me in awkward positions. The others mostly just took to seeing long they could keep me on the edge of release without letting me achieve it. Most of the Blue Moon’s visitors got a laugh out of Miss Aida’s girls’ antics, and those who didn’t felt at least a pang of sympathy. Both of these encouraged the freer flowing of coin, either to her employees or my beggar’s bowl.


      Miss Aida had more explicit motives for my location as well, though. As a pleasure house in Barony Jazinsk’s capital, the Blue Moon turned a fair profit from the steady stream of merchants and guards looking to ease the flesh between travels. The best coin, though, came from visiting nobility and aristocrats eager to indulge themselves. On my first day under Miss Aida’s roof, my new owner told me to gaze out the window from time to time as if longing for freedom, to keep watch for people dressed in finery, and to launch into a round of “King Comes Riding” when I saw anyone. That would be her signal to excuse herself from any entanglements and try to attract her latest quarry.


      As the latest shiver passed through me, I turned to the window. The sky was starting to darken, and Korski had already risen in the sky, though neither of the other moons were visible yet. The afternoon crowds were dispersing, seeking the warmth of taverns and homes. The cook would be starting supper soon, I knew, which meant being dispatched to help him... however he wished. I remembered my first trip to the city, years ago, and the inn at which which we stayed after a long day of bargaining at market. That called to mind memories of my father, which in turn reminded me of all the circumstances that brought me here. At that thought, feigning homesickness became much easier.


      Lost in those thoughts, I almost missed the dandy striding towards the entrance of the Blue Moon. Once I’d seen him, though, he was hard not to watch. The tan-furred vole probably stood about my height, but he carried himself with his head held high and his shoulders back, making him seem taller than those around him. A cap with a rolled edge perched between his expansive ears. A heavy cape, dyed a deep forest, hung from his shoulders, held fast with a glittering brooch to the collar of his loose-fitting white shirt. His pants were a green that matched his cape, and his tail hung low and swayed in time with his steps.


      He’d been marching towards the front door even before I saw him, but orders were orders. I brought the recorder to my muzzle, took a deep breath, and started the opening trill of the signal-tune. As soon as she heard it, Miss Aida broke from her discussion with an older raccoon and approached me. She lightly cuffed me on the side of the head and said, “Enough with that warbling, boy. It’s even-time; I’ll have something more calming. ‘Marigold Stroll,’ if your fingers can manage it.”


      “Oh, I’ll bet he’s good with his fingers!” Fila called out from her seat near the stairwell, leading the few assembled in a round of laughter. My cheeks flushed, but as my owner walked to the front door, I started to play the requested tune.


      Before Miss Aida could get there, though, the door opened widely, letting in a fresh gust of evening air as the well-dressed vole stepped inside. “A pleasant evening to you!” he called out, his voice projecting into the parlor. “Are you, perchance, the matron of the establishment?” His voice was a solid tenor, but oddly light. After that, their voices fell too far to be heard below the music, but when the two of them entered the parlor, the vole was still speaking. “—been to two others already today, and I—” He stopped, suddenly, then said more quietly. “Well, well. If I might ask, who is that charming creature?”


      It took several seconds for me to realize that the dandy was looking directly at me, and the intensity of his gaze suggested far more than polite curiosity. After so long being the object of ridicule when I was noticed at all, his hungry gaze unnerved me greatly. I did my best to tune out his attention, but almost as soon as I had registered it, I fumbled the fingering of my recorder so badly that it let out a squeak. My ears went crimson, both at the error and the stare, but I knew if I tried to keep playing, I’d just make more noise. I returned my paws to my knees, clutching at the instrument, but it slipped from my fingers and clattered to the floor.


      I heard Miss Aida’s hindsteps approach. “This is, well, he’s not had much use of a name, really. The girls all just call him ‘boy.’”


      The vole tsked, clicking his tongue against his front teeth. “Surely he had a name before you got him? He looks too young to have forgotten it already.”


      My owner hmphed, then put a paw on the back of my head. “Up, boy, and introduce yourself.”


      My eyes went wide, and I almost stumbled as I rose, the chain at my ankles rattling too noisily to my ears. I glanced in Miss Aida’s direction, expecting her to cuff me for speaking, then turned my head back to the vole. I couldn’t bring myself to raise my voice, or my head, but I managed to whisper, “S... Stannis, sir.”


      “Stannis,” the vole repeated, projecting a broad smile. “A charming name. So, turn, and let me see you.” I glanced again to my owner, then turned in a full circle when she nodded. “Well, well.” He removed his cap and folded it in his slender fingers, then murmured to Lady Aida, “May I speak with you alone for a bit?” He motioned towards the front door, then stepped back into the hall.


      Miss Aida folded her arms across her chest. “I’ll wager a silver he’s got a bag of sweets in his pocket for the younger ones,” she grumbled disparagingly. “Best to see what he wants, at least. Down, boy, and I’ll have that tune again.” Then she turned and followed the vole, leaving me feeling even more exposed than normal. I was almost used to the casual teasing and being ignored was common for me. The public scrutiny was terrifying by comparison. I knelt once more on the cushion, but my muzzle was far too dry to do more than blow hot air. Even finishing the last of my mug didn’t really help, but once it was done I could stall no longer. I brought the recorder to my lips and, after a bit of fumbling, managed a weak rendition of “Marigold Stroll,” doing my best to simply ignore the missed fingerings along the way.


      By the time I finished, the two had returned from their discussion. My owner approached and snapped her claws together at me. “Up again, boy.” She helped me to my hinds, then motioned towards the vole, who stood near the staircase with his cap in his paw and that predatory smile on his muzzle. “You’ll go with Dion here up to Tani’s room and do what he tells you.” My owner did her best to project disapproval, but her voice was distant, filled with shock and a bit of worry; she reminded me of my mother, of how she might have sounded had we talked about my plans after Father died. I swallowed heavily, my throat dry once more. Miss Aida had never been kind, but she had been honest; this forced calm made my paws sweat.


      Heedless of my response, my owner continued. “You’ll still be needed in the kitchen to help the cook break fast come morning, but I’ll have him wake you when he needs you.” Then she looked at the vole, her eyes narrowing slightly, but then she perked up, projecting false cheer. “Enjoy your night, and you’ll let us know if the Blue Moon may be of any other service, of course.”


      “Of course,” The vole – Dion – agreed, bowing his head. Then he turned to me and motioned me up the stairs ahead of him. “Come, Stannis. We’ve a long night ahead of us.”


      Tani’s room was decorated in dark hardwoods and unbleached cloth. The raccoon’s bed – a substantial four-poster trimmed in tethering rings – dominated the floor, with a large chest at its end. A wardrobe stood against the opposite wall, and against it hung a polished sheet of glass. A wooden table and two chairs sat near the main window, in front of which hung a simple shade to block the light. A pair of small witchlights sat to either side of the head of the bed. The only sign of residency was the bookshelf beside the table, its shelves bending under the weight of her books. Aside from that, it seemed more like a room at an expensive inn than someone’s home.


      The door latched behind Mister Dion with a heavy clack. “So, this is it,” the vole murmured, his voice quick and soft. “Stand there, Stannis, and let me look at you.” He motioned to the window, then stepped to the table himself and lightly tossed his cap onto its surface.


      I blushed, but I did as he asked, taking up a position under the window. Once I was in place, he raised one paw and twirled a finger in the air. “Arms at your side. Now, deep breath, let it out, and turn, slowly.” I could feel my ears and cheeks flushing, but I did as he asked, letting my paws hang by my sides. “My, my,” Mister Dion said in response, audibly licking his lips and sending a shiver down my spine. “You are quite the lovely creature, aren’t you?”


      “Sir,” I said in response, keeping my head carefully bowed. I really had no idea how to respond to his words, but I had a fair idea of what he meant to do about them.


      Mister Dion smiled. “Stop, boy, and come here.” He raised his arms to his sides. “Help me out of these clothes, but slowly. I want to watch you work.”


      I half-bowed in response. “Sir,” I repeated. The cape was secured to his shirt by the brooch and a simple length of chain; both came free with little effort, and I folded them carefully and set them on the table. I fumbled with his buttons next, ears reddening even more, his eyes warm against the top of my head as my fingers traveled down his chest. The cut of his shirt was generous to hide a paunch around his middle, but from the rest of his build it was clear he was no stranger to a hard day’s work. As I tugged the fine-woven cloth free, he lowered his arms again so that I could pull the garment down from his shoulders. At his wrists were strips of darker brown fur, a curious pattern that had been covered by his sleeves.


      He turned as I folded his shirt, then leaned back against his paws on the table, swaying the end of his long, thin tail. “Good, good,” he crooned. “Continue.” He lifted his hips, and I knelt in front of him. His pants were wool, like his cloak but combed much thinner, held around his waist and over his tail by hardwood buttons. Those came unfastened easily enough, though my fingers shook even more than they had with his shirt. I’d been the object of the cook’s rough affections before, and I remembered the lessons from the slaver that had accepted me into this world, but it was another thing entirely to have all those warnings come to pass. My paws hesitated on the waist of his pants, my muzzle dry once more, and a warm tingle was spreading down my spine.


      Mister Dion’s paws rested on my shoulders. “Is there a problem?”


      I shook my head quickly, swallowing heavily and wishing for some water. “No, sir.”


      “Why the hesitation, then?” The vole’s voice was gentle, and yet his eager gaze unnerved me greatly.


      “I—” I swallowed again and lowered my gaze. “I’m not... used to this. I was bought to serve as entertainment, not—”


      “Stop there, boy,” Mister Dion interrupted quietly. “Entertainment, you said? What is this, then?”


      I ducked my head. “I mean.... Forgive me, sir, I was.... Miss Aida meant for me to be a minstrel and for her other... her girls to use for a bit of amusement, not as—” Memories of Milos’ shaft in my muzzle, and the cook’s, came to me, and my cock twitched in its sheath in response. I licked my lips, trying to wet them. “This is... new... for me, sir.” It wasn’t entirely a lie; I’d never been with one of Miss Aida’s guests before, certainly not in place of one of her girls.


      The vole’s eyes opened wide. “This is your first time, then?” I nodded quickly, a wide grin settled across his muzzle. “Well, well, well.” His voice was a near-whisper. “Then this will be special for both of us. Go on, Stannis. Pull them down, nice and slow.”


      I hesitated a moment, then whispered, “Sir,” and slid the pants down Mister Dion’s legs; beneath, he had only a simple pair of linen breeches that came to his knees, held in place with a wide knotted strip of cloth. It took some effort and focus to loosen the tie enough for me to pull them down as well, but once undone, the final layer of clothing fell to Mister Dion’s knees, exposing his sheath. His pink shaft already rose from its home and its tip was already slick with excitement. His musk was faint, a bit reminiscent of smoke, with a hint of sweetness. As I watched, it twitched, and a fresh drop of his arousal beaded at its tip.


      Mister Dion’s paws met the back of my head, guiding my muzzle to his groin. “That’s it, boy,” he murmured encouragingly. “Nice and slow.” My stomach knotted even as I felt a strange excitement at the order. I didn’t want to want this. I parted my lips and pressed them to his sheath, kissing lightly, then sliding my tongue through the short fur, teasing the sensitive skin beneath. Almost instantly, the vole snapped his teeth together, sucking air through them in a sharp hiss. “Ye–es,” he whispered encouragingly, his fingertips playing over my ears as I brought him to full arousal. “Savor this moment, boy. You won’t get another first time.”


      Even if he’d permitted it, I didn’t want to explain about the cook or my training. It wouldn’t have mattered, anyway. It only mattered for now that my owner had ordered me to serve Mister Dion, and if the idea of being my first pleased him so much, then it wasn’t my place to correct him. Once his shaft was fully erect, I lifted my muzzle to its tip, kissing it gently before sliding my lips down around his length. His musk was stronger against my tongue, and that sweet-smoky scent tickled my nose as I brought it closer to his groin. I closed my eyes and pushed aside the thought of his hungry gaze as I tongued him, drawing a low moan out of the vole tightly clenched muzzle.


      The vole started to claw lightly at the back of my head and around the bases of my ears as I worked. His head tilted back, his jaw clenched, and he began to trill excitedly at my attentions. His hips rocked slightly as he slid smoothly past my muzzle, now slick with his desire. Sensing his deep contentment, I started to relax and even to enjoy my efforts. My chest began to loosen, and his thickening musk filled my lungs as I took a deep breath. That knot of shame in my chest began to ease, and I started to even feel a bit of pride at being wanted, even maybe actively sought. I brought my paws up to Mister Dion’s rump, cupping the soft flesh as I pulled him deeper into my throat.


      A twisting jerk on top of my head snapped me out of my reverie as the vole wrenched my ears around in his claws. My shaft retreated limply in shock. I let out an open-muzzled gasp, eyes snapping wide, and then fell backwards as Mister Dion’s paws shoved me away. His cock twitched, and a tight smile spread across Mister Dion’s face. His eyes seemed to darken, and they glittered when he spoke. “Well, well. First time, you say? No one’s quite that kind of natural talent, boy. So, I’ll just have to find out if there’s something you haven’t done before.”


      The vole stepped forward and grabbed my collar, hooking a finger into the ring at its front; Miss Aida’s sigil jingled as Mister Dion jerked me to my hinds. “Onto the bed with you, on your knees,” he hissed. Then he shoved me again, back against the frame.


      I collapsed onto the mattress with a whimper, but I still knelt as he instructed. “S–sir?” My heart, just starting to relax before, had begun to pound in my chest, and my fingers felt numb.


      He clacked his claws at me with one left paw, rummaging through the chest with the other. “Quiet, boy.” All traces of warmth had vanished from his tone, leaving behind an icy whisper. “Paws behind your back.” When I complied, he grabbed my wrists roughly, and then started wrapping them together. He tugged harshly, making me wince as rope tugged at my fur. He threaded it between my arms, then walked to the head of Tani’s bed. Once he had the end of the rope through one of the tethers, he pulled until my paws rose, forcing me down to the mattress, then further, until I cried out, pain shooting down my shoulders and arms.


      “That should do,” Mister Dion said with a sick smile in his voice. “Spread your knees.” Without waiting, he shoved my knees apart, forcing my tail into the air, and then climbed onto the bed and knelt behind me. He put his paws on my rump, forcing me open, and then pressed his arousal against my pucker. He delicately caressed my ears with his claws and muzzle with his claws, and then his paws returned to my hips, and he drove himself forward, sinking himself into me in a single thrust.


      Pain, already rippling along my back from the tight bind pulling my arms up and back, stabbed upwards from the base of my spine. Another cry ripped out of me. Mister Dion held still, letting out a deep trill. “My, my,” he groaned. “This is definitely new to you.” His paws moved to my elbows, and then he began to withdraw, only to shove himself into me again, making me jump. And then again, and again.


      My pucker began to burn, a pain to complement the one in my shoulders, but with every thrust it faded, bit by bit. I felt my sheath begin to stir again as the vole forcefully took me, and fearful shock began to give way, bit by bit, to a trembling nervous arousal. Each time Mister Dion stabbed himself into me, he brushed against something that shot pleasure up from my gut, and the grinding of my sheath against the mattress sent a matching shiver over my chest. Soon, his trills were met with my own limited whimpers as I tried to rock myself back against him, to get him to hit that magic point within me again.


      “Ye–es,” Mister Dion groaned, his hips grinding rhythmically against me. His trill gave way to steady gasping, then to a tight, fast pant. “Hold fast, boy, your... first....” I let out a cry as he sunk his claws into my arms and drove himself down against me, and then his arousal flooded beneath my tail, filling me with his sticky desire. The vole shuddered, then slumped against my back. “Oh, oh. Dear boy, such a joy,” he murmured, reaching forward to stroke my cheek with the back of his fingers.


      I whimpered, shaking. My own arousal had been nearing its own peak, but with his release, he stopped striking that pleasure point inside of me; I was trapped beneath him, so close to my own climax but denied release. The vole cooed in response to my trembling, then slid out of me, wiping himself on my rump as he lay down beside me. “That was exhausting, but worthwhile. Good night, boy.” He smiled and delicately pressed muzzle to the side of my head as he curled up to sleep, leaving me trapped and desperate for a long and frustrating night.


      The knock at Tani’s door, some time after daybreak, didn’t wake me so much as rouse me from the half-aware stupor into which I had slumped. Mister Dion lay curled next to me, one arm under my head, his other draped across my back. I tried to rise, but my arms refused to respond, and when I reared back to try to stretch them, hot agony jolted across my shoulders. I let out a cry, then quickly bit my lip to stifle it.


      The door opened, and the cook stepped inside, padding quickly to the head of the bed. His thick fingers worked the rope holding me out of the tether, then carefully lowered my arms. It took him a moment to unwrap my wrists, and then he was carefully easing me off of the mattress, untangling me from the vole’s clutches and helping me onto my hinds. What wasn’t throbbing in pain had either gone numb or was starting to tingle. I tried to walk, but the best I could manage was a painful totter, wobbling back and forth, dragging the chain between my ankles, leaning on the wolf for support.


      The stairs were a hazard, but with him in front and me behind, we managed not to tumble down to the kitchen. There the wolf helped me to one of the benches and motioned for me to sit, then to lie down on my back. I opened my muzzle to protest, but he quickly snapped a finger across his lips and shook his head, then put his paws on my knees and began to work the soreness out of them. My muscles screamed in response, but I bit back the cries of pain as he clumsily tenderized my aching joints. I could barely roll myself over, and his efforts across my shoulders brought multiple whimpers from me, but by the time he was finished, I could at least feel my fingers again.


      He helped me back to my hinds, then motioned for me to follow him into the cooking space proper. I did my best to obey his directions, but I was shuffling through the steps. I wasn’t sure that I cared. I felt numb and hollow inside, as though something in the night had broken and fallen out of me, and I hadn’t seen where it had gone. I felt like I ought to want it back, whatever it was, but even that seemed beyond me. A sharp pain split one fingertip and I yelped. I looked down to see fresh crimson staining the counter. The knife I’d been using to carve hunks off of the wheel sat sunk into my thumb, a good quarter-inch. The stack of wedges was safe, but the wheel itself had specks of blood on it.


      Immediately, I took the knife and started numbly scraping the cheese clean, but then the cook’s paw was on my shoulder, the blade suddenly on the counter as he relieved me of it. The wolf marched me to the cauldron in which he’d been boiling porridge, and he took my split thumb in one paw. With his other, he motioned for me to open my muzzle, and when I did he stuck his forearm between my teeth. He jammed the cut against the hot iron, adding the searing pain of a fresh burn on top of the slice. I bit down on his arm and let out a shriek that was thankfully muffled by the cook’s fur, but my feeble efforts to jerk my paw out of his grip were useless.


      For a good five seconds, he held my thumb against the metal, until the blood had burned away, leaving only blackened fur and a seared cut. When he let go, I grabbed one paw in the other and collapsed, sobbing, to my knees on the hard stone floor. The wolf worked his arm out of my clenched jaws, then petted me, whining softly and nuzzling against my ears. He held me until my tears subsided, then helped me to my hinds and walked me carefully back to the bench. He gestured for me to lie still, then walked out of the room, towards the parlor.


      Once alone, I turned my face to the ceiling, but all I could think to do was stare. I wanted to cry. I wanted to scream. I wanted to protest what had happened, both the violation and my response to it, but I couldn’t even bring myself to do so. The slaver had warned me what my life would be like, but I hadn’t truly believed her. Now... now I knew. I brought my paw to my eyes and squinted at it; the inside of my thumb, just above the knuckle, had an deep brown line across it, surrounded by angry red flesh and blackened fur. I tried to bend it, but the skin felt tight, and too much effort sent a fresh wave of blistering pain to my wrist.


      I started to wonder if I would be able to move my thumb again, but all I could do was ask myself in response if it mattered. It wasn’t as if what became of me was of import to anyone. That set off a wave of nausea, and I clutched my ruined paw to my stomach, fighting the urge to heave. Before I could bring my body back under control, though, heavyset hindfalls signaled Miss Aida’s approach. She shouldn’t see me here, I thought. She’ll think I’m lazy. I rolled off of the bench, my guts churning as I dropped to the floor. I tried to kneel, but I could barely push myself upright.


      My owner wasted no time in approaching me, but she only sat beside me on the bench and rested a paw on the back of my head. I flinched at the touch; it was too light, too... tender. She stroked her claws down the back of my neck and over my back, then gently pulled me to her. “The cook told me what happened,” she offered softly, her voice apologetic. “Korski’s luck it happened when it did. I’ll miss you, boy. You were good for the Blue Moon.”


      That made me turn my head, a knot of ice swelling in my stomach. “Master?”


      “I... sold you, boy,” she said, the words rushing out of her quickly after that. “It’s too good a deal for me to pass, and it’s best for everyone. Dion hails from Barony Deterikh; he’s a diplomat and counsel, to the baron himself.” She hmphed, sounding like she was trying to make herself believe it. “You’ll be among nobles, boy. It’s a step up for you, and those rumors.... Well, a gossip will say anything.”


      As soon as she mentioned the name, that lump of ice spread to engulf my chest, meeting the numbness that had already threatened. I drooped, ears flattening against my head. “Yes, ma— Miss.”


      She nodded sharply, then rose. “You see? You’re adjusting already. Up, boy.” I rose from my knees, and Miss Aida froze. “Great Family,” she murmured. “I was joking about the sweets in his pocket.”


      I drew in a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “Miss, if you’ve sold me, I should see to my new owner.” My voice was flat, and the ice inside refused to thaw. I started to shuffle past her, but then suddenly the lynx’s paw was on my shoulder, holding me in place.


      “Hold a moment, boy. I’m not done with you.” Miss Aida’s words were firm.


      When I stopped and nodded, Miss Aida removed her paw, then folded her arms across her chest. “I told you some time back I’d give you a story, and I’ll not leave a debt unpaid. You know the cook?” She paused a moment while I nodded. “He worked for my last master.”


      I blinked, then spoke very carefully. “You... used to be a slave, miss?” I didn’t raise my gaze, but I couldn’t keep the question down.


      Miss Aida nodded. “Long ago, yes.” Her voice grew distant. “Sold by a family with too many muzzles to feed to an older nobleman with a taste for young girls. He had a fire in him I’ll not wish on my greatest enemy, yet he never laid a claw on me. The older slaves in his manor, though, all tasted his anger at some point. His cook, he beat until the poor thing thought of himself as little more than part of the kitchenware.” Her muzzle twisted into a frown, her ears flattening. “Not a day went by that he wasn’t catching a lash for some minor slight, just so the old man could vent his rage.”


      My owner’s eyes narrowed. “When he grew too feeble to have any use for a chamber girl, he set me free. Maybe he feared what his other slaves would do to his favored pet; maybe he just couldn’t stand to see what he could no longer have.” She shrugged. “Either way, he sent me on my way with a bare neck and a small purse. I opened shop to put the only skills I had to use. It paid well enough, and soon I had enough to deal in my own stable.


      “He was the first slave I bought, to give him a better life than he had, but by then the scars ran too deep, or so I thought.” She came back to the present, her eyes meeting mine. “I’ll not ask what magic you worked, but in the time you’ve been here, he’s changed, and for the better. The first word I ever heard him speak was your name. One day I’ll have him tell me his, if he even remembers it. If there’s any justice in the world, then someone will do for you what you’ve done for him.” She cupped my muzzle and smiled sadly. “I’ll grant he hurt you, but you gave him something I couldn’t.” Her fingers went to my throat, and then the Blue Moon’s sigil was gone from my neck. “I’ll take no more of Dion’s time. Go on, now. Your new master awaits.”
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      IMPORT


      After a full day and night of Mister Dion’s undivided attentions, leaping from the ornate carriage and trusting the wilderness seemed a welcome option. The chain that ran from the bolt in the wall to my collar prevented it, but the thought passed regularly through my mind. No sooner had the Deterikh envoy’s driver closed the door than the vole had his belt undone and his knees spread, my muzzle between his legs and his paws on the back of my head. When the guards at the city gates hailed him, he draped his cloak over his lap and continued his efforts while he feigned interest in paperwork and signatures. Eventually, the vole collapsed in exhaustion on his seat, draped a heavy woolen quilt over his shoulders, and then fell into a deep slumber, leaving me to try to ignore my mounting aches and get some rest.


      Matska and Korski had already set and the sun had begun to rise when the carriage stopped. I still hurt from the night before, the night air was damp and chill despite the spring, and my rump had started to go numb from the hard wooden bench, despite the thick cushion. With the manacles on my wrists, my choice of positions had been sitting on the edge of the seat and leaning back against the iron bar, or returning to the floor of the carriage, where I had already spent enough time. In the end, I had fallen asleep sitting sideways, shivering, with my hinds on the seat beside me and my head against the opposite wall. At the knock at the door, I let out a groan, but between the aches and the cold, I could barely move.


      On the third knock, Mister Dion’s eyes cracked open. “Morning so soon?” he murmured, his voice even wispier than before; he sounded as though he could still use another hour’s nap. Still, he yawned and stretched, tossing aside the blanket. “Up, up,” he said to me as he fastened his pants.


      It took several tries to get back on my hinds. Neither hinds nor knees wished to move at first, and my shoulders burned from their confinement and awkward position. Throughout my efforts, Mister Dion did nothing to help. He merely freed his leash from the wall and stepped down onto the ground, waiting with his paws on his hips and a frown on his muzzle. As soon as I was standing, he tugged firmly on the lead and then began walking, making no effort to wait for me as I stumbled out of the carriage, nearly falling in the attempt.


      Mister Dion’s driver had parked the carriage at the bottom of a low hill, next to a winding path that led to its crest. Sitting atop it, in a sparse copse of trees, was an imposing two-story manor. Most of its windows were dark, but one lone light shone against the backdrop of breaking dawn. A waist-high wall of stacked stone ran around the base of the hill to either side, and a wooden sign at the opening in front of that announced clearly, By Appointment Only. The vole, however, strode past the warning, half-dragging me behind him.


      A heavy knocker hung from the front door, which Mister Dion banged impatiently. He waited a few moments, then repeated the demand. Soon after that, hindsteps approached, and then the door flew open. On the other side stood a plump grey-furred raccoon rubbing at one eye with a paw. The robe she had hastily thrown around herself was likely once a deep wine, but a life of washing and wear had long since faded it to a dusty rose. With her uncovered eye, she visibly glared at the vole standing on her porch. “You’ve still not learned to read, then, Dion?”


      “A pleasant morning to you as well, Aura,” Mister Dion replied, ignoring the jibe and doffing his cap. “It’s always a pleasure.”


      “For you, perhaps,” Aura said. She glanced past Mister Dion, then back. “What’s his story?”


      Mister Dion turned, looking at me sharply, then looked back to the raccoon. “That’s why I’m here. I was hoping for some of your help.”


      Aura made no move to invite either of us inside. “Did Datsia send you?”


      My owner coughed politely, covering his muzzle with one paw. “Captain Datsia wouldn’t approve of it; you know that.”


      The raccoon’s muzzle bobbed upwards sharply. “That’s why she had to have sent you; you wouldn’t dare bring yourself here elsewise.”


      Mister Dion forced a laugh at that. “Well, well. You haven’t changed, Aura. Sadly, your young charge has, which is why I’m here. Surely even you’ve heard by now.”


      Aura’s eyes narrowed, and she pulled her robe more tightly around herself. “I’ve heard. I don’t believe a word of it.”


      “Believe what you like.” Mister Dion shrugged. “If you’re not interested in helping, I’ll be on my way.”


      The two stood off against one another for several seconds, across the gulf of the raccoon’s door. Then suddenly she turned, tail lashing beneath her robe as she padded back up the staircase to our right. “Into the parlor with you; I’ll be with you after I put a kettle on.”


      Inside, the manor was crammed to the rafters with books and scrolls. Shelves covered the walls, and bins lined the floor. Here and there among the stacks were knick-knacks and trinkets, odd bits of metal or crystal or stone. Animal skeletons strung together with wire shared space with star-charts and maps of the winds. The narrow hall wound past the stairwell and into a small parlor filled with more texts and artifacts. Several padded chairs sat clustered around a small table, and covered witchlights hung from sconces stationed among the piles. Mister Dion pulled me close on the leash and said softly, “Sit, and touch nothing.” All the humor was gone from his voice. “Anything in this place could be dangerous.”


      Lacking any other options, I knelt beside Mister Dion’s chair, bowed my head, and waited. The air was still and dry, filled with dust and a number of musty scents that defied description. When a tickle in my nose made me cough, the room echoed with the sound. I shifted uncomfortably on my knees, while Mister Dion contented himself by playing with my leash. Several minutes went past before Aura returned, squeezing into the room past her books. She’d changed into a red blouse and brown skirt, and around her neck hung a chain from which dangled a heavy silver medallion set with a number of small crystals. “Kettle’s on. So what’s this about Erik?” Her voice was brusque, but she lingered a half-second on the baron’s name.


      Mister Dion grimaced and shrugged. “It’s not the baron himself, so much. It’s Jazinsk. There’s been much talk of light harvests over the border; you’ve heard that much, I’m sure.”


      Aura scowled. “I’ve heard, and seen. Lots of wagons leave from here, and only a few come back full. The mining’s been good, so I hear, but you can’t eat metal. That doesn’t explain what’s on with Erik, though.”


      “Patience, patience.” My owner chuckled softly. “You really haven’t changed, have you?” He sighed. “The truth is that ever since the baron appointed me envoy to Jazinsk, I’ve heard a number of cold words. There are some in the court that still blame him for his mother’s death, and—”


      “I asked you of Erik, Dion,” Aura interrupted. She dropped into a chair and crossed one knee over the other, then fussed with her skirt. “I don’t want to hear of Melka; there’s nothing more to be done for her. Keep yourself focused.”


      Mister Dion rolled his eyes. “I am focused, Aura. You wanted to know about the baron and how he’s changed. Before I can tell you that, I have to explain what’s happened. You’re not at the court any more; you don’t have all the information. Now, may I finish?” At Aura’s quick head-bob, he continued. “So, as I was saying, a fair number in Barony Jazinsk’s court still bear a grudge against Deterikh, and now they’ve had a heavy winter to compound their troubles. I just came back from their court, where a fair amount of harsh language was leveled in my direction, including subtle accusations of their hardships somehow being our fault.”


      “Fools,” Aura grumbled, shaking her head. “As if we could control the weather. Not for lack of interest, mind you, but it’d take stronger alchemy than the whole of the barony could muster.” She shrugged. “Continue, please.”


      “Of course, of course.” Mister Dion smiled and sank back into his chair. “The Jazinski are asking the impossible, of course, but that still complicates matters. Our relations with them have been on rough ground for some time; this has only made it worse. Baron Deterikh’s father passed on, and in the wake of his death, there have been grumblings around the court.” He rested he elbows on his knees and steepled his fingers before his muzzle. “You’ve heard, I’m sure, that he’s pressed three more squads into service, and right before planting season.”


      “I had, yes.” Aura’s voice lost some of its edge. “I wondered why.”


      The envoy shook his head. “I doubt there’s any need to wonder. Sharp tongues are rattling, and swords may follow. It’s all well and good to defend ourselves, but I fear the young baron may be seeking to prove himself to the memory of his father.”


      Aura’s eyes narrowed once more, but her voice stayed even. “So why the slave?”


      “Oh, yes.” I felt Mister Dion’s gaze on top of my head, but I carefully kept my own eyes aimed downward. “I wanted to make sure the young baron’s temper had an appropriate outlet. If having a ready means to cool his passions means sparing us a war, I’m all for it. That’s why I brought him to you; I’ve some... changes... I’d like you to make to him.” That made my cheeks flush and my ears redden.


      The words brought a dark chuckle out of the raccoon. “I can only imagine what you might have in mind. Dion, consider. You’re asking me to put my skills to work for you after the Deterikh court dismissed me. What makes you think, even for a moment, that I’d be willing to help you?”


      Dion’s voice fell to a near-whisper. “Aura, I’m asking you to help me give Erik a target for his anger so that we don’t have to worry about him taking it out on our neighbors and dragging us into a war that neither side can afford. You know he’s conscious of his heritage.” His paw touched the back of my head. “This one’s Jazinski and ought to serve as a good substitute for Erik’s political ambitions, and given this one’s species, there shouldn’t be any... confusions.”


      Aura’s eyes flashed in response. “I told you to leave Melka out of this, Dion. I won’t warn you again.” She sighed and rose from her seat. “Fine, you’ll have my help. The kettle’s surely ready by now, and I’ve got plenty of tea. Tie him here and follow me into the kitchen; we’ll discuss what you want done with him.”


      With Mister Dion and Aura out of the room, I had little to do but wait. At the edges of my hearing, I could tell that they were talking, but I couldn’t make out any words. I tried to still my heart and hold my breath, but the best I could do was pick out their voices and the muffled clatter of porcelain. I shifted uncomfortably on my knees, unable to keep from wondering what they were discussing. I knew, at some level, that the answer was me, but beyond that, I could only imagine. Mister Dion had said he had changes he wanted made, but I wasn’t sure what he meant. No doubt I would find out soon enough.


      I caught myself shivering and forced myself to breathe slowly, regularly. My fingers felt numb, and my chest hurt. I was scared, in ways I hadn’t been in months. At the Blue Moon, I hadn’t been happy, but at least I’d been safe. Once I’d learned my routines, everything had become habit. I could trust that any given day would be much like another. Now, though, I had no idea what was going to happen to me, and it shook me to the bones. I felt fairly sure my life was safe, if they were going through all this effort, but beyond that, little of what Mister Dion and Aura had discussed had made any sense, and I was feeling very lost, and very frightened. I tried to quiet myself, to get my heart under control, but the calm refused to return.


      Fortunately, I soon heard a door open, and Aura’s voice suddenly grew louder. “...right bastard, Dion; that hasn’t changed.” She pushed her way into the room, then leaned on the back of the chair beside me. “So, I’ll have him to you as soon as I’m done with him. It should be three weeks; but it won’t be less and it could be more. It’s all in how pliant he is. Half in a week, regardless of his state, and half when I bring him to the baron. Agreed?”


      Mister Dion walked up to my side and bent to take my leash. “Agreed.” He then held out his other paw to her.


      Aura took the proffered paw, but her fingers clenched tightly around the vole’s, her eyes narrowing. “See to it that you keep to your end of this, Dion,” the sage growled. “You won’t enjoy the consequences if I have to come looking for what I’m rightfully owed.”


      The vole let out a gasp, his breath audibly catching in his throat. “Yes, yes, I agree.” His voice was even fainter than normal, barely a whisper that he seemed to struggle to make.


      “I know you do,” the raccoon continued. “You haven’t any choice in the matter.” She traced designs on the back of Mister Dion’s paw with a clawtip, then gripped it between both of hers. “Covenant made, Dion, son of Lazlo, of Barony Deterikh. By the Great Family, I bind you to your oath. Twixt Zofia’s love and Marek’s rage, a thousand sorrows if you should fail to honor your word. So sealed until kept or broken.” The vole began to visibly shake. “For your sake, it had better be kept.” Then she bent and pressed her muzzle to the back of her paw.


      Mister Dion cried out and jerked his fingers free of the raccoon’s grasp as if yanking them from a fire. “What— Why in the stars?”


      Aura smiled, but her eyes remained dark. “Consider this a promise, that you’ll have the results you want. In exchange, I’ll have the guarantee that you’ll actually return with my coin, and that when I arrive at the gates, you won’t let Datsia’s guards fill me with arrows while you escort your present inside. Now, I believe our business is done here, and I have work to do.” She took the free end of my leash from Mister Dion’s other paw. “If you’ll excuse me, you know the way out.”


      For once, my owner seemed at a loss for words. He half-stumbled backwards, hastily bowed and doffed his cap at the parlor door, then turned and practically fled for the front door. After it slammed shut behind him, the sage bent and unclasped the leash from my neck. “I thought he would never leave. I hadn’t planned on a houseguest, but we’ll make do. Up with you. What’s your name?”


      I rose but kept my silence, knowing what I’d been told of names. Several seconds passed before Aura put a paw on my shoulder and turned me to face her. “Listen to me, boy.” Her voice had regained a hint of edge. “No doubt you’ve been well-trained to do as you’re told, but as of now, that won’t be enough. To do all the things that I’ve been asked to do, I’m going to need the kind of response that comes from knowing what to do without having to be told. To get that from someone who doesn’t know the first thing about what’s happening....” Her posture subtly shifted; it wasn’t a change in stance or position, so much as a release of tension throughout her entire figure. A smile, genuinely warm and tender, settled on her muzzle, and she held out a paw to me. “You’re going to have to trust me.”


      I blinked, ears flat against my head, looking down at her proffered paw in confusion. Then I grasped it in my own, clutching it like a holdfast in a storm. “It’s... it’s Stannis, Miss Aura.”


      “Just ‘Aura’ is fine for now,” the sage corrected. “Stannis, good. Follow me, Stannis.” She teased her fingers free of mine, then turned and led me past the overstuffed shelves, then up the stairs and down a short hall to an open room with a hardwood floor. In front of one window was a tube on some kind of makeshift stand. A desk and chair sat in front of that, with an open notebook and charcoals. In the middle of the room was a low circular table covered in symbols; atop it sat several smoked glass spheres, each engraved with another mark. Charts upon charts of tiny symbols hung from the walls, and what space wasn’t covered in those held still more stacks of books and scrolls. Faded and scuffed chalk lines criss-crossed the floor. “What was your father’s name, and do you know when you were born?”


      I stood near the doorway, transfixed by the sight. As soon as I crossed the threshold into the room, the air smelled of rain, and a tingle lingered in the room, like after a thunderstorm. “Jedrik, mi— Aura.” I shook my head; had I really adapted to my condition so quickly? “It was... midsummer, eighteen years ago. A day before services, my mother said.”


      “Eighteen, yes, here.” She ran a clawtip along one shelf, then pulled one of the books. “A day before services in midsummer.” She flipped pages quickly, then started scanning through it. “Had the early harvest started yet?”


      I bit my lip, trying to remember what I’d been told. “I’m not sure I know. Father used to say that I’d had my first raspberries off the bush before I could open my eyes.”


      Aura nodded in response, then flipped another page. “Ah!” She rapped a knuckle against the book. “Bless Iladin and his pedantry. Fourth of Lipi, first bushel of raspberries in the market square. They’d have been harvested a few days before, so services on the last day of Chervi, which puts on you on the twenty-ninth. Remember that, Stannis.”


      “The twenty-ninth of Chervi,” I repeated. “Okay, but... why? And who is Iladin?”


      Aura hefted the book as she walked over to one of the charts on the wall and ran a clawtip down its length. “He writes almanacs and keeps one of the strictest diaries in Deterikh. If you need to know what day something happened in a given year, he’s the one to ask. So, that said, let’s see.... Fourth of Lipi.”


      “Twenty-ninth of Chervi, miss,” I corrected.


      The sage grinned at me over her shoulder. “Good, you’re learning, but don’t call me ‘miss’.”


      I blushed. “Yes, Aura.”


      Aura’s grin spread and her tail hooked in amusement. “If you’re really this quick a study, you’ll do fine.” She grabbed the open book and a stick of charcoal off of her desk, then made some quick notes before walking back to the symbol-laden table. She took the glass spheres and began placing them around the edges. Once she was done, she stepped back and cupped her muzzle in one paw, crossing the other arm around her waist. She stared at the arrangement for some time, then finally waved at it. “Interesting, but it tells me what I need to know.”


      I hesitantly stepped forward, wincing as my shackles rattled noisily on the hardwood floor. “What is it?”


      “Hmm?” The raccoon’s head lifted, and her eyes went wide. “Oh! Oh, heavens. Those won’t do.” She looked around the room quickly, then walked out the door. “Stand there, don’t move.” She was back a few moments later, carrying a kerchief and a vial. She knelt beside me and daubbed a few drops from the glass tube onto her cloth, then carefully folded it and rubbed at one of the links near my ankle. After a few moments of vigorous polishing, I heard a clank, and I looked down to see the end of the chain sitting on the floor! The other side vanished as quickly, and then she stood behind my back and did the same for the bar on my manacles. “There, should have done that an hour ago.”


      I rolled my shoulders, trying to work some of the pain and numbness from them; they burned, but it was a good burn, an ache of use after being still too long. “Thank you. But... why? How did you do that? And what did you do to Mister Dion?”


      Aura shook the vial in front of me. “Sage’s water; it dissolves metals, but naught else. I told you you would have to trust me; that’s easier to earn than demand. As for Dion....” She grinned and shrugged. “I promised him I’d do what I said, and I gave him a reason to do the same. When you don’t know what alchemy looks like, any ritual can be a powerful one if it’s done right.” She punctuated her words with a giggle, her tailtip hooking in amusement.


      I stared, muzzle agape for a few moments, then burst into laughter. After so long, that moment of humor felt like a crack in the wall holding back a flood of emotion. The first snicker escaped me before I could resist it, and another half-dozen quickly followed as nervous relief flooded through the blockade. Soon I was on my back, covering my muzzle with my paws, cackling and gasping for breath.


      As the spasms subsided and I wiped the tears from my eyes, Aura approached and held out a paw to me. “Do you think you can trust me, Stannis?”


      I nodded and took her paw in my own. “Yes, Aura.”


      “Good,” she said as she pulled me back to my hinds. “Then we can begin.”


      Aura’s study, like the rest of her manor, was filled to the rafters with books. Unlike in the other rooms, though, the scroll-bins were in ordered stacks and the shelves were tidy, with only a few small trinkets scattered among the books. Aside from the shelves, the walls were otherwise bare, but so little of them showed I couldn’t even tell their color. A massive desk, topped with a few spare sheets of parchment and an inkwell, dominated the space beneath the lone window. A padded stool sat in front of it, and a thick woven rug covered the rest of the floor, with a few pillows scattered about the room.


      The sage shut the door behind me as I entered, then walked to one of the racks of books. “Take a seat, Stannis.” She lifted what looked like a heavy glass witchlight under a thin black sheet off of a shelf, then set it down on the rug in front of me. “I have to tell you, this is probably the last bit of kindness you’ll see for some time.” She climbed up onto the desk and reached for the heavy curtains. “The next few weeks will be difficult, even with your complete trust, and beyond that....” She stopped and lowered her head, her paws gripping the drapery. “No one can know the future, but even I can see rough winds ahead for you.”


      I sat cross-legged on the rug and rested my elbows on my knees. It felt good, if oddly embarrassing, not to kneel. It felt as though I were merely playing at being normal. “I know,” I murmured. “I didn’t choose this because I thought it would be easy.”


      Aura looked back over her shoulder at me, her paws clutching the drapery. “Why did you choose it then?”


      I shrugged and related the story of my father’s death and family’s hunger, faintly startled at my own calm. I remembered barely being able to tell the slaver that bought me. Looking back at it now, though, it seemed... sad, but not crushing. Had I made a mistake? Had other horrors made it seem less traumatic? Was this merely the passage of time? As I marched myself into the back room of the guildhall and put myself into the cage, I shrugged again. “It seemed the sensible thing to do, at the time.”


      The sage was silent for a time, then bowed her head. “You’re a brave soul. I won’t say I’ve had it as hard as some, but I’ve seen my share of trouble, and I don’t know if I’d have faced your situation with the same grace. Hold onto that courage; you’re going to need it.”


      I sighed, looking down at the wrapped witchlight. “Was it courage, or cowardice? When life became a burden, I ran from it. My family doesn’t even know I’m alive.”


      Aura smiled gently. “When your life became something you didn’t want, you sought a better option. That decision isn’t easy.” Her voice softened and her shoulders stooped. “Some people never manage it.” Her words trailed there, but she leaned heavily on the desk as though under a burden. When she straightened again after a few moments, the tension from earlier had snapped back into place. “Right. You’ve had your rest, and now there’s work to be done.” She closed the drapery, and the room fell into near-darkness. A flame flickered briefly to life, and then the scent of incense filled the room before the coal disappeared again. “Time for trust, Stannis. Lift the cover, and look into the light.”


      I nodded, then pulled aside the black drape shrouding the witchlight. Unlike most I had seen, this one was irregular, a cluster of soft silver motes that glowed within the glass, instead of a solid light. They weren’t enough to illuminate the room, but I could just see my paws when I glanced down at them. I scooted back on the rug, then leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees to gaze into the sphere.


      “Good.” Aura’s voice spoke out of the shadows behind me, but I couldn’t exactly tell where. “Deep breaths, in and out, focusing on the lights, deep within the sphere. Make yourself as comfortable as you can. You needn’t be still, but try not to move too much. Just focus your attentions on the sphere, on the lights deep within. Feel the air moving in your lungs, and try to slow it down, nice and slow. Deep breaths, in and out.”


      As Aura spoke, my breathing slowed, but my focus was on the sphere, on the lights within. I could still hear her, but her voice seemed to be moving, or else in several places at once. “You’re already trained,” she continued, her voice rising and falling in a gentle lilt. “You know how to do as you’re told, and you do it well. Now you’re doing as you’re told, and doing it well. Continue your breathing, focusing on the lights. You could move, if you needed, but there’s no need; you’re nice and comfortable now. Yes, you’re comfortable and relaxed, tension fading rapidly. Deep breaths, in and out.”


      I noticed, as I stared into the glass sphere, that my fingers and toes were beginning to tingle, as if cold, but the room was still warm. I wanted to ask what she was doing, but I knew better than to interrupt; for a moment, I worried that I wouldn’t be able to speak even if I tried. My eyes were fixed on the glowing silver lights before me, and I felt, strangely, as though I were falling towards them, even though I knew I was sitting perfectly still.


      “Good, very good,” Aura’s voice continued in the distance. “You’ve already been trained to do as you’re told, and you’re doing very well.” Was she repeating herself, or was it just a trick of my memory? How long had I been listening to her? “You might see, if you focus, the lights begin to move, within the sphere. See them dancing for you, flickering slowly within the glass as you focus on them. The lights must be moving, because you’re quite still. You could move, but you aren’t, because you’re comfortable where you are, breathing deeply, focusing on the lights. So comfortable, so relaxed, no tension anywhere within you. Deep breaths, in and out.”


      My fingers and hinds were quite numb now, and my pawpads and a small patch on my scalp had started to tingle. I felt curiously heavy, as if I were falling asleep, but my attentions were all on the sphere. I was dimly aware of the voice behind me, but listening was an afterthought. If I focused, I thought I could see the lights moving as Aura said. Was it my imagination? Had they been doing so all along, and I had only just noticed? Was this alchemy? The questions rose, but then drifted away as I tried to catch one silvery mote or another shifting within the sphere without pulling my attention away from the others.


      “Very good,” came the voice, rising and falling behind me. “You’re doing very well, Stannis. Count the lights, as they move. Starting at one, count them slowly, in time with your breath. Deep breaths, in and out. Breathe in, and one. Out, and two.”


      At the edges of my vision, the world had gone black; all I could see now were the lights, dancing slowly within the glass sphere. “Three... four... five... six....” The words fell from my lips, faintly slurred, as if from exhaustion, each in time with the rise and fall of my chest. I felt leaden, and briefly the rhythm of my breathing faltered as panic hit me; what if couldn’t move? After my brief start. though, I felt myself sinking back into the steady rhythm. “Seven... eight....” How many lights were there? My eyes flickered around the glass, briefly, and suddenly a flush hit my cheeks as I realized I couldn’t remember with which one I had started. “One... two....”


      Did Aura chuckle behind me, or did I just think she did? “You’re doing very well,” she said softly. “How are you feeling?”


      “Heavy.” The word was out of me without thinking about it. “Cold. A little scared.”


      “You’ve no need to be scared,” Aura corrected softly. “You’re doing what you’re told, and you’re doing it well. You’ve already been trained. How many lights are there?”


      “I... I don’t know.” My eyes were focused on the glass, but the number escaped me. I tried again to count them, but by the time I had reached five, I had forgotten which was one or two, and I stopped. “I don’t know.”


      This time, the chuckle was definite. “There are twelve lights within the sphere, Stannis. Twelve lights. Let’s count them together, one to twelve. Deep breaths, in and out. One. Two.”


      “Three,” I echoed. It took several tries to count them all; I would miss a number, or forget to breathe, or stir, and Aura would interrupt with some correction. Each time, we would start together again at one. By the time the word “twelve” was out of my muzzle, I had forgotten how many times I had tried to reach it. When it left my lips, I fell silent, chest rising and falling slowly. The urge to continue, to say thirteen, fourteen, rose but then it too faded. It felt as if my thoughts had simply drifted into the darkness around me, leaving only the lights in the glass. Twelve lights.


      “Good,” said Aura. “Very good. Close your eyes, Stannis. Can you still see the lights? Can you see them, in your mind?”


      “I—” I tried to picture what I had just been seeing, but at best it felt like faint impressions. I knew that I wanted to see them, but I didn’t think I truly could, not with my eyes closed. “Perhaps, but... I don’t know.”


      “That’s fine.” The sage’s voice was soothing, comforting. “In time, you will. Let’s count down, twelve to one. Feel the heaviness lift as you count, feeling lighter and lighter, until you’re free of the weight and feeling refreshed. Twelve. Eleven.”


      “Ten. Nine.” My breathing eased as I counted, the tingling fading from my paws, until we spoke “one” in unison and I opened my eyes. The points where my elbows had rested against my knees hurt from the weight I had put on them, and my back ached from the position in which I had been sitting. I let out a whimper and shifted up onto my knees, rubbing at my calves.


      Light flooded back into the room as Aura opened the drapery, then snuffed the incense she had lit. “How do you feel?”


      “Sore,” I replied. “And... scared. I actually thought for a bit that I had forgotten how to move, that I’d been frozen in place. What... what did you do to me?”


      The raccoon shrugged and hopped down from the desk. “I told you, for what I’ve been tasked to do to you, I need you to respond to instruction without hesitation, without even knowing you’ve done so. By the time I’m done with you, not only will you see those lights in your mind, but you’ll see anything you’re told to see. Once you can do that, the real alchemy will follow.”
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      UPGRADE


      As night fell, Aura brought the unusual witchlight off of the shelf and set it back in front of me. Twice a day for two weeks, she had me kneel in front of that hazy sphere, to count the twelve lights within and watch them move. Each time, she corrected my breathing and my rhythms, and each time my fingers and toes went numb a little faster. My body seemed to grow heavier, while my thoughts grew fainter. The darkness at the edges of my vision swallowed more each time; even the glass had started to become indistinct, leaving only the dancing motes themselves within my sight. They danced and spun as she directed, and I did my best to follow them, with my eyes, and later in my mind.


      The sage knelt on the table and lit a fresh stick of incense, blowing gently on its tip until it smoldered, the coal glowing brightly. Then she drew the drapery, casting the room into utter darkness. “Lift the cover, Stannis, and look into the light.” As I drew aside the cloth, she continued, her voice slow and even. “You’ve already been trained to do as you’re told, and you do it very well. Focus your attentions on the sphere and let everything else slip away. Get nice and comfortable, and let all your tension go. Deep breaths, in and out.”


      As she spoke, I felt the now-familiar weight settling into my arms and legs. The world beyond the sphere fell away quickly, and the lights swam in front of my eyes. Soon, I couldn’t even feel the points where my elbows touched my knees; my focus had sunk into the lights, dancing among them. Even Aura’s words grew distant as I felt my senses fall forward, in among the witchlights. My breathing slowed, though I could barely feel my chest moving. My paws and hinds went numb, but then even that faint tingle faded from my awareness.


      “Good,” came the voice in the distance. “You’re doing very well. You’ve been well trained to do what you’re told. You can see the lights moving, can’t you? Focus on them slowly swaying and moving within the sphere. You might feel like you’re in there with them, swaying and moving with them. Feel yourself growing brighter and brighter, swaying and moving, just like a little light. Count the lights, as you breathe deeply, in and out. Breathe in for one. Out, and two.”


      “Three... four....” The numbers came slowly to me, each one steady with my breath. The tingling and numbness spread as I breathed, as I counted, as I watched the lights dance and sway around me. I dimly felt my body shifting in place, rocking faintly back and forth as the glowing motes did, but the motion seemed very far away. I knew from hours of repetition how many lights the globe contained, and yet that number escaped me every time I sat before it. It was as if, gazing into its depths, my mind simply forgot all the times before that I had tried to count them, and I had to find them all anew. Even though I needed less time to find them all than when I first started, I still lost track of how many tries I took to exhale slowly and then whisper the word, “twelve.” As it left me, I fell silent, my words dropping away into the darkness.


      “Very good,” Aura murmured. “How are you feeling?”


      “Cold,” I replied automatically. “Trained. Relaxed.” I spoke softly, slowly but without hesitation.


      “Good. Very good,” the sage replied. “You’re very well trained to do as you’ve been told. Close your eyes, but stay focused on the lights. Can you still see them, in your mind?”


      My eyelids dropped as soon as she suggested it, but the lights still flickered brightly behind my eyelids, spinning and dancing around me. “Yes,” I said quietly. “Twelve lights.”


      “Thirteen lights,” Aura corrected. “You’re one of those lights now, aren’t you? Glowing and swaying, spinning in that globe.”


      I lifted my head, eyes still closed, but the lights remained in place around me, their motions undisturbed by mine. “Yes,” I repeated, feeling myself shift as I watched the flickering of the others around me.


      “Of course you are, little light,” the sage continued. “When you hear ‘little light,’ this will be your signal to go back to being a little light dancing and swaying in my globe, surrounded by all the others. You will relax and focus, breathing deeply in and out. You’ve already been trained to do as your told, and you do it very well. When you hear ‘little light,’ you will go back to this state, a little light dancing and swaying in my globe. You will say, ‘I am ready,’ and then you will relax and focus, breathing deeply in and out.”


      I nodded slowly, lowering my head back towards the globe. Twelve other lights swayed around me as I looked down at myself, fur shimmering. “Yes.”


      “You’re very well trained, little light,” Aura said with a faint chuckle.


      A chill spread through my limbs and my head drooped on my neck. The other lights in the globe swam around me as I shifted in place. “I am ready,” I said softly.


      She chuckled again. “Very good, little light.”


      Another tingling wave spread through me, and exhaustion seemed to spread through me. “I am ready,” I repeated.


      “Good,” the sage said softly. “Now, let’s count down from twelve to one. Feel the heaviness lift as you count, feeling lighter and lighter, until you’re free of the weight and feeling refreshed. Twelve. Eleven.”


      I nodded again. “Ten. Nine.” Little by little, I felt the weight in my limbs lessen and the sensation return to my fingers. They stung from having gone so numb, but as the word “one” left my lips, the sensation had mostly passed. I opened my eyes and blinked into the lights, then groaned slightly as I reached for the witchlight cover and draped it over the sphere.


      Aura drew back the drapery, though only star and moonlight entered the room. “Very good, little light,”


      Seemingly from nowhere, that familiar tingle spread through me out from my chest to my fingers and toes, from my ears to the tip of my tail. I slumped forward onto my paws and knees, my head drooping on my neck. “I am ready.” The words came unbidden, as did the lights dancing in my vision, and for a moment I startled at my response, eyes snapping open to peer into the gloom. “What—”


      I thought I could hear the sage’s laugh in the thickening darkness. “Is there a problem, little light?”


      The numbness seeped into my limbs as my chest rose, then fell again, tension fading from my body. “I am ready. No.”


      Cloth rustled behind me, and then I heard soft hindfalls on the rug. “Lift the cover and look into the globe. Deep breaths, in and out.” Aura’s voice had grown closer, but softer, a bare whisper in the room. “Focus on the lights in the globe. Twelve lights, and you, little light.”


      “I am ready.” I could barely move my arm as the next chill wave spread along it, but I managed to pull aside the cover. I gazed deeply into the witchlight. Twelve lights, and I.


      “Of course you are,” said a voice. “Close your eyes, but stay focused on one of the lights, on yourself within the globe. Let everything else fall away once more. You’re already trained to do as you’re told, and you do it very well. Find yourself within the globe, one of the lights, and slowly draw yourself out of the sphere. Dance and sway your way to the surface, then carefully float free.”


      Escaping the leaden sense in my limbs was difficult, but I felt myself gently spin and twist within the globe, the lights around me parting to let me pass. I had started near the center, the other flickering motes around me, but soon I felt myself bumping against something. Looking down, I could see twelve lights, but I wasn’t moving. “I’m trapped,” I mumbled. “Can’t rise.”


      “Yes you can,” the voice corrected gently. “You’re doing as you’re told, and you’re trained to do that very well. Breathe deeply, in and out. Relax and let the weight fall away from you. Don’t lose your focus on the lights, but let your limbs feel lighter and lighter. Feel the weight falling away from you, as you breathe deeply, in and out.”


      I nodded slowly, relaxing again, focusing once more on the lights and watching them sway. Lights. Light. Lighter and lighter. The weight that had settled in me as I relaxed fell further away, and soon I felt myself rising once more, through the surface of the glass. As I passed into the open air, the process went faster, held down by less and less. I felt as if I were floating like a leaf on the breeze, a single mote of light swaying and dancing in midair.


      Cloth shifted again, and I felt a presence directly behind me. “Hold out your paws,” the voice said, very quietly. “Cup them in front of you, around the little mote of light.” I nodded and reached out, forming a bowl in mid-air. “Good, now, count down from twelve to one, feeling more and more aware with each count. Twelve, eleven.” We counted together downwards, until she said, “Open your eyes. One. Look at your paws.”


      I blinked, then stared in shock. Sitting in the bowl of my cupped paws was a small mote of silver light, like a ray of moonlight trapped in glass. “What is—” My fingers trembled. “How...?”


      Aura rested a paw on my shoulder. “I told you when I started that you would learn to see anything you were told to see. For me to know that you could, I needed to see it too.” She grinned, her tail hooking behind her.


      I turned to look over my shoulder, my ears flat against my head. “Is this alchemy? And what is this ‘little—’”


      She squeezed my shoulder tightly and hissed an interruption. “Say it at your own risk; you won’t want just anyone knowing that phrase.” When I nodded, she relaxed her grip, her eyes shining in the flickering witchlight. “The changes I’ll be making require a willing subject who can help with the rituals. Training you in the basics of trance and putting that in your head will help ensure that I don’t need to worry about your compliance.”


      I looked back down to the glimmering light in my paws. “Does this mean I could... learn to do what you do?”


      Aura barked a quick laugh. “If you took another year to master what I’ve shown you and nine besides to survive your apprenticeship, perhaps, but I doubt your owners will want you knowing anything more than what you’ve already learned. Still, there’s other things you can train someone to do, once you have them in that state.”


      I blinked. “Like what?”


      The raccoon laughed again, this time more darkly. “If Dion has any say, I’m sure you’ll learn soon enough. That, however, is for later.” She cupped her paw over mine for a moment, then lifted it away, and the flickering light vanished. She lifted the witchlight and carried it to the shelf. “For now, we sleep. Tomorrow at dawn, we begin your preparations.”


      That night, I lay across a chair and hindrest in the parlor as I had each night since my arrival. My eyes were closed, my breathing even, but my mind raced and my heart pounded in my chest. Thoughts of Mister Dion’s requests, of the future and the unknown, kept me from the quiet reverie that Aura had just taught me how to find. At points, I fell into a fitful daze, but then I would fall out again just as quickly. I might have even slept at some point, but I got no rest that night.


      Through the windows, the sky was still dark with a scattering of stars when I first heard the thumping of the raccoon’s steps on the stairs. I stifled a yawn and forced myself out of the chair and onto my knees. Aura, still in a cotton bedrobe, stepped into the parlor and drew the cover from one of the witchlights. “It’s time to— Oh, you’re awake.” She blocked a yawn with one paw, motioning for me to rise with the other. “I’ll start a kettle. Did you sleep?”


      I shook my head as I stood. Every joint felt stiff and I could barely keep my eyes open. I stretched my arms wide, then blearily jerked my paw back as I bumped a shelf, sending a small stack of scrolls tumbling to the ground. “I’ll get that,” I mumbled as I turned.


      “Don’t bother,” the sage replied, waving away the additional clutter with her paw. “I didn’t think you’d get much rest. No matter. Follow me.” She turned and tossed the cover back over the witchlight, casting the room back into darkness. Then she squeezed back into the cramped hallway, making her way towards the kitchen. I followed as best as I could, gingerly picking my way across the floor, trying to remember where the scrolls and other things had fallen. At one point, my hip met an overfull shelf, which sent a second cascade of books and scrolls to the floor, but Aura merely made another dismissive gesture.


      The sage’s kitchen was eerily common, though it felt as cramped as the rest of her house. A stone fireplace took up most of an inside wall. Copper and clay pots hung from hooks on another. Earthenware dishes sat in a stack on the counter that filled the middle of the room, and a few simple wooden chairs beside it. A barrel on one side of the back door held water, and a stack of wood sat on the other. Murky glass bottles and jars sat on any flat space that would hold them. As Aura entered, she freed the kettle from a hook over a pile of smoldering embers, then knelt in front of the coals. “Fetch me a log,” she said as I passed, and by the time I’d returned with one, she’d stoked the coals and some fresh kindling back into a cheerful fire. “Have a seat.”


      Once she had water in the kettle, she moved to the counter and began rummaging through spices and herbs. As she opened each container, she tested the contents, pulling pinches of dried leaves or sniffing at droplets of dark liquids. She shook one jar, then sniffed at the yellowish cloud that escaped as she cracked its seal; almost immediately she began to sneeze, her tail lashing behind her as she scrunched her muzzle. As she proceeded across the counters, she added a few pinches of this or a few drops of that to the pot. Through it all, I sat at the table, watching half-dazedly as she made tea.


      Finally, she seemed satisfied with her blend, and she put the kettle back on the hook over the crackling flames as they chewed through the fresh wood. “That’ll be a few minutes,” she murmured as she dropped into a chair beside me. “How do you feel? Nervous?” I yawned again and nodded, and she continued. “Understandable.” She chuckled and picked at one ragged sleeve with her claws. “I’ve no words to calm that, save that yours won’t be the hardest work I’ve ever done. Tricky, yes, intricate, but I’ve seen a—” She cut herself off sharply there, then waved her paw. “Well, I’ve helped with worse.”


      I tilted my head to the side and leaned forward slightly. “You’ve seen what?” As soon as the words were out of my muzzle, I flinched. Aura had been so kind to me, I’d almost forgotten that I was a slave. Just a slave.


      Aura made no immediate answer to either my question or grimace. “You’ll hear the stories, no doubt. You’ll be in the thick of it all; best I not muddle the issue with my side of things.” She grimaced. “What’s the memory of a spinster sage fetch at market?”


      I lowered my head and voice, then risked a second question. “Is this about... Melka?”


      Aura sat still for the span of several breaths, only her tail in motion. Her expression didn’t change, but it seemed that a wall had risen behind her eyes when she looked at me next. “It is, but she and I are history. You’ll be dealing with the present, and the past will only burden you.” She forced a smile to her muzzle, but her gaze remained cool. “Besides, it wouldn’t do for a slave to be asking questions, now would it?”


      I bit my lip at that and ducked my head. “No, ma’am.”


      The raccoon chuckled and reached over to stroke between my ears as she stood. “You’ll do fine, I think, as long as you can keep your tongue in your head. Thankfully Dion didn’t ask for me to do anything about that. He seemed to think you ought to keep it. Can’t imagine why.” I flushed, and her chuckle became a full-throated laugh as she stepped over to the fire. Moments before her fingers touched the handle, it began to whistle, then stopped as soon as she pulled it away from the flames. She carried it to the table, then passed me a cup and filled it with hot tea. “Drink; it’ll do you good.”


      I lifted the clay mug to my muzzle and sniffed; hints of pepper and cinnamon tickled my nostrils, as well as other floral scents and a hint of smoke. I blew across the surface, watching the shimmery liquid ripple, then gingerly sipped it. Despite the spicy scent, it tasted mostly sweet with a minty finish, and it coated my tongue on its way to my throat, then settled in the pit of my stomach with a cool tingle. I sipped a second time, then swirled the cup, watching the lights dance off of the surface.


      Aura nodded encouragingly, then motioned for me to finish my drink. “You’ll be wanting another, I think. You’ve had a rough night and could use it.” As soon as I emptied the mug, I held it out to her, and she filled it to the brim. “Go easy on that one, but that should be enough. If you start to feel sick, let me know.” She set down the kettle, then stood and took a mug for herself.


      I sipped at my tea, marveling at how it made me feel, so like the silvery glow of the twelve motes in the witchlight. My pawpads felt a bit clammy, but I shivered as if cold. My lips were starting to go numb, and I let out a quiet giggle at the sensation. I thought that the tea was supposed to make me more alert, but by the time I was halfway through my second mug, that leaden sensation was definitely seeping back into my bones. I wanted to yawn, but I didn’t feel tired, just heavy, as if I were staring into the sphere again. “Aura? Something’s... wrong.”


      “What’s that?” the sage called from the back door. She stood leaning against the water barrel with her mug in her paw. “Something not to your liking?”


      I shook my head, and the kitchen swam slowly in front of my eyes. “No, ma’am.” My tongue felt too big for my muzzle, its tip numb like my lips. “Do you feel something?” I tried to stand, but when I put my free paw on the table, I could barely lift myself. I wasn’t tired, and my head was clear, but my body wouldn’t respond to my thoughts. “What was... in that tea?”


      “Tea?” Aura chuckled into her mug as she approached the table. “That was the first part of the ritual.”


      Sickening awareness spread up from a sudden knot in the pit of my stomach. My ears still tried to shoot up in surprise, but I could barely move them. “What?”


      The sage set down her mug, half full with clear water, next to mine. “You’re going to have to learn to pay more attention to what people say, little light.”


      Warmth and heaviness hit me like an overstuffed quilt and pillow. As my eyes closed, my paw rattled the mug against the table. “I am ready,” I murmured, my voice weak and distant.


      “Not yet, you’re not, but you will be soon,” Aura replied. “Finish your mug, then follow me. It’s time.”


      The trip from the kitchen to Aura’s workshop had never seemed so long. Each step was a challenge, my hinds heavy and my legs threatening to rebel. Despite not being shackled, I could barely walk, and I shuffled back and forth as if sleepwalking. The narrow stairway seemed almost impassible, until Aura took one of my paws in hers and half-guided, half-pulled me along behind her, all the while murmuring under her breath. Her tones were soothing, but her words were a blur to me, punctuated at points with phrases I felt I should recognize. At times I tried to speak, to respond to what sounded like questions or to ask what was happening, but little escaped my muzzle but a string of slurred syllables.


      I was suddenly struck by the heavy scent of rain in the air, but before I could do more than note it, Aura had one paw on my shoulder and was motioning to a spot in the middle of the room with the other. “Lie there, on your back. Arms at your sides, legs together.” My head bobbed and I shuffled to the point she had indicated, then lay down. As I stretched out on the floor, it felt almost as if I were lying half-inside the wood. Something tingled in the air, and motes of light glinted above me as rays of sunlight filtered in through the windows. I lifted a paw and brought it in front of my muzzle; the fur around my fingers glowed faintly, backlit by sunlight.


      From somewhere out of sight, I could hear Aura moving around me, accompanied by the scratching of chalk on the ground and other, less familiar sounds. Metals and rocks clacked against each other, and something that sounded like grain falling from a burlap bag rattled in a steady rhythm for some time. I managed to lift my head to see Aura pouring something white and faintly glittery in a large circle around me. At intervals she knelt to scratch lines on the ground in chalk or place a crystal or small mound of powder. As I watched, the turned to look at me, her muzzle moving constantly, whispering words or perhaps just shaping the sounds with her lips. She nodded once in my direction, then motioned for me to lower my head. I nodded back, then returned to gazing at the ceiling.


      When she returned to standing over my head, the sound of falling grain suddenly stopped and the dust motes grew brighter, catching the rays of sun and flashing as they drifted. The water-smell in the air strengthened, along with a familiar smoky scent – the incense, I realized after several seconds. By the time I’d identified it, Aura had already been walking around the circle, her voice resonating in the small space. The words were unfamiliar, some language I didn’t know, but the power in them was unmistakable. Her voice rose and fell in a steady song, not even pausing for breath. The sinking sensation deepened as she moved, combined with that now-familiar heaviness in my limbs, to make me feel as if I were becoming one with the floor.


      Finally, she returned to the start of the circle and dropped to her knees. At some point, she’d tossed aside her bedrobe, leaving her nude as she positioned herself just above me. Her singsong chant stopped sharply, and for several seconds she was quiet. Then, when she spoke next, I suddenly understood her, making me dimly wonder if she had changed languages again, or if she had done something to my mind. “From the furthest star to the tiniest speck, all parts of the Great Work share a connection, however tenuous, to all others. It is an endless tapestry, an unbroken weave that links the great and the small, the majuscule and minuscule. Here, within this unbroken circle, we bring together the above and the below, to make a change to a piece of the Great Work.”


      The sage lowered her muzzle, and I managed to open my eyes to gaze up at her. Aura’s eyes, shielded by the tilt of her head, looked like two pools of shadow swimming on her face; her face was absent any expression at all, a blank slate moving in her own sort of trance. “Are you ready, little light?”


      That familiar warmth spread through me, and I sank fully into the floor, a slow grin spreading across my muzzle. I had long since lost track of my limbs. “I am ready,” I tried to reply, but what came out was more like a modulated yawn.


      Aura’s head bobbed once in a nod. “Close your eyes. Picture yourself in your mind, lying on the floor. The lines have been drawn, the salts have been cast and the stones empowered. See yourself within the circle, body relaxed, complacent, and pliable. Warmth suffuses you, a tingling heat that fills you from eartip to toe. See yourself in every detail as you are today, as the Great Work has shaped you. When you can see yourself in your mind, say yes.”


      My eyes closed, I focused on the image of myself in my mind’s eye, as if looking down from the rafters at the ritual taking place below. A rabbit of white fur, dotted with a few patches of black, stretched out limply on the hardwood floor, surrounded by intricate designs that seemed to glow in the dawn light. I squinted, focusing down on face, on chest and arms, legs and hinds. He looked as though he thought his expression should be blank; but it was clear he was enjoying himself; the rippling tingle that spread in waves through his entire frame; and the sinking, floating, falling feeling that had overtaken his mind. I saw his muzzle move, and the word “yes” floated up from within the circle.


      Aura nodded again. “All things are connected. The turnings of the spheres entangle all lines with each other. The careful eye and the delicate paw, however, may tease a single skein apart from all others, and a vibration on a single line may send ripples throughout the Great Work. Within the circle, we isolate a single strand, that we may make changes to it and preserve those changes within the larger weave. Feel the heat spreading through your body, flesh and bone cerating, becoming as wax, soft and pliant. When you can feel your flesh ready to sculpt, say yes.”


      The figure below opened his muzzle, panting softly. Beads of sweat blossomed across the linings of his ears, and a faintly glossy sheen spread across his fur. The heat made breathing difficult, but still it felt more like soaking in a warm bath, the heat saturating me throughout. He lifted one paw to study it; the fingers wobbled unsteadily before my eyes. “Yes.”


      The raccoon’s tail hooked then reversed, back and forth. She leaned forward, just up to the circle, and for a moment it seemed that she was pressing herself against some barrier between us. “Salts to separate, chalk to mark and guide. Ruby dust for Oshka, sapphire for Matska. Anise to bless, cinnamon to heat and stoke. Peppermint, motherwort, and clove. Bring your paws together, at your groin.” She spread her knees and leaned back, making a show of her own sex. “Sculpt what you see, shaped by others’ desire, driven by your need.”


      As her words touched my ears, the heat within me became a palpable, living thing. It pulsed and shuddered, collecting in my paws and loins as I brought them together. With his eyes on her nethers and his fingers at my sheath, the rabbit began to stroke himself; the shock of sensation was overwhelming, intense in ways I had never imagined. He pressed harder against his sheath, and the flesh began to move beneath his touch, waves of pleasure rippling beneath my fur with every stroke and caress.


      Each press and shape sent a fresh wave of fire along my spine. The rabbit gulped, his muzzle agape, his tongue lolling as he molded his flesh. He wrapped one paw around his shaft, pressing inward until the barest tip poked out from between freshly-formed netherlips. Fingers traced lower along sensitive skin, his clawtips making minor corrections, until they came to rest between his legs. One paw cupped over the newly-formed mound, and then a single finger slid carefully into the newly-crafted tunnel beneath. As he finished crafting his nethers into a mirror-image of the raccoon’s, what felt like a lightning bolt passed through me, arcing up from the base of my groin to the top of my head. “Ye–es....” escaped the rabbit’s lips as the body within the circle spasmed.


      “Good,” Aura said as she watched, her own eyes alight at the changes. “Very good. You’re well-trained to do as you’re told. Wormwood and violet, with licorice root to seal.” She held out her paws, her fingers curled tightly, her thumbs pressed tightly against the sides of her paws. “Fold your claws away, then mirror my paws with yours, a proper pet’s paws. Press them against the ground, to set them flat when you’re done.”


      While the heat and shock were still fading from my system, the rabbit could barely manage a nod. Paws gingerly pressed claws back into the shafts of fingertips, leaving only smooth flesh at their tips. Then fingers tucked against themselves, thumbs melding into the sides of paws as the rabbit squirmed his paws into the proper arrangement. As they pressed against the ground, the pads flowed through the merging flesh, until simple paws no different from like any animal’s sat at the end of the rabbit’s wrists. The heat was starting to fade, but that warm tingle still flowed upwards as the changes spread. “Yes.”


      The sage stood, drawing in a deep breath. “Very good. You’ve done well. As all things have symbols to give them meaning, so is the name the symbol of self. The you-that-was brought a name with you into the circle, a unique name meaning you and only you. That name and the you that was that name, I seal within the circle, within the you that is. When you are in this state and you hear that name, you will return to the you that was, until you are restored to the you that is. That name, the you that was, I seal away within the you that is. Do you understand?”


      The shock and heat was fading fast, a cool fog settling over my thoughts. I blinked, gazing up into the empty rafters. “I... think so, yes,” I murmured.


      “Good. Very good.” The raccoon nodded curtly. “Within the circle, we separate one skein, one single strand of the Great Work, to make changes to it.” I heard hindfalls, then saw her walk to the foot of the circle, holding a wooden staff. “To weave those changes back within the larger pattern, we carefully part the circle. Salts divided, chalk split.” The tip of the staff thunked heavily against the ground, and then with a single thrust, she slid it through the circle and across one of the lines drawn on the floor. “Wake up.”


      Whether it was the words or the sudden motion that snapped me back to full awareness, I couldn’t tell, but I felt a shock of self-awareness. My fur felt slick, and my pads were clammy. A chill ran up my spine and I shivered. “Cold,” I murmured, scrabbling up into a kneeling position. It took me a few tries to push myself off the ground; for some reason, I kept thinking my paws were supposed to be longer than they were.


      Aura nodded; at some point, she’d pulled on her bedrobe again. “That’s little surprise,” she murmured, stepping over to the window. Outside, the sky darkened as the last rays of sun faded into the distance. “Aside from that, how do you feel?”


      At the question, I whimpered slightly, aware of a strange tingling, burning sensation deep within me. “I feel... anxious? Needy? Like a hunger, but—” I blushed, ducking my head as I realized what it was. “It’s not hunger, ma’am.”


      The sage chuckled. “Not precisely, no, but that would be a word for it. Once we’re done with a few basics, I’ll allow you what you need and start teaching you the rest. One question for you first, though. What’s your name?”


      “It’s—” I stopped, blinking. I tried to recall, but I simply... couldn’t. I knew I should be able to remember something as simple as my name, and yet, the space in my mind where I imagined such things should be simply wasn’t there, merely a vast white fog. “I... I don’t know, ma’am. I’m sorry, I... should remember, but... I don’t.”


      “No matter,” Aura said, dismissing the question with a wave of her paw. “It’s Taneh, but you’d have come to it in time, no doubt. Now rise and follow. You’ve had a long day already and supper yet to make.”
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      DELIVERY


      My new paws made every daily activity into a test. By pinching the handle of a wooden spoon between the bases of two of my stubby digits, I could just keep a grip on it as I scooped up a bite of thin porridge. It still took some maneuvering to bring it to my muzzle without dropping it, and a bit more to bring it back to the bowl. The gruel was still hot, and I sucked in air as I ate, panting softly as I worked my way through the bowl. In the past, I would have preferred not to burn my tongue, but the searing in my muzzle was a welcome distraction; it helped keep my mind off of the burning elsewhere. It had been hours since Aura had allowed me any peace, and what had started around high sun as a nagging tingle between my thighs had long since become an ache.


      I lifted my eyes to Aura’s as I worked my way through supper. I ate as quickly as I could without dropping the spoon, hoping for some sign of pleasure at my performance. The raccoon, however, sat impassively opposite me, one elbow on the table, her muzzle resting on her bunched fist. Her tail lazily curled behind her, and she picked idly at the cuff of her robe with her other claws. When she caught my gaze, she tilted her head to the side and chuckled, hollow and lacking any humor at all. “You’ve picked that up quick,” she commented, her voice dry. “Now with your paws.”


      I grimaced and ducked my head. “Yes, ma’am.” I licked clean the spoon, then set it on the table. Lifting the bowl took both paws, balancing it carefully between them. I pressed my pads against the wood, shifting it back towards my wrists to make sure I had a secure hold, then brought the edge to my lips and tilted my head back. With a spoon, supper been had thin but manageable; trying to pour hot, lumpy potato gruel into my muzzle without burning myself, though, made it seem all too thick and awkward. I gingerly shook the bowl in my paws, then swallowed the first muzzleful, lowering the bowl a bit. The gruel burned my lips as I ate, but I did my best to finish the bowl.


      By the time I was done, the heat between my legs was more than enough to overwhelm the lingering burn in my throat. I dropped the bowl on the table and folded my paws in my lap, my head bowed, my cheeks flushed. Pressing my paws flat against my cleft dulled the tingling, throbbing beneath them, but I did little more than fidget, shifting my paws anxiously against myself. The memories of my last attempt to resolve my own desires still lingered in my mind. On the first morning after the ritual, Aura found me whimpering and bleeding, having rubbed myself raw during the night without a shred of relief. It took her three days to treat the sores, made worse by my ongoing attempts to relieve my arousal. By the second evening, she’d tied my wrists to the foot of her bed to keep my paws away from myself, and I still spent that night squirming, silently begging for the release I couldn’t give myself.


      Aura watched me shift in my chair, then chuckled and stood, adjusting her robe as she did so. She grabbed my dinner bowl, then walked towards the counter with it, calling back over her shoulder. “On the floor with you!” As I scrambled to comply, I heard the rustling of cloth and the rattling of glass, and then her hindfalls as she approached again. “Good. A bit of dessert for you.” She set the bowl down on the floor in front of me, revealing a pawful of dried fruit drizzled with some kind of glaze. “Finish that, without your paws, and I’ll be back for you in a bit.” Then she was gone, squeezing out of the door and disappearing up the stairs.


      I whined to myself, knees pressed together. “Yes, ma’am,” I mumbled. My ears flushed with embarrassment and flattened against my head, but I lowered my muzzle to the bowl anyway. Balanced on my elbows and knees, with my rump in the air, I wondered what others would think of me if they saw me, picking out bits of apple and apricot with my teeth. Animal. I heard the word in my mind. Face down in your food like any other pet. Ever since the ritual, the thoughts came, uninvited. They made the burning that much brighter, and I whimpered, grinding my thighs against each other. Had I been like this before I had arrived? Had I simply never realized? Did it matter?


      I did my best to focus on the slices of fruit. Whatever syrup she had used tasted of hibiscus and honey, and it was the first sweet I’d had since I arrived, and so I was eager to enjoy as much of it as I could, even though supper had been filling. I tried to put the heat in my nethers out of my mind as I ate, but my thoughts refused to be silent. This is your life, Taneh. One of Baron Deterikh’s housepets, if you’re lucky. Eating from the floor, sleeping at the end of his bed, and— Ah! Something cool and damp – one of Aura’s glass training rods, from the feel of it – brushed against my cleft, startling me out of my self-arousal. Reflexively, I pushed back against it, trying to take it further within. As I approached it, it withdrew, my heat returning again. I whined, spreading my knees and arching my back.


      “Eager little thing, aren’t you?” Aura’s voice teased from behind me, her paw on the small of my back. I’d been so engrossed in the treat and the need that I hadn’t even registered her return. “Have you been good? Think you deserve a little relief?” The cool, slick caress of Aura’s training rod returned, rubbing slowly along my lips, brushing past the sensitive pearl of flesh between.


      I whined again and nodded, trying to raise my tail further, to expose myself to her. I started to beg, then caught myself and just started to whimper in the back of my throat. The flood of heat within me seemed all the worse for that touch of relief, now withdrawn.


      Aura laughed. “Begging for it, even. Dion will be pleased; hopefully the baron will as well.” She chuckled. “If the rumors of Erik’s tastes have any hint of truth, then no doubt he’ll approve of you. Hold.” I tried to stop moving, but as the glass shaft pressed itself back inside of me once more, I couldn’t stop the moan that escaped my muzzle. I caught it as soon as I could, but the sage only laughed. “I wouldn’t beat a dray for neighing; why should I punish you? You’re a good pet, aren’t you?” I nodded again, and the shaft pushed further inside, stretching my tunnel, the chill running down its length stilling and stoking the fire inside me. “Of course you are,” she soothed as she started to withdraw it again. “Well-behaved and well-trained.”


      The words did as much as the touch to incite my nethers. I tried to push back again, to take more of the shaft inside me, but the raccoon’s paw at my rump held me in place. With teasing slowness, Aura withdrew the shaft, then pressed it back inside me once more. “That’s it, little one,” she crooned, her words somewhere between soothing and cruel, fueling the need without sating it, reminding me of everything that had happened and making me all the more aroused for it. “You’re just an animal now, just someone’s pampered pet, being given a little treat.” Her rhythm increased, a new form of heat, urgent and insistent, spreading out from my sex as she began to thrust the slick rod over and over into me.


      This time, when I bucked back against the shaft being driven into me, Aura made no attempt to hold me. I rocked on my knees, pressing back with my paws, head thrown back in bliss. Warmth spread through me, rippling up from my sex in wave after wave as I took the thick, slick intrusion. I clenched down against it as she withdrew and moaned as she slid it back into me. I shuddered, whimpering in time with the motions, each cycle of in and out, tense and relax, sending me that much closer to release. Through it all, the sage kept up her steady stream of words, a chant of a very different sort from the ritual, filling my mind with thoughts of what I’d been, what I’d become, and how much I enjoyed it.


      When the release finally came, it was a shock, like a sudden swell of pressure inside of me, a lightning flash of need that suddenly shot down my spine. I hadn’t even been expecting it; I’d become so lost in the moment, the sensation and the awareness of my own actions that I cried out, throwing back my head and jerking forward, arching sharply. I shook frantically, my whole body quivering, gasping for breath as that same flood of arousal washed over me. I panted, tense from eartip to toe, for several seconds, before sagging down onto my paws once more, muzzle back in the half-eaten bowl of fruit, surrounded by the scents of honey and my own nectar.


      “Aw, good little pet,” Aura crooned, making me flush. She slid the shaft – a glass rod slightly thicker and longer than Mister Dion had been – and held it up for me to see, slick with my juices. “Did the baron’s new plaything have a good time?”


      I nodded again, my cheeks burning. The need had, at least for the moment, been sated within me, leaving only a deep sense of embarrassment that bordered at once on shame and joy. This wasn’t the first time in the last week that the sage had done that for me, but it was the first she had been so blatant about my status, so specific in word and in action. Before, I’d been her student, learning how to use the body she’d crafted. In only a few minutes, I’d become less than her slave. It was humiliating... and yet, it had only stoked the fires inside to consider. Even just thinking about it sent an echo of that tingle through my nethers.


      Aura chuckled, then clipped a lead to my collar and lifted the bowl with her other paw. “Good. Then let’s get you outside. One good night’s sleep on the ground should do you some good, and then in the morning we’ll be on our way to your new home.”


      The night passed in bouts of fitful rest separated by futile squirming, as I struggled to find a position that didn’t make something hurt more than it already did. Before she left me for the night, Aura tied my collar to a hitch by my leash, then bound my manacles and shackles together with short lengths of twine, leaving me trussed and exposed in front of her manor. After a heavy meal with more sweets than I was used to eating, my stomach shifted unpleasantly each time I moved. The grasses beneath me made me itch, and my shoulders were quickly remembering the ache of being bound. Compounding it all, Oshka had barely reached midsky by the time the longing between my legs began anew. Survival until dawn seemed impossible.


      Some time after Korski had set, the quivering in my stomach reached a new high. I groaned and rolled onto my side, ducking my head to try chew on the grasses as I had seen... other animals... do. They tasted mostly wet and bitter, but I chewed and forced myself to swallow. The lump of greenery sat heavily within, and as I rolled onto my side, the cramping spread to my guts. I tried to ignore the pain, but it continued to build. When the pain had drowned out even the mounting ache between my legs, I felt more than heard a rumble, and then my bowel gave way, fouling my fur and filling the air around me with a greasy stink, mostly covering the delicate aroma of hibiscus.


      It was too much. Everything I had told myself of being just an animal, just someone’s housepet, all came back to me with horrifying memory. Even at my sickest as a kit, I hadn’t lost control of myself since I was out of swaddling. Now, I lay in my own filth, too tired and sore to even move away from the mess. I choked and shuddered, doing my best to pull my knees to my chest, to curl into a stinking ball and wish away any knowledge of the night. If I was to be treated like this, could she have not taken my mind as well as everything else? I bit my lip, fighting back the tears as my stomach continued to void itself.


      The greatest indignity, though, was that even as I lost control of myself, the aching need between my legs continued to grow. As I soiled myself like some common animal, my arousal refused to abate. If anything, it grew stronger even as I was repulsed by the smell and the thought of what was happening. My cheeks burned and my chest felt tight. I sobbed openly, tears soaking the fur of my cheeks as I curled into a tiny knot of shame and pain and arousal, wordlessly begging for morning to come.


      By the time dawn did finally break, I had no tears left to shed, nor anything else left within me. The skies were grey, and a light rain was falling, filling the wagon ruts and diluting the rest of the filth. I had become largely inured to the stench of the night before, and a stiff good breeze carried away most of the smell. I had even managed a few more snatches of sleep, despite more than one dream of sinking in a sea of mud. My shoulders and wrists ached, and my left arm had gone largely numb from lying on it, but they had become familiar complaints. The cramps had passed as well, though my arousal had continued to grow throughout the night. Even that, though, seemed manageable after the agony of the night before, a warm and eager tingle.


      The front door opened and Aura stepped out of her house, her bedrobe still loosely tied around her shoulders. She approached without saying a word, stretching her arms above her. I scowled as she neared, but she ignored my sour glare. She just stooped as she neared the hitch, untying the leash without looking at me directly. Her ears were flat against her head and her tail hung low behind her. “Around back with you,” she said once she was finished. “Kitchen door. You’re not getting into my carriage like that.” She then let go of the lead and ducked back inside, not giving me a second look as she closed the door behind her.


      It had been a few weeks since I’d tried to walk with ankles and wrists tied like this, and I was used to more slack in both than she’d left me, but it still didn’t take me long to struggle to my hinds and make my way around the side of the manor. The sage stood on her back stoop as I approached, ignoring the rain, holding a mug of bitter-smelling tea. She motioned me to kneel, then traded her cup for an oversized towel. As I sank to my knees, she drew a bucket from the the barrel of rainwater by the door, then poured it over my head. The water was frigid, and I shivered as it soaked my fur through to the skin and washed away most of the muck.


      It took two more rinses for her to be satisfied, and then the sage poured soap into the towel and scrubbed my fur. Despite my lingering anger and sullenness, the scents of rose and lavender and the warmth of the wash was a balm on my mood. She was also quite thorough, leaving nothing untouched. Her paws lingered briefly between my legs, giving my cleft more a great deal more attention than necessary. Her touch was warm and I eagerly pressed back against her fingers, and soon she had me moaning and pushing back against her. It took very little for me to relieve myself with her help, and then she washed that, too, from my fur.


      Her mood seemed to lift as she rinsed away the soap, and she was smiling by the time she had gotten a fresh towel and brought me into the kitchen to mop the water from my fur. “So, how was your night, then?” she asked with a grin. “Seems like something you ate didn’t agree with you.”


      I closed my eyes and leaned into the vigorous rubdown. “The sauce, ma’am. On the fruit.”


      Aura’s paws didn’t stop, but her tail did, and her expression went to careful neutrality. “What makes you say that?” The question was too casual, an echo of her talk of Melka a few nights ago.


      I shrugged. “I could smell it in the leavings.” I sighed, not caring if she punished me for speaking out of turn. “You’ve every right to do as you wish with me, ma’am, as long as you don’t damage my owner’s property, but... why? What purpose did it serve?”


      The raccoon rapped me sharply on the side of the head with her paw. “You watch your tongue; Dion didn’t say to take it, but he didn’t say to let you keep it, either.”


      I ducked my head, wincing. “Yes, ma’am.” Anger flared, but it faded quickly. In its wake, I felt little more than weary disappointment.


      Aura held still a moment, then turned away sharply. “If you leave here at your lowest, your future will be worth expecting. Now, you’re clean, and we’ve a trip to the baron to make. It’s not a market day, but Iladin owes me a lunch and I’ve two of his texts to return. I’ve a few things to pack, so wait here while I fetch what I need, and then we’ll be on our way.”


      Miss Aura’s carriage wasn’t the pinnacle of comfort or speed, but considering what took me from the Slavers Guildhall to the auction site, it was better than some. The bench on which I sat had quilted padding, and the roof was sealed against the rain. The ride was rough, and the light rain made the dirt roads muddy and slick. She might have been the wisest sage in the barony for all I knew, but Miss Aura handled the team pulling her wagon like a mother trying to herd kits. I fought down a bitter laugh; she gave better care to her horse than she gave me the night before, and no doubt they’d at least get a rubdown and a dry stable in which to sleep.


      Despite the morning weather’s best efforts, the trip itself had been surprisingly short; we passed through the gates into the capital of Barony Deterikh well before midday. The rain had slowed to a misting, with patches of sunlight breaking through the clouds. The main street was cobbled, wide enough for two carts to pass each other. Lined with shops and inns, it led to a dusty courtyard centered with a well and littered with troughs and hitching points. A few scattered tents across the space invited a small crowd to them, leaving most of the grounds bare. Guards in green and white livery loitered at the edges of the empty market; they turned to watch Miss Aura’s cart with casual detachment as we headed towards the inner wall.


      The station at the inner gate was far more attentive; a pair of guards stood directly in the road, with two more to either side, while I saw at least one standing on the wall with a crossbow clutched to his chest. As the carriage approached, a lanky lynx in familiar colors over a chain shirt and leather leggings stepped out from the gatehouse. He held out one paw and stepped into the path of the rig, out of my line of sight. “Welcome to Baris,” he boomed out in a low tenor. “What business have you with the baron?” Miss Aura’s reply was too quiet for me to make out words; she had drawn the guard into a murmured conversation while I strained to hear and struggled not to listen. I caught mention of the the name Erik from each of them, and Mister Dion’s as well, but their voices were too soft for me to catch much beyond.


      It took little enough for the two of them to come to an arrangement; Miss Aura sounded bored and the guard indifferent. After a few exchanges, the lynx stepped back into view, waving the others to him. He beckoned to one of the pair, a stocky wolf, then motioned to the inner keep. “Fetch Dion. Tell him he’s got a visitor with a package.” His eyes swept back to the carriage. “Won’t be long; he’s my fastest— Who’s that?” His green eyes snapped to mine, and I dropped instinctively. “Hey!” Solid hindfalls scuffled against cobblestone as the guard approached, followed by a rattle of the door as the lynx seized the handle. “Who’s in there?”


      The sage called down from the seat, “That’s the package I mentioned, a special order for Dion.” The carriage shook slightly, followed by a thud and muffled curse. “Taneh, show yourself!” Miss Aura shouted, a sudden tinge of irritation in her voice. Quickly, I fumbled with the door, clumsily gripping the handle between my paws and twisting to open the latch. I hopped down from the seat, then quickly dropped to my knees and lowered my gaze. “See for yourself, sergeant,” The raccoon grumbled, leaning heavily on one wheel, gripping one of her hinds in the other paw. “You can inspect em all you like, but ey’s not mine – or won’t be once Dion gets back with the rest of my coin,” she grumbled.


      “Em?” The sergeant’s brows rose and his head cocked to the side. His eartufts were shockingly white against his grey cheekfur. He turned to me and knelt, then pulled back sharply. “Oh.” My cheeks flushed sharply at his one-word response, while the need within me swelled in answer.


      “I don’t ask,” Miss Aura said, wincing as she tested her weight on her hind. She hissed sharply. “That’s a sprain if not more.”


      The lynx turned to her, visibly relaxing as he put me literally behind him. “I can have Inika fetch our physic as soon as Chelin returns.”


      “No need,” Miss Aura replied, shaking her head. “I’ve a lunch with Iladin, he’ll tend it and I’ll check his work. Just help me back to the seat.” The sergeant moved to assist, and together they lifted the sage back onto the driver’s bench. “Can’t be too much— And there you are, Dion,” she called out to the vole as he approached, following the wolf that had been sent to retrieve him.


      “It is, yes,” Mister Dion replied with a bow, doffing his cap. His shirt was dark brown, with a vest of Deterikh green over it and a cape around his shoulders. “So, let’s see your work.”


      Miss Aura sighed. “As you will. Taneh, rise.”


      At that, I stood, returning my paws to my side. I felt as much as heard the vole’s approaching steps and his appraisal of Miss Aura’s results. “Well, well, well,” the vole murmured appreciatively as he circled me. “I must say you’ve outdone yourself, Aura. I had some idea of what to expect, but this!” His voice dropped and a single finger brushed the edge of one of my ears; it took every ounce of will not to jerk my head away from his touch. “Very nicely done.”


      “You knew I did good work, Dion,” The sage called down from her seat. “Come up here; let’s talk coin and other matters.” Mister Dion climbed up into the carriage seat beside her, and the two fell into hasty whispers. I heard the rustle of papers, and then silence, followed an appreciative whistle and more quick murmurs. Then suddenly, as if to cover an uncomfortable pause, Aura spoke too loudly, “So, that’s that, then. Ey’s all yours, once you’ve paid for the work.”


      “What’s that?” Mister Dion sounded faintly confused for a moment, then quickly regained his composure. “Oh, yes, payment. Here.” Another rustling of paper followed. “A letter of intent to the exchequer, payable upon delivery. I trust that’s as good as coin? You can draw your funds at the mint before you leave.”


      “And it lets you claim an extra two days’ interest while the exchequer scrabbles for enough loose coin to fill the request. You’re still a right bastard, Dion.” The sergeant and his retinue all snickered in response, but Miss Aura just sounded tired. “I’ve got a sprain to tend and lunch is waiting. I can’t wait for you to find the silver yourself. Give me your paw.” She grasped Mister Dion’s fingers in hers. “Covenant kept,” she intoned, then bowed her head and kissed the back of his paw.


      When she rose again, her gaze briefly caught mine, and she winked.


      “Good, good!” The vole said, too cheerfully as he hopped back down from Miss Aura’s carriage. “It’s been a pleasure working with you on this, Aura, it truly has. You really should come to Baris more often; we don’t see nearly enough of you these days.”


      “And I see all too much of Datsia as it is. The next time you have need of me, send one of your guards to schedule a visit first.” Miss Aura gave a salute to the guard, then a nod to Dion. She tugged the reins on her dray and steered her cart carefully back and away from the gate.


      The snap of a clasp at my neck reminded me of the collar still encircling it and the leash once again attached. “So, Taneh— Was that what she called you?”


      I shivered but nodded. “Yes, sir.”


      Mister Dion chuckled. “Of course, since it is your name, after all.” He paused a moment, but when I said nothing, he merely smiled and started walking, pulling me behind him. “I’ll want to replace those irons of yours before tonight,” he said. “There’s still time for that yet, though.” We crossed a bridge over a dry moat, then passed into the keep proper. “I’ve your new set waiting for you; I think you’ll approve. First, though...” He paused, then ducked his head down to my ear. “Little light.”


      My blood ran cold and my cheeks burned, but in the time I thought to snap my head up and look at him, that familiar warmth and mental fog settled into place and it was all I could to to keep from falling flat. “I am ready,” I murmured, eyes closing as the heaviness settled back into my limbs.


      The Deterikh envoy clapped like an eager child. “My, my. I don’t know where to begin. Tell me, how are you feeling?”


      “Scared,” I confessed, the word instant. “Relaxed, aroused.”


      “Good,” was Mister Dion’s instant response as he pulled on my leash, dragging me behind him. “On all counts. The baron’s going to be so pleased with you. In the meantime, let’s away to my room, shall we? I’m eager to test the rest of her craftsmanship.”
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      PRESENT


      Once within his room, Mister Dion wasted little time in giving Miss Aura’s work a thorough evaluation. His first order after he shut the door was for me to undress him completely; the second was to lie on his bed on top of his quilt and wait. While I watched the lights around me dance, he spent several long minutes rummaging in a small chest at the foot of his bed. By the time he was finished with his inspection, I had become quite glad that he had chosen to abuse the sage’s training. Drifting deeply among the witchlights, I was in no state to struggle against the envoy while he discovered several other acts I had never performed before.


      The vole’s enthusiasm might have never run dry, but his flesh eventually did. Once he was satisfied with Aura’s artistry, he collapsed onto his bed beside me, one arm around my waist. “You’ll make quite a gift for the baron, Taneh,” he murmured, patting my stomach lightly. “He really will be pleased with you, I think.” Then he shifted, pressing himself to my side as I lay unmoving next to him, breathing slowly in and out, doing my best to focus on the witchlights in my mind. After his exertions, it didn’t take him long to drift into a light sleep. Soon he was snoring gently, tucking his legs up beside him, crossing one over mine, pinning me against the bed as he dozed.


      How long I lay beside him, listening to the pulsing of blood in my ears and his whistling snore, I couldn’t tell. The trance state made the passage of time difficult to judge. The sun hadn’t quite reached high noon when I stepped inside Baris Keep, and Mister Dion’s explorations had lasted some time, but aside from that, I had no means of knowing. I could feel the trance state fading on its own as I slowly became aware of my surroundings, like waking from a daydream. The warmth of the vole’s body against mine was cloying, compounded by the tapestries on the walls and the woolen rugs on the floor that trapped the heat inside. Wet and sticky patches dotted my fur, and my hind had begun to grow numb from the envoy putting his weight on my shin. Plus, I was sore in places where I had no business hurting.


      That pain finally drove me to extract myself from under Mister Dion’s clutches and stand. A paw pressed between my legs came back lightly spotted with blood, which didn’t surprise me but still made me worry. Stretching my arms and legs did little to relieve the ache within me, but it did help with the numbness in my hind, and so I did my best to limber up in silence before walking in place. The leash from my collar remained tied to one of the bedposts, but I could move enough to send a fresh wash of pins and needles down my leg. Biting back a hiss of discomfort, I knelt and rubbed at my fur with my pads, stroking it against the grain and then back again, combing it flat with my claws.


      “Awake on your own, Taneh?” The voice above and behind me startled me onto my rump. As I scrambled back to my knees and bowed my head, Mister Dion yawned lazily and reached down from the mattress. His clawtips stroked the bases of my ears. “I should be quite cross with you for leaving my bed, you know.”


      His voice was light, but it concealed a core of iron that made me shiver. I’d seen how casually callous he could be and no desire to see what suffering he could devise. “Yes, sir.” I tucked my chin against my chest.


      The envoy made a show of stretching, yawned again exaggeratedly, then swung his hinds over the edge of the bed. “Fortunately for you, I’m in a forgiving mood, and any truly effective reprimand would leave marks. So, I’m prepared to let your actions slide.”


      I squinted my eyes shut at that, grimacing. “Thank you, sir,” I mumbled, trying to feel grateful but failing.


      Mister Dion tousled the fur between my ears playfully. “I have my generous side,” he lilted, then lifted one hind and held it in front of my muzzle. “So, wash my pads.”


      I blinked, then looked up at him. “Sir?”


      The vole looked down at me, his brown eyes placid. “Yes, yes? Is there a problem? Is your tongue dry?”


      My ears flushed, and not just with embarrassment. “No, sir,” At that moment, I realized that not only did I loathe Mister Dion, but that I was right in doing so. Everything he had done to me to this point, however shallow and embarrassing, had at least been something he clearly enjoyed unto itself. This was humiliation for its own sake, pleasurable purely because it debased me in front of him. It made me faintly grateful for Miss Aura’s actions on my last night, if only because it prepared me for what had followed. Miss Aida’s words came back to me, of wishing someone to be for me what I had been for her cook; in that instant, I rejected them. I couldn’t wish anyone into my position, or his.


      None of those thoughts, however, took me away from the situation before me. I resolved not to give Dion the satisfaction of seeing me cringe and whimper with each new degradation, and so I parted my lips and slid my muzzle down around his largest toeclaw, caressing the underside with my tongue. His leathery pads tasted of dirt and sweat and stone, musky, bitter and faintly sour, but it wasn’t as if he’d been traipsing through the stables that morning. I suckled at the digit, gliding my tongue along the rough skin, flicking across the cracks and moistening them as best as I could as I worked more of my muzzle around his hind.


      Mister Dion’s head rolled back as I worked, and he leaned on one paw, cooing at my attentions. “Good, good, Taneh,” he mumbled, reaching out to stroke between my ears. “Cover it all, nice and clean, such a good slave.” His claws stroked my ears, but I did my best to push those sensations aside. I kept my focus on the pads further down, tongue gliding between his toes to make him squirm. The envoy squealed like a kit as I lavished attention upon his hind. Then, even as I finished wetting the first, I reached out for his other leg with my paws, pulling it to my muzzle and diving into that one as well.


      “Eager now, are you?” The vole sounded amused, with a twinge of disappointment. “You’re quite the little slut, aren’t you? I almost wish I could keep you for myself, but that would delay things far too much, I’m afraid.” He sighed as I finished washing his hind with my tongue. “Best to keep to the plan.” He hopped down from the bed and untied my leash from the bed, then strode over to a wardrobe behind the door, extracting a corked glass vial and a kerchief. Then he slid a bathrobe around his shoulders and fetched his pants and a thick towel. “Follow.”


      Most of those that we passed turned to look, but few spared either of us more than a cursory glance as Mister Dion led me at the end of his lead through the halls of Baris Keep. That alone was enough to make me wonder how many other slaves had come through Barony Deterikh’s seat of government. Miss Aura and the envoy had both made mention of rumors regarding the baron that gave me pause as well, but I did my best to ignore these distractions. From time to time, the envoy tugged at my leash, and I picked up my pace as best as I was able, letting such thoughts drift away again.


      After some meandering about the halls, Mister Dion brought me to the baths. Once there, he helped me into one of the tubs filled with cool water, whereupon my teeth immediately began to chatter from the chill. The vole chuckled and set down the bag he carried, then held up the vial and cloth. “Hinds up, up, all of them,” he said, motioning for me to lift my arms as well. When I did so, he took one in his paw and dripped sage’s water onto the manacle, rubbing at it with the kerchief until it cracked and fell away, leaving only a brown ring of rust in my fur. He clucked his tongue. “That’s going to take soap to clean,” he grumbled, but he didn’t stop removing the cuffs. “Scrub at those as best as you can.”


      While I rubbed my paws ineffectually against the rust stains at my wrists, the vole grabbed a bar of strongly scented soap and worked a square of rough wool into a lather. It took some work for him to scrape the worst of the stains from my fur, but eventually he pronounced me mostly clean and turned his attention to the other soiled patches he’d left behind earlier. Those, too, faded under the harsh minty scent and his rough scrubbing, and soon he had me standing beside the tub while he rinsed the soap from my fur.


      “The worst of it is done,” he mused with a smile. “The rest will fade in time, like any memory, really.” He grabbed a thick towel and mopped my fur dry, then tossed it into a hamper at the side of the room. “Now, we should return to my quarters to finish getting you ready for your presentation.”


      At the door to the baron’s suite, Mister Dion paused and turned me around, needlessly dusting the woolen high-collared cloak he’d hung on my shoulders. “He’s going to be so pleased with you,” the vole repeated for the third time. “Head down, ears back, that’s it.” His fingers stroked slickly over the top of my head, making a last few adjustments to my appearance. “And... good, good.” He stepped back, then leaned up against the door, pressing his ear to it carefully. After a few moments, he turned to me and smiled, “Ready?”


      Without waiting for an answer, the envoy turned back to the door and knocked lightly, three quick taps in succession. A few seconds later, an older female voice called out from within. “Enter!”


      Mister Dion grinned at me, then turned and pushed open the door, stepping into a large parlor, easily twice the size of the entry hall at the Blue Moon. The center of the windowless room held a large wooden table, surrounded by half a dozen carved chairs. Couches lined the walls, with end tables beside. In each corner, a witchlight stood on a low stand, filling the room with bright yellow light. Hung on the walls, a series of portraits in oil – all grey wolves wearing Deterikh livery – gazed down at the occupants of the chamber.


      At present, that included an older grey-furred wolf with streaks of white, sitting with her legs crossed on one of the couches beneath the line of onlookers. Dressed in a natural blouse and a leather skirt, she loomed over the smaller black wolf sitting beside her in full regalia. The younger one, barely older than I, shifted uncomfortably as he flipped through a sheaf of papers. “—quite capable of conducting my own affairs, Aunt Datsia,” he said as Mister Dion brought me closer to the pair. “Yes, Dion, is there some news? And who is this?”


      The vole stepped back and to the side, bowing his head. “Baron, I mentioned upon my return from Jazinsk that I acquired you a local gift, yes? It has finally arrived.”


      Baron Deterikh set down the parchments and folded his arms. “And?”


      Mister Dion smiled and put his paws on my shoulders, gripping the cape. “Baron, I’d like you to meet....” His fingers freed the brooch, and then with a flourish, he whipped back the cover, leaving me nude. The collar around my neck gleamed a bright silver, matched at wrist and ankles by smaller cuffs, all held in place with small locks that clattered softly as I moved. Chains connected each limb to my neck, all held in place by a larger ring that also bore an etching of the seal of House Deterikh. With my paws at my side, my changes were obvious, as was my sudden flush of embarrassment at the latest exposure. “Taneh, your new slave,” the envoy finished, grinning past me at the young wolf.


      “Slave?” Baron Deterikh, rose from his seat and approached. “My slave?” His golden eyes were wide with surprise, his ears standing erected overhead. One paw lightly cupped my cheek, the other resting on my shoulder. Without meeting his gaze, I turned my head to nuzzle into his pads; he was sweating lightly, but his musk was faintly sweet. “You got em in Jazinsk, you said?”


      Mister Dion’s grin broadened in response. “Oh, indeed, indeed. Well, not entirely. Aura did some of eir training and conversion.”


      “Aura?” The name came from both wolves at once. They turned to each other, eyes locking for a moment before Baron Deterikh turned his attention back to me. “After you, Aunt Datsia.”


      “Thank you, Erik,” Miss Datsia replied, her voice cooling rapidly as she faced the envoy. “I didn’t know she was involved in this. How is she doing?”


      The vole laughed tightly. “Oh, she’s still a bit bitter, I suspect, but she was more than willing to do a favor for her old ward.”


      Baron Deterikh brought his attention back to me. He let me brush my muzzle against his fingers for a few moments more, then withdrew to the couch. “I have no need of a slave; I have the whole of the barony to consider.” The wolf’s voice went hard. “I don’t have the time to look after one person.”


      Miss Datsia sniffed. “If you can’t take care of one person, how well do you think you can take care of the barony?” The elder wolfess clucked her tongue quietly, shaking her head. “Really, Erik, if you’re going to do honor to the family and the title, you’ve got to start leading and not just talking about it. Just what is your plan to deal with Barony Jazinsk, hmm?”


      The younger wolf turned at that. “I’m dealing with Barony Jazinsk as I see fit,” he snapped. “I think Father would’ve preferred that to brandishing his spear at them.”


      That caught the older wolf off-guard, and for a moment, her eyes narrowed. “Wilik was a good man, Erik,” Miss Datsia replied carefully, measuring out each word in an even tone as she patted the wolf’s paw. “He raised you as best as he could under the circumstances, and he’s to be commended for that. You’re right; he would have tried to talk with them first. However, he’d have built up his reserves while he talked, in case that failed. I know you don’t like it, but losing your temper over it isn’t going to make it any less necessary. We have to—”


      “I’m not losing my temper!” the young baron barked, his golden eyes narrowing. “I’m just... frustrated beyond measure that we can’t talk sense into them!” He rose suddenly from the couch and began to pace. “I’ve called up three more squads; that’s almost a score more soldiers who’ll be drilling instead of harvesting their fields or hunting for game. Isn’t that enough?”


      Mister Dion and Miss Datsia exchanged glances, and then the envoy stepped forward. “Baron, if you think it would help them, I’d be willing to make another attempt to talk sense into them. I’m not sure what good it will do, but I’d be quite glad to see if they’ll at least give us a list of grievances or demands. Perhaps if we give them a chance to speak freely before the court, they’ll be willing to listen to reason.”


      The baron shook his head and tugged at his embroidered tunic, pulling it down and squaring it against his chest. “No, no. I’m not sending anyone; I’ll go myself. I’m tired of negotiating through seconds. Baron Jazinsk knew my father personally. He’ll speak with me.”


      Miss Datsia was quick to dismiss that suggestion. “I admire your courage and idealism, Erik, but that’s foolish.” She walked over to the younger wolf and lay a restraining paw on his shoulder. “You’re needed here in case something happens.” She shook her head sharply. “It’s too great a risk to send you out, even with an escort. Not in these times.”


      “Are you saying that the captain of Barony Deterikh’s military can’t keep her baron safe?”, the younger wolf smirked.


      Miss Datsia’s tail jutted out behind her at the jab. “I’m saying that the captain of Barony Deterikh’s military is keeping her baron safe by keeping him from foolishly risking his neck.”


      Baron and captain locked eyes for a few moments at that, before the younger wolf turned his head and dropped heavily back against his couch. “Fine, then. Yes, Dion, go. See if you can try to talk some sense into the Jazinskis. Extend Baron Tomas a personal invitation and ask him to send his envoy here again; perhaps we can talk some sense into him.”


      “Of course, Baron,” Mister Dion said with a bow and flourish. “And what shall I do with your gift? Shall I take em back with me?” The vole turned to me, making me stiffen. “It seems a waste after all the coin we spent, and you do sound horribly tense.” He tapped me on the shoulder, then, and motioned me to duck my head. I did so, and he whispered in my ear, “Go sit in front of the baron and attend to his hinds; they’re likely sore from pacing.”


      I nodded and approached, then knelt with a soft whisper of chains in front of the younger wolf. As I took one of his hinds in between my paws and began rippling my pads against it, he wiggled his toes and leaned back on the couch. “What’s ey doing?”


      Mister Dion chuckled in response. “Oh, oh, baron. Ey’s massaging your hinds; what does it look like? And I have it on good authority that ey’s skilled in many ways of relieving stress. If things do escalate, it would be good to have someone taking care of you, wouldn’t it?”


      The baron groaned softly and shifted hinds in my paws. “It would, yes. What did you say eir name was?”


      “Taneh, sir,” I murmured softly, not raising my eyes from his hinds. “It’s Taneh.”


      Three pairs of eyes turned to me, making me duck my head, my ears back against my head. “Do you enjoy your position, Taneh?” the baron asked.


      My stomach knotted at the question. I chose this life, and I had even found aspects of it to be pleasant. Ever since the ritual, I had found even Mister Dion’s attentions tolerable if not welcome. Did that mean I enjoyed being a slave? I shoved aside the question and bowed over one of the baron’s hinds; this was no time for introspection. “I live to serve, master,” I said softly, imagining my trainer’s rod on my shoulder as I spoke.


      Everyone was quiet for a few moments, before the baron waved me back and stood, catching one of my chains in his paw. “Dion, go and attend to your duties. Take your fastest horse and whatever supplies you’ll need. I want you on the road by daybreak. Datsia, start preparing a contingency plan in case he fails. We have raw drafts that we need to turn into soldiers as quickly as possible. Be ready with a first report by supper. In the meantime, I’m going to give my new slave a closer inspection.”


      The baron’s personal chambers, a short walk down a narrow hallway from the entry parlor, were surprisingly bare, compared to Mister Dion’s. The bed was common, a simple frame upon which a mattress lay, topped with a quilt and pillows. In front of it sat a large trunk, latched and closed. A bureau stood beside that, next to a wardrobe with one door open to expose a polished steel mirror. A simple table with two chairs sat against the opposite wall, and a plain rug covered the floor. The only signs that marked the room as belonging to Baron Deterikh were the emblazoned shield that hung on the wall atop a crossed pike and mace, and a family portrait that hung opposite it, of an older grey wolf in military regalia standing beside a black-furred rabbit in an elaborate jade gown. Aside from those, I might have thought it belonged to an ordinary soldier.


      As the baron led me inside, he motioned towards the bed. “Toss the quilt to the side, then lie down.” His voice quavered slightly, but his tone was clear. His paw landed on my rump, a firm slap that made me jump towards the frame.


      I bowed my head, ears tucking back against my head. “Yes, master,” I said as I hurried over to comply. Despite Mister Dion’s unwelcome attentions of earlier, I was feeling the need again, and the baron’s scent tickled parts of my mind that none of my owners had to date. His musk was sweet, thick with youth and familiar in ways that it had no reason to be. It curled in my nostrils and made the blood pulse in my ears.


      “Is there a problem?” The baron’s voice called out behind me. “You’re just standing there. I gave you an order.”


      With a sudden flush in my cheeks, I realized I’d been standing with my legs pressed together, suddenly lost in the baron’s scent and the burning between my legs. Is this Miss Aura’s doing? I wondered as I pulled down the quilt. “I’m sorry, master,” I said, climbing up into the bed. “How shall I lay for you?”


      The baron – now stripped to his breeches, a pile of clothes discarded by the door – grinned as he walked over to the bed. “On your back, legs spread. I want a look at the newest part of my barony.” The wolf’s tail wagged as he joined me, kneeling at the end of his bed. “So, you’re the gift Dion hinted at.” I must have grimaced when he said the name; a sudden barking laugh escaped his muzzle. “Tell me what you think of him.”


      I winced and turned my head to the side. “It isn’t my place to speak of others, master.”


      That brought a frown to the young baron’s expression. “Now see here... what was your name again?”


      “Taneh, master,” I said softly.


      “Taneh, then.” The baron nodded sharply. “If you belong to me, then it’s up to me what your place is, isn’t it?” He paused a moment while I considered his words, but then quickly snapped. “Look at me.” Not waiting for a reply, he pitched himself forward, one paw to the side of my head, the other sliding under my muzzle and forcing it to face his. “I said...” His golden eyes bored into mine, going wide as he caught sight of the dampness on my cheeks. “Great Family. What’s wrong?”


      I sniffed and shook my head. “It’s... nothing, master. I’m sorry.”


      A growl escaped the back of the baron’s throat. “I am quite tired of people telling me what is and isn’t important to me. If I ask you a question, I expect an answer. Something’s troubling you. Out with it.” His eyes glanced upwards, then back to mine. “It’s Dion, isn’t it.” His tone made it a statement. “Did he hurt you?”


      I bit my lip. “Not... as such, master.” At this distance, his scent was overpowering, heavy and inviting, and I squirmed beneath my new owner, trying. “Master, you’re still dressed. I should—”


      A finger suddenly lay across my lips. “I’m also tired of people telling me what I will and won’t do. I’m quite capable of dressing myself, and of doing the reverse. Tell me what Dion did to you.” He held still for the span of two breaths. “That’s an order, Taneh.”


      I swallowed heavily. “Yes, master, he... used me, master. Multiple times. It wasn’t pleasant.”


      That brought a second growl out of the baron. “So, not only does he take a month to give me the present he said should be a week, but he takes the time to try it out himself, first.” He shifted to a seated position between my legs, then balanced his elbows on his knees and rested his muzzle in his paws. “Tell me how he came to own you, Taneh.”


      I nodded again, then started the tale of how Mister Dion found me at the Blue Moon, sparing as few details as I could, from that first unpleasant claiming to the news of being sold, the trip to Miss Aura’s and her training. Something in the tale tickled the back of my mind, of the ritual and what happened during it, but as I tried to focus on it, the memories faded like morning mist in the heat of day. I shook off the sense of confusion and held out my paws to him, showing him the stubby, clawless digits. “Once she was satisfied with her work, she brought me here. Mister Dion paid the balance with a letter to the exchequer, and Miss Aura called him a right bastard for it. The rest you know, master, or can guess.”


      When I was finished with the story, the baron nodded once. He knelt, his arms crossed in front of him. His scent had thickened significantly as I talked, and his breeches showed a significant bulge. “Quite a tale, I must say,” he said softly. “I’m surprised Aura remembers me; I was just a kit when she left.”


      I smiled and sat up slightly, hooking my paws into the waist of his breeches. “She said she was a piece of history, master, but when she spoke of you, it seemed that events were very much part of her present.”


      The baron was silent for several seconds after that, visibly lost in thought. Then his head snapped upwards and a laugh broke out on his muzzle. “You’re right; she is a piece of Deterikh history, and mine, which amounts to the same thing. Listen, Taneh.” His eyes met mine again, and he smiled. “I take my responsibilities seriously. You belong to me, now, and I swore an oath to protect the barony. That includes you. Dion’s my best envoy and one of Aunt Datsia’s finest scouts, but that doesn’t give him free license to use you like that. If he comes near you, you tell me. Do you understand?”


      Warmth spread up from my nethers in response to his words, among other things. “Yes, master.”


      The baron chuckled in response. “Good. You may finish undressing me.” With that, he rose to his knees, giving me an opportunity to pull down his breeches. His shaft poked out from its sheath, pink and visibly ready. “On your knees, chest against the bed, Taneh.”


      “Yes, master.” I needed no more encouragement, scrambling to adopt the position he requested. As I pressed my muzzle to his mattress, his groin rubbed against my rump and his shaft nestled between my buttocks. A soft moan of pleasure escaped me as he rocked against me, and then one of his paws was at my legs, spreading them further to lower me down.


      “Brace yourself, Taneh,” he moaned, then put one paw on my hip, the other positioning himself against the opening to my eager tunnel. He slid himself forward with a groan, pressing himself into me, and a soft whimper escaped me as he sunk himself smoothly into me until the base of his sheath pressed against my lip. “Oh,” he breathed, letting out a growl of pleasure. “Oh Matska you’re tight... and hot...”


      I trilled in pleasure as he took me, pressing myself back against him to pull him further into me. His words were just another sensation, another part of my master shared as he filled me. As his shaft sank home, I arched my back, relaxing to invite him further, then tensing again as I slid forward. I wasn’t the expert that I imagined Miss Aida’s other girls to be, but Miss Aura had taught me a few things about my body, and I eagerly put that training to use for the wolf as he pulled back, then thrust anew into me. Each slow, teasing caress of flesh on slick flesh stoked the flames within, and soon I was panting, whimpering as he rode me.


      If my master’s slow, teasing strokes were maddening to me, my own responses seemed to be as exciting to him. Each careful thrust was a little less controlled than the last, and his breath quickly started coming in short, heavy gasps. “I could get used to a personal slave,” he muttered, his eyes squinted tightly closed, his claws sunk into my hips as he rocked himself in and out of me. “Trained to serve, made to serve....” The words became a mantra, a rhythm all their own, his shaft sinking home with every “serve,” as if to drive the word and the thought of it further into me with each thrust.


      My mind was swimming, his scent and my need and the exquisite ache between my legs driving all thought from me. I rutted back against him as an animal would, pumping my hips back to meet his on every thrust. I whimpered, a soft keening forced out of me each time his met mine, followed by a shuddering moan as he withdrew again, only to meet my rump with his shaft over and over. My rhythms faltered, my need overriding my training. I wanted his seed within me. I needed to feel his release, and mine.


      I didn’t have to wait long. The baron’s movements were becoming short and shallow, his knot grinding against my sex. A rising whine came from his muzzle, his movements growing short and erratic, and then with a few fast thrusts, he let out a howl and slammed himself against me, his shaft twitching and filling me with his release. He held me fast for a few desperate, needy seconds, then went back to thrusting, gasping as his flesh rubbed against mine, until he dragged a cry out of me. My body suddenly tensed under his as I came as well, gripping his cock within me as I shuddered beneath him.


      For several seconds, we held still, each of us riding out the other’s pleasure. Then, in a tangle of limbs and sweaty fur, we collapsed against the bed, my master lying against my back, nuzzling into my ears. “Oh, what a gift,” he murmured, his voice thick with arousal. “I think you’ll do.”


      “I... I’m glad... I please you... master,” I panted, trying to force air back into my lungs.


      The baron lay atop me for a few more seconds, then withdrew and stood. “There’s fresh linens in the closet in the short hall opposite the bedroom, and a small stack of towels for the baths. See that the bed is made when I get back.” He fumbled for his discarded breeches, then stepped into them, ignoring the sticky mess that clung to his sheath and shaft. “I’ll fetch you for dinner; make sure you’re presentable. I’ll expect you at my side.” Then, with that, he grabbed his clothes from the pile in which he’d left them and stepped out of the room, leaving me to sop his release out of my fur.
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      VALUE


      Not long afterwards, I became a regular fixture beside the baron at supper, kneeling next to his chair at the head of the table. Occasionally, he would offer me a bit of meat on his fork or a small piece of bread in his fingers, and I would take it in my muzzle, keeping my paws from my knees. Most times, he seemed to content himself with petting me as he ate, leaving me to my bowl of broth and boiled vegetables. On all fours, muzzle down into my stew, I felt exposed and vulnerable, but no one looked twice at the Baron’s pet. A few of the other attendants looked down their muzzles at me if I clattered my bowl against the ground or disturbed the table discussions, but otherwise I was as invisible as any other animal the baron might have kept with him at table.


      After meals, Miss Datsia – the captain of Deterikh’s military – insisted on at least a full hour of the baron’s time along with Mister Valentin, the sergeant-at-arms that had greeted Aura at the gate. During those discussions, my presence was quite clearly not welcome. If the two of them weren’t waiting for my master when he returned from the main hall, then they were close on his heels, arriving not long after we did. The elder wolfess, in particular, made it quite obvious that once she was in the room, I had better not be. At first, she insisted that I be sent completely out of the baron’s chambers, but thankfully my master put rest to that idea. Her suggestion that Dion watch me for that time met with similar resistance, and so they agreed that I would be sent to my master’s bedroom while they talked in the parlor. Neither seemed completely happy with that arrangement, but it was far better than the alternatives.


      While they talked, I knelt on my mat and practiced my training, trying to focus my attentions on the lights instead of the muffled voices in the parlor. It had taken my master little enough time to adjust to having a personal slave. Inside of a week, a simple mattress, filled with straw and covered with a cotton sheet, lay on the floor near the baron’s bed along with a thin blanket. It was the space I was to occupy when my master was not in the room, and to which he sent me if he wished to sleep alone. As much as having something defined as mine was an odd sort of comfort, as my cushion at the Blue Moon had been, it quickly became its own source of embarrassment and frustration. Sleeping in my bed meant not sleeping in my master’s, drifting to sleep without his touch.


      Tonight, when the door opened, my master stepped far enough inside to snap his fingers and motion for me to follow, then turned around again and headed back into the parlor. I rose from my bed and hurried to heel. In the baron’s parlor, papers and maps lay scattered across the table, along with pieces of a tea service. The lynx, in a loose cotton shirt and leather leggings, had brought a chair over to one of the couches. He grinned as I entered, but the corners of his eyes narrowed. “Taneh.”


      Before I could reply, my master dropped heavily beside his sergeant, then snapped his fingers and motioned to the floor before his hinds. Without a word, I dropped to my knees in place and took one of his hinds in my paws, caressing it with my pads. I did give the lynx a bow of my head once positioned, but otherwise I remained quiet, focusing my attentions back on the baron.


      The lynx chuckled. “You’ve gotten used to that fast.”


      My master lifted his head and turned. “Hmm?”


      “Him.” The sergeant-at-arms motioned to me with a paw. “Having a slave.”


      The baron groaned softly. “It’s ‘em,’ Valentin; I’ve told you that before.”


      The lynx rolled his eyes and stood. “I’m sorry, you’re right. I’m just not used to hearing it. Why did Aura do that anyway?”


      “I don’t know, but I approve. Care to see for yourself?” my master chuckled, making me blush. “Stand up, pet, and show yourself to Valentin.”


      Mister Valentin held out a paw, pads out, pouring tea with the other. “Don’t bother, I saw when Aura brought em. Dion was like a kit with a new kite.” He grinned, then stirred honey into the cups. “Or maybe a new doll.”


      I flushed harder, but as I started to rise, my master held out a paw. “No need, pet. Stay seated. Keep up what you’re doing.” I nodded and resumed massaging his hind; the baron responded by leaning against the back of the couch and groaning again. “Great Family, those are sore.” He rolled his head to the side. “You should let em have a chance at yours.”


      “Oh, I couldn’t,” the lynx protested as he walked back to the couch. “My hinds might as well be hooves from all the callouses.” He sat back in the chair and passed the baron a cup, then sipped from his own. “Such is the life of a soldier. Besides, he seems content enough to deal with yours.” He stopped, then held up a paw. “Ey, sorry.”


      The baron smiled and accepted the cup in one paw, then reached down and tousled the fur between my ears with the other. “Ey enjoys the attention. If I were in eir position, I probably would, too; I know ey spends most of the day alone in the bedroom. I’ve taken em with me to dinner a few times, but—”


      “You didn’t!” Mister Valentin sat upright in his chair, his eyes wide. “Datsia will be livid if she finds out!”


      My master shrugged, still grinning. “She probably already knows, but she hasn’t said anything to me yet. Besides, what’s she going to say?” He sipped the tea from his mug, then scrunched up his muzzle. “Ugh, cold.” He sipped at it again, then set the cup to his side. “Really, what can she say about it?”


      The lynx sat forward in his chair, his elbows on his knees. “Listen, Erik, it’s not about Datsia.” He sighed. “It’s about what happens if something happens to em, if ey overhears something important. It’s why Datsia doesn’t want em in the room when we’re talking strategy. You just don’t bring other people to those kinds of places.”


      “But Taneh’s not a person; that’s the whole point of a slave.” My master grinned and stroked my ears, making my cheeks flush darker. “Ey’s no more a person than my horse is, in the eyes of the crown.” He looked down at me. “Are you, pet?”


      The sudden question caught me by surprise. I opened my muzzle, then closed it again, unsure how to answer. Some days, I felt more like a person than others. I resented the time I spent alone in the room. I looked at what Miss Aura had done to my paws with shame. I thought about my time at the Blue Moon and in Dion’s “care” with frustration and disgust. I felt indignant and angry at all that had happened to me since walking into the Slavers Guild all those months ago. And yet, for all that, I made no attempts to change anything. Aside from my one thought of running, before I’d even been sold, it simply never occurred to me that I should try to seek my freedom. This was the life I had chosen.


      I shook my head and closed my eyes. “No, master.” My voice seemed very small when I spoke.


      The baron’s smile widened and his ears perked at my words, but Mister Valentin merely groaned. “Erik, it’s not even about what ey thinks ey is. It’s....” The lynx shook his head and pinched the bridge of his muzzle with one paw, the other waving off whatever thought he had had. “No, never mind. Listen, do me a favor and don’t tell Datsia. Okay? She’s pushing you hard enough as it is.”


      That brought a fresh growl from my master, who pulled away his hind and extended the other. “Don’t remind me. She’s trying to break me, I know she is. She’s obsessed with turning everyone in Baris into a soldier, and the whole of the barony if she thinks she can get away with it.”


      The lynx shifted in his chair. “Listen, Erik....” He trailed off there, staring into his teacup for several moments before continuing. “She’s just trying to protect the barony. You understand that, right?”


      My master cocked his head to the side. “What?”


      Mister Valentin rose and walked back to the table, speaking as he went. “I just want to make sure you understand that this isn’t her against you, or even me against you. We’re all trying to do what we think is right for Baris and Deterikh. We’re all working towards the same goals.”


      “And drafting half of the barony is the right way to achieve it?” the baron scoffed. “I won’t have it, not until I’ve had a chance to talk with Baron Tomas. I swear to the Family, if Dion isn’t less than half a day’s ride ahead of their carriage, I’ll go there myself.”


      The lynx shook his head quickly. “That’s a bad idea, Erik. If it’s really as tense as the reports suggest, then you’re putting yourself in too much risk. And Baron Jazinsk probably won’t be coming here, for the same reason. Hopefully he’ll send his envoy, but I wouldn’t even count on that.” He shrugged and picked up the teapot, then set it down again with a sigh. “Empty. Just as well, though.”


      The baron held out his cup. “Finish mine; I’ve had too many pots as it is.” After Mister Valentin took it and sat back down, my master sat up and withdrew his hind, then patted the couch beside him. I rose onto it, then lay down with my head in his lap, and he began to stroke my fur and tousle the chains between my wrists and collar. “If anyone could persuade them to send someone, it’d be Dion; he’s got a golden tongue.”


      Baris’ sergeant-at-arms shifted again in his seat. “Listen, Erik, I wouldn’t put too much stock in Dion’s talents. He’s good at what he does, but... well, he’s just one person, and Jazinsk has a lot of hungry and grumbling muzzles.”


      “Valentin, what are you trying to say?” My master turned to the lynx, his fingers tense against my shoulder. “Don’t tell me you’re on Datsia’s side.”


      Mister Valentin’s smile was gentle, almost sad. “I’m on Barony Deterikh’s side, Erik, the same as you and she, both. Listen, It’s getting late, and I’ve got drill at dawn.” He drained the cup, then walked to the table and set it down. He chuckled softly. “Do you remember when we could afford to be kits, the both of us?”


      My master sighed. “I don’t think I’ve ever really had the chance. Not since Mother died.” He looked up at his sergeant-at-arms. “Valentin?”


      The lynx stopped by the door. “Yes?”


      “If....” My master stopped, then tried again. “If war is inevitable, and something happens, I’d rather you succeed me.”


      Mister Valentin hesitated, then smiled. “Nothing like that is going to happen. We won’t let it, any of us. Goodnight, Erik.” Then he was gone, leaving my master and I alone in the parlor.


      When we first walked back into his bedchamber, the baron’s ears hung forward and his tail was still and low. I had learned to judge his mood fairly quickly, and the rest of any night’s activities were mostly a matter of how his nightly sessions with Miss Datsia and Valentin had gone. On the nights that they went well, he often took me on a walk around the castle for a bit of exercise, leading me behind him on a chain hooked to my collar. Sometimes we would end up at the baths, so that I could tend to him. Sometimes we merely strolled the grounds, enjoying the coming summer air. Sadly, those nights were few and further between. Most times, little more than sleep was on his mind by then, and perhaps not even with his personal slave. If he thought to invite me to his bed, he might let himself be coaxed into relieving my ever-building need with his fingers. As often as not, he simply refused the advances, leaving me to spend a long and frustrating night beside him. At least those, however, were preferable to the nights in which he simply left me on the mat, able to see him, to hear his breathing, and to be unable to even feel him against me, while I physically ached for his touch.


      It was thankfully rare for Baron Deterikh came to the room with eyes of fire and his tail stiff behind him. On those nights, I discovered what Mister Dion had meant by the baron’s temper. I don’t know what Miss Datsia said or did to infuriate him, but he wasted little time on taking it out on me. He would drive himself into me as if he were stabbing me, wordlessly snarling as he took me, then pushing me off of him when he was done. He didn’t banish me to my mattress with words on those nights, but I spent them curled on the floor anyway, curled in a ball, hurt in ways that transcended mere pain.


      Sensing my master’s exhaustion, I stepped over to the bed as soon as I could get into the room. “I’ll prepare your bed, master,” I said as I drew back the covers, slipping my paws beneath the top edge of the blanket.


      The wolf stopped, his eyes wide and unblinking for a moment. I thought it would be another difficult night, but then he lowered his gaze and sighed. “I’m tired, but I don’t think I could sleep. My thoughts are a jumble.”


      Surprised by his words, I lifted my head, still not quite meeting his eyes with mine, but my ears went up in curiosity. “Master?”


      He laughed again, a hollow chuckle devoid of mirth. “It’s nothing I should be burdening you with.” He paused, then perked slightly, and a warmer smile crossed his muzzle. “Rise, Taneh. Help me out of this.”


      I nodded and started helping my master undress, but he held out his paw when we reached his briefs. “No, I just want to wear something that’s not a uniform for a while.” He motioned back towards the wardrobe. “Find a plain tunic or shirt in there, and some pants.” He sat on the edge of the bed as I went looking. “Troops and training and readiness.... I don’t see how my father dealt with this.”


      “Master?” I turned, holding a roughspun, cream-colored shirt and loose-fitting pants between my paws.


      Baron Deterikh shook his head again. “No, never mind.” He lifted his head, smiling wearily, and suddenly he looked much older than I despite his youth. “Thank you.” He took the clothes from me and shrugged into them. “Follow me, Taneh.”


      I hesitated a moment. “Master? My leash?”


      My master grinned, a faint spark in his eyes. “Are you planning on running?”


      I swallowed hard at that. “No, master.”


      The wolf laughed, then turned and left without another word, and I hastened to follow. Without the markings of nobility, few turned to look at Baron Deterikh as he passed, though a few did still recognize him – or his slave, I thought with a blush – and bow as he passed. The hallways of the castle were mostly quiet as we walked, with only a few patrolling guards to notice as he led me through the stone passages to a spiral staircase. “This way, but carefully.” The steps were narrow, even for his hinds, and so I had to walk carefully, relying on my master for balance.


      As the baron pushed open the door at the top of the stairs, a fresh rush of summer air swirled down the stairs, filling the stairwell with the scent of warm rain. Outside, the air was clear, a deep and vivid blue, speckled with stars. Matska and Oshka were still early in the sky, while little Korski was racing ahead as always, halfway across the sky. Even more stunning than the stars, though, was the view of Baris. I had never seen a city from this angle, and Deterikh’s capital was larger than any city to which I’d been before. Witchlights twinkled like fireflies in some of the windows, and in the streets at the larger intersections. The city square was thick with wagons, and more motes danced there. It was as if the sky had been reflected, in some small measure, in the streets below.


      The baron must have caught my stunned expression, because he barked a laugh and stepped forward. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I come up here to remind myself why I put up with all of Datsia’s fretting and fussing. This is what I’m protecting.” He gestured out across the skyline, embracing all of Baris in a sweep of his arm, then tilted his head back and breathed in deeply. “Ah, good. A little light rain will do the crops some— What was that?”


      “I am ready,” I repeated, my eyes closed. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, feeling the leaden warmth that quickly settled into my bones. The scent of rain tickled my memory, but then vanished behind the vast white fog that lingered in my mind and faded. “Master.”


      “Taneh?” My master’s voice seemed far away, disturbed but curious. “What’s wrong?”


      “Nothing, master,” I slurred softly. Each breath left me a little more relaxed, though I was quite focused on his voice and the lights dancing about be. Twelve lights. Thirteen. Fourteen.


      A paw landed lightly on my shoulder. “What... is going on?”


      I shook my head. “You spoke the words, master. I am ready.”


      “Ready?” My master hesitated. “For what?”


      I took a deep breath, then let it out. Five. Six. “Anything, master. This is the state Miss Aura taught me, to let her do what she did.”


      “Oh.” The baron was quiet for a few moments after that. “You mean to change you?”


      I nodded. Three. Four. “Yes, master.”


      “I see.” Another pause from the baron. “How do you feel?”


      “Aroused, master. Relaxed.” The lights flickered and spun around me as the words passed through me. “Curious, master. I have many questions, but I have been trained to keep my tongue to myself. I am trained to do as I was told, and I do it very well.”


      “Open your eyes, Taneh.” I did so to see the baron staring intently into my eyes. “What questions do you have? Answer my question, pet; that’s an order.”


      “Yes, master.” I nodded again, then drew in a deep breath and let go, sinking into relaxation. “You act as if you didn’t know about this; why didn’t Mister Dion tell you about this? Who is Melka? Why does Miss Datsia upset you so?” I opened my muzzle to ask another question, but the baron held up a paw in front of my face.


      Before answering, he turned away and folded his arms across his chest. “I’ll take those in reverse order. The last isn’t a question I should answer, but I’m quite tired of doing what she tells me to do. Barony Jazinsk’s swelling its military, and it’s nearly harvest season. Right on the heels of the worst winter they’ve had in years, they’re pulling people out of their fields and putting swords in their paws. I’ve invited Baron Jazinsk for an emergency meeting to negotiate eye to eye, but there’s no word whether he’ll answer. The middle is easy; Melka was my mother. You’ve seen her portrait, standing beside Father in my room. The first....” He turned back to me. “I can’t answer, but when Dion returns from Barony Jazinsk, I plan to ask him that myself. Now, a question for you. What did I say that put you in this state?’


      I hesitated, trying to determine if I could say it myself, and what it would do if I did. It seemed safe to chance it. “Little light,” I said, followed immediately with a fresh wave of warmth and heaviness. “I am ready,” I murmured shortly afterwards.


      The baron’s eyes shone. “Interesting. Very interesting.” His scent and the lay of his pants suggested more than mere interest. “And... how do you feel now?”


      I smiled. “Relaxed, master, and aroused.”


      The baron put a paw again on my shoulder and pulled me after him. “Well, little light, let’s go do something about that.”


      I woke to sunlight streaming in from high, narrow windows along the outer wall of the baron’s room. The memories of the night before were a blur of images and impressions: the view of Baris through the rain, the staircase from the roof, cloudy witchlights flickering like stars, endless stone corridors, a wolf and rabbit in an embrace gazing down from above. I remembered a caress against the small of my back, the warmth of my master as he lay atop me. I closed my eyes again and smiled, remembering the feel of my master’s shaft within me, the scent of his arousal and the sounds of his desire. He took his time, delaying his release as long as he could, until the ache between my legs had been soothed, replaced with the heat of his climax.


      After that, he lay beside me, his muzzle resting on my shoulder. One of his arms was beneath my head; the other paw rested on my stomach. The blankets lay in a tangle, half-discarded, across my legs. I know at some point afterwards, I had slept, but the shift from that dreamlike state to unconsciousness and back to awareness after was hazy, and untangling the memories from the dreams seemed unnecessary. I was in my master’s arms. I was safe. Beyond that, all were details I could leave to him.


      Still half-asleep, I rolled onto my side to press my back to my master’s chest; his sheath nestled against my rump. The air held a faint chill, and I tried to drag the blanket up with my hinds, but as I reached for it with one forepaw, the baron yawned and hugged me from behind. “Good morning, pet.” He sat up enough to grab the cover, then pulled it up over us. Snuggling again against my back, his muzzle brushed the back of my head, and then his tongue slid along one of my ears, making me squirm and giggle. “Awake for real, this time?”


      “Yes, master,” I murmured in reply, eyes closing. “At least, I think so.”


      The baron nodded, then licked the back of my other ear, making me whimper. “You were quite good last night, pet. A bit inquisitive, perhaps.”


      My ears flushed at that. “I’m sorry about that, master.”


      My master clucked his tongue. “It’s fine; I asked you to be. I’m curious where you heard my mother’s name, though. I’m guessing Aura mentioned it.”


      I shook my head in response. “Not at first, master; it was Mister Dion who brought her up; Miss Aura seemed reluctant to discuss her.”


      My master sighed. “Old feuds, back to haunt us. Some days I wish the past would just leave me be.”


      I rolled over to face the baron, resting my head on his shoulder. “Master?”


      “It’s nothing.” The baron held quiet for a moment, then sighed. “It’s not nothing, but it’s old history.” He motioned to the portrait on the wall. “My mother was Baron Jazinsk’s daughter. Their marriage was meant to end a war, but they ended up falling in love instead.” The wolf chuckled dryly. “Now I’m trying stop another one, without wedding bells.”


      I blinked; I’d seen the portrait of the black-furred rabbit standing beside Baron Deterikh’s father, and the baron had now twice said she was his mother, but that wasn’t possible. I swallowed and risked a sensitive question. “So she adopted you, but then who is—”


      The baron growled at that and his eyes hardened, making me cringe. “No, pet,” my master said a tight voice. “I said she was my mother, and I meant it.”


      I quickly ducked my head. “I’m sorry, master.”


      “It’s a fair assumption,” the baron conceded. “Normally, it’s not possible. Aura and her husband fixed that, but... Mother was never really well after that. She died when I was five.”


      I lowered my gaze. “I’m sorry, master.” Inside, though, my mind was spinning. Suddenly many of Miss Aura’s hints made a great deal more sense.


      The baron grinned. “Forgiven, though you have been quite talkative this morning.” One paw touched the top of my head. “I’ve a much better use for that muzzle of yours.”


      Despite my embarrassment – or perhaps because of it – I felt a rush of heat between my legs at the thought. “Yes, master.” As he lightly pushed, I nuzzled my way down his chest and stomach, nibbling at his fur. His sheath was already full, the skin tightening, with his shaft beginning to poke out from its opening. I put my muzzle to its tip and kissed it, then pressed one paw against its base, stroking over the sensitive sac and the tender orbs within with my pads. It took little coaxing to draw it fully from its home, and I slid my lips down around him, caressing him inside my muzzle with my tongue.


      The baron let out a wistful moan. “Oh, Matska, but you’re good at that. That’s much better than all those words.” His hips began to roll, slowly pumping himself further into my throat. “You don’t need to worry about affairs of state; you just need to please your master.”


      I moaned softly in response, pressing my nosepad into the fur of his groin, letting his sweet and heavy musk fill my senses. I closed my eyes and sunk into my task, sucking eagerly, caressing his sheath with my pads, stroking the loose skin over the sensitive base of his shaft. My own thighs began to tingle in response, then to ache as I listened to his eager whimpers. He began to pump himself into my muzzle, and I licked the length of his shaft as he pulled away from me, then suckled the tip as he thrust again. One of my paws drifted to between my legs, but all I could do was inflame my own need, to urge myself to please my master that much more.


      It took little enough for the baron to begin panting, then growling eagerly as he neared release. His knot thickened in my paws as I caressed it, rubbing it tenderly with my pads to coax soft whines from my master’s muzzle. His paws held me against his shaft, instinctively trying to press himself into me, and I struggled to keep my teeth clear of his sensitive flesh as his movements became more insistent, less controlled. Soon, his fingers clenched at the bases of my ears, and with a groan he thrust himself forward, filling my muzzle with his musky seed. He jerked a few more times, his body shaking, and then he slumped against the bed while I eagerly suckled the last of his gift from his shaft and swallowed hungrily.


      The baron let out a growl. “Oh, Taneh... such an eager plaything.” He sagged against me, hugging me to his groin, then tensed. “Hold... very still, pet.”


      I mmphed in confusion, his shaft still within my muzzle, but I did as he said, and he let out a sigh, filling my muzzle with bitter, salty urine. Startled, I started to gag, but then swallowed reflexively as his paws kept me from pulling away and he did nothing to stop the flow. Some of the salty water leaked from the corners of my muzzle, but I did my best to keep up with him, gulping as he let go of his bladder into my muzzle, marking me inside and out.


      “That’s it, eager little pet,” my master growled as I swallowed. “Take it all.”


      The salt and bitterness burned my throat and, at points, I thought I would lose control, but I managed to swallow until he was down to drops, then coughed as he withdrew his shaft from my muzzle. As in the garden in front of Miss Aura’s, thinking of what I had just done made my cheeks flush, but it only made the ache between my legs that much stronger. Just an animal, Taneh, I thought to myself, doing whatever you’re told to do.


      The baron rose to his knees, his shaft slick with my saliva and his own fluids. He wiped at the corner of my muzzle with his thumb, then clucked his tongue with a grin. “You’ve missed a bit. Ah, well. That will come with practice. I can’t expect you to be perfect on the first try, merely very good.” He reached over and scratched behind my ears. “You’re such a good pet. Eager, well-trained, and responsive.”


      “Thank you, master,” was all I could say. I burned from eartip to thigh, but pressing my paws together against my nethers only made the need worse. I wanted to beg for release, but I’d already said too much this morning.


      My master laughed and rose from the bed, then grabbed his uniform from the wardrobe. “Fetch towels from the linen room,” he said, “then follow me to the baths. We both smell a bit too much of sex this morning for court, and I’m eager to see how you handle yourself in front of an audience.”


      I rose from the bed, then froze. “Y–yes, master.”


      The baron’s laughter grew, then swatted me on the rump with one paw as he grabbed a robe in the other. “That’s perfect. I’m sure Aunt Datsia won’t approve, but I’m the baron, not she. If I have my slave beside me at court, I’m quite sure everyone will be bringing theirs before long.”
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      SAMPLE


      Baris Keep’s main hall was a huge room, lined with benches and littered with seats and tables, most of which were occupied. Pages walked the room with trays of food and mugs; while merchants, soldiers, and farmers’ speakers mingled and talked, all at once. My master had me on a lead behind him as he circled the room, sampling from the conversations, and it was all I could do to follow his words, much less anyone else’s.


      All the way from the baths to the main hall, he’d walked with his head high and a smile on his muzzle, visibly eager to hold court. When the guard posted at the door had announced his arrival, all eyes had turned. For several minutes, the baron strode about the room as if he owned it, eagerly greeting familiar faces and subtly showing off his latest acquisition. His mood began to fall rapidly, though, as conversations paused as he approached, as silences lingered upon his departure, and as the occasional giggle followed in his wake.


      The third time I heard someone trying to suppress a laugh, I knew it had to be because of me. The first two, I’d assumed were just part of some conversation I didn’t hear. With two younger sisters, though, I knew well the sound of a restrained snicker, and it grew harder to block it out each time it happened. If my master noticed my growing discomfort, he did his best not to show it, but it was obvious that he, too, could hear the amusement of those around him.


      “Baron?” A voice cut through the crowd, quiet but close, intended for few ears. Valentin, dressed in a tunic over his chain shirt and leggings, leaned down and placed his muzzle close to my master’s ear. “Might I have a few words?”


      My master rolled his eyes and turned to his sergeant-at-arms. “Is it urgent? I should be talking with my people.”


      The lynx looked this way and that, then turned back to the baron. “It is, sir, and bring your... pet.”


      The baron grumbled in response, but he tugged down the hem of his dress shirt and motioned for the lynx to lead. Valentin nodded and turned, gesturing towards one of the side doors, whence came a trickle of pages carrying fresh offerings for the crowd. Holding open the door, he bowed his head as the baron and I walked past him into the kitchen, then stepped through the door and let it close behind him. As soon as it shut, though, his demeanor changed; his shoulders stooped and his head bowed. “Idiot.”


      My master drew himself up sharply as if he’d been stuck. “What?”


      The lynx turned to face his lord, but his frown showed anything but obedience. He waved a paw in my direction. “That’s about the worst decision you could have made right now, you realize.”


      “What is?” the baron repeated. He turned to me, his eyes wide, while I hung my head and cringed, my ears flat against my skull. “What’s wrong with em? Ey’s clean, eir fur is brushed—”


      Valentin closed his eyes and put one paw to the bridge of his muzzle. “Erik, listen to me. I’m sure this sounded like a good idea back in your room, but people are starting to talk, and not in a good way. Your mind’s not where it needs to be.”


      My master scowled back at his sergeant-at-arms. “Are you saying I’m not paying attention?”


      “No,” the lynx snapped in response. “I’m saying that you’re paying attention to all the wrong things. It’s purely Korski’s luck that Baron Jazinsk wasn’t at court waiting for an audience with you! How do you think talks would have gone then?”


      The baron took a half-step backwards, folding his arms across his chest. “He’d probably have asked to borrow em for the evening.”


      “Oshka defend us,” Valentin swore, pressing with his fingerpads against the bridge of his muzzle. “That flippancy is going to cost you more than your title.” He groaned and leaned back against the wall, rubbing at his muzzle. “Erik, listen to me. We’ve known each other, what, going on six summers now?”


      My master chuckled hollowly. “Long enough. Yes, I’ve been distracted, but not by Taneh, to be sure.” He waved a paw at the door leading out to the main hall. “You’ve been in the planning sessions. Datsia’s trying to break me, I swear to the Family.”


      “Stop it, Erik.” The sergeant-at-arms said wearily. “You can’t blame Datsia for this one. Bringing him to court was a mistake, and you know it.”


      “It’s ‘em,’” the baron huffed. “And no, it wasn’t a mistake; it was a gamble.” My master sighed. “You’re right, it didn’t work as I’d hoped, but—”


      “But what? What were you trying to do?” Valentin sighed, then held up his paws, pads out. “No, I’m sorry, sir, I interrupted. Please, I’m curious. What did you hope would happen?” The lynx went silent, his eyes fixed on my master’s, who turned from his sergeant-at-arms, to me, and back again. He opened his muzzle to speak, then closed it, at which point Valentin shook his head. “As I thought. You didn’t know. You just acted.” The lynx shook his head, then put a paw on my master’s shoulder. “Listen, Erik, it’s not just your new plaything, and it’s not even Datsia. I know you try not to listen to gossip, but—” He stopped himself sharply, then lowered his voice. “There are people starting to say you’re not fit for the throne.”


      My master’s retort was instant. “Who says?”


      “Erik, it doesn’t matter who said it.” Valentin visibly struggled to keep his voice down. “What matters is that it’s being said, and not just in private. Let’s face it, Erik. You weren’t exactly born under the best stars, and given your mother—”


      “Oh, by all that’s—” The baron growled. “I’m quite sick of people thinking there’s something wrong with me because of her! I’ve been checked by every physic in the barony. Iladin himself said I was fine!”


      Valentin vaguely gestured to the door. “Yes, well, Iladin’s been wrong at least once before in his life, I’m sure. Listen, Erik. I don’t doubt you, but you can’t just say you’re the baron and then do whatever you’d like. You have to at least act the part until you’ve proven yourself. Your father was a good ruler because he waited until people were ready before he asked them to follow him into new territory. I don’t doubt he loved your mother, but he was Baron Deterikh for years before he was her husband, and years more before he was your father. A year into your reign, you’re asking people to trust—” He sighed. “There’s no other way to say it. You’re asking them to trust an untested half-breed at a time when they’re worried their neighbors are going to attack them, and you’re too busy showing off your new pleasure-slave to talk to anyone for more than a few minutes!”


      Throughout his sergeant-at-arms’ speech, my master’s eyes grew harder, his posture more rigid. He held stock-still for a few minutes. He raised one paw, clenched in a fist, but then sagged back against the wall and covered his eyes with it. “Okay, yes. I am focused on Taneh and not Barony Jazinsk, but that’s because Datsia seems convinced that we’re already at war. Every time I try to say we should talk with Jazinsk, she accuses me of being a kit and of not being half the man my father was!”


      Valentin chuckled darkly. “Datsia might be right; your father would’ve hit anyone who talked to him like that.” He held out his paws again in supplication. “You’re right, I’m sorry, poor timing. Listen, Datsia’s focused on military force, yes, but that’s because she’s Captain Deterikh; meanwhile, you’re not thinking about the military at all. I know you’d rather talk your way out of this, but we need to be ready in case that fails.” He put his paws on my master’s shoulders. “I think of you as a brother, Erik, but you’ve got to start taking this threat seriously!”


      My master turned his head, his eyes closed. “If you want to take it so seriously, why don’t you be baron, then?”


      The sergeant-at-arms shook his head. “Nobody would follow me; I don’t have six generations of founders’ blood in me. Listen, after court, I’ll help you work out what needs to be done, but you’ve got to start at least pretending to listen to Datsia. After supper, your quarters. I’ll deflect what I can of Datsia’s irritation and we’ll come up with a plan that satisfies her without declaring battle lines. In the meantime....” He motioned towards me, making me flinch. “You should get back out there and listen to your people. I’ll take em back to your room.”


      My master chuckled and stepped over to the door. “Fine. And be my guest while you’re there, but be gentle. Ey bruises easily.”


      The lynx looked down at me, then back at the baron; his eyes were wide and his ears flat. “I couldn’t possibly.”


      “Of course you can,” the baron said with a grin. “Think of it as payment for lessons taught. “He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “Do show Valentin a good time, pet. He’s earned it.”


      I blushed. “Yes, master.” Then he was gone, back to court while his sergeant-at-arms led me away.


      Mister Valentin’s paw never left my shoulder from the kitchen to my master’s quarters. His legs were longer than mine, and his stride forced me to jog to stay ahead of him. He made no attempt to address me; his only sounds were his breathing, the rattling of his chain shirt, and the shuffling of his hinds against the stone floor. His grip was firm but careful; his pads pressed into fur, but his claws stayed away from the skin beneath.


      At the baron’s parlor, he hesitated briefly, then pushed the door open with his free paw, guiding me ahead of him. “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” he muttered as he hooked the door closed behind him with one hind. “Go on, have a seat.”


      I stumbled forward slightly as he pushed, then paused and looked back over my shoulder; the lynx stood rigidly in front of the door, his ears flat against his head. I opened my muzzle to say something, then shook my head quickly. “Where, sir?”


      Mister Valentin’s head cocked to the side. “Anywhere, I guess. Just... have a seat.” His eyes narrowed. “You can do that, can’t you?”


      I lowered my gaze. “My master says I should remain off of the furniture unless told otherwise, sir; hence, my question.”


      “Oh.” The single word conveyed much of the confusion and awkwardness he tried to keep from his muzzle. “Sit... here, then.” He strode over to one of the couches and dropped onto it, waving towards the floor in front of him. “In front of me.” As I knelt where I was told, resting my paws on my knees, the lynx let out a low chuckle. “You really do enjoy this, don’t you?”


      I looked up at that, reflexively. “Sir?”


      “Oh, all of... this.” He waved a paw in my direction, leaning back against the couch. “Serving the baron. Being a slave.”


      I bit my lip, hesitating between honesty and truth. “I do enjoy serving my present master, yes, sir. Others before him... less so.” Unbidden, Dion’s knowing smirk came to me, and I grimaced.


      That made the lynx chuff, a smile splitting his muzzle. “I can guess. Dion’s got a reputation around the barracks, and not a good one.” He held up a paw. “What I don’t understand is why you put up with it.”


      I blinked at that, lifting my head. “Sir?”


      Mister Valentin grinned, showing pointed teeth. “Listen. I’ll make you a deal. If you get up right now, walk to that door, and leave the room by yourself, I’ll escort you to the edge of Baris and send you back to Jazinsk with all the coin in my pocket. The Baron will be in court most of the day; he won’t know you were gone until it’s far too late.”


      My heart froze in my chest. A chill spread down from my ears, and my paws felt damp. “I... I couldn’t, sir.”


      “Why not?” The lynx cocked his head to the side, then rose and stepped away from the couch. “You’ve a clear line of escape.” He drew a knife from his belt and balanced it across one paw. “It’s no spear, but it’ll do. Take the first step to freedom, and I’ll give you the rest.”


      “Sir, I....” I swallowed heavily, and my gaze snapped back from the door to the lynx and back. “I can’t.”


      Mister Valentin flipped the dagger into his other paw and returned it to his belt with a grin. “Right, fingers.” He walked over to the door, then turned the latch and stepped aside, waving through it. “What’s stopping you, really, Taneh?” His eyes met mine, his own narrowed to mere slits. “I’ve sworn on my blade that I’ll help you get out of here, if you’ll take the first step.”


      I swallowed again, trying to ignore the pounding in my ears. “Sir, I... I’m very bothered by this.” I said as bravely as I could. The tension clamped down against my heart as the door swung open. I rose unsteadily onto my hinds, staring through the door. Freedom lay just on the other side.


      The lynx stepped away from the door and retreated to the corner of the room. “All you have to do is rise and walk from where you are to just past me. You did that much getting here. Come on, Taneh. I’ll help you get out of here.”


      I felt myself walking, one step, then another, then a third before my senses came back to me. I leaned heavily on the edge, then fell back to the floor, collapsing onto my knees. “I... I’m sorry, sir, I... I just can’t.” My voice broke as I tried to speak, the protest ending up in sobs. I put my muzzle in my paws, trying to stem the tears, only dimly aware of the closing of the door and the lynx’s hindfalls as he approached. When his paw touched the back of my head, though, I leaned forward reflexively, falling against his leg.


      The lynx stood for several seconds, one paw awkwardly petting me, before he reached back and grabbed a chair, taking a seat. “Listen, I had no idea this ran that deep for you.” Mister Valentin’s voice was soft and soothing, a far cry from earlier. “I still don’t understand, though. Why didn’t you leave?”


      I sniffled and sighed, then coughed to clear my throat. “Others have made the same bargain, sir. I... can’t. This is the life I chose.” I wiped at my eyes with the back of one paw. “I said it the other night; I’m not a person any more. I don’t know if I ever was. I don’t think I want to be. Ever since Miss Aura, I just can’t think of myself that way. It just doesn’t feel right any more. I can’t remember if it ever did.”


      The lynx’s paw stroked my ears and the back of my head gently. “I can’t imagine feeling that way, but it’s not mine to judge. I’m curious, though. What makes you feel that way?”


      I choked back a laugh. “I wish I knew, sir. I might have stopped myself from going to the Slavers Guild.” I sighed lowered my head. “Sir, it’s... something of a long tale, if you wish it, but—”


      “Please,” Mister Valentin interrupted. “The more I know, the better I can deal with it.”


      I nodded and relayed the story as I remembered it, from my father’s death to my arrival in Baris. The scene in Aura’s study came to me vividly, of talking with her about my reasons. I hung my head once finished. “I felt like I was pretending, up until then.” Did it really? Is that what I was telling myself to make the inevitable more comfortable, or is that how I truly felt and couldn’t express? “Like I was... trying to be something I had to be, but wasn’t. Someone I wasn’t meant to be. Becoming a slave... the baron’s pet... let me stop pretending, sir.” I sighed. “He’s been the only one so far who really understood that, without having to be told.”


      The lynx was quiet for some time after that, his paw moving in slow and steady strokes against the back of my head. “What stars were you born under, Taneh?” Mister Valentin finally asked, gently rubbing between my ears.


      “I was born on the twenty-ninth of Chervi,” I said without raising my head. “Miss Aura said it was important to remember. Why do you ask, sir?”


      The lynx only answered with a soft grunt and then a tap between my ears. I looked up to see the lynx smiling gently down at me. “Listen, I think you’d please your master a great deal if you were to show me that good time now, don’t you think?”


      An answering smile came unbidden to my muzzle. I drew in a deep breath and released it, letting go of the tensions that had lingered. “Yes, sir.” The lynx squirmed his way out of his leather leggings, then pulled down the breeches beneath them. The fur of his groin was white, shading to grey as it spread down his legs, with lighter patches at his calves. His sheath was full, his sac heavy between his legs. His musk was earthier than the baron’s, not as sweet or spicy but still pleasant. I shifted up onto my knees and puts my paws on his thighs, leaning forward to press my muzzle against his sheath and lick gently against the fur.


      The lynx reacted quickly. His shaft rose from its sheath, but I left it alone for the moment, focusing on the tender orbs that hung below. A low purr started in the back of his throat and he stroked down my neck and shoulders with one paw as I lapped gently. “I can see what he sees in you,” Mister Valentin rumbled, relaxing back in his chair. “Feels nice. You... you’re enjoying this?”


      “Yes, sir,” I murmured in return, around gentle swipes of my tongue. In truth, I was already getting quite eager. The baron’s activities that morning had done nothing to still the need in me, and despite the lingering shame at being used like that, the embarrassment itself only seemed to make the desire stronger. From the moment his breeches were down, I had started to grow wet, and I focused that into my efforts, listening to the way his purr rose and fell, focusing on the places that drew the most sound from him, until he began to pant openly. Once his breath came in ragged gasps, I drew my tongue in a slow, slick line up the length of his shaft, carefully circled its tip, and then slid my muzzle down around its length.


      That drew a fresh moan from Mister Valentin, who sat up in the chair, hunching forward and pulling me to his groin. “Matska, you’re good,” he gasped, claws just pricking my back as he held me tightly to him. “Wh... where did you learn to do all this?”


      I didn’t answer; my attentions were too focused on drawing more from him. The lynx’s shaft had begun to leak, and his groans were growing louder by the moment. I suckled more eagerly, then slid one paw between his legs, lifting and rolling my stubby clawless digits against his sac. Mister Valentin growled in response and tensed, his hips bucking upwards against my muzzle, and I eagerly took the rest of his offered length into my throat. His purr became a rumble, then a full-throated yowl as he drove himself forward, filling my muzzle with his release. I moaned in response, paw tensing against his leg as I clamped my muzzle down around his shaft, suckling gently to capture every drop of his seed.


      Once the lynx sagged limply back against the chair and his release seemed to pass, I carefully swallowed the drops of his offering, then pulled away, licking carefully to clean his skin and fur in my wake. The ache between my legs hadn’t dimmed, but I felt as though I could control the need for the time being. “Thank you, sir,” I said as I sank back to my knees.


      “You gave me one of the best climaxes I’ve had in years, and you’re thanking me?” Mister Valentin cupped a finger under my muzzle and lifted my gaze. “Listen, Taneh, what I did before... I’m sorry. I still don’t really understand, but—”


      “Understand what?” came the baron’s voice from the doorway.


      “Baron!” Mister Valentin jumped to his hinds, sending his chair skittering backwards and me to the floor. Only a fast paw at my shoulder kept me from falling onto my back as well. “You’re back. Early.” The lynx held out one paw as he squatted, fumbling for his breeches. “Listen, it’s—”


      My master grinned and waved dismissively. “It’s what I told em to do.” He shoved the door closed behind him as he approached, then sat on the edge of the table to look down at me, drops of the sergeant-at-arms’ release slicking my fur. “Did he seem appreciative?”


      I lowered my head, but not before letting my master see my smile. I licked at my muzzle, dabbing at a patch of drying desire on my chin with my tongue. “Yes, sir.”


      The baron’s paw touched the back of my head and stroked my ears. “Good pet.” Turning his attention to Valentin, he let out a chuckle. “Over here, though? I’d have thought one of the couches would be more comfortable.”


      The lynx let go of my shoulder and grabbed for his leggings. “It wasn’t expected.” He hastily tugged them upwards, then straightened his shirt. “Shouldn’t you still be at court? Sir?”


      Even before the grumble was out of his throat, my master’s fingers tensed against my ears, which made me whimper slightly. He hastily pulled his paw away, then walked towards the back of the room. “Likely,” he admitted as he walked. “I’d just had enough of hearing people comment on Taneh, and eir absence, around the edges of my conversations.” He sighed and dropped heavily onto a seat. “You were right, it turns out. It won’t be a trend any time soon. Pity, that.” His claws snapped together loudly. “Taneh, heel. So, what is it you don’t understand?”


      The lynx followed as I scrambled over to kneel in front of my master, putting my head in his lap as I had for his sergeant-at-arms a moment ago. “What motivates someone to do something like... that?” He dropped onto the other end of the baron’s couch. “Ey explained it, but it still makes little enough sense.” He held up a paw. “I asked.”


      The baron’s paw, warm and gentle, stroked the back of my neck and shoulders. “It’s simple, really. Do you remember your squireship?”


      The lynx chuffed irritably. “I remember envying the common troops; they got to sleep at night.”


      “Fair,” the baron chuckled in response. “So, consider. I know Aunt Datsia trained you herself; did she ever deliberately try to trick you? Give you instructions you couldn’t possibly follow, hoping to make you fail?”


      Mister Valentin groaned. “Often. Eventually I just learned to tell when she was giving an order she expected me to follow and when she was trying to trap me.” His paw touched my shoulder. “I still can’t always tell with Dion. That’s why I still don’t trust him. Speaking of which, Erik, when he gets back....”


      “Yes?” The wolf’s petting paused. “What is it?”


      The sergeant-at-arms paused, then shook his head. “No, nothing. Listen, we need to be ready for whatever he reports. I still want to go over that plan with you later tonight.”


      “Oh, of course,” my master replied. “In the meantime, though, I was answering your question.” He leaned back on the couch. “Imagine for a moment that the whole world, and every single person in it, made you feel as you did when you were most confused. Imagine never knowing if what you’re doing is what you’re supposed to be doing. Imagine doubting everything you did, because you could have done something else. Imagine never having the assurance that you’re actually doing what’s right.”


      Mister Valentin leaned forward. “No, I can’t say I’ve ever felt that way.” His voice was unusually quiet. “But I think I can imagine how someone who did might feel.”


      My master smiled and shifted in his seat, his paws on his belt. He lifted his rump, then tugged down his own leggings. Patting his thigh, he wiggled a finger at me. “Forward. Lick.” Without waiting for more instruction, I did as commanded, leaning against the baron’s upper legs and sliding my tongue beneath his sheath, caressing the wolf’s sensitive orbs as I had the lynx before. He let out a groan and scratched the base of my ears with his claws. “This is easy. This is simple. This is an order to be followed. Following it becomes its own reward, having made your owner happy. If you behave well, you’re rewarded; if you don’t, you’re punished. You know what to do. You know what your role is.”


      The lynx was quiet for a few moments after that. “Listen, Erik... it sounds like you’ve got a good idea of what slaves like Taneh want.” There was a silence after that, and then a paw on my side. “Ey was quite good earlier. Good training.” I blushed at the compliment, but my attentions were on my master’s sheath, the scent of his musk and the taste of his fur. His shaft was starting to respond to my attentions, and I shifted my focus there, drawing a fresh groan out of him.


      “Ey’s a good pet, yes,” my master agreed. “Very well-behaved.” Hearing them talk about me as if I weren’t there was starting to inflame my needs again, and I squirmed between my master’s legs, whimpering softly as I licked. “Hear that sound?” My master chuckled, stroking a paw up along my ear. “Ey’s eager. Ey needs a bit of regular release, or else ey gets cranky. Care to assist, Valentin?”


      “Assist?” The lynx sounded startled, but then chuckled in return. “If the baron wishes it, though I don’t think I’m ready for more.”


      That made the baron laugh. “Ey’s quite good at that, yes.” His paw tapped my shoulder. “Taneh, up. One knee on the couch, rump down.” Reluctantly, I pulled my muzzle from my master’s groin long enough to rise from the ground, then quickly returned to my previous work once in position. In the position my master indicated, my sex was easily within Mister Valentin’s reach. “Just pet em,” my master said. “Ey’ll do the rest.”


      Mister Valentin chuffed again, but there was humor in his voice as well as nervousness when he spoke. “Just... part of owning a pet, I suppose. Feeding, grooming, keeping them healthy.” I whimpered softly at his words, eagerly sucking my master’s shaft as the lynx’s fingers stroked over my sex. My tail twitched, and I began to rock my hips, pressing back against his fingers. He wasn’t as skilled as my master, but he was still encouraging. He parted my sex and caressed gently between them. “Ey is quite an eager pet, isn’t ey?”


      My master panted quietly. “Usually. Ey’s always glad for the touch, the chance to be intimate. I don’t think Taneh can take care of eirself; ey needs a little help from others for that, so ey’s always glad to earn your release, aren’t you, pet?”


      I whimpered again, squinting my eyes. Part of me still wanted to rebel against the words, but with my muzzle around my master’s shaft and my tail in the air, rocking back against Mister Valentin’s fingers, I knew I was in no position to do so. “Yes, sir,” I mumbled around the wolf’s shaft, caressing it eagerly with my tongue. With the lynx working his fingers between my paws and my master’s scent in my muzzle, it was hard to focus on anything else.


      “Good pet,” my master crooned. “When you’ve given me mine, you may have yours. Fair, Valentin?”


      The lynx laughed. “Ey will have earned it by that point, I think.” His fingers grew more insistent, pressing against the opening between my legs, but as I tried to rock back, he withdrew his paw. “Once the baron says it’s okay, Taneh.”


      I whined in response and threw myself into my efforts, trying to narrow my thoughts down to my master’s shaft. My thighs ached, wishing to be filled, and it was easy to imagine Mister Valentin behind me, pressing himself against my legs, taking me as I suckled. I let out a moan, letting the images play out in my mind as I caressed the wolf’s flesh with my tongue. His panting quickly turned to whines as he tensed under my attention, before he let out a howl and pulled my muzzle down onto his cock, filling me with his seed. I pressed my lips to his shaft, shuddering in anticipation as I swallowed his offering.


      Several seconds passed, during which my master did little more than pant and recover from his release. He slumped back against the back of the couch and moaned softly. “Oh, pet... you’ve done very well. Valentin, please?”


      “Of course, sir,” the lynx replied. He slid one, then a second finger into me, drawing a moan out of me as he teased my nethers. “Ey’s done well, served eir master, and deserves a reward. This is how you’re supposed to treat good pets, isn’t it, sir?” His thumb slipped between my lips, caressing the sensitive flesh there. I bucked my hips, whimpering around my master’s still-hard shaft as I rocked myself back and forth, pushing myself closer to release. Mister Valentin’s movements were still a bit awkward, but he was gentle and insistent and before long I was panting as heavily as my master had under my efforts.


      Mister Valentin wrapped his other paw around my tail and tugged, once, making me jump. “Now, pet.”


      That was the only encouragement I needed. Tensing from eartip to toe, I gripped his fingers within me, feeling something give way inside. A flood of heat and warmth washed through me, and I cried out against my master’s cock, paws shaking as I tried to support myself as I released. A second wave passed in the wake of the first, and I sagged into my master’s lap, moaning weakly into my master’s sheath. My muscles trembled, and everywhere I felt warm and eager. Despite my climax, I felt ready for another, even as I closed my eyes and tried to curl up on the couch.


      “You were right, Erik,” the lynx said as he rose, wiping his paws together. “Ey is pretty easy to understand when you explain it that way. You should go clean yourself and get back to court. I’ll see you here after supper so we can work up that plan.”


      “Hunh?” My master lifted his head, then sagged back against the couch. “Yes, of course. Court. Up, pet.” He tapped me on the shoulder.


      As I slid off of the couch and stood beside my master, the lynx waved and walked to the door. “I’ll have someone send fresh linens. I suspect you’ll need them.”
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      TRIAL


      If the rest of my master’s day at court went poorly, he made no mention of it when he returned that evening. His ears stood tall and his tail swayed behind him as he stepped in the door, carrying a tea service. “Pet, take this to the table,” he called out; his voice was clear and his eyes were bright. Once I had the tray balanced on my paws, he turned me and gave my rump a firm swat, then chuckled. “Valentin should be here soon. I’ll want you in the bedroom for this, or we’ll get nothing done.”


      I bowed my head, blushing; the skin where his paw landed felt warm, as did my cheeks. “Yes, sir.” I carefully carried the tea and servings, then gingerly lowered its lip to the edge of the table and extracted my paws from beneath. The porcelain pot slid and the cups clattered, but I was able to set it down without dropping it. “Will you have any need of me before then?”


      My master grinned. “No time for that, I fear, pet. Tonight will run long, so you’ll just have to wait.” He approached from behind and put his arms around me, pressing himself against my back. “Eager, ready, and sadly, quite alone.” His claws sought out my nipples and pinched them, making me gasp, my chains rattling as I shivered. “You’ll be able to hear Valentin and I in the next room, and no doubt your mind will be thinking of all the ways you could keep us... entertained... but you’ll have to wait in the bedroom until we’re done, and I have no idea how late we’ll be planning.” Stoked by the slap, the fires within me caught at his words, growing into a burning need. I braced my paws against the table and pressed myself against my master’s chest and thighs, his thickening sheath making a visible tent within his pants. I rubbed myself against it, panting quietly as he continued to torment me with his words.


      “No words, pet. Not a sound once you’re in the bedroom. You’ll have to be silent while you wait, or else you might disturb us. No, no, you’ll have to be as still as you can, as long as you can. Free to touch, to stroke, to caress... but not to finish, or even to beg for release.” He slid one of his paws down my chest, dragging his claws through my fur, setting my nerves alight. He cupped my sex in his fingers, and reflexively I tried to rock my hips, but he held me fast, growling in my ear. “I said silent, pet, and still. You’ll just have to make do with thinking about all the ways I might pleasure you later, all the ways you might plead for some satisfaction... if I have time. I might not. I might just leave you on your mat and come to bed. It will likely be a very late night, and you’ll—”


      I cried out in arousal, unable to hold myself back, but my master just tightened his grip around me, grabbing the chains at my collar and tugging them for emphasis. His shaft, rock-hard through his pants, pressed against my rump, teasing me through the thin fabric. “—just have to wait until my pleasure to have yours. Is that understood... pet?”


      I opened my muzzle to try to accept, but then closed it quickly and gave the barest nod of my head. My chest was heaving and the flame inside of me had become a aching need, one that every touch and every word made worse. His pads burned where they touched. Despite my shivering, though, I did my best to hold perfectly still, as I’d been told, blushing from eartip to tail and quivering with desire.


      My master withdrew his paws and stepped away. “Good. Very good.” Then his paws were at my shoulders, spinning me to face him. His muzzle found mine, and his tongue wasted no time in pressing between my lips. He moaned into me, and I echoed his passion, wrapping my arms around his waist and entwining his tongue with mine. He coaxed mine into his muzzle and suckled on it, then thrust his own back into me, exploring me from within. Soft whimpers escaped him as we kissed, and he hugged me tightly to his chest. I sank into his arms, lost in his scent and the feeling of my own need for him.


      “Are the two of you quite finished?” Mister Valentin called from the door.


      Chastened, my master withdrew suddenly. “I think so,” he said with a faint chuckle. He gave my muzzle a final lick, then hooked a finger under my chin and lifted my gaze to his. He smiled at me, his golden eyes aglow with tenderness and desire, and I felt something very unlike the passion of earlier. It was warm and it filled me, but it lacked urgency; it felt like a glow, deep in my chest. I did my best to smile back, but my cheeks reddened and I quietly lowered my eyes again. “Go on,” my master murmured. “Off to the bedroom with you. Valentin and I have work to do.”


      I nodded once, then turned and shuffled as quietly as I could into the short hall to my master’s bedchambers, holding my chains taut to keep them from rattling. Once the door was closed behind me, I dropped to my knees and put my paws between my legs. I knew I was only making my frustration worse, but I was so enflamed that, even despite my orders, I couldn’t keep my paws away from myself. Dozens of images flashed through my head as I rubbed and caressed myself, from kneeling beneath the table as my master worked and licking at his sheath, to my master and Mister Valentin taking me in the middle of the table, one between my legs and the other in my muzzle.


      I bit down on my lip to silence my cries and slid two digits into my sex, pressing my nethers against my wrist. My hips bucked, reflexively, as I imagined my master beneath me, lying back with his paws behind his head, a beatific smile on his muzzle as I worked to bring him to release within me. A low whine escaped me and I caught my breath, but each time I stopped, the ache and emptiness inside me grew. It was a cycle I knew all too well, needing another’s touch to release it, and yet for all that my frustrations swelled inside me, I found myself eager for them, eager to need, eager to serve. This is my place. This is my life, not a person. Not even a proper animal. Just my master’s pet, to use as he wished. Just a plaything for others’ enjoyment. Just—


      Something within me shifted, some vital element, and I rubbed frantically, urgently, over my sex with my useless forepaws, clamping down on my lips with my teeth. Stars sparkled behind my tightly-clenched eyelids as I followed that thought. Just a slave, just a toy, just a thing to be used. Not a person, not any more. Never had been, never wanted to be. This is what I always wanted, this life, serving my master, being his pet. I choked down my cry, tasting blood as my body spasmed, lightning flashing through me as it had during the ritual. I collapsed onto the mat, my entire body shaking from the strength of my release.


      I lay still for some time after that, sprawled on my back, trying to breathe and recover my strength. Guilt flickered inside of me, having disobeyed my orders, and yet I had trouble feeling it. The thoughts themselves were too strong to ignore, too powerful to protest. It felt like an admission too long in the making, a purging of secrets, at least to myself. Despite the sticky mess in my fur and the exhaustion, I felt... clean. Happy.


      The door slammed open, and Mister Valentin’s head thrust into the opening, snapping about this way and that. “Taneh, where— Matska’s grace!” As I scrambled up onto my knees and dropped my gaze, the sergeant-at-arms walked into the room, ignoring me completely. “It smells like a brothel in here; when’s the last time he aired out his room?” He strode past me to his wardrobe and rummaged through it, then extracted a formal shirt and jacket. Turning, he hurried back to the door.


      I lifted my head and risked a question. “Sir? What’s going on?”


      The lynx paused, briefly without turning to face me. “Dion’s just returned from Jazinsk; the baron’s called a formal council and a rider’s been sent to tell Datsia. Sorry, you’re probably on your own tonight.” Then he left, and with him so did my all of my joy.


      With nothing better to do than wait, I curled up on my mattress and tried to sleep, but peace escaped me. My breath came just shy of a pant, and I shivered and tossed, unable to get comfortable. It was the night before the ritual at Miss Aura’s manor, the one before the trip to the auction-house all over again. My mind spun, splintered visions of possible futures dancing in my thoughts. Formal council. I tried to imagine what Mister Valentin meant by that, but I could barely force my thoughts to follow a single thread. Scattered images flashed before me, of Miss Datsia’s frown, of Mister Dion’s unctuous smirk, of my brother Justik balancing my father’s sword in his paws, of my master’s smile. My eyes went to where the shield and spear hung on the wall; in the approaching darkness, the polished steel looked like iron, and the green enamel was almost black.


      Breathe, Taneh, I reminded myself, forcing myself up onto my knees. My heart pounded in my chest and blood pulsed in my temples. Find the lights. Locate the lights inside, the lights all around you. My chest rose and fell raggedly, air whistling in my muzzle. Just a pet, just an animal. What happens to you is your master’s responsibility. Yours is to serve, to do as you’re told. I closed my eyes and lowered my head. One... two.... I drew in a shuddering breath, then slumped forward. By six, I felt my shoulders relaxing. At nine, my paws were no longer shaking. On twelve, I inhaled deeply, then released, focused on the dancing, flickering lights. Twelve lights.


      Thirteen... fourteen.... No more flickering motes appeared, but I continued to count as if they could, sinking further into myself. Soon I had forgotten how many lights there were, and began counting them again, and again. My heart stilled and my breathing eased. In and out, over and over. The sky continued to darken outside the meager windows, and the room sank into shadow. The mattress beneath me began to fade, as did the walls around. Only the lights remained. Twelve lights, and I, flickering as I let myself sink away from awareness. Breathe, relax, and obey. I was ready.


      A loud bang pulled me mostly out of my reverie. I opened my eyes to see my master, backlit by the witchlights in the parlor, the door against the wall. His face was a mask, with his ears flat against his head and his tail brushed out behind him. He stood rigidly at attention, though his stiff formal jacket hung limply on him as if wilted. His eyes met mine, then looked me over, his upper lip curling. “So much for following orders.”


      It took me a moment to think back to the last words he had said to me, before sending me to his room. As soon as I remembered them, though, I came fully awake, my ears reddening sharply. “Sir.” I ducked my head and moved my paws to between my legs, but the guilt I’d pushed aside before came back to me. My muzzle went dry when I tried to swallow. “I was, sir, but I....” I bit my lip.


      My master dropped onto the edge of the bed and pressed the pads of his paws to his eyes. “Forget it. It doesn’t matter. None of it matters.”


      I put my paws back on my knees. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t think I could, but I was so eager, and I—”


      “I said forget it, pet,” my master repeated. Then, a moment later, he leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees. “I thought you needed help with that, or have you been lying to me?” He sneered the word “help,” glaring down the length of his muzzle.


      “No, sir!” I blurted. “I just... I don’t know how it happened, sir.” My voice wavered and I lowered my gaze. “I... I disappointed you, sir.”


      The baron fell back against his bed with a groan. “I’m getting quite used to disappointment. You’re just one more source.”


      The words hit with me the force of a slap. “I’m sorry, sir,” I whimpered. “Please, allow me to make it up to you.”


      I started to rise, reaching out for the waist of his pants, when suddenly the baron was on his hinds again. “Stop!” His paw rose in a backswing, and I cringed, lifting my paws to shield my muzzle, but he pressed his fingerpads to his forehead. “Great Family, don’t you ever stop? I swear, you’re as bad as Datsia! I can pleasure myself, thank you! I don’t need your help. I don’t even want your help!” He spat the last at me, clutching his head in his paws.


      I ducked my head and swallowed hard. “Did the council go well, sir?” I asked timidly, hoping to change the subject.


      The baron was silent for several seconds. “Barony Jazinsk has rendered their decision.” My master’s voice was completely hollow. “A state of aggression exists between them and Barony Deterikh, for crimes against nature.”


      I hung my head; the tension I had pushed aside came home in full force. My chest seized; the air inside me felt like lead. “You couldn’t stop it?”


      The next moment, stars sparked to life on the side of my face. I tumbled to my side, clutching at my muzzle, too shocked for a few moments to realize how much pain I was in. “Damn you!” the baron howled. “Comets and dust on the lot of you!” The kick that followed landed in the middle of my chest, sending me flat to the floor, gasping for breath. “I’m sick of it! All of it! I’m sick of all of you!”


      I fought to get air back inside of me. “Master, I—”


      The baron stomped down on my stomach, dropping his full weight onto me, making me gag and cramping my chest. “Great Family, will you just stop!” Another kick slammed into my side, knocking what little wind I had recovered back out of me again. “You keep pushing and pushing and you don’t stop!” His voice rose to a shout with every blow, adding his anger to its force. “Is this what you wanted? Is it? Answer me!” His toeclaws gouged at my cheek when his hind hit me again. “I’m never good enough for you or I’m never wise enough or strong enough or blessed enough and I’m sick of it! All I want is just to be left alone and you just won’t stop!”


      This was no punishment; this was a beating, merciless and savage. His words struck my ears as he kicked me over and over, head and chest and legs. “I’m sick of being told what to do. All of you! You, and Datsia, and Valentin. This is my barony! I’ll do what I want! Whatever I want! However I want! I’m sick of you making all the rules and telling me I’m not good enough. Sick, do you hear me! Answer me, damn you!” Blood poured from my cheek and pain blistered all over my arms and chest. I opened my muzzle to cry, to beg, to say anything that would make the pain stop, but my master wasn’t listening; he was too busy screaming as he rose back to his hinds.


      The baron dropped to his knees, bringing his elbow down on my chest. I tried to scream, but there was no air in my lungs. I clutched my arms to my chest, struggling to breathe, and then the baron drew back, his fists clenched together. “I’ve had enough!” His paws slammed square into my muzzle, and I heard more than felt the crunch beneath them. My entire head went cold and fire crawled under my skin. Copper coated my tongue. I tried to open my jaw, but something caught and pain split my head, bringing tears to my eyes. A low whimper was the only sound I could make, accompanied by feebly batting at my master’s arm.


      Several seconds passed while I waited for the next blow, but it never came. “Great Family.” The words left my master’s muzzle in a low, awful whisper. “I—” He rose to his hinds, blood dripping from his claws. The fur on one of his hinds glistened. His voice shook, his eyes wide, staring down at me. “Taneh, I—” I heard one hindfall, then another, as he backed away. “Oh, Korski, I’m sorry, I’m... I’m so sorry, I.... V–Valentin!” Then the wolf turned, crying out for his sergeant-at-arms, while I clutched my shattered world in my paws and tried not to exist.


      The sergeant-at-arms, dressed only in an oversized bedshirt, stopped cold in the doorway to the baron’s room, my master directly behind him. He took the cover off of the witchlight beside the baron’s bed, then turned to look at me. The lynx’s eyes went round as dinner plates and his ears pulled flat against his head, but his paws remained steady as he knelt beside me. “Go to the barracks,” he said flatly, addressing the wolf without turning around. “Wake Chelin. Send him to Iladin’s and have him bring the sage here with whatever he can carry. Tell him not to take no for an answer. Then come back.” His tone accepted no argument, and my master backed out of the room, then sprinted away.


      The lynx’s paws were cool where they touched me, and his fingers were gentle, almost delicate, as he turned my head to inspect the results of my master’s rage. I tried to speak, to explain that I had provoked my master into it, but my muzzle refused to open, pain lancing up the side of my head when I tried. Mister Valentin shook his head in response, laying a finger across his lips. “Don’t speak, pet; you’re hurt.” He smiled slightly. “So’s he, but we’ll take care of both of you.”


      Without giving me time to wonder what he meant, Mister Valentin shifted onto one hind, then put a paw on my shoulder. “I’m going to get you onto the bed. Hold still, Taneh, this is going to hurt.” With that warning, he gingerly raised me to a sitting position, then lifted me into the air. Pain shot through me as I felt things inside me move when they shouldn’t, but only a few whimpers escaped me as the lynx carried me to my master’s bed and laid me upon it. Blood immediately soaked into my master’s pillow, but Mister Valentin just chuckled. “Good. Good pet,” the sergeant-at-arms crooned softly as he stroked between my ears with a paw. “That was rough, I know, but you did well. Iladin will be here soon; he’ll know what to do with you.”


      I lifted a paw to Mister Valentin’s, then ran my stubby digits down his arm; it was the only gesture of thanks I could make for his kindness. The sergeant-at-arms took it in his fingers and squeezed gently, then rubbed his pads against the fur of my palm. “Listen, Taneh, you’ve been a good pet.” he said softly. “You’ve just been through something very rough, but it’s over now. He won’t ever hurt you again.”


      I choked back a sob, but not from the lynx’s words or my injuries. In my mind’s eye, my master’s face loomed large, his lips locked in a snarl and tears streaming down his cheeks as his fists rose for the final blow. Remembering him that way, he seemed less like Baron Deterikh, and more like a wounded animal fighting for his life. I wanted to speak, but my muzzle wouldn’t let me. I struggled to sit up, tried to force it open enough to explain, but the pain was too great, and I collapsed back against the bed, fighting back tears.


      “Easy, easy, pet.” Mister Valentin soothed. I heard the door to my master’s room bang, then two sets of hurried steps. A heavyset wolf in a loose-fitting top and drawstring pants stepped into the light, carrying a pack on his shoulders. Behind him walked an elderly raccoon wearing a jacket thrown over a nightgown. The sergeant-at-arms rose and bowed. “Iladin, thank you for coming out at this hour.” He nodded to the guard. “Chelin, thank you; I’ll manage from here.”


      While the wolf dropped his pack and left the room, Mister Iladin approached the bed, fumbling in his jacket. He pulled out a pair of spectacles and pinched them to the bridge of his muzzle. “So maybe you’ll tell me what happened here.” He leaned in and squinted at me; his spectacles made his amber eyes look huge.


      Mister Valentin crossed his arms over his chest. “Maybe you’ll tell me; you’re the one that pronounced the baron fit for the throne.”


      The sage rose stiffly at that and turned to the sergeant-at-arms. “Erik did this? Wilik’s son?” The lynx nodded, and Mister Iladin turned back to me with a sniff, his eyes going even wider. “I can’t believe it. There’s nothing in his charts suggesting this kind of fury!” He leaned in close and squinted, then brought one bony paw up to my muzzle and carefully turned it, making me moan.


      “Listen, Iladin, charts or no, that’s Erik’s work.” Mister Valentin’s shook his head as he talked, his ears splayed. “He came crying to me with blood on his paws. I found his pet here in the floor, in that condition. I picked em up and put em in the bed.”


      Mister Iladin sniffed again, then rose and walked to the pack that Chelin dropped. “It’s completely unimaginable. I checked his charts myself. Twice!” He pulled out vials and jars, as well as a roll of white cloth. “Marek’s completely occluded by Oshka in House Mora, Zofia’s in Vira. Yes, Gyuli is in Tsarka and not Krol where I’d have rather seen it, but... well, from here it’s all conjecture without my maps.” He waved a paw dismissively and returned to the bed. “My point is that my pronouncement at the time was sound. I’m as surprised by this turn as you are.”


      The lynx waved a paw dismissively. “You’ll have time for your charts tomorrow. Tonight I need to know if you can help the baron’s pet. Ey’s my responsibility.”


      “I already am,” the sage replied. He took a seat near the edge of the bed. “The physical, I can fix; the rest....” He began sprinkling the powders on my muzzle; they stung at first, making me whimper, but the pain did begin to ease afterwards. He forced my jaws apart enough to pour the liquid past my lips. It tasted dank and sour, and I started to gag, but he put a paw over my face. “Hold that as long as you can, then swallow; it will soften the bones and let me work.”


      With that admonition, I settled back against my master’s bed and counted in my head, trying not to spit out the foul-tasting brew. With my muzzle full, I could only breathe through my nose, filling my nostrils with the moldy smell. It began to trickle down my throat, and I struggled not to gag. By sixteen, though, I could no longer hold back, and I pitched forward. Mister Valentin caught my shoulder, but I choked down the potion with a cough. Before I could lie back, though, the sage’s other paw caught the underside of my muzzle and gently eased it forward. I felt a twinge of pain, but nothing like the agony of before as he carefully worked my jaws apart.


      As soon as Mister Iladin’s fingers were free of my muzzle, I stretched it open in a yawn, which made Mister Valentin smile. “That’s a good sign.”


      Mister Iladin nodded. “It’s a step. Ey’s likely got cracked ribs and those clawmarks are deep.” He added another sprinkling of powders to my cheek, then gently pressed the cloth down over them. “Have em hold that there; it will stop the bleeding and take away some of the pain. I’ll want to go home and fetch a few things. In the meantime, ey should sleep if ey can.”


      “Yes, ey should.” Mister Valentin chuckled weakly, “Listen, Iladin, thank you again for coming so quickly. Will ey make it to morning?”


      The sage nodded again with a sniff. “Assuming you can keep em from moving, yes. I’ll want to do some fine work on eir muzzle, and ey’ll be weak for a few days, but ey’ll survive.”


      The sergeant-at-arms sagged forward at that, then put a paw gently on the top of my head. “You gave me quite a scare, pet. Now, I just need to follow up with Erik, make sure he’s—” A knock at the door interrupted him, and the lynx turned. “Oh, good, you’re... not Erik. Chelin, where’s the baron?”


      The stocky wolf from before shook his head, leaning against the door frame. “His mount was gone when I returned, sir, as was my spear.” He wheezed softly as he spoke. “The outer gatekeepers said they saw him riding westward, back towards Jazinsk.”


      Mister Valentin stood, struck dumb as if poleaxed. “He.... Oh, Great Family.” He gripped his muzzle in his paws. “Wake Inika and your two best archers. Wear out as many horses as you need, but get him back. I don’t care if you have to kill his mount to do it; if he reaches the front, he’s a dead man.”
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      SWINDLE


      Sleep came and went for hours afterwards. I woke more than once in a haze of pain, only to drift back into unconsciousness minutes later. When I slept, I dreamed of my master’s face locked in that moment of livid despair, of fists and claws and rage. When awake, I lay on my master’s bed and panted quietly, focusing on staying as still as I could. True to Mister Iladin’s word, the pain in my muzzle and jaw eased as morning approached, but the ache in my heart refused to fade.


      Throughout the night, Mister Valentin remained beside my master’s bed. At times he paced, or dozed fitfully on my mattress. Most of the times I woke, though, he was where I saw him last: sitting in one of the chairs dragged in from the parlor with his elbows on his knees, his muzzle resting on the backs of his fingers, and his eyes half-closed. If ever he caught my eyes, he smiled or offered some reassurance, but then he withdrew back into his thoughts. At one point, as I fell back to sleep, I felt a brush of fingers against my forehead, but the sensation faded as I sank into the darkness again.


      The sun had risen fully and shone through the high and narrow windows by the time sleep finally left me. My bones ached and I felt weak, but the worst of the throbbing pains had passed. As I struggled to rise, Mister Valentin’s paw was at my shoulder again. “Easy, pet. Listen, I don’t think you should be up until Iladin’s had another look at you. How do you feel?”


      I put a paw on my stomach with a grimace. “I’m sorry, sir. I’d like to try to stand.” My words were slurred, my tongue swollen in my muzzle, but I spoke slowly and carefully, trying to make myself clear. “My back is sore from lying still.”


      “As sore as the rest of you?” Mister Valentin smiled faintly, then shook his head. “You can sit up, but only for a bit. Are you hungry?” I nodded, and the lynx offered me a mug of lukewarm broth. “Drink slowly, pet.” I took it between my paws and sipped from it carefully, while the sergeant-at-arms sat on the edge of the bed. “Listen, Taneh—” He hung his head and sighed. “I’m sorry about what happened. You didn’t deserve to be treated like that. Don’t.”


      For several moments, I balanced the mug in my lap and my words on my tongue. “Sir—” I took a deep breath and bowed my head. “What I deserve doesn’t matter. What my owner wishes, does. He wished to beat me.” I closed my eyes, but my master’s face came back to me, and I shuddered and forced myself to gaze into the murky broth instead. “I don’t know why. It doesn’t matter why.” It wasn’t true, but it wasn’t my place to ask, and likely no one here could – or would – tell me.


      “But it does, Taneh. Listen.” Mister Valentin shifted closer and put a paw on my shoulder, his eyes wide and full of false earnestness. “Erik... the baron... wasn’t well. He hadn’t been for some time. That wasn’t the first time he’s lost his temper. He’s hurt people—”


      I lifted my head and narrowed my eyes, cutting off the sergeant-at-arms with a glare. “Sir, with respect, I may be a slave, but I’m neither a dolt nor a kit. You don’t have to tell me anything. You don’t have to even talk to me; just give me orders and I will follow them. If you do wish to treat me like you would a person, though, then please do so.”


      The lynx sat, muzzle agape, for several seconds, then broke out in a weary chuckle. “I probably ought to beat you for that, but you’re already injured and I’m too tired to care.”


      “Do as you wish to do, sir. “ I replied wearily. “Use me, beat me, ignore me. Just, please, if you want to pretend that I’m your equal, at least do so.”


      Mister Valentin’s ears flattened against his head. “You want me to treat you like an equal, then? Then I’ll tell you everything. Erik was an alchemical half-breed, he probably shouldn’t have been trusted with the throne in the first place, and he was becoming too unstable to risk keeping it.” My own ears fell back against my head, but the sergeant-at-arms pressed forward, putting his muzzle a whisker’s breadth from mine. “He was my best friend, he was his father’s only son, and he could have been a great leader, but he gave it all up to play with his toys.” His breath was hot, and he hissed his words at me. “From the moment he got you, he was too busy to care about his barony, either the threats from outside or the rumors within. There, is that more to your liking?”


      I swallowed hard, my heart pounding, but I didn’t withdraw. I met the lynx’s eyes with my own, my paws pressed tightly against the mug to keep them from shaking. “That may have been Baron Deterikh, but that was not my master. My master was deeply committed to Barony Deterikh’s safety and its future. If he wasn’t the baron his father was, it was because no one gave him a chance to be the baron.” Ice flooded my veins, but I couldn’t stop the flow of words; it felt as if they were being pulled out of me. My master’s litany rang in my ears as I spoke. “He wasn’t too busy to care; no one let him care more. He felt everyone’s eyes on him, all the time: his aunt’s, yours, the court’s. If someone didn’t like something he did, it was the stars or his mother, Great Family keep her. He could have done everything exactly as his father would have, and people would say he still wasn’t good enough. Did he act like a kit at times? Absolutely, because that’s how he was treated! Hold someone to an impossible standard, measure his steps by a stride he can never match, and see how long it takes him to—”


      In a flash, my master’s expression in that last moment of violence came to me, and my heart seized. His lips were curled back in a snarl, but the whites of his eyes were visible all the way around and his ears were pulled flat against his head. He wasn’t enraged; he was terrified. His blows weren’t aimed at me, but at everyone who had forced him into the hole from which he was desperately trying to escape. It was the same expression I must have had, the day I sat at my father’s funeral and felt every frown in the room judging my life by his. I dropped my head and closed my eyes. “To break and run,” I finished, barely above a whisper. My cheeks burned. “Sir.”


      I clutched the mug to my chest and braced for the blow, but all I heard was the whisper of the mattress as Mister Valentin rose. His hinds shuffled against the stone floor, then stopped. “I think I liked it better when you were just the baron’s plaything, Taneh.”


      “I did as well, sir,” I murmured after a moment’s pause.


      The lynx walked over to the bed and took the mug from my paws. “Listen, pet. I’ve barely slept or eaten since nightfall, Jazinsk’s troops are on their way, Iladin’s supposed to return to work on your muzzle, and Chelin and Inika should be back in a few hours with the Baron. I need a bath, a hot meal, and two hours of sleep. I suggest you get some more rest, while you still can.”


      I stayed in bed for an hour after Mister Valentin’s departure, but no position remained comfortable for long. Despite the rest and the sage’s tending, I hurt from the top of my head to my knees. A dull pain throbbed in my side, my stomach felt knotted, my back’s complaints from lying down had become a full protest, and the emptiness between my legs had returned. I knew Mister Iladin would be back soon, as would Mister Valentin, but I needed a distraction from all of my aches.


      It took some effort – and a fair bit of pain – to get my legs over the side of the bed, but soon I had my hinds on the floor and my paws on the edge of the mattress. Everything spasmed as I pushed myself upright, but I managed to put my weight on my legs without them collapsing. The first steps were difficult; it felt as if things inside me were moving that had no business being able to do so. I wrapped my arms around my waist, though, and I focused on making one step, then another, slowly turning a circle about the room. I felt myself favoring my left leg, which was little surprise; that side had taken the brunt of my master’s kicks.


      Once I knew I could walk without toppling, I gathered my chains as best as I could to keep them from swinging and limped carefully to the door. Mister Valentin had left it open, and the witchlights in the parlor remained uncovered. Unfurled scrolls and other sheets of papers lay strewn about the main table, with half-empty teacups around its edges. Plates sat stacked on a wooden plank at one end, still covered in scraps. At the other, the baron’s teapot held a few last cold dregs. One of the chairs sat on its side, another on its back. From the state of the room, the formal council had gone about as poorly as my master’s mood had.


      It hurt to bend, to move even the relatively light chairs, but the need to feel useful even in my master’s absence moved me to straighten the room. What made it difficult, though, was the paintings that hung on the walls. From their vantage point on high, six generations of barons past stared down upon me as I did my best to tidy the parlor, righting furniture and gathering cups. I couldn’t bring myself to meet their gaze as I worked, and the longer I walked around, the more uncomfortable I became. My master’s father, Wilik, stood in the last frame. Unlike the portrait in the bedroom, he stood alone in this picture, dressed in full regalia. Painted in his prime, his fur held only a few patches of white, and he stood as straight as the spear at his side. His eyes were the same gold as his son’s, large and bright, with hints of weariness at the corners, as of a soldier who had seen one battle too many. The line of his muzzle was flat, his ears erect; it was hard not to read his expression as a scowl, disapproving and disappointed.


      I flinched as I met the portrait’s stare, then lowered my eyes again. “I’m sorry, sir,” I said aloud, addressing my master’s father. “I never knew you, or what you thought of your son, but I can only hope that he’s made you proud.” I swallowed heavily, feeling at once like a fool and a fraud. I hadn’t prayed since my father died, and I didn’t even know if I had permission to speak, but I felt the need to help, somehow. “I don’t know if the Great Family listens to you, sir, but my master... your son... is in a great deal of trouble. He’s probably scared, and lost, and....” I drew in a deep breath and let it out. “I know I’m just a slave, and I have no right to ask, but if you could ask Oshka to protect him until he’s home, sir, it would mean a lot to me.”


      “One good thing about the dead,” Mister Dion intoned behind me, “is that they have very little to say.” I spun, ears flattening against my head, to see the vole, dressed in a loose cotton shirt and trousers, leaning against the doorframe. A mace hung from a heavy leather belt around his waist, with a scabbard tucked against the other hip. Bandages encircled his lower left leg. “It makes them better company than brash young slaves who speak too much.”


      I blushed, my chest tight. All of my resolve to stand up to the unctuous envoy melted in the hot embarrassment of being called on my misbehavior. “Yes, sir.” My paws shook and I felt a knot in the pit of my stomach.


      The envoy smiled and limped into the room. “Much, much better. Have you seen Valentin about? I have news for him.”


      My heart skipped a beat. Could my prayers have been answered? “Has my master returned?”


      The vole’s ears rose and his eyes shone. “Well, his horse has, at least.” At that, the pit in my stomach yawned wide and my blood ran cold, but Mister Dion continued, heedless of my expression. “Most regrettably, it seems as though the Jazinski have accepted his quite generous offer to exchange himself for a temporary truce.” He doffed his cap and held it to his chest. “A young martyr for his country. His sacrifice will be remembered.”


      My jaw rose and fell for several moments, but no sound escaped me. An invisible paw held my chest in a death-grip. I finally managed to whisper, “Is he...?” I couldn’t bring myself to finish.


      “Oh, no, no,” the vole replied, still smiling. “They won’t just kill him. They’ll want a full trial, to make an example of him as a warning to others.” He snickered. “What better way to deter others who would spoil their harvests and corrupt their citizens?”


      My eyes went wide; the envoy’s words were a jumble in my ears. “Spoil their... but he had—” I stopped and blinked. “Corrupt, sir?”


      Mister Dion let out a chuckle. “Oh, my, my, such delicious innocence.” He motioned towards me with his paw. “Just imagine what Baron Jazinsk had to say when he learned of what our teenaged tyrant had done to a Jazinski slave, to say nothing of what he then did with him. The casual torture of a slave might have been shocking on its own, but the dark transfiguration was horrific. And in the middle of court, no less. Scandalous.” His paw went to his muzzle in mock embarrassment.


      The implications of the envoy’s statements hit me like a blow to the chest, and my knees went weak. I dropped heavily into one of the chairs I’d just righted. “You... lied to them. None of that happened.”


      “None of it?” The vole clucked his tongue as he limped over to the table. “I’d say a fair bit of it is. More than enough to make the rest seem plausible.” He leered as he approached, one paw at the hilt of his mace. “You were quite lovely at the end of his leash.”


      My stomach twisted; his stare felt greasy. My voice rose in a plaintive wail. “But you brought me here! You were the—”


      “—the one who took you to Aura’s, on the baron’s orders,” Mister Dion interrupted, his voice oozing smug amusement. “Yes, I was.” He took hold of my chains in his free paw. I tried to shove him away, but without fingers I could only push on his wrists, which made him laugh. “I really must compliment you, Stannis. You’ve played your part in this beautifully, even if you didn’t know it.”


      At the mention of the name, the world went grey at the edges of my vision and a chill settled into my paws and hinds. It was as if the sun had risen in my mind, burning away the fog that had settled over my memory. I sank back against the back of the chair and lifted my mutilated paws before my eyes to stare at them. “You... did this to me. All of it.” I looked up at Mister Dion, voice hollow. “Why?”


      The vole shrugged. “Would the truth please you? Because I wanted to do it. Because I enjoyed it. Because I could. Do you need more reason than that? You’ll have to ask the others.”


      “The others?” I dropped my paws back to my lap, then flinched as they neared my waist. I didn’t want to think about what else had been done to me.


      Mister Dion nodded, his grin spreading. “When they arrive, I’ll let them— Oh, good, good, they’re here.” Miss Datsia stepped through the doorway, dressed in a tan jacket and dark green skirt, similarly armed to the envoy. Mister Valentin followed close behind her, in a button-down shirt and cotton pants, carrying a spear loosely in his paws. I tried to catch his gaze, but his face was a glass-eyed mask. The longer I stared at him, the deeper my heart sank into the pit of my stomach.


      The sergeant-at-arms turned to Mister Dion with a yawn, having given no sign of even seeing me in the room. “You said you had news?”


      “Oh, yes, yes.” Dion nodded to the lynx, then turned to Miss Datsia. “Your nephew is in Jazinski custody. As of roughly six hours ago, you are Regent of Barony Deterikh.”


      At Mister Dion’s words, Miss Datsia’s ears perked atop her head and her tail bushed out behind her. Her muzzle hung slightly open, and she blinked, as if too surprised to respond otherwise. Once the initial shock of the news passed, though, her shoulders fell and she let out a long and heavy sigh. Then her head bowed, and a slow smile spread across her muzzle. She looked nothing in that moment as much as relieved. “Excellent, Dion. Has this been confirmed?”


      The vole nodded in response, matching the wolfess’ grin with his own. “The team Valentin sent to retrieve him just returned with the news; he and Inika retrieved the Baron’s horse from the Jazinsk border, along with a spear that Chelin identified as his. They found no sign of young Erik, but forward spotters said they saw a wagon, heavily escorted, headed towards Krolik. Short of word from Baron Jazinsk himself, I would say that we have as much proof as we need, Regent.”


      Miss Datsia smiled. “Good, that will make his tale all the stronger.” She sighed and walked to the table, then leaned against it with both paws. “The barony is safe, for the moment, but we still have much to do.”


      Mister Valentin nodded in response. “Agreed. I’ll go tell the guard to stand down.” He crossed his arms and turned to the vole. “Chelin won’t be in any state to ride. Dion, go get ready. I know you’ve just returned, but we need to get the Regent’s offer of peace to the Jazinskis before—”


      “Cancel that,” The elder wolfess interrupted. “Dion, head to the border and begin the advance as we discussed.” She reached over to one of the many sheafs of paper, then pulled one free and tapped on it with a clawtip. “Keep your pace slow; you won’t be leading veterans this time. I don’t care if you take a week to get to Krolik. Just keep your casualties down until you’re at the city gates. You’re going to need as many spears as you can get inside the walls to deal with their—”


      The lynx turned to Miss Datsia with an incredulous stare. “What? You said once Erik was gone that you’d negotiate peace with Jazinsk!”


      Deterikh’s captain turned to Mister Valentin, her expression level. “Your point being?”


      The sergeant-at-arms narrowed his eyes. “I said I would help you get the throne out from under Erik’s temper. I didn’t say I would help you use it to start a war.”


      Miss Datsia’s tone didn’t change, faintly amused and patronizing. “Valentin, you’re a good soldier, but you just don’t have the guile necessary to make a good leader. The Jazinskis have declared war on us. They’re hungry from a year of poor crops, so their troops will be weak. They’ve taken Erik into custody, so we have a martyr for the cause. If there’s a better time to expand our borders, I can’t imagine it.”


      “So.” Mister Valentin scowled and crossed his arms. “Are you saying all of this... this was just to grab a piece of Jazinsk?”


      Miss Datsia’s ears flattened and her tail bristled. “Of course not!” she snapped. “My goal was, and will always be, to ensure the well-being and future of the barony. Every ruler takes that oath. I saw a chance to solve two of her biggest problems at once, and with your help, we solved them.”


      The lynx paused for a few seconds, then asked too lightly, “What problems do you mean?”


      “Oh, come now, Valentin,” Mister Dion interjected. “Don’t play at being the innocent; that wide-eyed look of confusion doesn’t become you.”


      The wolfess favored Mister Valentin with a patronizing smile. “The Jazinskis have been a thorn in Deterikh’s side for over a generation. The southern Ezustia Range is ours by right—”


      “Oh, Great Family,” Mister Valentine groaned, putting a paw over his muzzle. “We lost those mines twenty years ago!”


      “We gave them away twenty years ago!” Miss Datsia snarled in response, passion showing in her voice for the first time since she’d heard my master had been captured. “My brother’s second-worst mistake on the throne.”


      Mister Valentin’s ears flattened against his head. “Oh, and what was his first, falling in love?”


      Miss Datsia turned sharply away from the table. “Valentin!” As soon as she snapped, she drew in a deep breath and visibly composed herself, then held out her paws placatingly. “Please. Do you think me that heartless? Melka and I were never close, but I don’t resent Wilik for loving her. No, it’s what he did afterwards that was unconscionable.”


      The lynx was unimpressed. “You mean giving her a son.”


      “I mean taking an unimaginable risk with the barony, staking her future on that....” She glanced down at the fist she’d raised in front of her and lowered her arm back to her side. “That unstable kit.”


      “That ‘unstable kit’ was my friend,” The sergeant-at-arms retorted.


      “Oh, of course he was!” Mister Dion laughed. “That was why you stabbed him in the back.”


      Mister Valentin rounded on the envoy, one finger pointing accusingly. His fist shook. “Don’t push me, Dion.”


      Mister Dion leaned back against the wall, unfazed. “Or else... what, precisely?”


      “Just....” Mister Valentin stood still for a moment, then turned away, dropping his arms as he slumped. “Don’t.”


      “Oh, poor Valentin,” The vole cooed around a smug smile. “Isn’t it a bit late to be having these kinds of concerns? You volunteered to help with this, you know.”


      Mister Valentin tensed but his voice remained weary. “I haven’t forgotten what I agreed to do. I also haven’t forgotten why.”


      Miss Datsia stepped towards the lynx and put her paw on his shoulder. “Valentin, you’ve said it yourself. He didn’t have the mettle he needed to be baron.”


      Mister Valentin didn’t raise his head or his voice. “You mean he wasn’t ready to go to war with the Jazinskis.”


      “I mean he would’ve given into every demand made of him, then lashed out blindly with twelve times the strength he needed.” Miss Datsia’s tone was gentle but firm. She waved her free paw in my direction. “You saw what he did with just his fists. Imagine if he’d had an army at his disposal.”


      The lynx turned to look at Miss Datsia, then followed her arm. His eyes met mine, and for the first time since he entered the room, he seemed to see me. “Listen, Datsia... maybe he’d have been fine if he’d actually been allowed to be the baron. I don’t think you ever gave him that chance.”


      Miss Datsia shook her head in response. “No, I never did. It wouldn’t have been worth the risk to the barony.”


      “And fighting the Jazinskis’ war is?” Mister Valentin asked in response. His eyes remained on mine, weary at the corners but still faintly smiling.


      The wolfess’ ears flattened against her head. “Yes, I think it is.” She looked at me, and she smiled again, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “About that slave, though. Dion, as much as your suggestion appalled me, I must admit it worked beautifully. My congratulations to you for that. You have your orders.”


      The vole snapped to attention and nodded sharply. “Regent.” Then he turned and walked out of the parlor.


      Miss Datsia waited until the door had closed behind her envoy, then turned to face her sergeant-at-arms. “Valentin, Erik was your friend, and I understand that, but your loyalty must be to the office, not the holder of that office. You understand that, correct?”


      The lynx’s expression hardened. “I do, yes.”


      “Good.” Miss Datsia chuckled mirthlessly and walked over to the door. “You did what was necessary, and you played your part well. Now I need you to help me fill in the last few holes. We need to dispose of that slave.”


      My blood ran cold at Miss Datsia’s words, and Mister Valentin’s eyes went wide. “But... Taneh had nothing to do with this!”


      The wolfess gave an exaggerated sigh. “I’m aware of that, but again, it’s too much a risk. What if someone compels it to talk? I don’t like it either, but it’s the only way.”


      The sergeant-at-arms’ paws went out, pads up, pleading. “Listen, Datsia, it doesn’t have to be like this. I’ll take em to Aura’s, have eir memory wiped. Ey doesn’t—”


      “That’s not good enough!” Barony Deterikh’s regent barked. She sighed again, forcing her ears upright. “It’s still too risky, Valentin. Everything we’ve done will be for nothing if word gets out of what happened. The only way to ensure success is to silence anyone who would speak out. We can’t have it running around the keep, and we can’t sell it. That only leaves one option. Can I count on you to finish this... Captain?”


      Mister Valentin’s eyes closed, and my blood froze solid when next he spoke. “Yes... Baroness.”
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      WARRANTY


      Mister Valentin’s grip on my chains never faltered as he walked, hastily pulling me along. He strode down the stone corridors towards the kitchens, his ears flat against his head and his other paw gripping his spear, his arm trembling with tension. Not once did he look back at me; he kept his muzzle rigid and turned forward, as if trying to pretend that the slave stumbling along behind him was someone else’s concern.


      At first, I had been too stunned to struggle, to scared to run. It was the rattle of my chains, as the sergeant-at-arms reached for them, that had shaken me enough to try to bolt. I made a dash for the door, but Miss Datsia stood in the way, staring down her muzzle at me. She held her arms across her chest, bemusedly watching as I charged at her. She didn’t look angry, or even smug. Her ears stood erect above her and a faint smile sat on her muzzle, and as I stumbled backwards after barreling into her, she only chuckled. “I’ll leave you to clean this, then,” she said to the lynx before giving a salute, which my master’s betrayer returned before grabbing the lead to my collar.


      A few of the kitchen help turned to watch as Mister Valentin dragged me past the fires, back to the slaves’ entrance, and then out into the mid-day sun. Between the rear of Baris Keep and the wall enclosing it, squash and late-planted peas grew in haphazard rows, along with patches of kale. A weatherbeaten wooden shed leaned against the stone wall, its door ajar to reveal a small cluster of tools. It reminded me, with a shock, of the garden Anya and Nadzia kept under the kitchen window, lovingly tended with Father’s tools and carefully weeded by paw, each week after services. Once, near the end of summer harvest, Justik and I dug up the gourds and took turns throwing them, to see who could reach the furthest or make the biggest mess. By the time we were done, most of their crop was ruined, and the pair were beside themselves with anger. Father, though, didn’t yell; he only sat us down, paced before us, and told us how disappointed he was. I could still hear his voice in his mind, thinking back to that moment. You think you’ve ruined a few crops, but what you’ve really destroyed is all your sisters’ hard work. Look outside, at the mess you’ve made, then look me in the eye and tell me it was worth it. Neither of us could meet his gaze, or each other’s.


      A sudden tug on my leash jerked me in front of the lynx and back to the present. Mister Valentin followed up with a shove against the middle of my back, which sent me stumbling into the patch of vegetables. I dropped to all fours among the crops and pressed my paws into the ground. The soil was slightly damp, and it clung in small patches to the fur of my palms. Someone had spent time with this plot, watering the soil and plucking the weeds. I wanted to be afraid. I wanted to beg for my life. I lifted a small ball of dirt to my muzzle and took a deep breath, filling my nostrils with the heavy scent of earth.


      “Listen, Ta— Stannis,” Deterikh’s sergeant-at-arms called out from behind me; his tone was completely at odds with his acts, hesitant, uncertain. “I... I’m sorry, for all of what happened to you. You didn’t deserve it.”


      I lowered my paws and let the clumps of dirt fall from the stumps of my fingers. A few stubborn grains hung in the fur. “No, I didn’t, sir.” I agreed quietly, not turning around. “It doesn’t matter, though. I’m just a slave.”


      “Oh, Korski,” Mister Valentin swore. “You aren’t just.... That is, you are, but....” He sighed and pinched the bridge of his muzzle. “Listen, Taneh, it’s... complicated. There’s a lot more going on than—”


      “Sir,” I interrupted, not lifting my head, “do you remember when I said, not too long ago, that if you were going to pretend I was your equal that you should just do it?” I paused for a moment, but the lynx said nothing. “I know that you didn’t trust my... trust Mister Erik with the throne. I know that he trusted you with his life, and that he wanted you to have me if anything happened to him.”


      The sergeant-at-arms grimaced and groaned, then put one paw over his eyes, the other’s grip on his spear tightening. “Listen, I just need you to understand that I... I tried to find some other way. That I wish I could have done something to stop it.”


      I blinked. “Sir, why are you justifying yourself to me? I’m a slave. The one who bought me first said that I could be killed and that nobody would....” I paused, watching the way the lynx’s ears flattened and his shoulders slumped when I said that. “And that nobody would care. Compared with that, the last half-year has been a dream,” I finished.


      The lynx looked even more discomfited. “Yeah, about that. Listen, T... Stannis, I... I’m sorry. I don’t want to do this. You know that, don’t you?”


      I shrugged. “Then don’t do it, sir.”


      Mister Valentin laughed darkly. “Oh, comets. If only it were that easy.”


      I smiled. “It is that easy, sir. I’m a slave; I follow orders because I have no choice. You’re not a slave.”


      “That’s not true,” the lynx countered. “You chose to become a slave.”


      I nodded. “Yes, and I choose not to run because I made the choice to be what I am, which includes not having the freedom to make other choices. Choices you can make.”


      Mister Valentin sighed, his shoulders sagging. “I chose to help Datsia get rid of Erik. You’re the only one left who knows, and she doesn’t trust you not to tell. Given that, my options are to risk letting everything I’ve done collapse....” He fidgeted with his spear in both paws.


      I ignored the weapon and focused on the lynx’s muzzle. “Why did you help Miss Datsia?”


      That made the lynx chuckle. “You saw Erik’s temper. You heard his aunt. He’d give into every demand then snap suddenly and we’d end up in a—” He stopped himself suddenly.


      I smiled a bit wider. “In a war.”


      “Yeah,” Mister Valentin agreed. “Listen, I think I can talk Datsia down from this conflict, once she’s not in the moment.”


      I nodded. “Of course. I’m sure the Regent will be willing to listen to your reason, given how she’s handled everything else to this point.”


      The lynx was silent for several moments more. “I definitely liked you more when you were just a distraction.”


      At that, I chuckled softly. “So did I, sir.”


      Mister Valentin hung his head. “Listen, I think you’re right. I thought getting Erik off the throne was the right thing to do, but it’s put somebody even worse in his place. What can I do, though? This is the path I’ve already chosen. Can’t you understand that?” He practically snarled the last at me.


      I nodded, once. My heart pounded in my chest and my muzzle was sticky and dry, but my mind was painfully clear. Was it worth it? “I do understand, sir, which is why you should hurry up and dispose of me, before Miss Datsia starts to doubt your loyalty.”


      The lynx visibly tensed, shrinking in on himself. “Yes,” he said quietly. “Yes, I should.” He was silent for several moments, then advanced slowly and raised his arms. I tensed and closed my eyes, trying keep my heart calm. I knew this could happen. I knew it probably would. My master’s eyes came back to me, his relaxed and open smile as he stood on the roof overlooking Baris. Seeing his muzzle in my mind, an almost liquid warmth suffused me, spreading up from between my thighs and through my entire body. Yes, it was worth it.


      The tip of Mister Valentin’s spear whistled as it dropped, and then I heard a wet crunch that shook a cry out of me, but several seconds passed before I realized there was no pain. I opened my eyes and looked down, but my chest was whole and intact. Beside me, one of the squash sat in pieces, smashed by the force of the lynx’s impact. I blinked, then lifted my head, but then suddenly his paws were at the back of my head, his muzzle pressed hotly to mine. His fingers encircled the bases of my ears, and then suddenly bright flares of pain erupted from them as his claws sunk into the tender skin. He forced his tongue into my muzzle, then sucked mine back into his and bit it fiercely, making me gasp against his lips.


      As the lynx forced me backwards against the ground, he took one of his paws from my ear and fumbled at his waist, then started to roughly shove his pants and breeches down to free his sheath. As soon as they were at his knees, he shoved me down, then loomed over me and began squirming between my legs, forcing them apart. It felt awkward and wrong and embarrassing, the way the emptiness between my legs throbbed as he ground himself against my nethers. My cheeks burned, but it was nothing compared to the fire rising from within.


      Mister Valentin wasn’t gentle. As soon as he was close to positioned, he rose onto his knees and rammed himself forward, hilting himself inside of me in a single thrust. I screamed as his cock slammed into the back of my sex, dropping back to a whimper as he withdrew. Reflexively, I wrapped my arms around him despite myself, then tensed as he drove himself back into me. He snarled as he took me, his claws sunk into my sides, ruining open Mister Iladin’s efforts in one and gouging the other. The lynx hissed, then sunk his teeth into my shoulder, sending a wave of hot agony to match the fire that rose from my sex as he claimed me.


      I hurt and my cheeks burned, but my body responded despite itself, hips rising to meet the lynx’s with every thrust. The pleasure began to swell deep within me, flashes that ran from the base of my tail up my spine. Each time Mister Valentin took me, a guttural hiss escaped his throat and his jaws clenched down on my shoulder, and I pressed myself more tightly to him. Soon he was gasping, grunting against me as he took me, and I cried out each time he buried himself into my sex. The shocks came faster and faster, and then suddenly stars swarmed behind my eyes and my whole body clenched. The lynx answered with a yowl and a sharp snap of his hips, sinking himself within me, followed by a few short twitches and a fresh flow of heat deep within.


      For several seconds, he simply held himself within me, muzzle pressed to my shoulder. He gingerly withdrew his teeth from my skin, then tenderly licked the bite, making me whimper. The lynx slowly pulled himself away, then rose to his hinds. “How do you feel, Stannis?”


      The sound of my old name, my birth name, made me grimace. I hurt, both inside and out. My heart sat heavy in my chest, the sense of having cheated death only just sinking in. The bases of my ears burned, as did my shoulder and sides. I felt blood seeping into my fur at points, along with other fluids. I looked down at myself, then back up to the sergeant-at-arms. “Used, master.”


      Mister Valentin smiled faintly at that, his ears flat against his head once more. “That’s about as disposed of as I can make you, pet.” He reached down and took one of my paws in his, then pulled me to my hinds. “If we’re lucky, we have an hour before Datsia sends someone around the taverns to find out what I did with your body. I intend to be long gone by then.”


      As we neared the corner of the inner wall, my master put a finger across his lips, then bent and put his muzzle to my ear. “From here, pet, it gets difficult,” he whispered. His breath was hot against my cheek. “You can’t be seen leaving on your hinds, and in your condition any attempt to knock you out might do worse.” The lynx squeezed my shoulder lightly with one paw, the other gripping his spear against his side. “Erik said you could fall into a trance; can you do that?”


      I inhaled sharply, then sagged. “I think so, sir.” I sank to my knees against the patchy grass, then bowed my head and closed my eyes. Picture the lights, dancing in your mind, I told myself, focusing on the rise and fall of my chest. The leaden warmth and fuzziness spread slowly, but each time I tried to count the lights dancing around me, I felt myself sinking a bit further. The pain and aches subsided, and my heart stilled. My breathing slowed, and my arms fell to my sides. Twelve lights, thirteen, fourteen.... I nodded, my eyes still closed, and I mumbled, “I am ready.”


      My master’s voice seemed to come from far above me, soft and distant. “Wow.” Silence lingered for some time, and then he whispered intensely. “Listen, pet, I need you to play dead. Don’t move, don’t talk, don’t even breathe if you can. Just lie there, limp and cold.” I heard the rustle of grasses as I slumped, then felt the sharp prod of my master’s spear against my shoulder. Pain burst beneath the pressure, then oozed across my chest as he carved a shallow gash in my skin. It stung fiercely, but I kept my focus on the lights, on keeping my breathing steady, and despite the burning I remained still.


      My master hissed through clenched teeth, and a second slice joined the first. A third followed quickly afterwards, and then my master pulled me to a sitting position and hefted me in his arms. He staggered slightly under the weight, then stumbled his way out from behind the building. His hinds fell in heavy steps as he carried me across the courtyard, and then suddenly we were out of the sun again and back in the shade. The scent of dried grasses gave way to the pungent sweat of horses, and the sound of others working nearby. My master tensed, then called out sharply, “Inika!”


      The other set of steps stopped, and a young female voice answered, “Valentin!” Inika’s hinds rustled in fast steps, and then stopped sharply. “Thank the Family you’re— Oh, comets, what happened?”


      “I’m taking a corpse to Iladin for study,” my master responded, hefting me in his arms. “He expressed interest in Aura’s work.”


      “Corpse?” The soldier’s voice rose sharply. “What— But that’s Erik’s slave!”


      My master shrugged. “Regent’s orders, and he was mine as soon as Erik disappeared. Hitch me a cart.”


      Inika didn’t budge. “Valentin, what’s going on? First you tell us to get Erik back at all costs, then you kill his slave and he’s not even dead yet? What kind of—”


      “I gave you an order, soldier,” the lynx interrupted sharply. “Erik’s gone; Datsia’s the regent now. Respect the office, not the holder.” My master’s arms tensed sharply under me as he spoke.


      Both parties were silent for a few seconds, before Inika said quietly, “I spoke out of turn, sir.” She turned sharply and stepped away, back into the depths of the stables. Soon I heard the rustling of leather and hay, along with the clanking of straps. “Still, I don’t like it,” she said as she worked. Buckles clanked and straps whispered. “This isn’t like you, Valentin. Something’s wrong. This isn’t just about Erik. Dion took a fresh mount towards the front not half an hour ago. Datsia’s already sending runners to call up more troops.”


      The sergeant-at-arms shrugged again. “War is coming, Inika. The regent’s just trying to protect Deterikh.”


      “Regent,” Inika scoffed. “Listen to yourself. It’s Datsia. You were never this formal. And maybe we wouldn’t be at war if she hadn’t insisted on that blowhard Dion as a diplomat. He’s got a quicksilver tongue, that one, but I always have to check my purse when he leaves.” The hooves clattered against the ground, and hay rustled behind. “I’m surprised he didn’t pocket the Jazinskis’ good silver.”


      Despite the tension in his frame, my master laughed at that. “Dion’s a slippery one.” He walked forward a few steps, then stopped. “Listen, Inika... you’re right. Something is happening, but I... I can’t tell you what it is. I just need you and Chelin to be ready for anything. Speaking of which, where is he?”


      “Sleeping off last night’s run and the ride afterwards,” Inika responded. Her hinds approached, and then something warm and soft brushed my shoulder. “Valentin, what’s wrong?”


      My master stiffened, then gently hefted me forward into a small pile of hay. As I landed, pain ripped along the wet patches in my fur, as well as all the places that had only just begun to heal, and it took all my focus to the lights inside not to cry out. “More than I can say,” was his only response.


      Both held still for a moment, until Inika asked, “What do you think will happen to Erik?”


      “I don’t know,” the sergeant-at-arms replied. “I only know that the Jazinskis are just off our border and Erik’s the reason their troops aren’t on their way to Baris. He bought us some time. I’m hoping Iladin will help us make the most of it. Beyond that, I can’t let myself think about it.” He stepped back and walked a few paces away, then grunted and swung himself up onto his mount.


      Clawtips delicately brushed the edge of one of my ears, and my breath caught in my throat. The ear twitched, against my will, and the fingers jerked backwards. Then they scraped against the other, and it responded as well. The air inside me burned as I tried to stay still, but then the paw withdrew. “Poor thing,” Inika said, her voice suddenly too loud and too sharp. “He didn’t deserve this.”


      “Ey. It’s... it was ‘ey,’” my master corrected dully. “Not that it matters now.”


      “No, no, he’s... ey’s dead,” Inika agreed quickly. “It’s just a shame, that’s all. I hope Erik survives.” She stepped back from the cart. “I know he was your friend.”


      It took my master a few seconds to respond to that, and when he did, his voice quavered faintly. “He still will be, I hope. I have to go; I need to drop off a body and see if Iladin has any ideas on how to stop a war.” Then the reins cracked, and the cart began to move.


      A whimper escaped me unbidden, as soon as the afternoon light struck my eyelids. The burning made concentrating almost impossible, and my focus was all that kept the pain in check. I tried to breathe shallowly, to continue to pour my attention into the lights dancing in my mind, but each bump or shudder of the cart sent fresh flares through my body. The wounds from my last master had only scarcely begun to heal, and the fresh ones from my new one and the intimate assault compounded each injury. Drying blood oozed across my chest, leaving trails of hot stickiness in my fur, my cheek and muzzle throbbed, and between my legs, my abused sex ached in only the worst ways.


      The cart stopped twice as it moved, once at the inner walls of Baris Keep, and then again some time later. At each, my master exchanged words with the guards, telling the first the story that he gave to Inika, and the second only that he needed to dispose of the old baron’s pet on the regent’s orders. At both, the sun briefly vanished as someone leaned over the cart, while I struggled to remain dead without dying. The first set gave only the most cursory inspection before letting my master pass. The second asked several questions, inquiring about his destination and how long he planned to be gone. He mumbled something about returning by nightfall, and they sent him on his way.


      Soon afterwards, my master cracked the reins and the cart lurched forward, its wheels bouncing even harder off of the rough road. It occurred to me some time afterwards that we had to be leaving Baris; we were moving too fast and had been for too long. Have I noticed this before? I wondered, but I could recall only lights and pain and motion. I’m sure I must have had the same thought more than once, but each time it seemed a new revelation, a thought worthy of a few moments’ hesitation that then vanished into the haze of pain and efforts at meditation.


      When the cart did finally stop, the sun had slid down the horizon and late-afternoon rays streaked across the sky. Dimly I noticed the autumn evening chill in the air, the blood cooling on my chest and soaking my fur. I heard my master drop from his mount with a grunt and then the heavy thud of a fist against solid wood. He drew in a deep breath and yelled, “Aura!” loudly enough to make me wince and whimper softly. Then hindfalls approached, and a warm paw brushed my right cheek. “Wake up, pet. We’re here. We’ll—”


      The heavy thunk of a latch and the creak of a door cut off my master’s words, followed quickly by half a sentence from a familiar voice. “—never bothered with the sign. How can I be expected to have—” The sage’s voice rose into a sharp gasp as my master lifted me from the cart. When she found her tongue again, her voice was soft and faintly trembling. “This way.”


      My master cradled me to his chest as he followed the sage into her manor. He was silent until he stepped inside, his arms trembling beneath my weight. He sagged slightly, though his grip never faltered, as the door closed and he leaned back against it. “It’s... it’s my fault, Aura. All of it is. I should’ve stopped it. I—”


      “—should take your charge up to the workshop before you drop em,” Miss Aura interrupted. “I’ll have eir charts in a bit. Up the stairs, second on the right, set em in the circle and stand away.” Her voice faded as she walked away, down the cramped hallway towards the back of the manor.


      The sergeant-at-arms stood, dumbfounded, for a few moments, then hastily did as the sage ordered, taking the stairs two at a time at a sprint. The scents of rain and sweet smoke filled my nostrils as we stepped over the precipice, and despite the pain I felt myself relax against my master’s chest. He knelt, then carefully lay me on the floor. His pads brushed my cheek lightly. “Easy, pet,” he murmured. “You’re in good paws.” I opened my eyes and gazed up into my master’s, and despite the tears staining his fur, he smiled back. “Just a bit longer.”


      Miss Aura entered the room with a scroll in one paw and a bag in the other. “You, what’s your name?”


      My master looked up, then rose and adjusted his shirt. “Valentin, son of Dorik, sergeant-at-arms of Barony Deterikh.”


      The sage dropped her bag and walked to her work table, then unfurled the papers and started making adjustments. “Tell me everything, sergeant,” she said without inflection. “Spare no detail.”


      “It’s....” My master’s ears flattened. “Listen, Aura, there’s a lot and I don’t know how much time we have. I did my best to plant a false trail, but Datsia’s—”


      The raccoon raised one paw, the tip of her tail flicking in irritation. “You’re in my home; that means you’re in my protection. If Datsia wants you, all the more reason. Now tell me how this slave got hurt, so I can take care of it.”


      The sergeant-at-arms swallowed at that, then looked back down at me. I did my best to smile up to him around my pain, but he turned away, his head low. “The cuts are my doing. The muzzle and bludgeoning were mostly Erik’s.”


      Miss Aura did turn at that, her yellow eyes narrowed and her muzzle set in a thin line. “It sounds like quite the evening,” she quipped. “Shared em around, did you?”


      “No, I—” my master stammered quickly. “That is, we did, but that’s not how that....” He trailed off, then sighed and drew in a deep breath. “Erik finally broke, and he lashed out at Taneh. When he realized what he’d done....” He paused and shook his head. “I think he tried to run from it. He made it to the border before we could catch him. He’s on his way to Krolik under heavy guard to stand trial.” One paw waved my direction. “Datsia ordered em killed, but I... couldn’t.” He looked up at her and chuffed a weak laugh. “Ey almost died anyway.”


      The more my master spoke, the further the sage’s eyes widened. “Great Family,” she muttered when he’d finished. Then she nodded sharply. “I’ll have more to ask, but that can be over tea. Head downstairs in the parlor, I’ll be along with Erik’s pet in a bit.” Once Valentin was out of the room, the sage took up her staff in one paw and a bag in the other. “No time for salves, Taneh,” she murmured as she walked the circle around me, pouring a careful line of salt beside her. “Keep breathing, and this will all be over soon.”


      I nodded, then closed my eyes and turned to face the ceiling. As long as I lay perfectly still, I could almost forget how badly I hurt, but every time I moved, fire crawled beneath my skin.


      The sage took up her chanting as she worked, tracing lines with the salts. “Chalk to mark and guide, salts to separate. All things are connected in the Great Work, but within the circle, we may tease free a single strand to repair it.” This time, when the circle closed, she knelt beside me within the ring of salt. “Feel the heat rising within, spreading out from your spine to engulf you. Do you remember your training?” I opened my muzzle to respond, but all that escaped was a brief nod and a moan of fresh pain from the sudden shock of genuine heat suffusing my body. “Good. Focus on the witchlight in your mind, little light.”


      “I am ready,” I whimpered, panting in response to the sudden shock of pain. Every point that had been hurt before seemed to glow, radiant and aching. The slashing wounds from my master’s speartip, the cracked bone in my cheek, even the gash and burn on the side of my paw where the base of my thumb used to be flared to life in agonizing memory. I saw in my mind an angry red glow beneath my fur, highlighting the places that I hurt.


      The sage was silent a moment, then said hastily, “Very good. You’re well-trained, and you do as you’re told. The body seeks balance and restoration as water seeks the lowest point in the riverbed. Where there is heat, there is imbalance, flesh out of order. I bring water to fire to soothe and quench, flesh returning to health.” Where her fingers brushed against my chest, a soothing, liquid chill seeped beneath my fur, washing away the pain. She cupped my cheek, then caressed my paw, and finally drew her fingers between my legs. Everywhere she touched, the fires fled, leaving only cool comfort behind.


      “Within the circle, we separate one skein, one single strand of the Great Work, to make changes to it,” Miss Aura said softly. “To weave those changes back within the larger pattern, we carefully part the circle.” She rose onto her knees, then leaned over and cut a line in the circle of salt with her paw. “Salts divided, chalk split.” Her tail tickled my muzzle. “Wake up, Taneh.”


      I blinked, then drew in a deep breath. I cringed as I inhaled, but no pain lingered in my chest. I felt nothing in particular, but after so much repressed agony, nothing was a blessed relief. “Ma’am,” I murmured. Experimentally, I brought my useless paws to my eyes and sighed; the ritual had done nothing to heal them. Apparently, the Great Work was convinced that wasn’t an injury, nor were the emptiness between my legs and the urge to feel it filled.


      “Stop admiring yourself, pet, and get up,” Miss Aura said from the doorway. “Valentin’s got a great many more questions to answer, and I’ve got to get a kettle on.”

    

  


  
    
      [image: Chapter:]


      REMITTANCE


      Seated on one of Miss Aura’s couches in her overstuffed parlor, my master took the cup from Miss Aura’s paws, then lifted it in a toast. “Health,” he said softly, then brought it to his muzzle. Half the dark, strongly-scented tea vanished in a single gulp, making my master hiss from the sudden heat. “Thank you again for helping Taneh.” He gently tousled the fur on the back of my head with his other paw. “I’m in your debt twice over, given the danger I’ve put you in just by coming here.”


      The sage waved away the praise with a shake of her paw, her own mug steaming in the other. “No charge for the healing,” she said as she sipped her tea. “I don’t usually work for no coin, but I’ve a soft spot for animals.” She grinned at me as she spoke, and my cheeks burned in response. “As for the rest, the danger’s a worry, but less of one than Taneh’s state.” She dropped into her chair and draped her tail to the side. “Tell me how you came to have em. Spare no detail.”


      My master clutched his cup in both paws and stared into the liquid. He drew a deep breath, then sighed. “The night we learned that Jazinsk had declared war, Erik went—”


      “War?” That had Miss Aura sitting rigid, her claws sunk into the arms of her chair. “We’re at war?”


      “As of yesterday,” my master replied. He paused a moment, then added, “It feels like weeks.” He sighed again and shook his head. “The Jazinskis have been making threats since spring.”


      Miss Aura shook her head and went back to picking at the hem of her skirt. “So Dion said, but his tongue’s not to be trusted.”


      My master shrugged and put one paw on the back of my head, his eyes still fixed on his tea. “No, no it isn’t. Listen, I’d been sitting with Erik and Datsia, talking about the defense of Baris and the lands around it when Dion returned, bleeding and looking like he’d just made it back with his pelt intact. When he relayed the news, Erik went... cold. Silent. All the sword-waving upset him, I knew, but at that moment, it was if the truth finally struck him. He dismissed us, then shouted at us to leave when we didn’t. After that, I went back to the barracks to tell Chelin and Inika – two of my lieutenants – then tried to get some sleep.” He paused, and then his voice grew distant. “Some time after midnight, Erik burst into my room and almost got run through for waking me. He had blood on his paws and down his shirt. He was incoherent, saying he was sorry, that it was an accident. I followed him back to his room and found Taneh sprawled on a mat, muzzle in eir paws, blood everywhere. I sent Erik to find Chelin and fetch Iladin, then moved em to the bed. He never came back.


      “Erik apparently told Taneh some time back that, if anything happened to him, he hoped I’d take ownership. Datsia told me to get rid of em. Insisted.” My master’s fingers found the base of my ears and gently stroked them. “I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Getting em to play dead was the only thing I could think to do, and that almost killed em anyway. The rest you know.”


      The sage sat in thought, regarding her own mug, then rose and held out a paw. “You’ll be wanting another, sergeant?”


      My master nodded, and Miss Aura took it as she stepped out of the room. She returned soon after, two mugs filled to the brim. The first she passed to Valentin, then returned to her seat with the second. She curled her tail around into her lap, then sipped at the steaming tea, not bothering to blow on it. “Now tell me the remainder.”


      “What?” My master’s paw tensed against my head and his claws briefly pricked my ears, making me wince. “Listen, Aura, I’ve told you everything—”


      “You’ve told me everything you want me to hear, same as Dion,” Miss Aura snapped. Her golden eyes flashed with anger. “I expected better of you, sergeant. I know not to trust Dion, but you I must.” Her mug shook in one paw as she extended the other, a single claw outstretched, and both my master and I shrunk back against the couch as she spoke, her voice low and tight. “Melka, Wilik, and now Erik. That slave’s the last thread I have tying me to the Deterikhs, and he sits at the end of your leash. That means you, Valentin, son of Dorik, owe me a debt of truth, and I mean to collect. Now tell me how all the pieces came to be where they lay. All of them.”


      My master’s claws bit down on my ear as he clenched his fist, but then he released me to clutch his cup of tea. His leg trembled against my back. “It was Datsia, Aura.” His voice was tight and flat. “She was behind it all. Wilik’s death and Erik’s ascension were all the cause she needed. Dion was a willing accomplice, and I—” He cut himself off, then sighed. “I was too afraid for Deterikh’s future in Erik’s paws to think too much about how it would fare in Datsia’s. She feinted, and I missed it. Again.” He lifted his head, his ears flat and a chagrined smile on his muzzle. “I let this happen. I let her scare me into distracting myself.” Then his expression hardened. “I’m not afraid of her any more.”


      Miss Aura scowled over the rim of her teacup. “And it was Datsia who raped Taneh as well, was it?”


      My master froze, audibly swallowing behind me. “No, that was me,” he confessed in a whisper. “Datsia told me to kill Taneh to keep em silent, and Great Family help me, I might have done it. I tried to apologize for my part in all of this, but Taneh would have none of it. Ey forced me to confront my decisions, and I wasn’t happy with what I saw. I was angry, I was ashamed, and Taneh was a convenient target for all of it. I—” His voice broke, and he paused to clear his throat. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I knew I needed to smuggle em out of Baris, and I hoped that with the rough use and the cuts and the trance, the guards wouldn’t ask too many questions. That doesn’t justify it, but that’s the best I can tell you.”


      The sage’s expression softened at that, though she still watched my master over the edge of her cup. “So, that’s a more honest answer than I thought you would give. I was expecting more feigned ignorance I would have to plumb. Apologies are no substitute for clear thinking, but I can forgive one lapse of judgment given the circumstance. I don’t have to tell you, though, that Datsia will grant no such quarter. You’ll be needing a plan to correct what’s happened, one that she won’t be expecting. She’s a clever one.”


      “She is,” my master conceded, but then he held up a claw. “But she’s consistent. She always feints, because she knows most of her opponents don’t. She thinks I can’t, so if I do, I may catch her by surprise.” As he talked, he sipped at his tea. “I have a plan, or the beginnings of one at least, but I need to get Taneh, hale and sound, to Erik’s trial. Well, as much as ey can be.” He put his paw on my shoulder and I lowered my head. “After that, my hopes rest with Baron Jazinsk listening to truth after a parcel of lies.” He lifted his cup, then blinked in surprise at it. “That went quickly.”


      Miss Aura was on her hinds as he lowered his empty cup. “I’ll have that.” She slipped it from his fingers, then sat again. “So, you’ve the first stirrings of an idea. I’ll want to hear more, sergeant, but even to do that much, you’ll need help.”


      My master blinked again. “Listen, Aura, you’ve already done more than I could ask, healing Taneh. Come sunrise, we’re heading into Barony Jazinsk, past a rival army. That’s going to take some hard riding, and I’ve already got one passenger. I appreciate the sentiment, but it’s—” A yawn broke into his sentence, and he stretched. “It’s just not safe.”


      “Mayhap you’re right, sergeant,” the sage conceded. Then she rose, stepped over to the couch where my master sat, and knelt beside him. “We’ll talk more on it on the morrow. It’s getting late, and you need your rest. In the meantime, Valentin, you should sleep.” She extended one paw and rippled her fingers in front of his eyes, and he closed them and sagged back against the cushions. “Chamomile, jasmine, and lavender. Sleep, peace, and luck. Pleasant dreams.” My master squirmed onto his side, then began to snore lightly, as if he’d been asleep for hours. Then her fingers gently clutched my shoulder. “Little light?”


      Leaden warmth soaked into my limbs, and the world went grey around the edges. “I am ready,” I responded.


      The sage rose and beckoned for me to follow. “You always are, pet. Rise and follow.”


      Rain and woodsmoke filled my senses again as I shuffled after Miss Aura into her workshop. “Lie down, pet. In the circle, arms at your sides, paws flat on the floor, all four of them.” I lay as the sage directed, staring up into the rafters, pressing my paws into the wood beneath me. As soon as I was settled, I heard the sprinkle of salts against the floor, like the patter of rain on the roof. “Tell me,” she asked as she walked. “What did you see, when last you were in this room, just before I brought water to fire?”


      “Heat,” I mumbled, relaxing into the warmth soaking into my limbs. “Red light, inside. Pain.”


      “Heat and light,” the sage repeated, her voice distant. “You’re well-trained, Taneh. It’s time to put that training to use. Breathe deeply, in and out. Focus on the lights around you. Twelve lights, and you. Count them aloud Taneh.” She walked a circle around me, pouring salts and tracing designs. “One... two....”


      “Three,” I responded a few moments later. The scratching and rustling faded further into the distance, and my vision began to grey at the edges. “Four.” One breath, one light at a time, I counted off the dancing motes around me, sinking further into the familiar fogginess of the trance. “Eleven... twelve....” My voice faded, but the lights kept swimming in my mind. Thirteen... fourteen.... I closed my eyes, chest rising and falling slowly, feeling myself drift.


      The sage’s voice echoed around me. “Chalk to mark and guide, salts to separate. All things are connected in the Great Work, but within the circle, we may tease free a few strands.” Fresh warmth suffused the ground beneath me, and in my mind’s eye I felt as much as saw the designs beneath me glow. “Deep breaths, little light, and focus on the borders. Feel them around you, dividing us from the world.”


      “I am ready.” The words came from somewhere within me, but I was unsure who said them. I focused on the lines of chalk that ran beneath me and touched the circle of salts. In my mind, a wall surrounded me, impenetrable. The sage stood beside me, nude, one hind each on a pair of glowing strands. I drew in a deep breath and exhaled, nodding. “Yes.”


      “Good, little one,” the sage said, her words echoing off of the wall that isolated us. “You’re well-trained and doing what you’re told. Within the circle, only we exist, separate from the Great Work. Consequence does not follow from action, and after precedes before. We remain connected, tied to the tapestry by the lines beneath us, but held apart from it. Do you understand?’


      I breathed in again, then out, and as the air left my muzzle I felt the world give way beneath me. It was as if the ground suddenly vanished, leaving me suspended on lines of glowing light. Only those few precarious threads kept me balanced over a pit whose bottom I couldn’t even fathom. I shuddered once, violently, then tried to grab onto something, anything, to stop my fall. “Aura?” I called out feebly, stubby digits failing to curl around anything.


      “Taneh, stop!” The command came swiftly, and I froze, heart pounding and blood running cold. “Stay focused on the patterns binding us, little light. Stay focused on the wall. We remain safe, even outside the Great Work.” I felt her beside me, balancing on her knees on a pair of lines. “Rose and nightshade, hemlock and hyacinth. The lines beneath you will support you, even as you let go of them. I will not let you fall. Bring your left paw over your groin, pads upwards.”


      A whimper escaped me. “I... I am ready.” It took me five breaths to draw up the courage to untwist my paws from the webbing of light, another two to lift one and hold it in front of me, rather than rely on it for balance. Around me, the darkness began to move, angry at our intrusion. “Yes,” I whispered, hoping the sage could hear me.


      “Good, Taneh, very good,” Miss Aura soothed. “You’re doing as you’re told and doing it very well. Heather and anise seed, thistle and clove. Korski’s luck, Matska’s grace, Oshka’s strength.” Her fingers encircled my left wrist. “Cool comfort, soothing touch.” I imagined my fur beginning to glow beneath her touch. “Your baron’s caress, your master’s smile. Used as you have been before, an innocent vessel, carrying darkness.”


      I nodded, and the sage continued, her other paw stirring the emptiness beside her. “Doll’s eyes and daffodil, mandrake and moonseed. I bring darkness to you, but you will not be harmed by it. It resides within you, but is not of you, nor will it remain forever.” Her fingers closed in a loose ball, and then she was pressing them down on my upturned paw. “Feel this emptiness seep into your bones. It cannot enter you, for you are not of the darkness, merely a vessel to carry it to its final home.” A chill ran through my paw as she mashed hers against it, and I shuddered.


      The sage pressed her paws against mine for an endless moment, as if trying to constrain the darkness inside me. Then she snatched her paw away and hastily traced her clawtip against my palm: three points in a triangle, surrounded by a rough circle. “Filled with darkness but not of it, I seal this vessel with the mirgalva, the death’s head, bound between the love of Zofia and the rage of Marek. This emptiness shall remain within, sealed away beneath these signs but ready to unleash. Do you understand, little light?”


      I nodded once, still shivering. “I am ready, yes.” My left paw felt numb, suffused with an unsettling tingle.


      “Good, pet,” Miss Aura said softly. “You’re doing as you’re told, and you’re doing very well. The vessel is filled and sealed, ready to release. When the time comes for the seal to be broken, you will know what to do.” Fingers touched my wrist. “An innocent vessel, you will remain safe, carrying this bit of darkness within you. Within the circle, we remain divided from the Great Work, apart from it. To return to the tapestry, we breach the wall separating us from it. Salts divided, chalk split.”


      The thump of the sage’s staff against the ground and the sudden scrape of its tip snapped me back to full awareness even before she could tell me to awaken. I let out the stale air in my chest with a gasp and panted, suddenly aware that I’d been holding my breath. “What— Miss Aura, what did—”


      A sudden whiff of lavender filled my nostrils and I sagged back against the ground. “Relax, pet,” the sage said as she rose to her hinds. “You’re well-trained and you did as you were told. One last instruction, and I’ll let you go.”


      I pushed myself up onto my elbows and looked down at my left paw; the fur covering it, down to the wrist, had gone totally black, and the strands seemed to wave even in the absence of wind. “I don’t understand,” I whimpered. “I can’t feel it any more. What did you—” I lifted my gaze, but Miss Aura put one paw over my eyes and lay a finger across my muzzle.


      “Don’t talk,” the sage murmured as she knelt. “Animals don’t speak; they only follow instruction. You’re a good pet, Taneh. Do your master proud.” Her words reminded me of how long it had been since I’d felt anyone’s intimate touch, and I squirmed as she guided me back onto my back. “Good pet,” she crooned as she straddled my head, presenting me with her sex. Her netherlips were faintly damp, and a deep floral note lingered between them, oddly enticing. “You know what to do.”


      I wanted to protest, to demand answers for what had come before, but the scent and my own needs made it difficult to care. I lifted my head and pressed my paws to the sage’s rump, then gently slid my tongue against her lips. As I did so, something warm and wet caressed my own, and I moaned into her sex. I licked again, and the sensation echoed. Each flick or caress I made, she somehow mirrored between my legs, and soon my world was her floral taste and the fires raging within me, begging for release.


      “Good pet,” the sage crooned above me. She rocked herself slowly against my muzzle, her voice thick with her own desire. “A gift for you, pleasure for pleasure, touch for touch.” She arched her back, and then her fingers were between my legs as well, her pads just brushing my button. Another whimper escaped me as I lapped at her dew, tongue sliding further and further into her, stoking my own need as I felt every caress I made against her. I began to buck my hips against her paw as she rocked against my muzzle, giving me oppotunity to lick further within.


      Soon, the sage met each of my gasps with one of her own, her body moving with mine. Two of her fingers, then a third, slid inside of me as I pressed my tongue within her depths, and somehow I felt it all, filled with her and myself besides. I whimpered and panted into Miss Aura’s sex, lapping eagerly at her, listening to her breath come faster and faster. “That’s it, pet,” she gasped. “Lose yourself in the pleasure. Let it fill your mind, every corner of it. Lost in arousal, in need, in... in—” Her hips bucked once against me, and then she released, crying out as she tensed above me.


      As she climaxed, lightning poured from her nethers and up from my own, meeting somewhere deep within me, and my entire body jerked in pleasure. I gasped against Miss Aura’s sex and squinted my eyes as a wave of heat and light rolled through me, then a second in echo of the first. A third passed through me, and then I dropped back heavily to the floor, the scents of lavender and sage’s honey filling my nose as I sank into oblivion.


      I awoke to my master’s paw on my shoulder, shaking me gently. “Taneh?” His voice was low, his breath warm against my ear. “It’s time.”


      “Master?” I strained to lift my head and tried to shake the sleep from it. My left paw tingled, as if I’d slept on it all night, and I rubbed at it with my right as I yawned. “It’s barely sun-up.”


      “I know,” the lynx replied as he stood, “but we don’t want to wear out our welcome.” His tone suggested it wasn’t Miss Aura’s patience that had worn thin.


      I blinked, then shrugged and rose. The tingling in my paw refused to abate, but I did my best to ignore it as I followed my master outside. The sergeant’s pack sat bundled by the door, and he snagged it and slung it over his shoulder as he undid the latches. “Korski’s luck, we’ll get out before she wakes; no need to bother her.” I stepped outside as he held the door for me, then watched as he pulled it closed behind him. “Let me just help you up into the cart, and—” My master’s voice died in his throat as he stared at the empty space where his mount had been. The harness of the cart dangled against the ground, and the grasses around the front of the manor showed recent hoofprints.


      “Aura!” My master’s bellow made me jerk back, my arms rising reflexively to block a blow that never landed. Instead, he spun on his hinds and grabbed for the front door, then pounded on it when the latch refused to turn. “Aura!”


      The window to Miss Aura’s bedroom opened above, and the sage popped her head out to look at us. “And a good morning to you, Valentin!” she called. “Done taking your pet for a walk? Has ey finished eir business?”


      “Where is my horse, Aura?” My master yelled up at the sage’s smile. “Where’s Oletsia?”


      “Oh, halfway to Baris, I suspect,” the sage replied, her voice full of false cheer. “You should take better care of your pets, sergeant! Between her and Taneh, I’d think you were negligent!”


      My master closed his eyes, and his ears flattened against his head. “Aura,” he said low enough that I doubted she could hear him, “I want you to tell me what happened to my mount.”


      Miss Aura held still a moment or two, then chirped, “Half a moment.” She vanished from the window, then opened the front door half a minute later, wearing her worn bedrobe. “Head to the parlor; I’ll start a kettle.”


      “No more tricks, sage,” my master hissed as he squeezed past her down the cramped hallway. “You risk the future of two baronies.”


      “No tricks, sergeant,” she replied, her tail lashing beneath her robe. “I needed your attention.”


      Once he was seated, I curled up at my master’s hinds and rubbed absently at my left paw while he stewed quietly behind me. Several minutes passed in painful silence, until the sage returned, a mug in each paw. “No tricks,” she repeated as she passed one mug to him and sipped from the other. “Smoked cinnamon bark, apple leaf, and rose hip, steeped with honey, with milk.”


      My master took his mug and sniffed at it, then lifted his head and scowled, “I’ll have yours, then. And what did you do with Oletsia?”


      Miss Aura grinned in response, ignoring the question. “Now you’re starting to think as Datsia does. Give us that,” she said as she swapped drinks. “Still, to prove my intentions—” She took a deep swallow from the mug my master refused, then held it for him to see. “No point in poisoning your mug, sergeant. I made my point with your horse.”


      “You could’ve poisoned your own,” he snapped, “knowing I’d reject it.”


      The sage shrugged and dropped into her chair. “And if you hadn’t, I’m stuck with poisoned tea.”


      My master hesitated a moment. “You’re an alchemist,” he countered. “You could’ve poisoned them both with something you’re immune to.”


      “If you believed that,” Miss Aura chided, “you wouldn’t still be sitting here.”


      The sergeant stared sullenly into the depths of his mug. “Comets and dust, Aura,” he sighed. “First Oletsia, now this. Are you trying to break my trust in you?”


      The sage shook her head and picked at the hem of her robe. “I’m trying to show you the world as your adversary sees it. Trust no one. Assume nothing. Believe only what you can see, smell, taste, and touch.”


      My master sighed again, then took a hesitant sip. He closed his eyes and held the tea in his muzzle for a few seconds, then swallowed. “It’s tasty, at least,” he said gamely. Then he lifted his mug and took another drink. “You think I don’t understand her.”


      “I know you don’t, sergeant,” Miss Aura replied. “If you did, you wouldn’t keep falling for her feints.”


      The sergeant shook his head. “No, that isn’t true. It’s—” He sighed and shifted on his couch. “Listen, Aura, I don’t have time for this. Every minute you’re riddling me here, Dion is advancing on Krolik’s starving troops with a well-fed army. If you want to help me avoid a war, then whisk Oletsia back here so we can get Taneh back to Baron Jazinsk.”


      “She’s a bit large to move without preparation, but I’ll see your horse and raise you a cart,” the sage replied with a toast of her mug. “I hitched Kelena last night after your pet wore eirself out. We can be on the road to Krolik any time you’re ready.”


      My master shook his head again. “No, Aura, I already told you, it’s too dangerous. Two I might be able to sneak past the lines. Three I almost certainly can’t.”


      The sage grinned and sipped at her tea. “Who said anything about sneaking? Not even the Jazinskis will fire on a sage flying neutral colors with an invitation from their court alchemist.” She slipped a paw into her robe and pulled forth a folded sheet of parchment. “Rena, daughter of Halina, has accepted my help to resolve the ongoing problems of Barony Jazinsk’s harvests.”


      My master’s jaw dropped. “You.... When did you arrange that?”


      “Last night, before I hitched Kelena,” Miss Aura replied with a yawn of her own.


      The sergeant-at-arms glanced down at me and shifted in his seat. “I still think this is the wrong approach. We aren’t going to best Datsia by playing to her strengths.”


      The sage tossed back the rest of her tea, then rose. “Try to sneak past Jazinski lines during a war on a mount sporting Deterikh colors and you’ll end up a living pincushion. This way, at least, we travel under a safe flag. Plus, if your horse has a dram of sense, she’ll return to Baris and leave Datsia wondering what happened to you, since she knows you wouldn’t abandon your mount.” She lifted her mug in a salute. “Additionally, I did lie about the tea; there’s a fair bit of ginseng and ginger to it, since I got almost no sleep last night. You’ll want to either keep your pet at a safe distance, or else close at paw for the trip. I’ll want another mug, and then we can go. Fetch your pack, sergeant. You said time is of the essence.”
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      REFERRAL


      True to her word, within an hour of leaving Miss Aura’s manor, I caught the distinctive earthy scent of arousal wafting off of my master, undercut with the spicy tang of ginseng. I glanced upwards to see his jaw clenched in concentration, and he gripped the seat cushion tightly in his paws. The scent, heavy and rich, reminded me of my... of Mister Erik’s, and even despite the sage’s gift last night, I felt the familiar stirrings between my legs in response.


      Reflexively, I placed my paws against my owner’s knees and leaned forward to breathe in his scent, but he put a paw on my forehead and urged me away with a forced chuckle. “No, pet.” I winced at the reprimand, but in the enclosed wagon, there was no escaping that smell. I sat back on my knees and pressed my paws to the floor, but being eye-level with my master’s sheath, I couldn’t help but smell him, see him. I swallowed, and memories of his taste filled my thoughts.


      I shifted uncomfortably and tried to block out the thoughts, but the enticement of his desire cut through my focus. I squirmed in the floor of Miss Aura’s wagon and pressed one palm against my cleft. The thought that I was behaving like an animal in heat struck me, but that only fueled the flames between my legs, and I rolled my hips against the pressure. Realizing what I was doing, I tried to shift so that I could sit on my paws, but in my shifting, I brushed against my master’s sheath through his pants. That drew a hiss out of him, followed by a sharp clap on the back of the head. “Taneh, sit!” he snapped, glaring down at me.


      I cringed at the blow, then lowered my head and nodded. I could feel my master’s eyes as I settled down, shifting to trap my paws behind me against the wood, kneeling on the floor. Once satisfied that I wasn’t going to advance on him again, my owner rose on the bench and opened the window behind him. “Aura!” He shouted through the portal up to our sage and driver. “How much longer?”


      “Oh, we’ve hours yet, sergeant,” the sage called out. “We’re five hours to the border, and that’s if we—”


      “Not Krolik, you—” My master cut off his retort. “How much longer will these urges last?”


      The sage laughed in response, then hollered back, “Oh, that! Not long enough, I’m afraid! Enjoy it while you can!”


      My master snarled and slammed closed the window. “Comets.” He swore, before dropping heavily back onto the seat, making the wagon rock. He sighed and leaned back against the wall. “Listen, Taneh, I’m sorry. This is as hard on me as.... Oh, dust.” He groaned. “This is as difficult as.... Never mind.” He reached down a paw and stroked the back of my head with his fingers. He was quiet for several seconds, content just to caress my fur. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he finally said. “Every time I’ve ever had you, it’s been for the wrong reasons. Datsia, or Erik, or trying to prove something. Don’t get me wrong, I want you, but....” His voice trailed off there, and he laughed to himself. “I know, you’ve said before what you want doesn’t count, but I can’t help but worry.”


      I chuckled faintly. “Master, if I may?” He nodded, and I smiled. “I may lack fingers, but I can still bite and kick. If you’re worried about my safety, you could order me to defend myself, if I thought I needed to. I don’t, but you could tell me to do so.”


      “What?” My master’s head snapped upwards at that. “I.... You can do that?” He paused, open-muzzled for several seconds, then let out a laugh. “Every time I think I know everything....” He drew himself up and put a paw on my shoulder. “Pet, henceforth, if you think your life or mine is in danger, you are to take whatever steps you feel are necessary. That includes protecting yourself from me, if you think you should. Do you understand?”


      I smiled, warmth settling in my chest and lower. “Yes, master.”


      My master grinned in response, and his shaft throbbed before me. “Good. Now get on with it.” His fingers fumbled at his waist, and then he dragged down his pants. A fresh waft of his musk filled Miss Aura’s wagon, and I eagerly took him into my muzzle. His flesh was warm and sweetly spicy beneath my tongue, and as I licked and suckled, his fingers stroked the bases of my ears, embracing me against him. “Oh, Taneh,” he moaned as I slid my lips down his length. “I never thought....”


      I wasn’t listening to my master’s words; I was too focused on his scent in my nostrils and his taste in my muzzle. The fires within me raged, begging for their own attention, but I kept my back pressed against the rough wood behind me, trapping my paws, forcing the need to rise within as I focused on my master’s shaft. Each time desire flared within me, I pleasured my owner that much more. Each pang of need fueled my lips and tongue, eager to satisfy every need I had, every urge I felt. The aching built and built within me, but I spread my legs and pressed my hinds against the other floorboard, pinning myself in place to force myself to attend to my master’s needs.


      If my master noticed my movements, he paid no heed to them; his attention was clearly on my muzzle, on the service I paid with lips and tongue to his shaft. He pressed his legs together against my cheeks, bent at the waist to clutch me to him. His fingers gripped the back of my head, to hold me against his groin. Each breath of his was a gasp, a panting, whimpering hiss as I drew him closer and closer to release. “Pet,” he hissed against clenched teeth. “So good. So... so....” My master tensed, and then with a yowl he jerked his hips forward and sunk himself into my throat, filling me with his pent-up need. Even braced, I choked and coughed at the flood, but he held me in place until his shaft stopped its pulsing, letting go only when he begun to grow soft between my lips.


      “Taneh,” my master whispered, his muzzle held close to my ears, curled upon himself and holding me tightly. I licked at his shaft to clean it, then swallowed audibly and nuzzled into his leg. He slowly stroked one paw down my back, the other held tightly around my shoulders. “Good pet.” We stayed there, my master curled around me, for several minutes, but then my own scent caught his nostrils and made him chuckle. “You’re as eager as I, aren’t you?”


      I ducked my head and blushed, squirming in place as he called attention to my own arousal, but he instead rose and cracked the window to the front seat, letting some much-needed fresh air into the wagon. “How much longer, Aura?”


      “Oh, hours yet!” the sage shouted back. “Ey’s got a ride ahead of em!”


      My master rolled his eyes. “To Krolik! How much longer to Barony Jazinsk?”


      “Fifteen minutes less than the last time you asked!” Miss Aura called out. “Kelena runs as fast as she runs, and all that rocking makes it hard to steer!”


      With a groan, my master dropped back to the seat, then put a paw on my shoulder. “We may be here a while, pet. I’ll wait as long as I can, so we both enjoy it more.”


      Thrice more before nightfall, the sage’s herbs got the better of my master, and I found myself on my knees before him, relieving him of his need. Each time, it took slightly longer, the floor seemed more confining, and my owner seemed more weary. By the end of the third, he was groaning from exhaustion as much as arousal, and I received only a few drops for all of my efforts. When he finished, he sagged against the front wall of the wagon and fastened his belt. “That’s it, pet,” he moaned. “I’m utterly drained.” He crossed his legs and urged me to one side, then favored me with a tired smile. “Listen, Taneh, are you okay?”


      I nodded with a soft whimper. “Aroused, master, but otherwise fine.” In truth, I desperately needed his touch, or anyone’s, but I knew better than to try to relieve my own needs. I kept my paws pinned behind me to try to quell my impulses, but that only inflamed my desire.


      My master chuckled wearily and rubbed the back of my head with his fingers. “Poor pet. Once I’ve regained my strength, we’ll see about—” The wagon suddenly shuddered and the wheels groaned, cutting off my master’s teasing as we halted. As soon as we were stopped, my master turned and cracked the window. “Aura, what is it?”


      “Patrol,” she shouted back down. “Four riders in the distance, coming this way. Kelena’s too tired to outrun them.”


      “Ours or theirs?” my master asked.


      “I’ll know when they tell me,” Miss Aura retorted. “Follow my lead and we’ll fare much better.”


      My master snarled and dropped back to his seat. “This is a dangerous game she’s playing.” He put a paw on my shoulder. “Remember your orders, pet.”


      I nodded in response, the tension of the moment crowding out my desire. Outside, the sound of hoofbeats drew closer, followed by a shout from an unfamiliar voice. “Ho, stranger! Come down and state your business!”


      “Under whose orders?” Miss Aura called back. “One moment; the last time I tried to jump from this thing, I did myself a mischief. Valen!” The wall behind my master’s head thumped. “Get out here and help me down!”


      My master sighed and opened the door, letting in a fresh burst of cool air. “Down with you, pet,” he murmured as he urged me outside. Directly in front of us, a skinny vole dressed in ill-fitting leathers and a plain purple tunic sat astride a weary mare that looked too old for heavy riding. He held a lance in one paw, the reins of his mount in the other. His eyes were full of eager suspicion, and he scowled down at my master and I as we exited the wagon. Night was falling quickly; the only lasting lights aside from the stars was a lamp hanging at the front of the wagon, casting a flickering beam into the low scrub. A second soldier stood in its path, his mount bearing a flag flying Jazinski’s seal.


      My master raised his paws, then pointed towards the sage. “I should help her down if you want to talk with her.” The soldier before us frowned more deeply, but he urged his mount back a step, and my master stepped past and held up his paws to Miss Aura.


      As he helped her down from the wagon, he sage beamed and took his paw, then cautiously stepped down from the seat. “Thank you,” she said as she adjusted her robes. “Now, who was it asking our business?”


      The soldier at the head of the wagon, a gangly rabbit in a close-fitting tunic over a chain hauberk, peered down from his wagon. “I’m the one asking the questions. Who are you and what business do you have on this road?”


      Miss Aura rolled her eyes. “My name is Aura, daughter of Lucia. This is my apprentice and my pet. We’re answering a summons from the court sage to Baron Jazinsk, about your harvest.” She raised a paw to her chest, and the soldier’s grip on his lance tightened, followed quickly by my master’s grip against my shoulder. I bit back a whimper as the sage’s tail flicked behind her. “I’ve a letter of passage you can read, if my word isn’t enough.”


      The two stared at each other coolly for some moments, until the Jazinski soldier gruffed, “Let’s see it.” The sage nodded, then extracted a folded parchment from her robes and passed it to the head of the patrol. He took it, then held it close to his muzzle. “It seems in order,” he said after a few seconds; his voice was strangely quiet, compared to before.


      Miss Aura nodded. “Sent from Rena herself.” She held out her paw. “If I may, who shall I say has checked these pages?”


      The soldier slowly passed the page back to Miss Aura. “Mitik, son of Kostin, sergeant of Barony Jazinsk.” His words were faintly slurred.


      I realized with a start why he sounded suddenly distant, but I bit my tongue to keep silent. The sudden shock made me whimper, and the sage turned in my direction, at the sound. “You’re scaring my pet,” she said with a smile. “Sergeant, would you please take your soldiers elsewhere while I tend to em?”


      “Of course,” the guard replied. “Follow, all.”


      The vole turned on his mount. “But, sergeant—”


      “I said follow, recruit,” the sergeant repeated dully. He raised his lance absently, then twirled it once. The other guards turned, then followed after their leader, who took them back to the road and whence we came, to continue their patrol. The young vole glared at us collectively, then turned and rode after his leader, his mount struggling to catch the rest.


      Miss Aura and my master stood still, her fingers fidgeting with the paper, until the hoofbeats had receded into the distance. As soon as they were out of earshot, though, my owner narrowed his eyes at the sage. “That’s no invitation,” he stated flatly.


      The sage grinned in response and flourished her tail. “It was exactly what I said it was, as far as Mitik knew.”


      “You lied to me,” my master hissed. “Again. Comets and dust, Aura! How many times can you keep deceiving me?”


      “No tricks, Valentin,” the sage replied with a sigh. “You said time was of the essence. I did arrange with Rena to help her with Jazinsk’s harvests, and I told her I’d be bringing guests, but she could no more send me that introduction than I could summon your horse. Possible, perhaps, but it would have taken time you didn’t have and effort neither of us could spare. She suggested a light trance with a touch of gullibility as an easy means of getting us past any Jazinski patrols we encountered, and we both trusted you could talk us around any from Deterikh. If you’d rather not trust me on this, you’ll have ample chance to ask her yourself once we’re at the gate.”


      My master frowned. “It’s still a deception; you could have explained all of that to me in advance.”


      The sage shook her head. “Belief is the strongest of all magics; if you’d known the truth, you could have revealed it. Your posture, a careless word. Not knowing meant you acted as if it were true. I know you don’t like it, sergeant, but it worked, and better than your plan of charging across the battlefield would have.”


      “Comets,” my master spat again. “This is the last, and I mean the absolute last, time that you’re to do that.” His eyes narrowed, and his voice dropped to a low rumble. “The next time I catch you in that kind of deception, I won’t hesitate to correct you with whatever weapon I have closest at paw. Is that understood?”


      Miss Aura was silent for several seconds before her eyes narrowed. “Understood, sergeant,” she said coolly. “I suggest we make camp for the night. I’m drained, Kelena needs tending, and after your day, you’re in no shape to take the night shift. Also, the wagon smells like a brothel, and I’ll want to let it air out before I try riding in it.”


      That night, I slept on a thin blanket on the ground beside the wagon, while Miss Aura slept within and my master sat watch from the driver’s seat. The ground was hard and damp, and the cover did little to stop the heat from leaching from my bones. At several points, an ache in my hip or my back forced me awake, sending me scrabbling to try to find a new position that hurt less than the last. Eventually, I collapsed on my front with my sheet wadded up beneath my head on my arms and my chains pinned under me, one leg tucked beneath and the other sprawled awkwardly across the sparse grasses. It was the most painful night I had ever passed; even the hay of my first cage at the Slavers Guild had been more comfortable.


      The next day’s travels started at sunrise, with Miss Aura complaining that my master hadn’t woken her for a share of the watch. My master only laughed in response, then helped me to my hinds. My teeth chattered from the chill, but as the sage saw to her mount, my master pushed me up into the wagon, then sat me beside him and curled up against me. He braced his hinds against the far wall, put his head against my shoulder, and started snoring before we had even begun to move. I spent the better part of the day pinned between him and the side of the wagon, feeling every bump and jostle as we made our way to Krolik.


      The sun had set and Oshka had already risen by the time the wagon drew to a halt again. Miss Aura banged on the sliding panel. “City walls,” she shouted through the doors. “Riders approaching.”


      My master tightened his grip on my leg, his clawtips just pricking my skin. “No tricks, Aura,” my master shouted back as he opened the door.


      “No tricks,” she replied as he left the wagon. He turned and held out a paw to me, and I took it and carefully followed. After two days of riding and a miserable night, it felt good just to stand and walk and not feel like a knot of pain, and I stretched to the limits my chains would permit. My master let out an appreciative chuckle, and I blushed and lowered my arms again. In the distance, I saw a small group of riders approaching from a low-walled city. A few brave towers rose over the walls, and above the tallest flew the purple and gold of the Jazinski crest. A pang of memory struck me, making my breath briefly catch in my throat; the last time I had seen Krolik in person, it had been as Miss Aida’s freshly-purchased slave.


      As the soldiers approached, my master helped the sage down from her seat. Her hinds thudded awkwardly on the ground, and she swore under her breath. The four approaching quickly circled the wagon. “State your name and business,” the one at the front gruffed over the stamping of hooves.


      “Aura, daugher of Lucia,” the sage groused in reply as she rubbed at one of her hinds. She waved the other in our direction as she continued. “My apprentice, and slave. Send your fastest rider and notify your court alchemist; I’m here by appointment to help with your harvests. And have him hurry; I’ve just done myself another sprain, I’ll wager.”


      That sent our escorts into a quick discussion, and I saw one of the soldiers break from the group and ride back towards Krolik. Several tense minutes passed as we waited for the guard to return, while Miss Aura leaned against the wagon and nursed her sore hind, and my master tried to keep the sage’s horse from startling. Eager for something to take my mind off of the waiting, I knelt in front of the sage and held out my paws to her. “May I, ma’am?”


      The sage nodded, and I began to rub her hind carefully in my paws. Balancing her pads on my left, I traced my right over her fur. Halfway from pads to heel, I felt a small lump, and the skin beneath my touch felt warm. When I brushed against it, Miss Aura hissed and her leg shook. I waited for the twitch to pass, then carefully pressed down with my pads against the bump, imagining the heat beneath her skin flowing into my paw, the night’s chill passing back into her flesh. I rubbed my paw in broad strokes over the injury, then over hind in general, sinking into the contact, relaxing into the work. The thought occurred to me at one point that, in response to stress, I had sunk into servitude in the middle of strangers, but that only touched off a new warmth within me, one unrelated to Miss Aura’s pain.


      By the time the guard returned, the lump beneath my paw had mostly subsided and Miss Aura’s skin felt cool to my touch. “Rena’s expecting them,” he called out to his sergeant. “They’re to hurry.”


      My master tapped me on the shoulder. “Up, Taneh,” he murmured. As I rose, he turned to the guards. “Our thanks.” Then he helped the sage back up into her seat while I scrambled back up into the wagon. Soon after, he sat on the bench in front of me and pulled the door closed, and then we were on our way. The guards stationed at Krolik’s gate waved us inside with instructions to head directly to Krolik Tower.


      Little had changed since I had last been here; the streets were cramped, mostly dust and cobbles, and close-packed buildings sat low to the ground. However, unlike before, few roamed the streets, and ours was the only wagon in sight. Most of the windows remained shuttered, and few lights burned within. Guards patrolled the streets, but the city seemed otherwise quiet. The inner wall protecting the tower stood three stories high, and bowmen patrolled its roof, arrows nocked but not drawn. At the inner gate, the guards directed us to a stable, where we finally debarked.


      Standing by the stable gates was a rabbit a bit taller than I. Her fur was steel-grey, and she wore a robe that might once have been black but had faded with time to charcoal, tied around her waist with a length of azure cord. Several rings hung from her left ear, and from her right hung a single feather. Her eyes were a deep sky blue, the color of twilight, and she watched us unload the wagon with an air of bemusement, her arms crossed over her chest, her paws hidden by her sleeves. “You’ve barely packed for a week’s stay,” she called out with a faint chuckle. “Are you sure we’ll have the droughts solved by then?”


      My master spun at the voice, but before he could reply, Miss Aura had closed the space and drawn the other woman into an embrace. “Oh, we’ll have done all we can by then, I suspect. Hello again, Rena.” The two exchanged a brief hug, and then the sage stepped back and turned to face my master. “Valen, this is Rena, daughter of Tselia, court sage to Barony Jazinsk. Rena, this is my associate Valen.”


      My master stepped forward with one paw outstretched. “Valentin, son of—”


      “I know who you are, sergeant,” Rena interrupted, her voice just above a whisper, barely audible. “I suggest until we’re all in the privacy of my room that you not announce yourself too loudly.” My master nodded, chastened, and withdrew his paw. At that, the other sage smiled and spread her arms. “So, Aura. I’ve arranged for cots in my suite, and a pallet for your slave. It’s not luxury, but it should suffice. Welcome to Krolik; let’s hope your stay is a short one.”
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      PITCH


      The scent of hot tea and citrus filled Miss Rena’s small quarters as the Jazinski alchemist filled mugs at a narrow counter beside a fire pit, over which a cauldron hung. “Anything for your pet, sergeant?”


      My master took one of the mugs and sniffed at it, then shook his head. “I’m in no state to take em outside if ey needs; best leave em be until morning.” He smiled at me and winked, and I ducked my head, my ears hot as they flattened against my head.


      Miss Rena nodded in response. “Mm, of course. Ey’s quite a piece of work you’ve done, Aura. I’d like to ask how you did it, actually, but there’ll be time for details later.” She took a seat beside Miss Aura on a high-backed couch and set a trio of mugs on the low table before her. “Speaking of work, though, I was meaning to look at your hind.”


      Miss Aura blinked in return, then lifted her hinds from the floor and wiggled her toes. “What of it?”


      The Jazinski alchemist tilted her head to the side as her ears rose. “The guard that came to tell me of your arrival mentioned that you’d injured yourself jumping down from the wagon. Though, I admit I didn’t see you limping in the stables.”


      The Deterikh sage shrugged and picked at the hem of her skirt. “Oh, I landed harder than I’d meant. It was just sore.” Her fingers brushed the back of my neck, and I pressed myself down against the floor.


      Miss Rena held the other’s gaze for a few moments, but then shrugged. “You know your own body; if you’re not in any pain, I’ve no reason to check. Still, I’d step lightly for a few days, just in case.” She glanced towards my master, who sat staring into his mug with a frown. “I haven’t a sword, but I’ll swear on any text you’d care to name that there’s no poison in these.”


      “I haven’t any choice but to take your word for it,” my master groused as he sniffed at his tea. “What’s your opinion, Aura?”


      Miss Aura took her own mug and sipped at it, then drank deep and visibly rolled the tea around in her muzzle. Her tailtip swayed back and forth as she studied the tastes, then swallowed. “Bergamot, lime leaf, and honey. It’s a bit weak, but I’ll wager that’s the design.”


      Miss Rena nodded again. “You’re in enemy territory, late at night, and exhausted. I’d rather you not panic.”


      My master sighed and reached down to stroke my ears. “It’s a fair statement.” He paused to sip from his mug, then set it down on the table and leaned on his elbows. “Listen, Rena, I’m glad of the chance to enjoy your hospitality, but we don’t really have time for niceties. I need to see Baron Jazinsk, alone, and soon.”


      The Jazinski alchemist sighed and shook her head. “I’m sure it’s not what you’d rather hear, sergeant, but I honestly doubt I could help you. Erik Deterikh’s trial has been the talk of Krolik. The baron himself – Jazinsk, I mean – has made speeches condemning Erik’s actions. He’s whipped the city into a fervor in support of retaliation.” She gripped her mug tensely in her paws. “You must understand. The last year has not been kind to us. Poor harvests, hunger. Some are even starting to suggest that Baron Tomas is past his prime.”


      “He’s Erik’s grandfather,” my master retorted with a scowl. “He must be nearing seventy.”


      “And a long and prosperous reign he’s had,” Miss Rena replied gently. “Sergeant, Deterikh politics are not my field, but I know that you’ve spent six generations under the same family.” She sat down her mug and folded her paws in her lap. “Barony Jazinsk suffered through three coups in twenty years before Tomas took control. We’ve flourished under his rule, to be sure, but unfortunately, that stability may be ending. In over fifty years, he’s produced but four heirs, and none has shown the slightest interest in the throne. Many fear that, if Tomas is losing his grip on the barony, then we’re about to return to the old ways. Nobody wants to see a new leader every few years, deposed by the sword or the poisoned mug. That’s bad for us, and it’s bad for our neighbors.” She gave a pointed nod in my master’s direction. “Given the alternative, many would rather see Tomas’ rule extended, at least until a successor can be named.” She shrugged helplessly. “He seems intent on using Erik’s trial as a means of tightening his grasp.”


      My master let out an exasperated groan. “So, Erik’s innocence means nothing to him, then?”


      Miss Rena held up her paws. “I wouldn’t say it’s meaningless; I’m trying to warn you that it may not be enough. Baron Jazinsk has every reason to want this fight, regardless of whether it’s justified.”


      “It’s suicide!” My master exclaimed as he slammed his mug back onto the table. “Jazinsk’s troops are starving!” His other paw landed heavily on my shoulder, making me wince.


      Miss Aura set down her mug beside the sergeant’s, her tailtip lashing. “Another outburst like that and you’ll be sounding like Erik did.”


      My owner turned in his seat, his eyes narrowing and his ears flat. “That wasn’t necessary.”


      “It wasn’t wrong, either,” Miss Aura replied coolly. “Are you here to save your friend or stop a war, sergeant? I suspect you can’t do both.”


      My master put his elbows back on his knees and cradled his head in his paws. “Listen, Aura, I have to try to do both.”


      The Deterikh sage put a paw on my master’s arm, and her voice fell to almost a whisper. “Let’s ask, as an experiment, what happens if you do have to choose. Which is it going to be? Do you save Erik and let Datsia put Jazinski blood on your paws, or do you end the war and let Erik die?”


      My master lifted his head, his eyes were wide and dark. His lip trembled as though he were about to burst into tears. “Why would you ask me something like that?”


      Miss Aura folded her arms across her chest. “When I agreed to this madness, it was to save Erik. That was and remains my focus. Now I hear you talking of stopping the war, and I need to know if the reason for your coming has changed. Datsia can hang herself from the highest parapet, and Baron Jazinsk too for all that I care – no true disrespect meant, of course,” she added hastily to Miss Rena.


      “Oh, none taken,” The Jazinski alchemist replied with a wry smile.


      The Deterikh sage nodded in reply, then turned back to my master. “My point stands. I came to save my sage-son. What are your intentions?”


      “I can’t believe you’d let people die just—” My master caught himself sharply and shook his head. “No, I can, I just wish I didn’t. Listen, Aura, I came to save Erik, too. If I can stop a war in the meantime, I will. I think the only way out of this is to do both, but if I have to take one and not the other...” As his voice trailed off, his fingers found the back of my head and stroked my fur. When next he spoke, his voice was soft and distant. “I chose the barony over my friend once before. We see where that decision has led us. If I turned my back on my liege, then what am I serving?”


      Miss Aura nodded sharply at that, her tailtip lashing. “That was what I needed to hear.”


      “Yes, but it complicates my decision,” Miss Rena added with a sigh. She rose from her seat and put her paws on her hips. “Sergeant, I need an oath from you.”


      My master looked up to the Jazinski sage. “If I can, I will. If not—”


      “If not, then you’re in enemy territory, late at night, and exhausted,” Miss Rena interrupted. “Your knife will be enough, but I need your word that, if I help you, you’ll make no attempt on Baron Tomas or his retinue.”


      My master heaved a sigh, then pulled his knife from his belt and balanced it on his pads. “I swear that I’ll do no more than I must to defend myself in Baron Jazinsk’s presence, nor will I ask anyone else with me to do more than that.” He gripped the blade tightly for a moment, then returned it to its sheath. “That’s the best I can give you.”


      The alchemist nodded and folded her arms. “It’s enough. Erik’s public trial is set for two days hence. As a member of the court, I’m entitled to bring a guest with me. Aura, you and the slave will have to try to enter through the main gate. With Korski’s luck, you’ll be able to get a seat in the balconies, but you’d best be there before sun-up. The whole of Krolik has been waiting for this.”


      The streets of Krolik were much as I remembered them from my months at the Blue Moon, dusty roads wide enough for two carriages to pass each other and edged with cobbles. Had it just been last spring that I was living at the Blue Moon, playing the recorder and longing for freedom? The memory made my left paw itch, and I rubbed at it with my right. I could feel the short fur beneath my stubs and through the white fur on my palm, but the black one felt nothing, as before. I paused in mid-step and looked down at my paws, comparing them. The one hadn’t always been covered in dark fur, I knew, but what had happened to it? I tried to recall details, but all that came to mind was the heavy scents of rain and woodsmoke.


      My leash snapped taut sharply, and I lurched forward, then stopped short as I almost stumbled into Miss Aura’s shoulder. The sage looked back at me with a faint smile above narrowed eyes. “Something the matter, pet?” she asked casually. “Something you recognize?”


      I blushed, realizing I’d let my mind wander. I ducked my head and shook it quickly as I pressed my paws together behind my back. The chain between my ankles clattered against the ground as I nervously shifted from one hind to the other. “No, miss. My paw itched, and I was trying to remember why.”


      The sage’s golden eyes glanced down, towards my left paw, then back up to meet mine. “Likely it’s numb from how you slept on it. Rena’s done well for herself since Izidor, but you probably slept better than your owner.” She turned away, but not before I saw the grimace that appeared on her muzzle. “Hopefully Valentin’s got the knots out of his back by now.” The sage hooked a thumb at her shoulder. “Rub here. Firm, not hard.”


      I hadn’t heard the name before, but this was not the time to ask. I stepped forward and lay my paws where she indicated. Even through her heavy cloak, her skin felt faintly warm, not painful but definitely sore. As I worked my paws slowly down her shoulders to her back, I brought thoughts of cool rivers and gentle winds to mind, trying to ease the heat and wear down the lingering stiffness. At first, Miss Aura arched backwards into the touch, but then let out a deep full-throated purr of contentment. “That’s a good pet,” she said as she stretched downwards. “A bit less chill, a bit more breeze.”


      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied distantly. I tried to bring my thoughts in line with her words, focusing less on water, more on wind as I worked along her back. Her tail, however, insistently shivered against my bare groin, and her visibly pleased responses made me feel uncomfortably exposed. I squirmed myself, watching her respond eagerly to my touch. So taken was I by what I was doing and how she was responding to it that the sudden, sharp tug on my wrist startled me.


      When I looked down, the sage had half-turned and grabbed one of the chains that ran from collar to paw. “Your work with my sprain was no accident, then.” I almost lost her voice in the noise of the passing crowds; only its intensity made it audible. Her eyes were hard, her ears flat against her head.


      I blinked, then stammered. “M–ma’am? Accident?”


      She drew in a breath, then let it out slowly. “I’ll promise you an explanation when all this is done,” she continued in that same harsh whisper. “For now, though, don’t think such things as you do about your chores. You’re well-trained, I’ll give you that.” She let go of my wrist and straightened again, then adjusted her cloak and robes. “Likely too well.”


      “Excuse me, ma’am.” An unfamiliar voice – low and rough, like a cobbled road worn smooth with time – overrode my response. “Forgive me, but is your slave being a problem?”


      As the blood rose in my ears and cheeks from both the reprimand and the question, I turned reflexively towards the speaker. What I saw, though, shocked me to the core. The collar around his neck was steel, not iron as before, and his fur had been trimmed short to remove the rust and other stains. He still held his head down, but from time to time he lifted his gaze to those around him, and when he did, his green eyes were clear and sharp. His bobbed tail wagged behind him as he looked at me, and I blushed even further, remembering the last time Miss Aida’s cook had seen me, and how I’d changed since then. Too little in some ways, I thought. Too much in others.


      “Ey’s not mine,” Miss Aura responded. “I’m keeping em busy while eir owner’s in conference, up in Krolik Tower.” She looked at me, then chuckled. “You wouldn’t want this one; ey’s more than a pawful to manage.”


      The wolf frowned slightly and ducked his head. “Ey?”


      The sage’s smile spread and her tailtip flicked. “Show him, Taneh.” I didn’t think I could flush more deeply beneath my fur, but I did as commanded and parted my legs, then held out my paws for inspection.


      The Blue Moon’s cook chewed on his lip as he studied my changes. Then, without warning, his paw was on my shoulder. “You’re not hurting, are you?” he asked me in hushed tones. I shook my head in reply, and he visibly relaxed, his tail returning to its previous sway. He stepped away and bowed deeply to Miss Aura, his ears flat and his tail curled between his legs. “Forgive me, ma’am, but this one used to belong to my owner. She fretted for weeks after the sale; we all did. We were afraid Baron Deterikh would get hold of em.”


      My breath caught in my throat and a chill settled in my gut, but Miss Aura just chuckled. “We’ve kept Taneh safe, to be sure.”


      The old wolf nodded in response. “I can see ey’s well-tended. Oh, but ey’s shaking!” His tail tucked more tightly between his legs. “I’m sorry; I shouldn’t have mentioned the baron. I just wanted to say that... well... I know my owner feels a debt to this one, and if you brought em by the Blue Moon, she’d probably be glad to repay it.”


      Miss Aura pulled lightly on one of my chains, then started stroking a paw down my back to try to calm me, though I was still quivering from frustration and anger. “Speaking of the baron, I think it’d be good for Taneh here to see the proceedings, and I’d like to watch myself. Your owner wouldn’t be able to secure us access to the balconies, would she?”


      The wolf nodded again, and his ears and tail began to relax. “Everyone’s been talking of going. Forgive me, ma’am, but, Great Family willing, the guilty will hang.”


      “I’m sure the guilty will pay,” the sage agreed sardonically as her claws pressed into my back. Distracted by the pain, I bit my tongue, which conveniently kept me from speaking out of turn. “So, is there any chance of a view?”


      The cook grinned. “I think there might be. I know a guard that comes to the Blue Moon regularly to see Fila, but she’s working that day and can’t go. If my owner asked him, he might be willing to let you go instead, especially for Taneh. Go to the tower gate and ask for Justik, son of Jedrik.”


      At the mention of the name, my blood ran cold, but Miss Aura paid me no mind. “Justik, son of Jedrik. And who should I say sent me?”


      “Denes, on behalf of Miss Aida of the Blue Moon,” the wolf replied, and somewhere in my chest, I felt a flare of warmth despite the dread.


      The closer that we got to Krolik Tower’s front gate, the harder my heart pounded in my chest. My breathing became ragged and the blood in my veins ran colder and colder. Each step seemed harder to take than the last, and as it loomed larger and larger before me, I found myself wishing I could be anywhere else. Confronting the truth of my status had been hard enough; forcing it upon my brother seemed unbearable.


      The first time my leash grew taut on the way to the guardhouse, Miss Aura just clucked her tongue and tugged upon it. The second, she stopped and turned to face me. “Is there a problem, pet?” Her tone was light, but the stress she put on my position combined with her pointed gaze showed me the depths of her displeasure.


      I tried to swallow, but my muzzle had long since run dry. “Justik, ma’am. He was... is....” I drew in a deep breath and closed my eyes. “He was my brother, ma’am. Jedrik was my father.”


      Miss Aura’s expression changed not a bit. “Is that all?” She chuckled, as if I had just told her a joke. “You’d gotten me thinking something might have been wrong.”


      I squirmed. “Ma’am, it’s... I didn’t want...”


      The alchemist leaned forward and pulled my lead to bring my muzzle within a whisker’s breadth of hers. “Listen to me, pet,” she whispered roughly. “You haven’t a brother, or a father, or a family. You’ve a pedigree. Your owner is your family, until he tires of you. If Mister Justik understands the first aspect of slavery, he’ll treat you as he would any pet, any animal. He’ll pat you twixt the ears and offer you a treat, then get back to talking with the other people.” She smirked and licked my muzzle. “He might even ask to borrow you.”


      Her words, paced rhythmically and stressed like a poem, hit me with the same force as her training chants, sending a flare of heat up between my legs and along my spine. The constant warmth and need I had almost come to consider normal suddenly demanded my attention, the empty ache in my nethers reminding me of it presence. Unasked, undesired, the thought of my younger brother behind me, mounting me while my master watched, flared to life in my mind. Impossible, I told myself, and yet I couldn’t deny the heat and the need rippled up and down my spine. I bit my lip to cut off the moan that rose in my throat and pressed my paws against my legs to stop myself from trying to satisfy the urges that coursed through me.


      Miss Aura laughed and leaned back. “Good pet, Taneh. Heel. Be good, and I’ll ask Rena for some time to talk about crops while Valentin takes care of you.” I whimpered and nodded, and the sage turned back towards the gate and led me towards it. Much like in Baris, Krolik Tower kept itself apart from the rest of the city by a high wall, topped with archers, and soldiers watched the sole entrance. However, where Baris’ gate stood wide and welcoming, Krolik’s remained closed, and a pair of guards stood blocking the road, in addition to the wooden shacks to either side. As we neared, Miss Aura raised her arm high and waved. “Hail!”


      The guards, a pair of kits in awkward leather tunics and clutching swords at their waists, exchanged glances, before one turned back to the sage. “What business here?” she asked.


      Miss Aura chuckled. “How soon they forget. I’ll wait for your sage to send for me, but in the meantime I’ve a few words I’d like to share with Justik, son of Jedrik. Is he available?” As the name left the sage’s muzzle, my heart sank even as my nethers burned.


      The guards exchanged glances again, before one motioned to one of the wooden buildings, and a younger lynx dashed over. He exchanged words with the pair, then ran back to the barracks. While we waited, Miss Aura contented herself with running a paw down my back, while I knelt and pressed my paws tightly against my thighs to try to keep them still. Seconds stretched into minutes, my heart pounding in my chest, until I heard the sound of hindfalls jogging up to the tower’s gate. “Who called for me?”


      I struggled to keep my gaze at the ground, but at Mister Justik’s voice, I couldn’t help but risk a glance. The past months had left their mark on him, to be sure. Despite being a year my younger, he had always been stronger than I; that showed even more firmly in his thickly-muscled arms and legs beneath the leather leggings. Where before he had been thin, now he seemed wiry, and he held one paw on the hilt of his sword with a familiarity he lacked when last I’d seen him. His eyes were the same, though, the deep blue that we’d both inherited from Father. His still shone, but he kept them half-lidded, and I could see the stress-lines at their corners. For all that, though, he was still the same young man with whom I’d shared a room for almost twenty years.


      Then the ache within me throbbed, and I dropped my head in shame. At the motion, my brother’s head turned, and then he took a single hesitant step forward. “Is that—”


      “Aura, daughter of Lucia,” the sage interposed smoothly, stepping between me and my brother. “Denes from the Blue Moon suggested I come speak with you, regarding a favor.”


      Mister Justik frowned and arched to look past Miss Aura. “Step aside,” he said as if she hadn’t spoken. “I know that... slave.”


      Miss Aura sighed and audibly rolled her eyes. “Fine, fine, if you must. Taneh, rise and let him see you.”


      I couldn’t stifle the whimper or still the pounding of my heart at the sage’s order, but I did as I was told, rising and putting my paws behind my back. I spread my legs slightly to invite inspection, then ducked my head. “I’m just watching em for the day,” Miss Aura said as she stepped aside to give Mister Justik a chance to see what had become of his older brother. “Eir owner’s inside the tower, in conference with the alchemist.”


      “Really.” Mister Justik’s voice went soft as his eyes passed over my frame. “We wondered what became of... em.” He was silent for several seconds, while I squirmed under his hardening gaze. “We knew....” He stopped, cleared his throat, and then focused his attention back on Miss Aura. “You said Denes sent you. Why?”


      Miss Aura’s tailtip flicked as she looked from Mister Justik to me and back again. “Oh, it’s a trifle, really. We happened to be in town to help Krolik with its harvests, and we heard from him that Erik Deterikh’s trial was to be held tomorrow. Rena’s got her guest, but I was hoping for a view of the proceedings myself, and I think this one could stand to gain from it as well, so he suggested we speak with you.” She motioned in my direction. “You’ve heard the rumors, I trust?”


      Mister Justik shrugged. “I know better than to believe everything I hear.”


      “A wise policy,” Miss Aura replied. Then she took my blackened left paw from behind my back and held it for my brother to see. “Some rumors, though, carry hints of truth.”


      My brother’s eyes widened as he stared at my paw, and his muzzle hung open for a few seconds. Then his face went hard and the grip on his sword pommel tightened. “I think I can find a way to get the two of you into the balconies. The proceedings should start by the first hour after sunrise, so be here as soon after dawn as you can. I’ll escort you inside.”


      The sage released my paw and patted my shoulder, and I slid it back behind my back. “Thank you, Justik,” she said with a smile. “It will mean much to eir owner, and to me, and to Miss Aida, no doubt.” Then she tugged gently on my collar. “Come, Taneh; we’ve a few things left to find at market before supper, and tomorrow’s sure to be a busy day.”
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      DISPLAY


      As afternoon stretched into evening, I found myself wishing more and more that my owner would come for me. Meeting Denes had left me torn. Heartened as I’d been to hear his voice, his eagerness over my master’s trial had churned up the fear that sat in the pit of my stomach. Miss Aura’s exchange with my... with Mister Justik had only fueled my worries, even as the sage had put fresh humiliations into my mind to distract me. So, despite my unease, the cleft between my legs burned and lurid thoughts of the young guard danced in my mind, making my ears and cheeks flush. Thus, with the setting of the sun, so sank my mood.


      To her credit, Miss Aura noticed my disquiet soon after we returned to the market, but her gentle touches and soothing words could only do so much. By the time we returned to Miss Rena’s rooms after supper, I wanted nothing to do with Krolik, Baris, trials or war. I found myself, with a touch of shame, longing for the moments spent between my past and present masters, thinking only of pleasure, giving it to others and yearning for it myself. It was, I realized, the last time I had truly felt secure.


      As my master stretched out upon his cot, I curled up beside him, but despite the familiarity of his scent and the sound of his breathing, I could find no peace on my thin mat. As the night stretched onward, I tossed and turned, rolling from one side to the other. I tried lying on my chest, then on my back, but the stones remained stubbornly hard and cold, and the air seemed disarmingly still. My shoulders ached, and even the skin beneath my fur felt tight and uncomfortable.


      “You’re not sleeping, pet.” My master’s words were soft, but in the abnormal stillness of Miss Rena’s sitting room, they were deafening. I looked up to see him lying on his side, propped up on one elbow, his head resting on his paw.


      I lowered my gaze quickly, rolling onto my side. “I’m sorry I woke you, master,” I whispered into the stillness. “I’ll try to be quieter.”


      “It’s okay; I wasn’t either,” he confessed. “What’s on your mind?”


      “It’s nothing, master,” I replied as I squirmed down against the mattress. “I’m sorry I—”


      My master’s paw gently touched my shoulder, and a fresh wave of discomfort rolled down my spine. “Tell me, Taneh,” he murmured over my protest. “That’s an order.”


      I sighed and closed my eyes. “It’s... Mister Erik. It’s everything.” Miss Aura had told him at supper of all that had happened, but she had no way to convey the twisted knot of emotion within me. “Relief, guilt, fear, shock, lust, shame.... Today was so many memories in so little time that I couldn’t juggle them all. I still don’t think I can. It’s too much.” I clenched my arms more tightly around me. “It’s just too much, master. I just—” My voice cracked, but I couldn’t hold back the words or the tears that followed. “I just want to be safe again!”


      I bit down on my tongue to try to stop the sobs, but they forced themselves through despite my efforts. My master’s paw slowly drew down my side, then again, petting me slowly, and then suddenly his arms were around me as the cot clattered loudly against the unyielding stones. He pulled his blankets over us both, then slid one arm beneath my head and pulled me to his chest with the other. “Easy, Taneh,” he crooned as I cried into his chest. “Easy, pet. Just relax. It’s going to be okay.”


      As he held me, the tension in my shoulders began to ease, and his touch on my spine was like permission, and I slowly relaxed into my master’s embrace. I sunk against the floor and into his arms, and for the first time in weeks, I began to feel completely at ease. “I’m sorry, master,” I whispered, over and over. I cradled my stubby paws to my chest and buried my muzzle into his shoulder, shivering despite the warmth of his shared covers. “I couldn’t hold it any more. I just couldn’t.”


      “It’s okay, Taneh,” my master soothed. “Sometimes, I can’t either. Even Erik used to break down. You saw it, you remember.” I nodded, and he rubbed his cheek against the top of my head. “Listen, pet, I think things are going to be okay, but you’re going to have to trust me. I spent the day talking with Rena, and I think I’ve got a plan that will save Erik, but it’s going to take you admitting some things to Baron Jazinsk.” He hugged me to his chest to forestall my protests. “It’s not going to be easy, but Rena thinks it has a good chance of shocking some sense back into the old man.”


      I shivered and nodded again. “Yes, master, but... what about Miss Datsia? Once we’ve rescued Mister Erik, we still have to—”


      My master leaned back and lay a finger across my muzzle. “One stress at a time, pet. If Baron Jazinsk is willing to let Erik go, then it’s likely we’ll have his help in dealing with Datsia.” He smiled faintly. “If he’s not, then we’ll have bigger problems than Datsia. Aura’s not going to take no for an answer, and my oaths won’t stop her.”


      That made me chuckle, and the laugh, however small, helped relax the knot in my stomach. “Yes, master,” I sighed, snuggling against my master’s chest. “Thank you.”


      My master chuckled softly. “You’re welcome, little light.”


      “I am ready,” I whispered as the world fell away from me. The warmth of the blankets suffused me, and his scent filled my mind as I sank into his words.


      “Very good, pet,” my master replied. “Lift your leg.” I complied, and I felt him shift against me, positioning his shaft against the opening of my sex. “Tell me how you feel.”


      “Aroused, master,” I moaned softly; even the thought of his cock within me made the heat roll down my spine. “Still scared but... safer. Wa–ah!” My voice rose into a whine as he began to press himself into me. “Warm, master,” I breathed as I slumped forward.


      One of my master’s paws found my rump and clutched it, holding me in place as he took me. “Good. Oh, so very good, Taneh.” His own voice was thick, muffed by the fur of my shoulder. “Such a good pet. Relaxed and safe.” He gasped as he hilted himself in me. “It’s been too long.”


      “Yes, sir,” I agreed, trying to focus on my training, counting the strokes as he took me. One... two.... His motions were slow and steady, tenderly filling me over and over. He held me to his chest as he pleasured himself with me, sending wave after wave of lightning up from my sex and throughout my body. Eleven... twelve.... I lost count of his motions, every thrust sending me deeper and deeper. I felt as if I could see myself from far away, cradled in my master’s arms, and the sight and thought of it filled me with a glow, deep inside.


      This wasn’t sex; this was lovemaking. My master held me as he took me, then caressed me as he pulled away. His touch was gentle, his claws sheathed. He kept the arm beneath my head as steady as he could, but his fingers curled against my back in intimate patterns. Even the pace of his thrusts spoke of intimacy and tenderness. If he desired me, he could have had me any way he wished. If he didn’t, he had no need of me. He would only have given this to me because he wanted me to have it. I had to have realized it before, but somehow it only felt real in that moment, after all the barriers had been broken down.


      Distantly, I became aware that my body was responding, that the ache within me was almost pulsing in its urgency. I drifted closer, and I could feel my own arousal, as well as my master’s, the need building within my sex to be taken. The waves of lightning were coming faster and faster, and my I was beginning to pant. My master, too, was responding to his own desires, as his thrusts became quicker and shallower. “Taneh, pet,” he moaned into my shoulder. “Not... much... longer....”


      “Master,” I breathed, and then suddenly I shuddered, my back arching sharply as I climaxed. Caught by surprise, I snapped back to myself, eyes fluttering open as I gasped. I tensed, tightening around my master’s shaft, and he groaned in response, driving himself into me as he came. A fresh flood of warmth filled me, need washed away in my master’s release.


      “Such a good pet,” my master whispered. He hugged me tightly, then carefully adjusted the blankets over us. “Listen, I think I’ll sleep down here tonight; we could both use it. Get some sleep; tomorrow is going to be busy.”


      “Yes, master,” I replied around a yawn. “Good night.” Then I closed my eyes and let myself drift to sleep in the safety of my master’s arms.


      I awoke the next morning to my master nudging me awake with his hind. “Up, Taneh,” his voice called down from above. “You’ve slept in long enough.”


      I groaned as I pushed myself to my knees; despite the blankets and the thin mat beneath me, the loss of my master’s warmth meant that I was cold and sore when I started to move. Still, I forced myself to rise and bowed my head. “Yes, master.”


      My master stood in front of me in his formal slacks, with a heavy cloak around his shoulders. In his paws he held a plate on which sat a thick slice of bread and a small mug with steam rising from it. “Paws out, pet,” he said. I did as he commanded, and he balanced the meal on them “Don’t rush, but eat it all. I don’t know if we’ll get lunch.” I nodded and carefully set it down, then took the bread between my paws and began to gnaw on it, while he stroked the back of my head.


      “They’ll have broth and bread, but don’t count on more,” Miss Rena added from the doorway to her bedroom. “Most of the stores have gone to the army. That’s another reason the Baron is hoping for a big trial; he’s asking a lot from his subjects. Erik’s trial is his chance to prove his reasons.” The sage behind her grumbled, and the Jazinski alchemist looked back over her shoulder. “You had something to add?”


      Miss Aura sighed loudly. “Let’s just head to the main hall, shall we?” She rose and squeezed past Miss Rena, who chuckled as she passed. “I’ll have no more talk of what happens if this doesn’t work. You’ll upset Taneh.”


      My master looked at Miss Rena, then back to the sage. “It’s not Taneh I’m worried about upsetting; ey’s not the one trained to bend people’s wills.” His fingers rubbed the back of my head, and I turned to nuzzle into his paw before finishing my bread.


      Miss Aura spun at that, the hem of her skirt flaring. “Ey’s not the one whose sage-son is on trial.” She glanced at Miss Rena, then sighed and shook her head. “I already said, Rena. I’ll swear no oath, but you have my word that I won’t interfere with the trial, or with the baron after.”


      Miss Rena smiled, but her eyes were narrowed when she spoke. “It will suffice. I would hate for you to have come all this way for naught. You are right, though; we should hurry. I’ll lead you two to the balconies, then take Valentin with me to the floor.”


      My master nodded in response. “Right.” He took the now-empty cup from my paws, then retrieved my plate from the floor. “Listen, Taneh. Like I said last night, I’m going to ask you today to trust me. This won’t be painless for you, but I think it’s our best chance at freedom for Erik.”


      “It’s still madness,” Miss Rena interjected. “It’s just the least mad option.”


      That made my master chuckle. “Let’s go, then.” He lightly took hold of the chain from my collar to my ankles and helped me to my hinds. Then he passed my lead to Miss Aura. “Like yesterday, be good and do as she says, until I call for you.”


      “Yes, master,” I replied as I stepped behind the sage.


      Miss Rena stepped to the door to her suite. “If that’s everything?” She looked at the others, then smiled. “Korski’s luck to us all.” The hallway outside her door was lined with densely woven tapestries to help hold in the warmth, and they muffled our hindfalls against the stone floor. The alchemist led us back to the entrance to the tower, where it seemed that half of Krolik had gathered to watch the proceedings. Standing to one side of the inner gates, Mister Justik kept watch over the throng as they entered.


      As we neared, Miss Rena stepped forward and tapped Mister Justik on the shoulder. The two exchanged words, and then he followed her back to our group. “Aura, was it?” he asked as he turned to the sage. “I’ve kept you a seat near the front, so your slave can kneel and still see over the balcony. I hope that’s enough.” His eyes never turned in my direction, though one ear did twitch when I whimpered softly.


      The sage nodded without turning. “I’ll make sure it’s enough.” She tugged once on my chain, then turned to Miss Rena. “I’ll see you after? I think we’ll be close to a breakthrough by then.”


      The Jazinski alchemist nodded in response and rested a paw on Miss Aura’s shoulder. “After. Valen? Follow me, please.” My master nodded, then turned to follow Miss Rena towards the main entrance to the great hall.


      My heart sank as my master disappeared down the corridor, but a fresh tug on my lead from the sage brought me back to the moment. “Heel, Taneh. This will be over soon, no doubt.” She took a deep breath herself, then smiled to the guard and motioned for him to lead onward. “After you.”


      Mister Justik nodded, then led us up a flight of stairs to a balcony overlooking the great hall. Three tiered rows of benches, most of them already filled, ran the length of the loft. At the end of the row, just behind the railing, sat a yellow kerchief edged in purple thread. The guard retrieved his mark from the seat, then motioned to it. “Your slave will have to stand, but there’s room enough for you. It’s the best I could do on late notice.”


      Miss Aura took her seat, then motioned for me to kneel beside. “I’m sure it will be fine,” she replied, but her eyes were already on the scene below. On the raised throne at one end of the hall sat Tomas, Baron Jazinsk. His fur had long since turned grey with age, but it made the deep purple jacket he wore that much more vivid over the chain shirt beneath. Another rabbit, younger by many years, paced in front of the dais, one paw never straying far from the sword at his hip, the other holding an iron-shod staff as a walking stick. Two rows of seats to either side of the main aisle held minor nobles and members of the Jazinski military. Near one end of the back row sat Miss Rena, with my master beside her.


      After a few minutes to let the last of the crowds file up the stairs, the Jazinski sergeant standing before the dais cracked the end of his staff loudly against the stone floor, and a hush fell over the hall. “Hear ye! Hear ye!” His voice boomed over the crowd. “On this, the seventh of Serpi, does the court of His Excellency Tomas, son of Miros, Baron of Jazinsk, come to order! We sit in judgment over Erik, son of Wilik, Baron of Deterikh.” He turned to the guards stationed at the far end of the room. “Bring forth the accused!”


      At those words, I turned with the crowd to stare towards the main doors as one of the guards left, then returned a few moments later with two others in tow. Between them, my old master stood, and my heart leaped into my throat. At this distance, I couldn’t see his face, but I could read all the signs of torment in his motion. Whatever clothes he had with him when he arrived had been replaced with a simple cotton shirt and drawstring pants. Around his neck was a heavy collar, to which ropes had been tied for his attendants to pull. His wrists were cuffed together behind his back, with shackles around his ankles. He favored his right leg as he walked, and he slowly drifted to one side as he approached the dais, only to be pulled back to the center by one of his captors. Still, his ears remained high, and his tail didn’t curl, though it did hang low behind him.


      The baron sat up straight in his throne as the guards brought Mister Erik before him. As they pushed him down to his knees, Baron Tomas rose and stepped forward. “You stand accused of crimes against nature, of dark alchemy, of turning the land against Barony Jazinsk, and of perverting the natural order of one of its citizens. How plead you?”


      Mister Erik lifted his head to face the Jazinski baron, but he said nothing in response. Seconds passed in silence, and the crowd began to murmur. “How plead you?” Baron Tomas asked again, his voice higher and louder. Still Mister Erik remained quiet, and the rumbling of the crowd turned ugly. One of the guards raised a mailed glove and struck the former baron on the side of the muzzle with an audible crack, and the crowd roared its approval. The sergeant tried to silence the audience, but Baron Jazinsk raised his aging voice above the cheers. “If you refuse to plead your innocence so we may review the evidence, you’ll be found guilty and hung in the gibbet outside the tower as a warning to others! Now how plead you!”


      “Your Excellency.” My master’s voice cut over the crowd, which fell deathly quiet at the interruption. “If I may, I wish to speak on behalf of the accused, since he clearly will not speak on his own.”


      Baron Jazinsk rounded on the benches. “Who addresses the throne without recognition?”


      My master stood and threw aside his cloak to reveal his formal green jacket with white brocade. “Valentin, son of Freder, Your Excellency.” He motioned to Mister Erik. “Sergeant-at-arms to Barony Deterikh.”


      At that, the crowd erupted.


      The Jazinski sergeant pounded the end of his staff against the floor, bellowing over the raucous crowd, trying to restore order. The audience, however, was having none of it, trying to shout my master down. They hurled threats and insults in equal measure, along with the occasional wooden mug or spoon. Through it all, my master stood at rest, with his paws behind his back and his head held high. His gaze fell naturally on the elderly baron, who stared, slack-muzzled, at the intruder in his court. The guards guarding Mister Erik gaped as well, as did most of the baron’s retinue.


      Most surprising to me, though, was Mister Erik’s reaction: he hung his head, his ears flattened against his skull, and his tail curled between his legs. Far from joy at the prospect of salvation or rescue, he showed every signs of having been caught at something. He looked almost... ashamed.


      Upon that realization, it felt as though all the stars had suddenly lined up, just so, in my mind: Erik’s fascination with my changes, his halfhearted offers of abdication, his flight from the throne, his willing surrender. When war had come to Barony Deterikh, he hit the same breaking point that I had when my father died. I spun to Miss Aura and jabbed an arm towards the prisoner at the front of the hall. “He’s—”


      The jerk of my chain cut off my words, as the sage bent to hiss into my ear. “Twenty-ninth of Chervi, eighteen summers ago; the stars don’t lie, pet. Not about you, not about him.”


      Her mention of my birthday made me start, but a second tug at my neck made me turn back to the floor, where the baron had recovered from the shock. “Guards!” His cry seemed to shake the very hall, shocking the audience to quiet. Instantly, the hall flooded with a wave of soldiers in yellow tunics, their swords drawn.


      At the first rattle of steel, my master took a single step forward and dropped to his knees, his arms thrust overhead. “Your Excellency, I throw myself upon the mercy of the court and ask to speak on behalf of the defendant!”


      The sergeant-at-arms raised his staff and shook it defiantly at my master. “What gives you reason to think you have any right to speak here?”


      My master didn’t move, nor did he lower his arms. “Your Excellency, I ask only for the same chance as any other commoner before the court, to present my case and be heard!” His voice remained level, but he was clearly watching the baron’s guards as they circled the chamber, cutting off his escape.


      The Jazinski sergeant gestured towards my master with the staff, then towards the front door. “How did you get in here? What blackguard has betrayed Barony Jazinsk?”


      At that, Miss Rena stood and stepped beside my master. “I did, Your Excellency,” she said, addressing the baron directly. “I received word that he had evidence to present at Erik’s trial; I agreed to give him that chance.”


      “The alchemist,” the baron spat. “Should have known you were in league with them.”


      “I serve the truth, Your Excellency,” Miss Rena replied cautiously. “I have rarely questioned your judgment in the past, nor have you mine, and your rule has been long and prosperous. I can only hope this continues.”


      Baron Jazinsk put one paw on the hilt of his sword. “It was a mistake, one I won’t make again. Should’ve hanged the lot of you.” He spun to face his sergeant and waved his free arm at Miss Rena. “Put them with the prisoner; they can all face the gibbet together.”


      At that, the sergeant blinked. “Your Excellency?”


      The elderly baron’s grip on his sword visibly tightened, his arm shaking slightly. “Is there a problem, Dagos?”


      Mister Dagos held very still for a moment, then shook his head. “No, Your Excellency.”


      The baron returned to his throne and fell upon it heavily. “Then let the trial begin!” At that, the crowd launched into a raucous cheer that made my heart pound in my chest.


      The sergeant, however, seemed rather unnerved by this turn of events. He turned to Miss Rena, then waved her over with his staff. My master followed behind her, and the guards around them closed in upon the trio. They sheathed their swords, but to a one they stood with their paws on their pommels, obviously waiting for the order to strike.


      Once the three had been crowded together before the dais, Mister Dagos again cracked his staff against the ground. “Valentin, son of Freder. You speak on behalf of Erik, son of Wilik, Baron Deterikh. How plead ye?”


      “Not guilty on all counts, Your Excellency,” my master replied, his voice rising above the jeers of the crowd.


      The sergeant turned to face the audience. “On the crime of turning the land against Barony Jazinsk, what do you have to say for the fact that we suffered the worst winter in twenty years, while Deterikh barely notices the cold?”


      “Iladin, Your Excellency.” My master glanced up towards the audience, as if looking for someone. “I forget his sire, but he’s a sage that lives in Baris. He’s kept meticulous records of the crops and seasons for years, and this time last year, he came to Erik and bade him harvest early to avoid losing half our fields to frost.”


      “More alchemy,” the baron sneered from his seat, making Miss Aura’s paw clench against my shoulder.


      My master shook his head. “No alchemy, Your Excellency. Thirty years of record-keeping and a keen eye, but no magic.”


      Mister Dagos frowned at that. “Yes, well, your envoy told us a quite different story over the last six months. We’ve heard all about the rituals held in Baris Keep, the—”


      “Rituals?” My master’s snarl cut through the sargeant’s diatribe. “That... that vile—” He stopped sharply, then held up his paws, pads out in apology. “Forgive me, Your Excellency, but Dion has been lying to you. He has been for months.”


      “Comets and dust,” Baron Jazinsk swore. “D’you think me so feebleminded, to fall for that excuse?”


      My master sighed and shook his head. “No, Your Excellency, I’m sure your mind is quite keen, but I swear to you that Datsia – Captain Deterikh, I mean – had the only two people who could work any kind of real magic removed years ago.” Erik’s head snapped around at that, but my master didn’t seem to notice. “Whatever Dion told you Erik’s been doing, I assure you there’s been none of it.”


      “None of it, you say?” The sergeant turned to the audience and spread his arms wide. “And what, then, of the tales of the slave that Baron Deterikh ordered taken from Jazinsk? What of the mutilations performed upon him? The details of young Erik’s appetites have been quite explicit, and so many witnesses abound to his deeds that you cannot possibly claim that none of it ever happened.” He planted the end of his staff against the ground, to drive home his point.


      For several seconds, my master stood in silence, until he turned to Erik, who knelt with his head bowed and his ears flat. “I warned you,” he said with a shake of his head. Then, turning back to Baron Jazinsk, he said, “Your Excellency, it is true that Erik did have a slave, one of whom he was quite fond. However, I can prove to you that Erik neither mutilated nor abused his pet.”


      Those words sent a shiver down my spine, and a lump of ice settled into my stomach. I closed my eyes, knowing what words had to follow. “Taneh!” Even knowing it was coming, I still flinched at the use of my name. “Heel.”


      When I stood, a gasp rippled from the crowd around me, and then a low murmur ran through the audience. “Yes, master,” I called back, my voice cracking only a little. Miss Aura grabbed my wrist and gave it a squeeze, then released me with a slap on my rump. The chain between my legs clattered loudly against the floor as I made my way down the stairs. The guards all stared, in surprise or shock, or perhaps disgust. Jazinsk’s nobles and merchants made the same mutters and snickers that I heard in Deterikh’s court, but they stopped as my master turned to smile at me.


      As I knelt, I caught Erik’s eyes with mine, and I felt as much as saw the shame at war with envy behind his eyes. Then he turned away with a shiver, and I smiled. I wanted to comfort him, but I hadn’t been given permission to speak, and even if I had, this was not the place. There would be time for words later; of that, I was suddenly sure.


      Baron Jazinsk was unimpressed with the display. “What do you think you’re doing?”


      “I’m presenting my evidence, Your Excellency,” my master replied with a quiet chuckle. “This is Taneh, the slave that Dion bought from a pleasurehouse in Krolik, as a gift for Baron Deterikh. Feel free to ask em anything you like.”


      Mister Dagos audibly swallowed. “Me?”


      “Please,” my master insisted. “If I ask, you’ll just say I scripted it all. If you ask, I’ll have had no way to prepare.”


      “But....” The Jazinski sergeant sounded at a loss, but he covered quickly. “How can we trust the words of a slave?”


      “As eir owner, I believe eir words fall under my oath. Or you could simply kill em if you don’t like what ey says.” That sent a spasm into my stomach, but then my master’s fingers gently brushed the back of my head. “I’d rather you didn’t, though; I’ve become quite fond of em.” Then he sighed. “Listen, Your Excellency. Either you trust me, and you accept that this was all a setup that Dion perpetrated on Datsia’s orders; or you don’t, in which this was all just a charade anyway. I leave it to you to decide. Oh, and....” He bent down and murmured into my ear, “You will answer truthfully any question put to you, pet. That’s an order, little light.”


      Those two words fell upon me like a thick comforter, and a wave of heat rolled up from between my legs. The edges of my vision went grey and that familiar leaden weight settled into my limbs. “Yes, master. I am ready.” The words left my muzzle without thought, without fear. I was doing what I was told, and doing it well.


      “More witchery!” The baron snapped as he leaped to his hinds.


      “Perhaps, Your Excellency,” Mister Dagos concurred with a grimace, “but... who pressed you into slavery, Taneh?”


      “No one, sir,” I mumbled. Two... three.... “I sold myself. End of last winter.”


      The sergeant paused, then asked, “Why did Baron Deterikh have you changed?”


      I shook my head slowly, feeling it shift sluggishly on my shoulders. “Mister Dion, sir. Said I was to be a gift, to keep the baron relaxed, to distract him from Datsia and the war.”


      I heard a step, then another, and suddenly Mister Dagos’ voice was louder, though still distant. “Did he hurt you? Abuse you?”


      “No, sir,” I murmured. I was doing well, doing as I was told. “He did, once, but he was scared, not angry. He didn’t mean it. I think he loved me.”


      That set the crowd to murmuring again, and I had to strain to hear Mister Dagos. “Tell us about that time. Why would he hurt you?”


      “War, sir.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, swaying slightly on my hinds. “Mister Dion had just told him of the declaration.” Memories of that night passed behind my eyelids. “I tried to help the baron, but he lost his temper, took it out on me.” I shivered, remembering. “He cried after. We both did.”


      Seconds ticked by while I waited for the next question, focusing on the lights dancing around me and the rise and fall of my chest. “Do you... do you like what’s been done to you?”


      A fresh wash of heat crawled up my spine at the question. “Yes, sir,” I moaned, arching my back against the warmth that rippled through me. “Not what was done, but that it was done. Couldn’t handle being a person. Safe. Owned.”


      “You’ll have to forgive eir rambling, Your Excellency,” my owner interjected. “Ey tends to drift a little when like this. Is there anything else you need to know?”


      “Just one thing,” Mister Dagos said, his voice more curious than demanding. “Why would anyone want this?” My heart jumped at the question, and for a moment the weights threatened to fall away from me. An image of my father’s casket came to me, as it did so long ago in the slavers’ pen, but inside it I saw myself, trapped. I choked at the thought and began to shake, and a stifled whimper escaped my muzzle.


      Then my master’s paw touched the back of my head. “Easy, little light. Answer the question.”


      The words sent me down, back into the warmth, and I bowed my head. “I am ready. Yes, master. I always wanted it, sir.” The deep breaths helped to sink me, back into the depths. “I was afraid of it, but when my father died, I became more afraid of what would happen if I didn’t.” Was that true? Did I even really know any more? Did it really matter? This was what I was now, and I was happy. “Erik... understood. Wanted to help. Wanted... to help.” Correcting those last two words took more effort than I wanted, but I was sworn to tell the truth, and I had only suspicions about Baron Deterikh.


      Mister Dagos grimaced. “Rena, a question for you. Is it possible to lie in this state?”


      “Possible, perhaps, but it’s highly unlikely,” the alchemist said, her voice distant behind me. “It wouldn’t seem worth the effort.”


      Barony Jazinsk’s sergeant turned to his liege and carefully bowed his head. “Your Excellency... I think this slave may be telling the truth.”


      “No! No!” The baron jerked his sword from its scabbard. “I will not have my vengeance taken from me!”


      My master held out his paws, pads up in supplication. “Your Excellency, you will have your vengeance. Just not against him.” He put a paw on my old master’s shoulder. “Erik was a pawn in this, as was I... as were you.” He stepped forward, cautiously placing one hind on the dais. “We’re all pieces of a larger game that Datsia has been playing, one that needs to be stopped. I beg of you, Baron, to grant me an hour of your time in private to explain.”


      Tomas, Baron Jazinsk, held very still for a second, then stabbed his sword back into his sheath. “Dagos, Rena with me. Guards, bring the prisoner. Valentin, your slave.” Then he turned to the hall and, in a shockingly deep voice, bellowed, “Court is adjourned!”
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      BARGAIN


      Baron Jazinsk’s private quarters reminded me greatly of the ones at Baris Keep: a high-ceilinged room dominated in the center by a massive hardwood table, with seating around the walls for more relaxed conversation. The chairs were rougher-hewn, but the rugs covering the stone were thicker and the designs woven into them were more ornate. The greatest difference between the two was really in the portraiture hanging around the walls. Where the Deterikhs showcased six generations of a single lineage, the subjects of these portraits had only the Jazinski uniform in common. Couches lined the walls beneath the paintings, and Miss Rena and Mister Dagos took their seats there, present but away from the negotiations. The guards holding Erik’s chains remained near the door, standing guard over the entrance as well as their charge. I knelt by the door, hoping for a chance to at least touch him before we left.


      A heavy thunk snapped my gaze back from the edges of the room to its center, where the elderly baron had jammed a knife into the wood of the table. Despite his age, the blade held when he removed his paw. “Answers, and now.” His thin voice hissed like a whisper in the spacious chamber. “What do you hope to accomplish?”


      My master turned to face Baron Tomas, his expression carefully level. “Your Excellency?”


      The elderly rabbit smacked one paw against the table. “You announce yourself as Deterikh military in a Jazinski court. You challenge an accusation of dark alchemy with witchery. You challenge Erik’s instability with evidence of his temper. You’re either the most arrogant man in the realm or the least competent, and I won’t suffer a fool. Explain yourself.”


      At that, my master chuckled dryly and shrugged. “It’s exactly as I said in the courtroom, Baron. There has been alchemy, but not at Erik’s paw, and not against either Jazinsk’s crops or Taneh’s will. Dion exploited the mistrust of two barons to turn bad luck and a misunderstanding into a basis for war, and he did it on Datsia’s authority.”


      Baron Tomas narrowed his eyes, then turned to his sergeant and hissed, “and you believe him.”


      Mister Dagos bowed his head, his paws clasped behind his back. “I do, your Excellency. At the least, I believe we should hear him out before passing judgment.”


      The Jazinski baron looked unimpressed. “Let’s assume you believe your own words, for now. What game is Datsia playing?”


      “I’ll share what I know, Your Excellency,” My master agreed as he leaned against the back of one of the wooden chairs. “Datsia staged an elaborate coup-by-proxy, using you as her sword. How long she’d been planning this, I can’t know, but she started positioning her pieces years ago. Dion became envoy to Jazinsk last year, remember?”


      “A little over that, yes,” Mister Dagos confirmed. “I remember it was early spring; the frost had cleared but the ground was still too hard to plant.”


      My master nodded, but his eyes were hard and his ears stayed flat against his head. “Dion’s appointment was Datsia’s second suggestion to Erik, after he inherited the throne. She took the captaincy of Deterikh’s army as a grand gesture to remove herself from succession, clearing Erik’s path, but she stayed close and acted as a self-appointed adviser.”


      The baron’s eyes narrowed. “And the first?”


      My master chuckled and looked to Miss Rena, while Erik grimaced and hung his head. “Removing Aura from Baris Keep.”


      That brought a grim chuckle from Baron Jazinsk. “Fitting. She and her husband did kill my daughter.”


      Erik’s chains rattled in protest at that, followed quickly by a strangled whimper as the guards silenced their prisoner. My master, however, kept his attention narrowly focused on his rival. “The substance of your charge is correct, yes.” His voice sounded flat, almost monotonous. “Erik’s birth took a toll on Melka’s health, and Aura and her husband Izidor were responsible for blessing Melka with Baron Wilik’s kit. That, however, is beside the point, which is that Datsia’s been isolating Erik from better counsel for over a year.”


      “And you?” Baron Jazinsk stabbed a finger in my master’s direction. “Did she get you your station as well?”


      My master sighed and hung his head. “Sadly, yes. I served under her briefly, before she suggested me to Erik for his sergeant-at-arms.” He looked to Erik, but the ex-baron’s gaze was aimed at the floor. “I suspect she thought me too trusting to question her, and she was right, at first.” His voice quavered slightly as he spoke, but my previous master didn’t appear to be listening.


      Baron Jazinsk finally dropped into his chair and tugged his knife free of the table. “So, you and Dion, positioned at her whims. Why?”


      My master paused, then gestured to the chair against which he was leaning. “May I?” Baron Jazinsk nodded, and he took his seat, folding his paws in front of him on the table. “When I took my job, Datsia told me to watch the young baron for signs of instability. Weakness, erratic moods. Iladin had pronounced him fit, but who’d trust the word of one alchemist in support of a half-breed?” Baron Jazinsk grunted his assent, and my master continued. “My father raised me on stories of Deterikh’s history, its legacy. I... feared Erik represented the end of the family, and the end of the barony. Datsia couldn’t just take the throne, but she could turn the people against their leader. She could make him so unpopular that they would demand his abdication or his head, then step into the vacuum.”


      The elderly baron considered, then shook his head. “Not enough. What’s Jazinsk’s role in this?”


      My master spread his arms and leaned back in his chair. “Wilik was popular, Your Excellency, but he wasn’t universally loved.” He spoke slowly, picking his words with care. “His relationship with Melka tarnished his reputation. Naming Erik as his successor hurt him further. Many of us saw the peace with the Jazinski as fragile. When Melka died, many feared reprisal. Wilik kept that from happening, but some in Barony Deterikh saw his yielding of the southern Ezustia range during the talks as—”


      “Those mines are ours by right!” Baron Jazinsk burst out, slamming his dagger against the table. “You stole them and then sold them back to us at a king’s ransom!”


      My master fell very still at the sudden eruption, then held out his paws placatingly before him. “Listen, Your Excellency. You asked me for what I know. You wanted to know what Datsia is doing, and why. She put Dion in a position to spread lies about Erik to you, then had him report back on the growing storm to convince him to draft more soldiers. Each escalation became the excuse for the next, with just enough truth to keep either side from suspecting trickery.”


      “And you?” Baron Jazinsk glared daggers at my master. “What part yours?”


      “I—” My master stopped, then looked to Erik again with ears perked. “I was to keep Erik on the throne, to tell him what a good job he was doing, to keep him placid until Dion could convince you to declare war.” Erik tensed, and his tail curled tightly between his legs, but my master kept talking, his voice starting to crack. “I tried to warn him, to teach him how to rule, but... I also feared he would lead the barony into ruin if he stayed, so I played my part. I don’t think he ever suspected.” He paused and wiped his eyes with the sleeve of his jacket. “I... don’t think he knew.”


      Baron Jazinsk leaned back at that, worrying at one of his claws with his knife. “Why war? Why not a coup?”


      My master cleared his throat and took a deep breath, then coughed. “Two deer with a single arrow, Your Excellency. A coup would have put her on the throne, but it would’ve kept it a purely local affair. By goading you into war, she put the Ezustia Range – and more – into play as well. If the battle fares poorly, she can offer Erik over to you as a peace offering, knowing you’d be likely to take it. That he gave himself over to you just gave her the chance to play him up as a martyr.


      “If it fares well, though....” He leaned forward against the table, his paws steepled before him. “Jazinsk’s army is hungry and ill-prepared; Deterikh’s is well-fed and well-trained. She could afford to spare a force to travel south to the mountains to retake the mountains, then attack Krolik from the side. Your forces might hold our main approach at bay, but you’d be vulnerable to a secondary strike.”


      My master stood and leaned heavily on the table. “Listen, Your Excellency. Datsia’s plan is nothing less than assimilation of Jazinsk in total.” His voice dropped to a heavy growl. “Dion is leading the bulk of our army towards your border as we speak, with instructions to dig in and let you wear yourselves out against our pikes. Once they’re in position and their mission is clear, he’ll be breaking rank with a smaller unit to sweep through Ezustia, then take this city from the flank. With your army weary from those failed charges, they’d be no match for a fresh unit attacking from behind. I’m no sage or soothsayer, but if I can’t put your grandson back on the throne, then inside of a month, you’ll probably see Deterikh green flying from Krolik Tower.”


      As my master pressed down onto the table, Baron Jazinsk leaned back in his chair, visibly recoiling from the force of his words. The point of his dagger began to shudder as his paw trembled in rage. His eyes narrowed and his cheeks bulged. His ears pulled tight against his head, their tips quivering. Finally, at my master’s proclamation, the baron’s chair flew backwards as he leaped to his hind, stabbing the hardwood once more. His chest heaved in heavy breaths as he visibly struggled for control.


      “Dagos,” Baron Jazinsk finally hissed after several seconds of effort. “Get this man out of my sight.”


      “Listen, Dagos,” My master said quickly, facing the baron’s sergeant. “Deterikh doesn’t have to break your ranks; they just have to push you back, one mile at a time, until you’re too tired to fight. How long do you think you can feed your army? Three weeks? Four?”


      Mister Dagos rose from his seat near the door and stepped closer to the table. “That’s none of your—”


      “It doesn’t matter,” my master interrupted, his voice guttural and tight, rushing his words. “Datsia planned for two months in the field, with emergency stores for two weeks beyond.” His green eyes gleamed as he stared at Dagos. “You might buy yourselves a week if you forage as you fight, but you’ll be ruining what’s left of your fields to do it. You’re counting on a fast victory so you can send your conscripts home to their fields in time for a late harvest plus whatever you can carry home from our wagons, but you’ll be starving and desperate long before you’ve made any progress. Meanwhile, we don’t even have to try to raid your wagons. We just have to wait you out.”


      The Jazinski sergeant’s eyes widened as he looked from my master to his. “Why... why tell us all of this?” He put one paw on his own sword. “What do you hope to gain?”


      My master sagged against the table and dragged his claws against it, making me wince with the rough sound. “Listen, Dagos. I’m trying to stop a war, and I need Erik – alive – to do it.”


      Before Mister Dagos could reply to that, the Jazinski baron spun away from the table, snatching the dagger and jerking it free from the wood. He rounded on the prisoner, still facing the floor, and stormed over to him in a flutter of robes. As he neared my former master, my gorge rose and I could taste bile in the back of my throat. The baron’s arm rose, and suddenly I was moving, running, sprinting towards the guards. “Erik!” Several voices rose at once and I heard the whisper of steel brushing against leather, but I didn’t care. I dove, arms outstretched, trying to interpose, hoping to take whatever blow was meant for him. For several seconds, my world was no more than the feel and smell and scent of old chain as I pressed against Erik’s front, the heat of his breath against my ears, and the pounding of my heart in my chest. Then something fell behind me, landing on the rug with a heavy thud.


      “Taneh,” my master called softly into the sudden awkward quiet. “Heel.”


      I lifted my head and opened my eyes, and found myself staring into Erik’s. His ears were back against his head, and a trembling smile rested precariously on his muzzle. The fur beneath his deep blue orbs was damp. I paused a moment before pressing my muzzle to his, then did as ordered and rose to face my master. Baron Jazinsk stood in front of me, his eyes wide in surprise; his dagger had fallen from his fingers. Behind him stood Mister Dagos with one paw on the baron’s shoulder, wrinkling the clothes beneath it. To either side of Erik, the guards stood with their swords drawn. My master rested against the table, gripping its edge with one white-knuckled paw. The other hung loosely at his side, and he clacked his claws together and motioned for me to join him.


      “I would ask you forgive em, Your Excellency,” my master said as I knelt at his side. With the blood rushing in my ears and my heart racing, his voice sounded like a hoarse whisper. “Taneh’s always been protective. It’s a habit I’m loath to break.”


      Baron Jazinsk didn’t turn, but nor did he reach for his dagger, or his sword. For several seconds he merely stood, staring down at where I had been, moments before. “Why?” he asked in a voice barely louder than my master’s.


      Mister Dagos released his baron’s shoulder and bent to retrieve the fallen dagger. “I don’t know, Your Excellency. You’d have to ask it, or its master.”


      The elderly baron held his ground for a few more moments, staring down at Erik, who had again lowered his muzzle to the floor. When he finally turned, some of the fire was gone from his eyes. “Explain.”


      My master’s paw stroked the back of my head gently. “Erik is eir former master, Your Excellency. Ey was protecting him.”


      “I see that,” Baron Jazinsk snapped. “Why?”


      “Why?” My master’s voice rose in a gentle question. “Why, indeed. What would an unwilling slave changed against his will hope to gain from saving the life of his captor?”


      For several seconds, my master’s words hung in the air, as everyone considered them. Finally, though, Mister Dagos turned to Baron Jazinsk. “Your Excellency,” he murmured gently, “I believe Valentin is telling the truth.” He turned to my master. “You said that Dion’s intent was to march along the Ezustia range and flank our forces?”


      My master nodded in reply. “He estimated he could make the trip down and back in three weeks, give or take a few days to clean out your mining camps.” He grimaced and drummed his claws on the table. “His intent is territory, not prisoners.”


      “Noted,” Mister Dagos replied. “Your Excellency? I believe this is sufficient information to warrant a change of strategy.”


      Baron Jazinsk held back for a few seconds, then returned to the table and righted his chair, taking his seat as though nothing had happened. “Can we draw in our southern flank? Cut off that approach?”


      Mister Dagos paused, chewing his lip in consideration, then nodded. “I believe so, Your Excellency. I’d need to check our charts, but I’ll do that once court is adjourned. We can afford one day’s delay if we send a messenger.”


      “Done!” The baron hammered the table with his fist to punctuate his point. “Send more to stop the advance, then reverse it. They’re not to break ranks and let this become a rout, but they’re to pull back as they can. Harry the Deterikh line, but never commit to a full assault. They’re to think, as long as we can manage, that we’re testing for weaknesses while we lure them back to the walls.”


      “Sir!” Mister Dagos saluted. “I’ll have your orders out by nightfall.”


      The baron nodded again, then turned to my master. “Erik,” he said as he steepled his fingers. “Will the people accept him if you put him back on the throne?”


      “I think they will, Your Excellency.” My master’s voice was less sure than before. “Datsia’s played him up as a martyr to build her case for war. Returning him safely will weaken her position considerably. He’ll have his work cut out for him, if he hopes to rebuild people’s confidence in him. Negotiating a swift peace will be a good start.” He hesitated briefly, then leaned forward, his elbows on the table. “I trust, Your Excellency, that that will be possible?”


      Baron Jazinsk chuckled darkly at that. “Fine.”


      “Well, then.” My master sat back in his chair and rested a paw on my shoulder. “It sounds like all that remains is for you to pass judgment on Erik.”


      The baron nodded, then turned to the guards standing watch over Erik. “Unchain him,” he said as he rose. “As a gesture of good will, he can walk back to the main hall on his own hinds.”


      The guards both saluted, and then there was much rustling of chain and clacking of metal, and then Erik’s shackles fell to the floor with a muffled thud. My master rose, as did Miss Rena, and the two moved towards the door. “By your leave, Baron,” my master said with a grin as he motioned towards the door. “Let’s get this behind us.”


      Erik lifted his head, still rubbing at his wrists. His muzzle was set in a thin line, and his blue eyes were hard. The wetness beneath them had spread, but his voice was steady when he spoke. “No.”


      That brought my master up short. “Listen, Erik, I know you’re angry at how this has all happened, but let’s not—”


      “I said ‘no’, Valentin.” Erik’s voice was little more than a whisper, but it still rang out in Baron Jazinsk’s chambers. “I won’t do it. I’d rather rot in prison for the rest of my years than spend one more day on Deterikh’s throne.”


      My master’s ears drew tight against his head at Erik’s proclamation. “That would’ve been nice to hear about six months ago,” he grumbled under his breath. Then, more loudly, he addressed my previous owner. “I want to commend you on deciding to stand up for yourself, but if we’re going to get Datsia off the throne, we need you to take it back. Or would you rather we end up at war?”


      Erik shook his head and rubbed at his wrists again; in the rich light, I could see as well as smell the sores where the shackles had rubbed his fur raw. His fur, once a rich black, had grown grey with dust and neglect. The loose cotton shirt they’d given him hung sloppily from his shoulders, and the rope belt holding up his pants looked as if it were cutting into his waist. Still, he held his head high and met his sergeant’s gaze with clear eyes. “I can’t go back, Valentin. This isn’t just some kittish whim; I’ve had days to think about this.”


      “Days, he says,” my master sighed in exasperation. “Against six generations of history. Listen, Erik.” He pressed against the bridge of his muzzle with one finger, his other paw on his hip. “I know that you didn’t get a lot of respect on the throne. I know I had a large part to play in that, and I’m sorry. I’d swear on my dagger if I had it with me.”


      “Is that the one you used to stab me?” Erik loudly barked back, snapping my master’s ears flat. He clenched his paws at his side and his tail bristled behind him. “I trusted you before, and I got burned for it. Now you want me to throw myself back into that fire?”


      “Erik, that’s—” My master’s voice cut off sharply as his paw rose, claws bared. He quickly balled it into a fist and forced it back to his side, his whole arm tensing. “I’m sorry.” His voice dropped again, trying to sound civil. “I want you to do the job as you should have the first time.”


      Erik crossed his arms, glaring at my master from across the room, but then hung his head and sighed. “It wouldn’t have mattered. I would’ve been a miserable baron.”


      My master’s muzzle froze, half-open, eyes wide. “Oh, dust.” He sputtered briefly, then shook his head. “Now you’re just repeating Datsia’s lies. I’m sure you’ll—”


      “Valentin, stop.” Erik hissed the last, hugging himself tightly. My master closed his muzzle, and Erik stepped forward, glaring as though he wished to lash out, clutching his waist as if he feared being hit. “I don’t want your praise, or your lectures. I want you to listen to me for once in your life.” His tail jutted out from his back and his shoulders trembled. “What’s changed from last month to today? I’m still the same as I was. Inexperienced. Nervous. Living every minute in my father’s shadow.”


      My master chuckled weakly and sat again on the edge of Baron Jazinsk’s table. “I’m sure having this conversation in public is doing wonders for your reputation. What matters is that you’ll be a better ruler than Datsia.”


      Erik rolled his eyes. “So, I’m the worst possible choice for baron, excepting the present one. Valentin, you aren’t hearing a thing I’m saying.”


      “You’re not saying anything worth hearing!” my master snapped. I heard his claws dig into the hardwood and flinched. Then he held his paws, pads out in apology. “I’m sorry, that wasn’t necessary. Listen, Erik, Datsia has to be removed. If not, Deterikh’s either going to swallow its neighbors or it’s going to be crushed and its lands scattered.” Every word fell heavily from his muzzle, his pleading tone weighted with anger. “What of your father’s legacy then? I know I’m asking a lot of you but you have to trust me on this. Deterikh needs a peacemaker on the throne, not a warmonger.”


      “And then what?” Erik threw his paws in the air in frustration. “What of next week, and next month and next year? I’m still an unstable half-breed.” He flung the phrase back at my master. “I’m still carrying the weight of the stars and my mother and what I did to Taneh.” He jabbed one finger in my direction, his claw aimed at my muzzle. “I almost killed em, Valentin! I couldn’t fight until I was backed into a corner and then I lashed out until I was more afraid of what I’d done than I was of what I couldn’t stop. You’re asking me to throw myself – willingly – into the flames!” Erik’s voice cracked, then dropped to a whisper. “I can’t. I just can’t.”


      Baron Jazinsk harrumphed from his seat at the table. “I’m disappointed in you, boy.”


      Erik didn’t turn, and his voice remained soft. “Yes, well, I’m disappointed in me too, grandfather.”


      My master stepped away from the table, his tail held low through force of will, though his ears remained flat against his head. “Listen, Erik, I know this is hard for you.” His scent was predatory, his motions stiff and awkward, but the anger was gone from his voice. He sounded like a parent consoling a frightened child. “I’m starting to get a sense of what this means to you, and you’re right, it probably is a bad idea. However, the idea of leaving Datsia in power is far worse, and I think you recognize that, don’t you?”


      Erik nodded once, and my master put one paw on his shoulder and leaned down to meet the young baron eye-to-eye. “That means we need to get her off of the throne, and the only person who can really do that is you.”


      “Why, though?” Erik’s rebuke was quick and plaintive, his voice rising sharply. “I don’t want to be baron! I didn’t want it before! Why can’t you do it? You’re capable, you’re knowledgeable.”


      “I—” My master drew in a sharp breath, then let it out, sagging forward slightly. “Listen, Erik. I know you don’t want this, but I can’t. This goes beyond what you want, or even what I want. If I help you retake your seat, then Datsia’s clearly a usurper, and we’re just restoring the normal order of things. If I take the throne from her, then I risk throwing Deterikh into a race for succession. You’ve heard the stories of Jazinsk’s troubles before Tomas, didn’t you?” Erik nodded again, and my master lifted his head, projecting his voice. “The Jazinskis have prospered for decades, but prior to him, they had twenty years of chaos. That would mean all of Wilik’s work securing the peace, gone. You don’t want that, do you?”


      Erik tensed, his ears flattening, but then shook his head. “No, of course not,” my master soothed. His ears were arched forward at this point, his voice gentle. “But that means that, at the very least, you have to take the throne back from Datsia.” He held out a paw to forestall the protest that rose to Erik’s muzzle. “I can’t take it from her, but I’ll be there to help you hold onto it until the barony is stable. If, once that’s done, you still want to be rid of it, then I’ll accept your abdication.”


      The word cast a heavy pall over the room, and for several seconds no one spoke. Then Erik turned to my master, his ears flat against his head and his tail curled. “On your blade, sergeant.” His whisper filled the parlor.


      My master nodded, then turned to Mister Dagos. “Your dagger, please?” Baron Jazinsk’s sergeant passed him the slim blade, which he balanced across the pads of his paw. “I swear to the Great Family, I’ll accept the barony of Deterikh from you after this war is ended, if that’s what you still wish.”


      Erik’s ears rose slightly at that, and a faint smile spread across his muzzle. “Thank you.”


      “Don’t thank me yet,” my master countered with a chuckle. He turned the blade around in his fingers, then passed it to Erik. “An oath from you, as well. You’ll do all you can to reclaim the throne from your aunt, and remain on the throne until the barony is secure.”


      Erik’s ears wilted once more, but he took the dagger from my master, gripping the blade in one trembling paw. “I swear to the Great Family, I’ll fight to retake Barony Deterikh until my final breath.” He drew in a heavy breath and sighed. “Will that suffice?”


      My master smiled and gently shook Erik by the shoulder. “That’s fine.” Then he turned to Baron Deterikh and straightened. “Your Excellency, I think we’re ready to return to court.”
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      Erik’s first steps out of Baron Jazinsk’s chambers were hesitant, with his arms held tightly around his middle. His head remained low, his ears flat and his tail pinned to his back. He looked even more like a prisoner than when we arrived; before, his bonds were merely physical, but his oath bound him more tightly than any chain could. He seemed to swim in his ill-fitting shift and pants, self-consciously focusing on the floor, underdressed for his peers, overdressed for his desires.


      Beside him, my master walked slowly, a few paces behind the Jazinski contingent. He held his head high and his stride was deliberate, but he kept pace with the young baron and his gaze barely strayed from the top of Erik’s head. He kept one paw on my lead as a reminder of my place and the other on Erik’s shoulder in reassurance, but where my chain slid freely through his fingers, the young baron had no slack at all. My master steered him carefully, nudging him forward when he dug in his claws, keeping him a few measured steps behind the guards escorting us back to the main hall.


      More guards flanked the side entrance, and the procession stopped with Baron Jazinsk’s paw on the handle. “Valentin,” he called back without turning.


      My master’s ears perked at his name. “Your Excellency?”


      “Jazinsk’s taking a risk on your friend.” Disdain dripped from the baron’s words. “I’m not a gambler.”


      My master chuckled softly. “It’s a risk either way, your Excellency. Do you favor your odds with Erik and I, or with Datsia and Dion?”


      Baron Jazinsk’s only reply was a derisive hmph and the rumble of the crowd as he pulled open the heavy wooden door. Inside the hall, the audience had swollen since daybreak; half of Krolik must have turned out for the spectacle. It took only a few seconds for the first few people to notice our return, and then word of our arrival rippled through the room. Cheers for the baron spread in waves from the wall, mixed with applause that rang out into the hall.


      “Erik?” My master stopped just before the door and tugged gently at the young baron’s shoulder. Erik turned, and Valentin brought the two muzzle to muzzle. “Listen to me, and remember. You can do this. You’ve held court before. You just have to—”


      “Valentin, stop.” Erik’s sigh cut across my master’s instructions as he brushed aside his sergeant’s paws. His shoulders were stooped, but he lifted his head high and perked his ears as he faced my owner. “I know what I’m doing. I’ve faked being in charge before.” The faintest of smiles passed across his muzzle, and his tail flicked behind him. “Besides, I swore, didn’t I?”


      My master held fast at that, gazing deeply into Erik’s eyes. His muzzle was still, his eyes half-squinting, as if searching for something. After a few seconds, he turned his head, though the stare felt like it lasted much longer. “Yes,” he confessed, his voice low. “Yes, you did. Let’s finish this.” He gestured to the open door. “After you, Baron.”


      “Thank you, Sergeant,” Erik replied as he raised himself to his full height, then passed into the Jazinski court. As he entered, the crowd rained down jeers from the rafters, a sea of scowls and sneers that filled the room. I imagined, in the back, one tiny island of artificial calm, Miss Aura struggling desperately against the urge to cheer for her sage-son. I strained to see her, but the sharp crack of Mister Dagos’ staff against the stone floor snapped my attention back to the dais.


      “Hear ye! Hear ye!” the Jazinski sergeant bellowed, his arms raised for silence. “On this, the seventh of Serpi, does the court of His Excellency Tomas, son of Miros, Baron of Jazinsk, return to order! Will the accused approach the podium!” Erik looked back to my master, then briefly cast his eyes to mine and smiled. I did my best to return the look and nodded my encouragement, and the young baron turned and strode up to the podium. His tail had resumed its lazy curl against his back, and his ears stood proudly over his head. He held his head high, and I could imagine the smile – an echo of the one he showed me as we gazed out over Baris together – that he offered to the others.


      Picturing it in my mind made my chest tight, and I drew in a sharp breath. My master put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me to him, and I sank against his side. On the dais, Mister Dagos brandished his staff in our direction. “Erik, son of Wilik, do you speak for the others?”


      “I do, Your Excellency,” Erik replied, projecting his voice clearly to be heard over the crowd’s jeering. “Not guilty on all counts.”


      That sent the gallery into a frenzy, but the Jazinski sergeant slammed his staff against the ground. “Order!” he bellowed. It took a second crack to still the crowd enough for him to be heard over their jeers. “Do you stand by the words issued by your sergeant-at-arms?”


      Erik nodded. “I do,” he repeated. “The facts as they have been presented to Barony Jazinsk have been those that my aunt, Datsia, daughter of Stela, wished you to see. Dion, son of Lazlo, played Tomas and me off against each other, a ruse I deeply regret not having caught earlier.” He turned to face Baron Jazinsk directly. “It has always been my wish for closer ties between my father’s home and my mother’s, Your Excellency. It would be a shame for this deception to destroy both our legacies.”


      Mister Dagos turned to his baron and bowed. “Your Excellency, you have heard the evidence presented in chamber, and you have heard the pleas of the accused. How do you rule?”


      Baron Jazinsk rose from his throne and drew the sword from his sheath in a single fluid motion, and the crowd fell silent. Stepping forward to stand before Erik, he turned his gaze not to the accused, but to my master. Every breath in the room held still, afraid to disturb the deliberations. The tip of the baron’s blade shook from the tension in his grip, and his chest rose and fell. Anger warred with despair in his expressions, until his squinted his eyes shut and his shoulders sagged, his ears falling forward over his eyes. He threw the blade back into its sheath and turned his back on the crowd.


      “Not guilty.”


      The crowd was on its hinds in an instant, their anger erupting in cries of “traitor” and “betrayal!” Smashes rang out from the ground as they threw wooden bowls down from the gallery to shatter against the stone, spattering drops of broth and scattering splinters about the floor. The revolt in miniature continued for almost a minute, with Baron Jazinsk shaking ever more furiously where he stood, until he snatched the staff from Mister Dagos’ paws and brought it with a crash down against the stone floor.


      “Enough!” The single bellowed word was enough to stun the crowd into a semblance of order. One second passed, then another, and another, until Baron Jazinsk drew himself up to his full height and raised his voice to address the audience. “There has been betrayal here, yes, and treachery, but it has not been this man!” He thrust the end of the staff towards Erik. “There will be vengeance, yes, and justice, but it will not come at the cost of truth! A usurper sits on the Deterikh throne, one who even now threatens our safety! Let us focus our righteous wrath on the true enemy of Jazinsk! Join with me, my people, and let us restore my grandson to his throne!”


      In the back of the gallery, near the front row, a single voice cried out above the crowd. “Death to Datsia!” It became a chant, carried around the balcony, echoed across the main hall. Death to Datsia. Death to Datsia. For over a minute, the words rang out throughout the room, until the audience degenerated into mad applause and cheers for their baron.


      “Tomas!” Erik shouted to be heard over the crowd. “I have a favor to ask of you, baron to baron.” Erik turned and encompassed my master and I with a wave of his arm. “My sergeant and pet likely had a hard ride here, and they’ve likely not slept for dust in days before. Speed is of the essence, but a good night’s sleep and provisions will do us more than a few extra hours on the road.”


      “Done,” the elderly baron nodded. “Anything else?”


      Erik hesitated a moment, then said, “One last. I’d like the help of your alchemist for the night. Jazinsk’s finest will be busy guarding the front; we’ll need every edge we can muster for the fight to come.”


      Tomas, Baron Jazinsk, frowned, but he nodded again. “Agreed. Rena.” He turned to the alchemist sitting under the balcony. “Escort them to your labs. Aid them however you can. Dagos, have a suite prepared for the baron and his aide.” He looked to my master, then back to Erik. “Korski’s luck be with you, Erik. You’ll need it.” Then, raising his voice to the audience, he spoke once more. “Court dismissed!”


      My master was at Erik’s side in a heartbeat, a paw on his shoulder. “Good job, Erik. Now let’s get going. We’ve got a lot to prepare and not a lot of time.” He glanced at me, then back to Erik. “I suppose I should give you back your pet,” he chuckled. “Pity; I was enjoying em.”


      I flushed at the words, but moreso at Erik’s smile. “Accepted, but I’ll be glad to share. My heart’s about to leap out of my chest. Let’s go before I collapse.”


      Miss Aura stood at the entrance to the Jazinski alchemist’s lab, her paws pressed tightly together before her, a casual smirk set on her muzzle. “That was quite the performance,” she called down the hallway. “I’d have wagered you rehearsed it.” Her voice only quavered as she got to the final word.


      Erik’s answer was to stop and stare like a kit, ears perked and tail jutting out behind him. “Aura?” His voice was years ago and leagues away. “What are you doing here?”


      “Oh, not much,” she replied, picking at one sleeve of her top with her claws. “Consulting on Jazinski’s crops, saving my sage-son.” She wiped at her eyes. “Waste of my time, it seems. You and Valentin had matters in paw.” She took one hesitant step forward, then another and another, until she was running towards us. She threw her arms around my master’s shoulders, and as he awkwardly returned the embrace, she shook against him, her muzzle pressed against his neck. No sound escaped her, but her shoulders shuddered as she held him, and when she withdrew, the fur beneath her eyes glistened. “I thought I’d lost you, too.”


      My master squeezed his sage-mother tightly, his tail curling between her legs at his words. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, his tail curling tightly below him. “I didn’t know what else to do.”


      “It’s alright,” Miss Aura sighed. “All’s forgiven.” She held my master for several more seconds, until both their shaking subsided. “Now, let me get a look at you.” She snorted and cleared her throat noisily, then stepped back and put her paws on his shoulders. “Did they treat you well? Great Family help me, if they hurt you—”


      “Aura?” My... Mister Valentin’s voice suddenly overrode the sage’s. “With all respect, there’ll be time for that later. Right now, I need you and Rena to focus. We’re two against a battalion. We’ll need every edge we can get.”


      The sage laughed darkly in response. “I’ve already made a few plans, but I can prepare a few more, if Rena’s game to help.” The Jazinski alchemist nodded, and Miss Aura’s tail lashed behind her to accompany her almost feral smile. “It’ll be three, though, so plan accordingly, sergeant.”


      Mister Valentin opened his muzzle to protest, then closed it and shook his head. “Protesting would be useless. Your help is welcome, of course, but I won’t have time to argue with you. If I give an order, I expect it to be followed.”


      Miss Aura drew in a sharp breath, but then bowed her head and heavily sighed. “As you wish.” She turned to the Jazinski alchemist, then cautiously held forth a paw. “I... was surprised by Baron Jazinsk’s insight.”


      Miss Rena chuckled and took the offered paw in hers. “Your apology is accepted.” At the sage’s flush, she laughed. “Come; let’s see what can be done before tomorrow, and of course you’re welcome to stay another night.” Turning to my master, she gave a quick half-bow. “Baron, Dagos will surely come here to tell you when your room is ready; would you prefer to wait here, or should I suggest he find you elsewhere?”


      My master shrugged in response, but Mister Valentin leaned a heavy paw on his shoulder. “We have plans to make and little enough time to make them. Do you have paper and charcoal to spare?”


      The Jazinski alchemist nodded, then motioned us into the room after them. The alchemist’s lab reminded me of Miss Aura’s workshop, the floor mostly open, dotted with scuffed chalk-marks and traces of salt. A single table ran the length of the room, holding stands of clouded glass apparatus, some half-filled with powders and fluids. Half-familiar charts hung from two walls, with a bookshelf covering the third. Three steps within, the two sages fell to talking, leaving my past and present owners to plan our untimely return.


      I did my best to follow my master’s conversation, watching as Mister Valentin drew charts and maps, listening as they talked of shifts and rotations. Soon, though, the words began to run together in my ears, as each interrupted the other with new suggestions. I paid as much attention as I could, but before long the pictures before me seemed more arcane than Miss Aura’s sigils. I bit my lip and shifted uncomfortably from one hind to the other, my paws pressed together before me, squinting at the sergeant’s papers, but I couldn’t calm the thudding in my chest.


      Mid-word, my master stopped and turned to me. His ears flattened against his head and his tail wagged behind him. One paw gently brushed my shoulder, and he smiled. “This is people-talk, pet,” he chided gently. “Shouldn’t you be down with the other animals?”


      I couldn’t help the whimper that rose in my throat. I managed to nod, once, as I sunk gratefully to my knees and pressed my paws against my thighs. My master’s fingers moved to the backs of my ears, and he stroked them gently as I shifted closer. That familiar ache, so long ignored I had almost forgotten it, flared to life deep inside me, and I pressed my muzzle to his hip, breathing deep of his scent, remembering it, letting his presence wash over my senses. In that moment, I wanted nothing more than to feel him within me, to let myself be consumed by his desire, an urge so potent that it made me tremble.


      Mister Valentin chuckled above me, and I felt a second paw touch the back of my head. “Ey’s been really well-behaved.”


      My master lowered his head and cupped my muzzle with his paw, lifting my gaze to his. I stared into his sky-blue eyes, whimpering at the thought of his muzzle against mine, his tongue dancing past my lips. He smiled and brushed his thumb slowly over my cheek. “Ey’s been through a lot, and it isn’t over. Best to give em a bit of rest. Little light?”


      I sagged forward at that magical phrase, eyes closing as I sank against my master’s hip. “I am ready,” I breathed.


      “I know you are,” my master soothed, stroking my muzzle with his fingers. “Relax, breathe deep. Close your eyes, count the lights within you. Just an animal. Just a slave.” His voice sank to a low murmur as he petted me. “You don’t have to think; you just have to obey.” He kept up his quiet patter as I fell against him, shivering and breathing quietly, counting the twelve lights that spun and danced before me as I fell deeper and deeper, even the need within me receding as I sank into trance.


      Time disappeared as I knelt beside my master. At one point, I noticed that the sun had set. At another, I discovered that I had been hungry for some time. Each of these realizations, however, seemed distant and disconnected. My world had become his paw against my fur, his musk in my nostrils, and his words in my ear.


      The tap on the top of my head, a sudden change from the steady caress of my master’s paw, made me lift my head, but not until I heard my master say, “wake up, pet,” did I manage to shake myself out of that drifting reverie. I blinked and rubbed at my eyes with my paws, and my master shook my shoulder gently. “Stand and follow.”


      I yawned and nodded, then stretched as I stood. Behind me, the door to Miss Rena’s lab latched closed. “Yes, master?” I kept my voice low. “What is it?”


      “That was Dagos,” Mister Valentin replied with a rustle of paperwork. “Supper is ready, after which our rooms should be as well. We need to get an early sleep; we leave for Baris at dawn tomorrow.”


      Mister Dagos bowed as he swung open the door to my master’s and Mister Valentin’s room. “I apologize in advance for the quarters; we weren’t expecting dignitaries.” Beyond, a witchlight by the door revealed a room fully half the size of Baron Jazinsk’s quarters. Couches lined the walls, with a few smaller tables scattered among them. A door in the back wall led from this small parlor presumably to the bedroom, with a cot set beside it covered in quilts. “It was the best I could arrange on short notice.”


      “I’m sure it will be fine,” my master demurred as he stepped inside, looking around. “Valentin, you’ll be comfortable with that?”


      The Deterikh sergeant-at-arms shrugged. “I can sleep anywhere.” He strode over to the cot, then waved a paw towards the inner door. “Get a look at your room; if you’re not going to rest, tomorrow’s going to be miserable.”


      My master nodded, then pushed open the door between the two chambers. Beyond, a few straggling rays of sun gave a pinkish tint to the glow of the witchlight on the nightstand. The bed that dominated the room, an ornately-carved four-poster, could easily have slept both my past and present owners, and a smaller straw mattress sat at its end. In the corner of the room, in an open wardrobe, my master’s uniform hung, the jacket and pants freshly washed. My master’s mace and spear stood against its side, and his knife sat at the bottom, still in its sheath.


      With a grimace, my master walked past the bed to stand before the wardrobe. One trembling paw took the sleeve of the jacket, and then he clenched his fist tightly around it and bowed his head. “I didn’t—” The words were a whisper, dragged out of him before he could stop himself, then cut short before he could give voice to the thought.


      Mister Valentin’s head poked into the doorway. “Something wrong?”


      My master’s head snapped around. “No, just saying I wasn’t expecting to see this again.” He favored his sergeant with a smile, but his ears lay flat against his head. “It’ll be fine.”


      Mister Dagos flicked an ear, scowling from the doorway. “If there’s a problem, Baron, I’m sure I could—”


      “It’s fine, Dagos,” my master sighed. “Your hospitality has never faltered, even in prison.”


      At that, the two sergeants turned to each other. Something silently passed between them, and then Mister Valentin shook his head subtly, little more than twitch of his whiskers. Mister Dagos replied with a faint roll of his shoulders that might have been a shrug, and then the Jazinski sergeant turned to my master. “With your leave,” he said, then exited the room without another word, pulling the outer door closed behind him.


      Mister Valentin followed his Jazinski counterpart, only turning his attention back to my master once the door was closed. “Listen, Erik, for someone trying to rebuild relationships, you’re not exactly endearing yourself.”


      My master sighed and dropped onto the overstuffed mattress, then motioned for me to sit at his hinds. “I know,” he grumbled. “I was just... caught short. I shouldn’t have snapped.”


      Mister Valentin chuckled. “You’re going to have to watch that temper.” He held up a paw to forestall my master’s protest. “We’ll talk about it later. Dawn’s going to come all too early. Will you be able to sleep on that?”


      “I’ll be fine,” my master repeated. “Just let me get some sleep, okay? This hasn’t been a quiet week for me.”


      “It hasn’t for any of us,” Mister Valentin replied. “Sleep well, and try to sleep soon, if you can. Good night, Erik.” Then he pulled the door closed behind him, the latch clicking into place.


      My master sat silently for a few seconds, then fell back against the bed with a groan. “With friends like that....” He didn’t finish the thought, his voice fading. A few moments later, he spoke again, without having moved. “Pet?”


      I lifted my head at the question. “Yes, master?”


      Silence lingered after my question, until my master sat up again. “I....” He drew in a sharp breath, then let it out and put a paw on my shoulder. “I’m sorry. For what I did. I... wasn’t in control of myself. I hurt you. Badly.”


      I smiled in response. “You don’t have to apologize to me, but you’re forgiven.” I paused a brief moment, then put one of my paws over his. “Erik.”


      The baron chuckled nervously at that. “Okay, I deserved that, I suppose, but we’re even now.” He slid off of the bed. “Help me out of this, will you?”


      I rose as he did, my smile still fixed on my muzzle. “We are even, yes.” Then I slid his paw from my shoulder, catching his gaze with mine. “Aren’t we, Erik?”


      My master’s blue eyes went wide as he stared back into mine, and his ears fell flat against his head. We held each other’s gaze for a second, until he snapped his head to the side. “Now you’re just being insubordinate,” Erik protested as he turned away. “I thought you were supposed to be my slave, not Valentin’s.”


      I shook my head and stepped forward. “I am your slave, and that means I can serve you best by giving you what you need.” I lay my paw gently on his shoulder. “When you said what you did this afternoon... I saw the look you gave me.”


      Erik froze, his tail bristling behind him. “What of it? I was giving a few kind words to—”


      I reached around the young baron and pressed the edge of one paw across his muzzle. “You weren’t just relieving me of a burden, were you?” I asked, pressing myself against his back. The heat of his body against mine made my cleft burn with need, but I forced those thoughts to the side. “You were wishing someone would do that for you.”


      Erik stayed quiet for several seconds after I removed my paw. “So, you figured it out.”


      I nodded. “I suspected after I saw you in court, but that small kindness confirmed it for me. So, it’s my turn to ease your burdens.”


      “I can’t,” Erik hissed as he lurched forward, jerking himself out of my arms and slamming his paws into the overstuffed bed. “I can’t let you! I can’t let myself stop being baron! I tried! You and Valentin and Aura, you came all the way out here to drag me back! I—”


      I stepped forward and put one paw against his muzzle again, shushing him softly as I wiped at his eyes with the heel of the other. “No, you can’t stop being baron, but when it’s just you and I... well, you can let me help you forget for a while, can’t you? They gave me to you to ease the pains of leadership. Isn’t that what I’m doing?” Erik drew in a ragged breath and nodded, and I slid my arms around his shoulders and held him. “Out there, yes, you’ll be Baron Deterikh, but in here... nothing says you can’t be my pet.”


      Erik shivered at the word, and then his arms went around me, and pulled me tightly to him. The first sob that broke his chest sent a shudder down his spine, but he muffled his cries against my shoulder, pressing his muzzle into my fur. I held him as he wore himself out against me, one paw running soothingly down his back, the other held around his waist, rocking him gently as he dripped tears down his muzzle and into my fur.


      When his tears finally stilled and he began to cough, I wiped again at his eyes, then gently turned him to face me. “Feeling better?” He nodded weakly, then snorted again. I gently helped him out of his oversized shirt, then wiped at his muzzle with it. “You’ll have better to wear tomorrow,” I said gently, “but that’s to worry about later. Tonight....” I took a deep breath, then let it out and put as much force into my voice as I could. “Strip, pet, and up on the bed with you.”


      Erik whimpered. “Yes... master.” The word was a prayer, scarcely believed and quietly hopeful. His trembling fingers fumbled with the rope belt holding up his pants, then awkwardly tugged them past his wagging tail to reveal a shaft already hard and free of its sheath, its tip dripping with excitement. He kicked to free his legs, then jumped onto the bed and balanced on his shins, resting his paws on his knees as he had seen me do so many times before. “Like this?”


      I smiled. “Like that, pet.” I rubbed a paw slowly down his back, tracing along his spine, then around beneath his tail to caress its underside, which drew a quiet moan from Erik’s muzzle. When I slapped his rump, it was barely with any force at all, but he still yelped and the fur of his tail stuck straight out. “Very nice,” I murmured as I patted the spot I had just struck, making him whimper. “Forward, pet, onto all fours.”


      Erik fell forward onto his paws and knees, and I walked around to the side of the bed and slid into it, sitting with my back to the wall. “Now, pet,” I whispered as I cupped his muzzle in my paws. “I want you to tell me who owns you.”


      “You do, master,” he whispered, his voice cracking.


      “Good boy.” I moved one paw to the top of his head and stroked it down his neck. “Good pet.” The ache within me had become a raging inferno, need searing me from the inside, but I still took my time, hoping to make the moment last. “You’re eager to please your master, aren’t you?” He nodded vigorously at that, and I smiled, then spread my legs to him, exposing my cleft. “Forward, pet, and lick. Carefully.”


      Erik dove for my sex like a moth to that flame, his tongue hungrily diving into my depths as if drawn to them. I had to bite my tongue to still the cry that came to my throat as he lapped at me, and then to push back with my paws to pull him out of me. “Not so fast!” I hissed. “Slowly. Tenderly. Savor it, pet.”


      Erik whimpered, but he did his best to comply, tongue slowly sweeping along my cleft, gliding over my sensitive flesh. The fires inside me raged as he stoked them with his muzzle, but I focused on water within to keep myself calm. “Good pet, nice and slow. Eager but obedient.” I stroked the scruff of his neck as he lapped at my need, my breath hastening despite my efforts. “Between the folds, in their depths, that little bit of flesh,” I directed, as the slaver had taught me so many months ago. “Don’t touch it directly, but the skin around it....”


      Every inch of my skin burned as his tongue flicked over the indicated area. Despite my efforts, I could feel my need rising, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold myself back for long. Even the occasional brush against my nubbin only served to flare my arousal, and soon all I could do was to press my paws against the back of his head, holding him to my sex as he dragged me closer and closer to climax. My breath felt hot as it left me, each gasp feeling like it could be my last. His flesh seared me where he touched, and I shook beneath his attentions as he inflamed my passions.


      When my release hit, it was with the force of a lightning strike, a burst of heat and light within that overwhelmed my senses. For a moment, I felt as if I’d been struck blind and rapturous, every fiber of my being alight with pleasure. I shook against Erik’s muzzle, my wordless cry rising back to the heavens as I rode out my release, smaller shocks flashing through me. My skin glowed with pleasure, and I slumped back against the bed, gently pushing Erik’s muzzle away. “Enough, enough,” I panted, groaning as I struggled to sit up.


      Wordlessly, Erik fell against me, awkwardly trying to wrap his arms around me. “Thank you,” he whispered, pressing his muzzle to my shoulder. “Thank you... master.”


      “It’s alright, pet,” I soothed, hugging him gently. “You did very well for your first time. You’re unskilled, but I think you’ll learn quickly.”


      Erik’s ears flushed with the correction, but his shaft spasmed against my leg. “I’m sorry, master.”


      I kissed the top of his head. “No need to apologize, pet. You’re only just starting.” I glanced towards the end of the bed. “By all rights, I should send you down there, but seeing as we’ve a long day ahead of us, I think you need all the rest you can get.” I patted the mattress beside me. “Pull back the comforter, and let’s get some sleep.”


      Erik whined softly, muzzle pressed to my shoulder. “I don’t know if I can. I’m so tense.”


      I giggled quietly in response and trailed a paw down his front, pressing my palm against his shaft. He hissed at the touch and it shuddered at my touch. “Whose decision is it if you get any release tonight, pet?”


      “Yours!” Erik gasped, tensing with every caress, a soft whimper escaping him with every panting breath. “Yours, master.”


      “Good pet,” I whispered, kissing his cheek. “I won’t normally be so generous, but you need sleep for tomorrow.” With one arm under his head, I rippled my stubby digits over his sheath and shaft with the other, cradling him to my chest as I pleasured him. It didn’t take long for him to start bucking his hips against my paw, and soon his whole body shook as he peaked, covering my paw and thighs with his desire.


      I held him until the last of his shivering subsided, then kissed the top of his head. “Grab your pants; let’s clean this up.” Erik complied quietly, and soon after the soiled linens fell to the floor as we slid under the comforter. I giggled at the thought of Mister Dagos finding the remnants of our night, wondering if he would realize what had transpired. “Better?”


      Erik’s beatific smile lit up the room, and he nodded dreamily. “Thank you, master.” He turned and draped the cover over the witchlight, sending the room into twilight, then snuggled up against my side. I pressed my muzzle gently to his, and then the two of us drifted to sleep in each others’ arms.
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      RETURN


      The first sensation that came to me the next morning wasn’t the pounding at the door, but the way Erik clung more tightly to me with each bang. He pressed himself against my side with a grimace on his muzzle, his eyes squinted shut and his ears pulled flat against his head to block out the sound. His breath whistled quick and shallow through his muzzle, and he shivered despite the heavy comforter.


      With his legs tucked up against his chest, he looked like a frightened kit. I cast a scowl towards the door, then gently put a paw on Erik’s shoulder. “Pet?” I shook gently, and he hunkered down further under the blankets. “Open your eyes, look at me.”


      Erik drew in a sharp breath, then looked up at me. The corners of his eyes were damp. “Yes, master?” he breathed.


      I smiled as gently as I could and rubbed my muzzle against his. “Now is the time not to be afraid. We have to go.”


      My pet swallowed hard at that, but then he nodded and pulled me into a hug. “Thank you.” Then, sitting up, he turned to the door and called out, “Come in!” Gone was the kit afraid of the world; in his place sat Baron Deterikh, faintly annoyed with its interruption.


      Mister Valentin jerked open the door as soon as the first word was out of Erik’s muzzle. He still wore his pants, but his chest was bare, his shirt draped over his shoulder. In the dim pre-dawn light, his eyes glittered like polished emerald. He stood just inside the inner chamber for a few seconds, studying the scene before him. He glanced towards the pile of discarded clothing beside the bed, then back up to my master. “How was your night?”


      “The best I’ve had in years,” Erik replied with a chuckle. Beneath the mattress, his paw clenched mine in a death-grip. “When do we leave?”


      If the sergeant saw Erik’s arm trembling, he gave no sign. “We should have left half an hour ago, but I only just awoke myself.” He hooked a thumb towards the door behind him. “As soon as you’re dressed, we need to be on the road.”


      Erik nodded, then waved Mister Valentin back out of the room. “I’ll make haste.” Ignoring his nudity, he slid off the bed and made his way over to the dresser. “Rise, pet. Follow.”


      Mister Valentin watched as I slid off the end of the bed, his eyes trailing over me as if looking for fresh injuries. He spared another glance towards Erik, then shrugged. “I’ll be waiting.” He stepped back across the threshold, and the door latched shut behind him. A second later, I heard a soft thunk behind me, and then the scrape of wood against stone.


      When I looked back, Erik had his head down against side of the wooden cabinet, his shoulders slumped and his tail hanging low behind him. “I can’t do this,” he muttered. “I can fake it for an hour or a day, but a month? A year? How long does he expect me to keep up this charade?”


      “As long as you can, pet,” I chided softly as I approached. I placed my paw on his shoulder, and a shudder ran down his spine. “Mister Valentin’s said he’ll talk abdication when the war is over, once the line of succession is—”


      “Dust on succession!” Erik hissed, shoving the wardrobe backwards. His spear slid forward and clattered against the ground. “I can’t handle this! It shouldn’t be me!” His voice had started soft, but he grew louder with every word. “It’s not—”


      When my paw hit the side of Erik’s temple, his protests died in his throat. His eyes went wide and one paw went to his muzzle, visibly shocked that I would dare to raise my fist to him. “Who owns you, pet?” I asked, putting as much disapproval into my voice as I could.


      Erik swallowed heavily at that. “You do, master,” he whispered in reply. He cast his gaze downwards, his ears flattening against his head.


      I folded my arms across my chest. “And what does it mean if I give you an order, pet?”


      “It means I obey, master,” my pet replied.


      “Good pet,” I nodded. “So, here then are your first standing orders. When you are in public, you are to act as Baron Deterikh would. At all times, you are to maintain the pretense of being nobility.” I cupped one paw under his muzzle and lifted his gaze to mine. “No one is to suspect from here out that you are anything but the master of the barony. If I hear any questions about your ability from any quarter, then I will find some means to punish you. Is that understood, pet?”


      Erik swallowed, but his tail wagged behind him. “Yes, master.”


      I chuckled at his response, both physical and vocal. “Good. Second, after Datsia is removed from the throne – and we will remove her – you will find time to tell both Miss Aura and Mister Valentin of our arrangement.”


      Erik’s eyes snapped wide in response. “But—”


      I held up my free paw and shook my head. “No buts, pet. If your sergeant has a problem with it, he’ll probably be eager to accept your abdication, and your sage-mother already knows you and I were born under the same stars.” I smiled faintly at that. “None of this will be a surprise to her.”


      “Y... yes, master,” Erik replied with a whimper. He shivered, but he didn’t pull away from me.


      “Good pet,” I said as I stepped forward and hugged him. “This isn’t going to be easy on you, and I know that. In public, everyone must think that I’m your slave. Nothing you do to me to prove that will be held against you. If you feel the need to apologize once we’re alone again, I’ll forgive you then. Alright?” He nodded, and I gently kissed the top of his head. “Now get dressed, pet. Mister Valentin is waiting.”


      With that, I let go and stepped away, and Erik began shuffling into his uniform. He looked both uncomfortable and unhappy as he dressed himself, grimacing at every piece of clothing like a fresh shackle. Once together, though, he tugged the hem of his jacket down and squared his shoulders, and before me stood the young baron that first greeted me when Mister Dion gave me to him. “Am I presentable?” he asked as he looked over his shoulder, adjusting his pants around his tail. Despite his question, he sounded more sure of himself than he had in weeks, even before his flight from power.


      “Yes, master,” I replied as I bowed my head.


      Baron Deterikh chuckled in response to that and clapped me on the shoulder. “Good.” He paused a moment, then placed a tender kiss against my muzzle. He retrieved his dagger and slid it inside his jacket, then clipped the mace to his belt. Grabbing his spear, he beckoned to me to follow him, then strode over to the door. “Sorry I’m late,” he called as he walked into the outer chamber. “Someone’s pet needed a quick reprimand.”


      “No later than I expected.” Mister Valentin replied. The sergeant stood by the door, shouldering his pack. “Let’s go find Aura and get going. Every ray of light is precious at this point.”


      Miss Aura must not have been told of the plan, or had chosen to overlook it; Miss Rena’s door remained tightly shut, and no sound came from within. Mister Valentin let out an exasperated sigh and shook his head. “Of all the times....” He knocked at the alchemist’s door, one hind bouncing in anticipation. “Aura?” He waited a dozen slow breaths, his muzzle darkening after each, then pounded again, banging against the door with his fist.


      Deep within the alchemist’s quarters, something stirred, followed by the click and rattle of the interior door. Dimly, hinds shuffled against stone, and I could just make out Miss Aura’s voice, muttering to herself as she stumbled closer. The latch on the outer door clacked, and then the Deterikh sage peered out through a crack, blinking rapidly. Her fur stood unkempt, and sleep lidded her eyes. “Is it sun-up already?”


      “Half an hour past, at least,” Mister Valentin replied sourly, his muzzle twisted into a scowl. “Can you be ready in ten minutes, or should we leave without you?” By the lay of his ears and the tone of his voice, I had some sense which he would have preferred.


      Miss Aura stood silent on the other side of the door, then pulled it open as she stepped inside. The trunk she’d brought sat beside the entrance, with a small bundle of clothing atop it. No blankets were visible on the couch, nor could I see any sign of the sage having slept in the room. “You’ll have to forgive my indecency, sergeant,” she said as she cast aside her robe, leaving herself nude.


      Mister Valentin’s eyes widened at the sage’s sudden exposure, then turned away. “If you’d said, we could’ve waited in the hallway.”


      “If we’re to depart that soon, there’ll be no time for formality,” Miss Aura replied as she slid a shift over her head. “Besides, Taneh wears not a stitch and you don’t seem to care.”


      The sergeant sniffed. “That’s different. Ey’s a slave.”


      That made the sage chuckle. “Oh, of course, and that’s all the difference right there.” She struggled into her blouse, then retrieved a split slip and stepped into them. “Rena? No time to break fast, I fear.”


      “Hmm?” The alchemist swung open the inner chamber, then stepped into her small parlor. Her own robe hung loosely over her shoulder, the sash at her waist tied in a hasty bow. “Pity, that. Another time, then.”


      “If we live to see it, certainly,” Miss Aura replied with false cheer. She tied her skirt around her waist, then kicked the trunk. “If you and Erik can manage the trunk, we can be off. I’ll want the rest of my time at the wagon. I’ll want some apples for Kelena, and then we can be off.”


      Mister Valentin shook his head. “Listen, Aura, there’s no time for treats. We need—”


      “We need every advantage we can give ourselves, sergeant, and that means listening to your sage.” Miss Aura glared at the sergeant over her outstretched paw. “Rena and I cooked up a draught that should let her gallop from Krolik to Baris in a single day and not two, but it’s too bitter for her to drink and too much at once and she’ll come down with the shakes. An apple ensures she eats it, and having a few means that if she starts to flag, we can lift her spirits.”


      Miss Rena nodded. “I’ll dash to the kitchens and see what can be done, then meet you at the stables.” With that, the alchemist slipped past Erik and I, leaving the door open behind her.


      The sage waved to her Jazinski counterpart, then turned back to the sergeant. “That’s two minutes you wasted making me explain myself. Shall we go? You said we were in a hurry.” Despite her smile, her gaze was cool, and the tip of her banded tail lashed behind her.


      For a moment, Mister Valentin shook with barely-repressed frustration, squinting at the sage with his paws balled into fists. Then, suddenly, he burst out laughing, sagging back against the wall. “I yield; you win.” He slid the bag from his shoulders and gestured towards it. “Taneh, carry this.” As I knelt and shrugged into his pack, he walked to the chest and motioned for Erik to take the opposite handle. “Listen, Aura, why don’t you tell us about the other surprises you’ve prepared once we’re on our way, alright?”


      Erik took up his position beside the sage’s trunk, then groaned as he strained to lift the massive trunk off the ground. “Oshka’s strength, Aura! What do you have in here, bodies?”


      Miss Aura chuckled at that. “Not whole ones, at least,” she replied. “Mostly books and some scrolls, with a few hard-to-find reagents I suspected I’d want, and those surprises I mentioned.” She motioned towards the door. “I’ll latch up once you’re outside.” I quickly stepped outside, out of the way, while the two struggled the sage’s chest out into the hallway. As soon as they were clear, she fumbled with the catch on the inside of the door, then pulled it closed behind her. “Let’s go.”


      The hallway from Miss Aura’s chambers to the front of Krolik Tower seemed to stretch on twice as long as before with Erik and Mister Valentin grunting their way down its length. Once outside, though, it was a thankfully short stretch under warm morning sun to the stables. A few ostlers and slaves stood around the wagon, loading bags onto the roof and tying them down. Mister Dagos stood beside Miss Rena, directing the work.


      Mister Valentin motioned for Erik to drop his end of the trunk, then dropped his side with a groan. “What’s all this?”


      The Jazinski sergeant turned to face us, then motioned towards the trunk. “Make sure that goes on bottom at the back,” he said to one of the slaves, a heavyset lynx wearing only a leather collar. Then he approached and clasped arms with Mister Valentin and smiled. “The baron thought it best to send you with a few goodwill tidings. It’s not much, but Barony Jazinsk stands with you in this.”


      Mister Valentin and my master exchanged raised brows at that. “That’s very generous of you,” my master replied carefully. “Are you sure you can afford to be so giving?”


      Mister Dagos smiled wanly in response, not quite able to cover the pain in his expression. “If Valentin’s words are to be believed, then we have little choice in the matter; it’s give them to you today or Datsia in a month. Tomas and I agreed that you were the better option.”


      My master swallowed at that and put his paw on my shoulder. His claws dug into my fur, but he kept the tension to just his fingers. “Jazinsk’s generosity in our time of need will be well and truly remembered.”


      “I trust it will,” the Jazinski sergeant replied.


      “Speaking of which,” Miss Rena added, hefting a small burlap sack in her paw. “Aura? You wanted apples? The last ones from the larder. I hope they’re enough.”


      Everyone fell quiet at that, with uncomfortable glances shared in the awkward silence. Wordlessly, the Deterikh sage took the bag, then went behind her wagon and began rummaging in the trunk. “Won’t be but a few.” While she prepared the treats for her horse, Mister Valentin helped my master and I into the wagon, then climbed in himself. Outside, I could hear Miss Aura whispering to her mount, mostly soothing tones without any real content. Erik shivered beside me, and I ran a soothing paw down his leg, shushing softly. He half-turned to me and nodded, and I patted his knee with one paw. Across the small space, Mister Valentin caught my eye, but I gave a shake of my head, and the sergeant shrugged in response.


      “Help me up?” I heard Miss Aura ask, and then the wagon shook as she climbed up into the driver’s seat. “You’ll know soon enough if we’ve won, I suppose.”


      “We’ll be waiting for news,” Mister Dagos replied as he poked his head into the wagon. “Valentin?” He held out his paw, and my master’s sergeant took it in his. “Korski’s luck with you. You’re going to need it.”


      “Korski’s luck with us all, Dagos. We’ll send word.” Then he pulled the door to the wagon closed and rapped on the sliding door to the front of the wagon. Miss Aura cracked the reins, and we began to move.


      Within minutes of leaving Krolik’s eastern gate, the leagues began to flow past like miles. Kelena’s hoofbeats thundered against the ground as Miss Aura drove her, and the axles squealed ominously beneath us. Before, the loose rocks and furrows had been an inconvenience. This time, though, the walls and floor shook as every little bump or gulley made the whole wagon bounce.


      Despite the near-constant noise streaming in from outside, silence reigned within the wagon. I knelt beside my master, my paws folded on my knees with my head in his lap. At times his fingers caressed my neck, tracing the edges of my collar and gently rustling the links of my chains. At others, he splayed his paw across my back, sweeping his paw slowly over my shoulders and down my spine. I kept myself still as he petted me, sinking into his touch as much as the constant jostling would permit, quietly savoring the contact.


      A sudden jolt to the right dropped me out of my reverie as the wagon rolled sharply onto two wheels. Both he and Mister Valentin slid into the far wall, tipping the vehicle further and sending me sprawling. Miss Aura cried out and cracked the reins, and Kelena let out an exhausted whinny in response. Then we jerked forward, spilling my master out of his seat, pinning me under his knees. The wheels dropped home with a crunch and an awful screech of tortured wood and metal, and visions of the cart collapsing into splinters flooded my head. The iron-shod axles held, though, and soon we were rushing headlong towards Baris once more.


      Mister Valentin helped lift my master off of me and back into his seat, then turned and yanked open the window up to the driver’s seat. “The next spill will probably shatter a wheel, Aura!” he yelled over the wagon’s constant protests. “Speed is of the essence, but it’s for naught if we don’t arrive at all!”


      “Aye, and next you’ll be up here telling me how to drive!” the sage shouted back. “You’ll take the reins and suddenly this half-crazed horse will just up and obey, the roads will all run straight, and every rock will find a rut and fill it!”


      The sergeant let out an exasperated sigh and slammed shut the window, then dropped heavily into his seat, adding another jolt to the wheels. “At this rate, we may not even make it to Baris,” he groused. He drew in a heavy breath, then leaned back and stared at the ceiling as he exhaled. “What a waste.”


      “Even if we do, we still have Datsia to face,” Erik added around his scowl. He drummed the claws of one paw against the seat beside him, the other clutching my shoulder. “We still haven’t talked about what we’re going to do if we get that far.”


      Mister Valentin shrugged. “That depends on....” His voice trailed into silence for a moment before he shrugged. “How many troops she has left in Baris, whether we can get to the scullery without being seen, how much support we can muster inside the keep....” He sighed. “Listen, Erik, there’s just too much that’s unknown at that point.”


      My master chuckled softly and shook his head. “You’re lying, Valentin.” He lowered his head and smiled as he casually kneaded my shoulder. “You always say ‘listen’ when you’re trying to get someone to believe you, but when you’re condescending about it, you’re the one you’re trying to convince.”


      “Dust, Erik, that’s—” The curse was out of Mister Valentin’s muzzle almost immediately, followed by awkward silence, then an uncomfortable chuckle. “That’s painfully astute, actually. I hadn’t even noticed I was doing it.” He looked out the window at the rushing countryside. “Keep that up, and I might actually believe you can do the job.”


      My master shrugged. “I still don’t want it, but that raises a question.” He hooked his thumb over his shoulder, back towards Barony Jazinsk. “During the negotiations in Tomas’ chambers, you spelled out Datsia’s battle plans. Do you know that’s what she’s doing?”


      The sergeant-at-arms crossed his arms and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “Why this sudden doubt?”


      My master smirked, his head still bowed. “I couldn’t say anything, but I could still hear you talking. I can’t recall the details, but you said ‘listen’ a lot, and, well....” He shrugged. “I guess I’m wondering why she trusted you with her plans. Datsia doesn’t trust anyone, especially if she thought you’d stab her in the back.”


      Mister Valentin’s ears went back against his head, which drooped as he sighed again. “I was helping her get you off the throne in the first place. She didn’t think I’d betray her.”


      “Datsia assumes everyone will betray her,” my master growled. “She doesn’t even trust Dion. She just knows what he likes and plays to it.” Mention of the loathsome envoy made my master dig his claws into my shoulder further. I whimpered, and he hissed through his teeth, rubbing the abused patch tenderly with his pads. “Sorry, pet.”


      I shrugged and nuzzled at my master’s leg, but Mister Valentin was already talking. “I don’t think there’s an honest bone in Dion’s body, but he’s good at what he does.” He sighed and pinched the top of his muzzle. “Too good.”


      My master smirked. “You’re changing the subject. What do you think Datsia’s actually doing?”


      Mister Valentin leaned back against the wall and sighed. “I think she’s doing what I said she was, sending Dion south through the Estuzias to secure those mines, then flank Krolik and try for a back entrance while Tomas’ forces are braced for a frontal assault. Why?”


      “Is that what she said, or what you think?” My master hissed the words.


      “What does it matter?” The Deterikh sergeant threw his arms in the air reflexively, rapping his knuckles against the roof of the wagon with a wince.


      My master was quiet for several seconds. “Because Datsia doesn’t trust anybody, and if we’re defending against what she told you she was planning, we’re probably riding into a trap.”


      Mister Valentin didn’t answer immediately. His gaze turned to the window for a brief eternity while he watched the grasses and trees flow past us. “All I know for certain is that Datsia told Dion to take his time with the advance on Krolik,” he finally replied, his voice barely audible over the protests of the wheels. “That and she gruffed about your father giving up the mountains for too little. The rest....” He shrugged again. “I don’t know. She could’ve been deceiving me, but I don’t know. That’s the problem with her; there’s never any way to know for sure.”


      He looked back to my master, then put one paw on my shoulder. “Listen, Erik,” he said with deliberate certainty. “All I can tell you for sure is that I don’t have any better plans than what we’re doing right now. I’m hoping that flying our colors will get us past the gates, but the odds are good that we’re going to have to fight our way into Baris. We may get lucky between there and the back gate, but once inside the keep, all plans are cancelled. Much depends on how quickly we can find—”


      “Brace!” The shout from Miss Aura, outside, cut across the sergeant’s lecture, and then suddenly the wagon pitched sharply to the left, sending me back against the door, which rattled as I fell against it. This time, my master’s knees wound up in the small of my back, pinning me against the frame. The sage’s horse let out another whinny, and then we tumbled back to the center again as the cart righted itself, the wheels slamming down onto the ground.


      Mister Valentin was up on his knees on the bench in a heartbeat, jerking open the window. “Aura! Another one of those and you’ll shatter a wheel!” he bellowed up at the driver.


      “You’ll be saying that every time we go around a bend!” the sage shouted back. “Or perhaps you’d rather try to take the reins?”


      The sergeant pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just tell me how much longer.”


      Miss Aura snapped her reins in response. “Before dusk, assuming the wheels and my patience all hold! We’ll need one more stop for grooming and feed, though; Kelena’s starting to flag.”


      “I couldn’t tell,” the sergeant grumbled as he slammed the window closed and dropped back to his seat. “I’m sorry, Erik. Where was I?”


      My master shrugged again as he struggled off of me and back into his seat. “Sorry again, pet.”


      “It’s alright, master,” I replied softly, with a hint of a smile. “I’m used to it.”


      My master winced at that, but to his credit, he turned back to Mister Valentin as though the matter were finished. “You were saying something about much depending on something.”


      “Right.” Mister Valentin sighed heavily and shook his head. “Much is going to depend on how quickly we can find support inside, and how much resistance we face. The more we have to fight before we reach Datsia and the less support we have, the worse our odds.”


      My master nodded. “So, what do you think our odds are?”


      Mister Valentin didn’t answer; he just turned back to the window, watching the world rush by us as we raced towards Baris.
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      COUNTER


      Sadly, Miss Aura’s estimates proved to be too generous, and the sun had set by the time we approached Baris, a blocky line of black set against deepest blue. If not for the witchlights’ steady glow in the windows of Baris Keep, I might have mistaken the city for a new constellation. As it was, the torches that topped the walls blended the city into the sky, giving me the sense that we were racing towards the horizon.


      As we drew close enough for me to make out individual archers pacing along the rooftops, the sage’s horse let out a halfhearted squeal, and then the thundering of Kelena’s gallop became little more than a shuffling walk. I heard Miss Aura rattle and crack the reins, but the wagon held its trudging pace. The driver’s window opened, and Miss Aura yelled down from the front seat. “That’ll be it, then. Kelena’s run to her limits.”


      The baron and sergeant exchanged a glance, then my master shook his head with a bitter chuckle. “That would be the way of it.”


      Mister Valentin groaned and hammered against the wall of the wagon with his fist. “Dust,” he swore under his breath. He twisted his muzzle into a scowl, then raised his voice to the window. “Can she still walk?”


      “She’s walking now, isn’t she?” Miss Aura called back. “I’ll take no bets on her making it to the walls, though. The sooner we can lighten her load, the sooner she’ll recover.”


      The sergeant sighed in response. “Right, stop the wagon.” Almost as soon as he spoke, we shuddered to a stop and I heard Kelena groan and slump to the ground. He tugged the door open, then jumped down to the ground and held a paw up for us. “From here, we walk.”


      My master took the proffered paw in one of his own, the other on my shoulder as he dropped from the wagon. “But what about the supplies? We can’t just leave them here.”


      “We’ll bring what we can carry,” the sage called down from the seat. “Unpack the chest; I’ll need that at least. Your help while he’s on that, Valentin? Now’s no time for another sprain.”


      While the sergeant helped Miss Aura down from her perch, my master tugged me after him to the rear and began untying the knots holding the supplies from Barony Jazinsk. “What’s all this for, anyway?” he groused as we set aside bags of hardtack, a quiver of crossbow bolts, and a coil of rope. “Were they expecting us to scale the battlements?”


      “Likely Dagos gave us everything he thought they could spare,” Mister Valentin chided. “Take it as a gesture of political support, not material.” He wiped his paws on his pants legs. “My pack is full of clothes; it can stay, as can the rest of this.” He pitched himself into the work alongside his baron, and soon bags lay scattered around the rear of the wagon. “Aura? Your trunk is free.”


      The sage picked at the sleeve of her blouse with her claws as she knelt in front of her chest. “Good, I’ll start sorting this.” She motioned to one of the bags of rope. “Erik, unhitch Kelena and tie her bridle with as much lead as you can give her. She’ll not run far, but she’ll want a bit of room to pace when she recovers.” While my master nodded and set to work securing the horse, Miss Aura opened the trunk and began rummaging within. Inside, thickly padded crushed velvet lined the walls, with rows of pockets holding small vials and bottles. Books and scrolls haphazardly filled the center, along with other bits of apparatus I couldn’t identify. At one point, I heard glass shards tinkling again each other. “That’ll have been my alembic, no doubt,” she hissed through clenched teeth. She lifted what looked like a hollow teardrop with a flattened base, its point splintered. “That’ll be a prince’s ransom to replace.”


      “No doubt Baron Deterikh will be happy to replace it, assuming we live to see the exchequer again,” Mister Valentin quipped. “What did you need out of there?”


      “Everything, eventually,” Miss Aura replied in kind, her head back down into the trunk. “In the immediate, though... ah, there!” I heard more shifting glass, and then the clank of thin metal banging against something solid. The sage sat back on her heels, holding a pair of worn pewter flasks, which she passed to the sergeant. “Strength and speed. You’ll want that when the time comes to deal with Datsia. One for each of you.”


      My master took his flask and unstoppered it, then sniffed at the contents. His ears flattened and his lips curled, and he quickly capped the bottle again. “And we’re supposed to drink it?”


      “As much as you can manage,” the sage agreed. “Give it, oh, a quarter-hour to come to full potency, so plan on downing it well before you meet her, and expect to feel a li—” She snapped her eyes in my direction, then turned back to the sergeant. “A bit foggy after. It should give you a good half-hour’s advantage, though.”


      Mister Valentin pinched the bridge of his muzzle with his free paw. “Assuming we get the chance to use it. Anything else?”


      Miss Aura turned back to the trunk and cautiously rattled the contents, grumbling to herself over other broken apparatus. “One last.... There.” She sat back over her heels with a small metal vial balanced on her paw. Unlike the others, this one was highly polished, likely silver, and stoppered with wax. In the wax, someone had scraped a rough circle with three small dots in it, an uncomfortably familiar symbol.


      Reflexively, I put my right paw against the left and rubbed at the blackened fur, but the sage glanced in my direction and gave the barest shake of her head. I lowered my arms to my sides, but the fur continued to itch, as if the sight of that sigil had reminded me of the sensation. Miss Aura, however, turned her attention back to the other two, visibly dismissing my discomfort. “Crack the seal, carefully, and pour this on your spearpoint before you stab her.”


      That sent Mister Valentin’s ears flat against his head. “Poison?” His voice rose in disbelief.


      The sage’s eyes glimmered above her cold smile, and her tail hooked behind her. “It’s no dragonbane, but it’ll do the job.” She rolled the slim vial in her fingers. “Just don’t get it on any cuts. I can treat it if I get to it fast enough, but for her, I doubt that’ll be an issue. The closer to her heart you can get it, the quicker it’ll do the job.”


      Mister Valentin frowned at the vial and crossed his arms. “I’m not comfortable with this, Aura. In one swift stroke, you’ve turned us from rightful rulers to a bunch of assassins.”


      Miss Aura shrugged in response. “History is written by the victors. You wanted tools to help you deal with Datsia; I’ve provided what I could in the time I had.”


      The sergeant shook his head at that, turning towards my master. “No, no, this is a step too far. If we have to stoop to this—”


      “Datsia’s already done worse,” The sage snapped. She jabbed one finger at me, glaring at Mister Valentin. “She used an innocent slave as a distraction, duped the baron’s best friend to turn against him, sold out her own family’s legacy for a strip of land, and waged an unjust war on her neighbors. Assassins? We’re physicians, drawing out the disease to save the patient. No one blames the leech for its necessity.”


      Mister Valentin stared down at Miss Aura for several seconds, then pressed his fingers to the bridge of his muzzle. “Listen, Aura, you’ve managed to make me doubt the virtue of our path. Well done.”


      Miss Aura sighed. “Then consider this. When you run into Datsia, you’ll have a choice: let her live, or kill her. You know you can’t trust her as long as she lives, and you know that she’ll not hesitate to kill you in return, by whatever means she can. The faster she’s dead, the faster you’ll be able to stop the war and the smaller the odds that you’ll have to fight the Jazinsks.” She tossed the vial to Mister Valentin, who fumbled for it reflexively. “If both of you fall, I’ll have no hesitation about using it myself.”


      My master and Mister Valentin exchanged a look at that. Then Mister Valentin passed over the vial. “Hold onto this. Use it only if it looks like you’ll have to fight her alone, and Great Family, don’t spill it.” He turned back to Miss Aura with a frown. “What other surprises have you packed? A plague of locusts, perhaps?”


      The sage chuckled bitterly at that and picked at the sleeve of her blouse. “We hadn’t the time to summon one. The rest, I’d need a circle to manage properly, and more supplies than we’d rather carry. I can get us past the guards at the front gate, but from there, we’re in Korski’s paws and yours.”


      With every step towards Baris, the city came further into focus. The low-hanging stars became flickering torches, and the flat tops of the walls became more and more jagged. As Deterikh’s capital became more clear, though, my heart became more clouded. A skein of relief ran through me as I caught sight of the wooden guardhouse standing beside the road just before the outer wall, but dread quickly knotted with it as I espied the brace of soldiers standing in the road in a circle of firelight. They stood at ease, the butts of their spears at rest against the ground, ready to block our path at a moment’s notice.


      My left paw began to itch, and I rubbed it as subtly as I could against my side. A paw fell upon my shoulder, and I turned to see Miss Aura give a shake of her head. “Leave it, pet,” she murmured in my ear.


      “Something wrong with Taneh?” my master whispered as he looked back, one weary paw resting on the pommel of his mace at his hip.


      “Ey’s just anxious,” the sage covered smoothly, giving my ears a gentle stroke that sent a shiver down my spine. “It’s been a long few weeks.”


      Mister Valentin chuckled mirthlessly at that. “For all of us,” he muttered. Then he swung one arm towards the shack and its attendants. “Aura, if you would?”


      Miss Aura nodded, then strode towards the gate, into the light, one arm raised in greeting. “Ho there!”


      At the sudden voice in the darkness, both guards snapped to attention, spears half-lowered towards the darkness beyond the city walls. “Who goes?”


      “I’ve an urgent message for Iladin!” the sage replied. As she spoke, she reached into her blouse and pulled out a familiar folded sheaf of parchment, which she shook in front of her to punctuate her words. “We’ll need an audience with the sage, and as quickly as possible.”


      The guards slowly lowered the points of their spears in her direction. “Who are you?” the one on the left asked, flicking the tip of his spear in our direction. “What’s your message?”


      “It’s about Jazinsk’s harvests and a risk to Deterikh’s stores.” Despite my best efforts to stay silent, I couldn’t quite repress a chuckle. For all that Miss Aura had accused Mister Dion of having a quicksilver tongue, the sage herself was no slouch at fast talk. “I’ve made some notes that he’ll want to see, given the war and all.” She held out the folded paper. “You’re welcome to review them yourselves, but Iladin’ll need to to see them.”


      The guards exchanged glances, but as one of them began to return his spear to the ready, a fresh voice called out from the shack. “Who’s there? What’s she want?” Moments later, a familiar wolf in Deterikh’s green and white stepped out into the road, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.


      “Someone asking for an audience with Iladin, sir,” the guard on the right answered, still facing in our direction. “She says it’s about our—”


      “Chelin! Korski’s luck!” Mister Valentin strode into the light, right past the suddenly-slackjawed sage and towards the cluster of guards. “Listen. We need your—” Both spears suddenly focused on the newcomer, and the sergeant raised his paws in surprise. “Chelin? We need your help.”


      “Valentin?” The runner’s voice rose in shock, his arms outstretched. “What are you doing here? Datsia... she said you’d gone purple on us!”


      Mister Valentin clasped arms with his lieutenant, a smile on his muzzle and a laugh in his voice. “Never, Chelin. Never. I went to save the rightful baron. Erik!” He turned and beckoned towards my master. “Step into the light!”


      As my master stepped forward, one of his paws still on my shoulder, one of the guards suddenly stumbled and his spear clattered loudly against the ground. I saw a blur of motion behind the sergeant, and then the other spearpoint suddenly dropped out of view. I thrust one arm out in front of me, trying to point past him. “Sir!”


      Mister Valentin’s ears flattened at the commotion beside him as his training took control. He sprung forward, slamming into Mister Chelin and sending the two sprawling to the ground as a spear thrust into the space that his chest had been not seconds before. His killing blow denied, the guard attacking them raised his spear to drive it downward, but it clattered off of my master’s sudden rising swing, skittered down the pole, and then bounced off of the baron’s knuckles.


      My master yelped in surprise and jerked back his paw, snapping his spear upright. The sudden tug sent Mister Valentin’s attacker into a lurch before dropping his weapon, which clattered against the well-trod path. Rather than grope for his fallen spear, the guard simply turned and dashed inside the walls, his voice rising in a strangled cry. “At the gate! At the gate!”


      “Dust!” Mister Valentin hissed as he scrambled back to his hinds. “Everyone, now!” He jerked Mister Chelin upright, then marched us through the gates, shoving us ahead of him as fast as he could. “Move! Move!” As guards began to move along the walls towards the circle of light, Mister Valentin drove us inside, back into the darkness, across the empty market square and into the outer edges of the city itself. Behind me, I heard two bowstrings twang, the hiss of arrows, and then a choked-off grunt from the sergeant as we ducked behind a closed tavern.


      In the sudden dark and still, five breaths were a gale. As I panted and swallowed, trying to get my heart under control, I caught a whiff of blood and a grimace as Mister Valentin fought off the urge to faint. The arrow that protruded from the back of his arm hadn’t come through to the front, but the head was fully under the skin and the sleeve below was slick and shiny.


      “And that’s your way of letting me handle it, then.” Miss Aura’s tongue was quick as ever, though her tone was all patience. “It’s not deep; best to pull it.” She snatched a stick from the ground, then held it to the Mister Valentin’s muzzle. “Bite,” she murmured, and the sergeant nodded, taking the wood in his teeth. She put one paw on his shoulder, then wrapped the other around the shaft. “On three. Ready?” Mister Valentin nodded again, and the sage braced her legs.


      “One.” Miss Aura’s arm jerked and the sergeant gagged, the wood cracking in his teeth as he bit down against the pain. The sleeve of the jacket let out a wet rip as the arrowhead pulled free from his arm, shredding the fabric as she tugged it free. “That’ll leave a scar. Best give me a minute with it.”


      “No time,” Mister Valentin groaned around the last of the splinters. “Listen. Got to get to the keep. Got to split up; they’ll find us if we stay here.”


      “You’ll be no good to us or to Baris if you bleed out,” Miss Aura hissed in response. “At least let me stanch the flow.”


      “Just tie it,” the sergeant insisted. “Go, wake Iladin, start him crafting all the potions he can manage. Chelin.” He put his good paw on his lieutenant’s shoulder. “Find that runner.” Mister Chelin nodded and saluted, then sprinted down the alley, vanishing as he hit the street. “Guard.” Without turning his head, he addressed the warden who’d been dragged along with us in the commotion. “Your name?”


      The young guard that had followed us clutched his spear to his chest. “A–Andor?” he stuttered. “Sir?”


      The sergeant nodded, staggering slightly as he bobbed his head. “Andor. Go find Inika, daughter of Eskaya. Tell her the baron has returned; she’ll know what to do.” Andor gave the same nod and salute, then disappeared towards the keep. Mister Valentin watched him run, then looked at Miss Aura. “You’re still here.”


      “You’re still bleeding,” Miss Aura retorted. “Where’s that draught I gave you?” Mister Valentin fumbled at his waist, then held up the battered flask. “Drink it.” The sergeant unscrewed the cap, then scowled as he tipped the bottle. His fur bristled and his ears went flat, but he held the flask to his lips until it ran dry. “That’ll keep your strength. Taneh, tend his wound.”


      “Taneh?” At that, my master’s ears flattened. “Ey’s got no fingers! How’s ey going to—”


      “Ey has other means,” The sage interrupted. “Between that flask and eir work, he should be fine. Just try not to favor the arm too much, Valentin.” She clapped the sergeant on his good shoulder, but the blow still made him wince. “I’ll go find Iladin. Great Family willing, you’ll still be alive by the time we get to the keep.”


      My master’s ears flicked, his tail bushed out behind him as he stared at Mister Valentin’s arm. “I still don’t understand how Taneh’s supposed to deal with this. Aura—”


      “I haven’t time to explain,” the sage snapped back. “Taneh, air to purify, fire to soften, water to heal. Can you remember that?”


      My ears flattened as the weight of obligation hit my shoulders, but I bowed my head in response. “Yes, ma’am.”


      “Aura, explain,” Mister Valentin panted, his muzzle hanging open. He held one paw pressed tightly beneath his armpit, trying to stop the blood flowing from his wound. “At least tie it before you go.”


      The sage’s only answer was to nod to me one last time, then clap my master on the shoulder. “Keep this one close,” she murmured. “I’ll see you in a few hours.” Then she ducked her head, shifted her bag higher on her shoulder, and dashed to the end of the alley, vanishing in the opposite direction as the guard and Mister Chelin.


      The sergeant waited for Miss Aura’s tail to disappear from view before coughing and audibly swallowing again. “Pet, I don’t know what she’s thinking, but whatever it is, hurry. I’m feeling faint again.”


      I took a deep breath and let it out in a heavy sigh. “Yes, sir.” I glanced to my master. “Master, please cut away his sleeve?” My master, unfortunately, remained fixed in place, his eyes still on the patch of glistening black spreading against the back of Mister Valentin’s arm. “Master?” Still he stay motionless and staring, until I finally lay a paw directly on his shoulder and hissed in his ear. “Pet.”


      That snapped him to attention; he ducked his head, but his ears and tail perked. “Master?” he whispered in response.


      I gestured to Mister Valentin’s arm with my free paw. “I need to touch him directly, so you need to be my fingers. Cut away his sleeve, pet.” Erik had the knife in his boot free almost as soon as I’d explained. As he worked on the fabric, I closed my eyes and put one paw on the sergeant’s neck, the other at his wrist. One light, two lights.... Bring water to soothe fire.... I imagined a flow of water, pouring coolly from the sergeant’s throat and down the length of his arm, bathing the angry flame of his injury.


      Mister Valentin’s breath caught in his throat. “Feels.... Taneh, what are you doing?” I didn’t answer; my attentions were on his wound, not his words. As soon as Erik’s paws were out of the way, I brought my own together, tracing one up from the wrist, the other down from the shoulder. Spasms of pain rippled through his injured flesh beneath the touch, and the sergeant let out a sharp hiss as I neared the arrow hole Miss Aura had aggravated. “Taneh, stop!”


      “I have my orders, sir,” I replied, trying to hold my focus; this was actually harder than staying dead. “Pet, hold his other arm and shoulder. Keep him still.” Erik nodded, and I let my mind slip back among the lights. Twelve lights. Thirteen. Fourteen. Air to purify. I envisoned smoke and mist that swirled around the torn skin, a whirlwind to draw taint from the gaping wound like a chimney. One. Two. I counted aloud, whispering the numbers with every breath to help me keep the image in my mind.


      For a dozen breaths, I kept the winds swirling against Mister Valentin’s arm, while the sergeant panted, pressing himself against the tavern wall. When I let slip the gyre, I paused long enough to look into his eyes. “This part will hurt, sir, but it will be quick, I hope.”


      “Listen, Taneh, stop and explain what you’re—” The sergeant’s words ended in an abrupt yowl, muffled sharply against Erik’s sleeve as he jammed his arm into Mister Valentin’s muzzle to try to silence him. Fire to soften. Beneath my paws, hot coals glowed, the skin beneath my touch rippling and sagging as I poured heat through it. With the anger in his wound already, it took only a little to make the flesh pliant, and I smoothed my palms with the grain of his fur, sealing over the wound and realigning the skin beneath.


      As soon as the heat of his injury became one with the fires beneath my paws, I released them, leaving only a dull red throb beneath the surface, a pain I knew how to treat. Water to soothe. This I had done before, and it took little enough to bring a calming chill to Mister Valentin’s skin. When I could feel no trace of anger left in the sergeant’s flesh, I let out the breath I’d forgotten I was holding and opened my eyes. My work wasn’t wasn’t tidy, to be sure; the arm seemed thinner than before, and his fur lay in every direction, as though I’d stirred his skin with a stick. At least the blood had stopped, though, and the sergeant’s breathing had mostly returned to normal.


      Satisfied I had done as Miss Aura asked, I stepped back and lowered my head, then pressed my paws together behind my back. “My apologies, sir. I should have explained.” I wasn’t sure in that moment that I could’ve projected more than a whisper had I even wanted. I felt drained, some reserve within me tapped that I hadn’t expected to run dry.


      “No, no matter.” Mister Valentin’s own words were distant. “Where did you....” His voice trailed off there as he flexed his arm and watched it bend. “It’s a little tight,” he mumbled as he tried to reach over his head, then looked quizzically at my pet still clinging to his other arm. “Erik?”


      I sighed and answered the unasked question. “Watching Miss Aura, sir. I’m a quick study.” I motioned to my side with one paw. “Leave him be, pet.”


      The sergeant’s eyes widened at that. “What?”


      Erik cringed, but he took his place beside me, his own head bowed. “It’s too long to explain, sir. He wasn’t supposed to act up in public, but nothing else was getting through to him.” I sighed and gently tussled my pet’s ears.


      Mister Valentin’s eyes went from mine to Erik’s and back again several times before he finally shook his head. “Explain. Everything. But after we’re done with this this madness.” He held both his arms straight before him; the left was a finger’s-width shorter. “Dust, Aura. She obeys every order I give her and still manages to risk my life on a gamble.” He smiled as he looked at me, but the expression didn’t reach his eyes, and his ears remained flat against his head. “She’s going to get us all killed at this rate,”


      “If it’s going to be anyone, I’d rather it be Miss Datsia, sir.” I glanced to Erik and nuzzled his cheek. “Are you fit to continue?”


      Erik’s ears flattened. “Yes, sorry, pet.” He put a tinge of emphasis on the word, stepping back into control. “I... I don’t know what came over me. I’ve never been that close to somebody dying before.”


      “Listen, Erik,” Mister Valentin sighed. “You’re going to get a lot closer before we’re done. We need to get to Baris Keep, and quickly. Our best chance is that Inika’s rallied the faithful and we’re walking into a rebellion.”


      Erik flinched at the word. “And our worst?”


      Mister Valentin shouldered his pack. “Andor and Chelin have both been caught, and we’re walking into an ambush.”
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      CONSIGNMENT


      The sounds of battle grew louder, the deeper into Baris we snuck. With Mister Valentin’s pronouncement ringing in my ears alongside the cries and conflict, my heart pounded in my chest more heavily with every step. In my mind’s eye, Miss Datsia’s loyalists lurked around every corner, and a volley of arrows threatened to fly from every darkened alleyway. By the time we neared the inner wall, I was convinced we had escaped death no less than half a dozen times.


      Pausing at the end of a row of tightly-packed shops, the sergeant-at-arms motioned for us to stay still, then crept forward and craned his head around the corner, peering towards the inner gate. I quietly counted my breaths as I waited for him to return, expecting with each to hear the sudden twang and whistle once more, to see Mister Valentin’s body suddenly jerk and then fall, to catch that sudden whiff of copper and shame as he collapsed to the ground. A paw fell upon my shoulder just after my seventh, a second cupping my muzzle to silence me before I could shout.


      “Four I can see,” Mister Valentin hissed, his ears flat against his head. “Two before the guardhouse, two on the walls with bows. They’re holding the gate.” He flicked his head over his shoulder, towards the commotion just within the wall. “Past them, we head through the stables, back to the scullery, and in through the slaves’ entrance.”


      “How do we get past them, though?” my master whispered back, his voice no louder but filled with tension. He let go of my face and hefted his spear. “I could take one, maybe.”


      The sergeant shook his head as he released me as well. “Spears to the archers, then close with the mace. One good throw, we drop both, and then its two-on-two with the element of surprise.”


      My master’s ears remained flat and a scowl spread across his muzzle. “We should’ve brought the crossbows.”


      That drew a dark chuckle out of the lynx. “You’d waste all your time reloading.” He held out a paw to forestall my master’s protest. “Also, your eye is sound, but you’re no sureshot.”


      My owner’s scowl remained unabated, and his tail brushed behind him. “They’ll call for reinforcements.”


      Mister Valentin shrugged. “We have to take that chance. It’s this or climb over, and then we’re targets for every archer on the wall. Korski’s luck, we’ll have cover for most of the way there.”


      “But....” My master’s voice cracked as he hefted his spear in his paws. “What if I know them?”


      Mister Valentin’s ears splayed, and his muzzle set into a tight line. “Then you kill people you know. Deterikh blood has already been shed, and longer we take to deal with Datsia, the more will needlessly flow. I don’t like it, but I don’t see an alternative.”


      “At least let me talk to them!” My master hissed insistently, the tip of his spear shaking. “I can’t just—”


      “You can, and you will,” I interjected, putting a paw on my owner’s shoulder. “You need to be Baron Deterikh. Saving these lives doesn’t save the most lives.”


      Baron Deterikh’s protest died in his throat. He shook his head and hefted his spear onto his shoulder. “Let’s get on with it.”


      The sergeant-at-arms matched his baron’s grim frown. “On three.” He motioned us up to the mouth of the alleyway and held up one paw, three fingers extended. Two. One. At the shake of his clenched fist, both Mister Valentin and my master dashed out from between the buildings, rearing back with spears aimed high. Both let fly, then sprinted towards the gate, maces drawn and raised.


      The guards at the gate turned at the commotion, their own spears at the ready. “Arms to the inner—” The cry for help cut short as one of the archers fell from the wall, crashing onto the guardhouse with a spear through his gut. The other drew back to fire, but before he could my master had closed the distance with Mister Valentin close behind. One guard lashed out, thrusting for the lynx’s chest. Mister Valentin twisted his mace to block and the shaft of the spear shattered, splinters flying. “Erik! Close!”


      While the guard stumbled backwards from the force of the blow, his companion stepped into the gap, blocking my master’s advance. “Cover!” He held his spear high but ready, its tip tracking the young wolf’s steps. “We need cover!”


      “I’ve got y—” The other archer’s voice jerked into a scream and his bow clattered against the ground as he fell to one knee.


      “Valentin?” A female voice shouted over the wall. “Sergeant!”


      At the name, both Mister Valentin’s ears shot upright. “Inika!”


      “Sit tight!” came the reply. “Reinforcements!” Through the gate, I could see a vole in a loose chain shirt and leather leggings, a spear in her paws and another on her back. Mister Andor stood beside her, gripping his mace in his paws as if his life depended on it.


      The second guard had drawn his mace, but rather than advance, he turned to face the interior, shifting nervously. Mister Valentin rolled the mace in his paw as he eased to the side of the guardhouse. “You’re outnumbered and outmaneuvered!” he shouted to the guards at the gate. “Stand down!”


      “Stand your ground!” the larger of the two guards bellowed. “Hold the gate!”


      “Sir, that’s—” The second guard’s protest vanished into a whirlwind. The exchange took only a few seconds. Miss Inika sharply drove her spearpoint into the ground at the younger one’s hinds to serve as a makeshift shield, then reached for her belt. The guard stepped forward to respond, but the vole pivoted her spear on its point and twisted aside his blow. Mister Andor jumped at the sudden opening, slamming his mace two-pawed into the smaller guard’s shoulder with a wet crack that sent him sprawling. The larger guard fell back to try to cover his companion, and Mister Valentin and my master charged. The sergeant swung again, but his mace slid harmlessly along the shaft of the guard’s spear as he turned the blow. That left my master room to strike, and his mace pounded into the back of the guard’s head with a crunch of bone.


      After the burst of conflict, the stillness seemed unnatural. I dashed over to my master’s side and put a paw on his shoulder; his face was a mask, his eyes empty as he stared down at the fallen guard at his hinds. His chest heaved, and two damp patches spread on his cheeks as he viewed the aftermath of his work.


      “Nice blow,” Miss Inika called as she worked the tip of her spear free of the ground. “First kill?”


      “Yes.” The word fell from my master’s lips like an apology.


      The vole nodded and approached, then studied the body. “It was clean, at least. He probably didn’t hurt long.”


      “Inika, later.” Mister Valentin’s tone offered no room for dissent. “Everyone, to the stables. Have you seen Chelin?”


      The Deterikh soldier shook her head as she rose and followed. “No, sir. Andor woke me about two minutes before the keep became a battlefield.”


      The sergeant grimaced. “So, neither best case nor worst. Andor, find Chelin and meet us at the baron’s parlor.” The young wolf saluted again, then dashed back towards the gate. “What’s the situation inside?”


      Miss Inika shook her head. “Most of the house is loyal to Erik, but Datsia controls the walls and what support she has inside is well-groomed. They’re holding the main hall and the kitchen.”


      Mister Valentin pointed towards the end of the stables, where the walls touched the back of the house. “What about the scullery?”


      The vole shrugged again. “Datsia knows it’s there; she’s probably reinforced it inside.”


      The lynx sighed and pinched the bridge of his muzzle. “It’s still that or fight our way across the grounds and then for every inch of floor.”


      Miss Inika frowned and folded her arms. “Sir, beg pardon, but if you charge the scullery, you’re a bigger idiot than Erik was for charging the Jazinski line.” She looked to the baron. “No offense.”


      My master shrugged. “None taken,” he said woodenly. “It was a fool’s gambit. I was—”


      “Distracting us from the present,” the sergeant interrupted. “Why an idiot?”


      Miss Inika waved her arm towards the scullery. “She’s probably expecting you to do something that obvious.”


      Mister Valentin’s eyes went wide and a smile burst out on his muzzle. “Then it’s perfect.”


      The vole blinked and actually took a step backwards at the sudden look of madness on Mister Valentin’s muzzle. “What?”


      “Walking into her trap.” Mister Valentin turned and began to jog through the stables. “It’s the perfect plan.”


      My master’s ears went flat, but he did his best to keep pace. “You’re starting to sound like Aura.”


      The sergeant didn’t even drop pace. “Even better!”


      Miss Inika scrambled after us to keep even. “Valentin, stop and explain yourself. How could deliberately playing into Datsia’s control possibly be a good idea?”


      Suddenly, the Deterikh sergeant halted in his stride and spun to face the rest of us. causing my master and Miss Inika to stumble into each other. “You asked me to stop. I stopped. You almost ran into me anyway.”


      Miss Inika looked at my master, who shrugged in response. “I don’t think either of us actually expected you to stop.”


      Mister Valentin’s green eyes flashed above his suddenly feral grin. “She’s not actually expecting us to spring the trap. She’s expecting us to see it, assume it’s trapped, and ignore it.” He pointed back towards the slaves’ entrance to the keep. “It’s like Aura was saying all along: Datsia bluffs, every time. This time, we’re going to call that bluff.”


      The weatherworn shed still stood beside the slaves’ entrance, its front door slightly ajar. Weeds crawled through the furrows of peas and squash, and the kale was beginning to brown and wilt. The rainbarrel beside the door was half-full, and a few soggy leaves floated in the water inside. The door to the scullery itself was shut when we arrived, but it swung with only a slight creak when Mister Valentin pulled the handle. Still, it was enough to be heard, and the sergeant’s and my master’s ears both flattened at the sound.


      “Inika, take the rear,” Mister Valentin said as he stepped across the threshold. “I’m on point. Erik, keep one paw on Taneh. Taneh, keep your chains off the ground. The larder will have a minimal guard, the kitchen a few more. Inika, you said Datsia’s forces hold the main hall, yes?”


      The vole crisply nodded, stepping to the side to let Erik and I step past. “Mostly. Erik’s supporters have the run of the keep aside from those, and Datsia would have to fight for every step past those two rooms, but she’s got enough to keep everyone else out.”


      “Ram the barricades, perhaps?” My master fumbled with his mace as he guided me forward. “Can they force their way past the guards?”


      Mister Valentin shook his head as he advanced. “They could, but Datsia controls the walls to the keep and half the town beyond. Without a supply line, every resource is precious; that includes troops as well as arms.”


      Miss Inika chewed on her lip, her thin tail swirling nervously behind her. “We could play this like a siege; they’ll have to sleep in shifts, and that will weaken their defenses.”


      “No good,” the lynx countered. “Datsia can play the same game writ large, and they’ve got access to all of Baris’ larders. And there’s Dion and Krolik at stake. They can wait; we can’t.”


      The vole folded her arms, her spear pressed against her chest. “So, we’re just charging into Datsia’s den, then?”


      The sergeant shrugged. “If you have a better plan, I haven’t heard it.”


      “Dust,” Miss Inika spat. “She’s not going to just let you walk into the main hall, you know.”


      My master chuckled quietly as he walked. “She hasn’t stopped us.”


      Miss Inika was silent for a moment, then sighed. “That’s because I haven’t tried to stop you yet.”


      Three pairs of ears fell flat at those words, and we all stopped in our tracks. Slowly, Mister Valentin turned, his eyes narrowed. His knuckles went white as he clenched his spear. “Say that again.”


      The vole fell back a step and brought her spear down to a ready position. “My job was to find you, find out your plans, and stop you if you came in through the scullery.”


      A low growl rumbled in Mister Valentin’s throat as he bore down on his student. “You’re the trap.”


      Miss Inika retreated a step for each of the Deterikh sergeant’s. “I tried to tell you.”


      My master followed a pace behind Mister Valentin, his mace held before him as he had at the end of the last fight. “What did she offer you? Was Chelin’s help a lie as well?”


      “His job,” the vole said, bobbing her head towards the Deterikh sergeant. “And no, he refused to play her games. Datsia left him his title as a show of good faith, but he hasn’t been back inside the inner wall since.”


      Mister Valentin stopped and lowered the point of his spear. “So, do you intend to sell us out to her?”


      Miss Inika smiled faintly. “Would I have told you if I did?” She lowered her spear, putting her point to the ground. “You needed to hear it from me. My help wasn’t a lie.”


      “So how can we trust you now?” My master’s voice rose in a whine. “You tell us you’re working for Datsia, and now you’re asking us to act like we don’t know that!”


      The lynx put his paw on my master’s shoulder. “Listen, Erik. The point is that by telling us, she’s trying to prove she’s not.” He turned back to his student. “On your spear, Inika.”


      The soldier lifted her weapon and balanced its shaft across her paws. “By the Great Family, I pledge fealty to Erik, son of Wilik, rightful baron of Deterikh.” She tilted her head the side, her own ears folding back. “Convinced yet?”


      My master sighed and hung his mace back on his belt. His tail hung low and flat behind him. “You could’ve started with the oath and saved us all a lot of heartache.”


      Miss Inika lowered her spear and stepped forward again. “If I’d started with the oath, the guards on the wall would’ve shot all of us.” She looked to her mentor and extended a paw. “I’m sorry if I made you doubt. Consider it repayment for trying to tell me you killed Erik’s pet.”


      That caught my master’s attention; his ears shot upright and his head snapped to Mister Valentin. “What?”


      Mister Valentin clasped arms with his student. “Accepted and offered in return. We’re all going to have to trust each other from this point.” He turned to my master and waved away the concern with his free paw. “It’s a long story. Datsia ordered it, and I needed a way out of Baris, so....” His words trailed off into a sudden yawn. “Excuse me, the tension is getting to me.”


      My master scowled but motioned towards the kitchen. Mister Valentin turned back to lead us further inside, but he made only a dozen steps before he stopped and audibly yawned again. He put one paw against the wall and leaned on his spear. “I don’t know what’s wrong, but I’m suddenly exhausted.”


      Miss Inika stepped up behind me, putting a paw on my shoulder. “Valentin?”


      The Deterikh sergeant shook his head, trying to wave away the concerns, but on his next step, he stumbled and staggered forward, thumping into a wooden washbasin with a deep echo that rumbled down the length of the scullery. He slumped to his knees, his spear clattering off the ground as he dropped. “Suddenly... sleepy,” he mumbled, before collapsing to the ground in a heap.


      My master was on his knees beside Mister Valentin in an instant, Miss Inika next to him, as they tried to rouse the fallen sergeant. “Valentin!” The word was a hiss, as loud as he dared this close to the kitchen and Miss Datsia’s guard. “Get up!” He shook the sergeant’s shoulder, then lifted his head and slapped him a few times, but the lynx stayed stubbornly asleep, his muzzle hanging half-open, his snore a deafening rumble in the otherwise still air.


      “He’s out cold,” Miss Inika griped. “What could’ve done that to him?”


      My master groaned and thumped his head against the washbasin. “Oh, dust. The potion!” He turned to Miss Inika. “Aura gave us both a potion to help us fight; it’s how he smashed that spear with a single hit. She did say it would leave us weak when it wore off; I guess his just did.” He fumbled inside his jacket and extracted two vials. He stared at the silver one for some time, then cracked the seal on the pewter one and poured it into his muzzle.


      Miss Inika wrinkled her nose at the scent. “Are you sure that’s safe?”


      My master’s only response was to gag once as the potion hit his tongue, but to his credit, he swallowed every drop and licked the rim before setting down the vial. “No choice, it seems.” He turned to face the way we entered, lost in thought for several moments. “What happens to you if you leave here alone? Will you be safe?”


      The vole considered, then shrugged. “Any of ours, they’ll be glad to see I’m alive. Any of Datsia’s, they’ll assume I finished the job. I’d say so.”


      He rose and nudged the sleeping sergeant with his hind. “Will he be safe here?”


      “He should be.” Miss Inika sounded less sure of herself on that one. “Someone who sees me leaving might send a patrol to collect the bodies, but watching the scullery was my job.”


      “Good.” My master pointed out towards the back of Baris Keep. “We’ll leave him here, then. Take your leave, head back inside, and take up position outside the main hall. Send a small group to Iladin’s and have them standing ready to escort the sage and Aura back here. Pull every spare body you can to the great door and be ready.”


      Miss Inika saluted, then took a step towards the door, then stopped and looked back. “For what?”


      My master smiled wearily, but the look didn’t reach his eyes; they were cold and hard, just empty blue orbs. “You’ll know it when you hear it.”


      The vole leaned forward, peering at my master intently, her eyes glinting. “Erik, what are you planning?”


      Baron Deterikh retrieved his fallen sergeant’s spear and cracked the seal on the silver vial. Its contents oozed over the steel tip, leaving an unhealthy brownish-green residue that stank of mold and apples. When the metal had all but vanished under the glistening smear, he turned to face the doorway to the kitchen. “I’m going to end this, the only way I can.”


      For several seconds, my master stood over Mister Valentin’s snoring form, his spear clenched with both paws in a death-grip. Standing with his muzzle down and his ears back, he resembled little more than a frightened kit in his father’s uniform, the jacket and pants too large for his frame. He shuddered, his tail shivering behind him, and two drops fell to spatter on the ground by the sergeant’s head, but he never made a sound. When he did finally lift his head, his eyes were clear and his ears stood proudly above him. He squared his shoulders, and he suddenly seemed much older than I, as if the weight of the last year had all settled upon him in a rush.


      Then Baron Deterikh turned and took one of my paws in his, and I felt that old familiar stirring of fire within me, that aching warmth that suffused me the night we stood on the roof and gazed out across Baris. “Come, pet,” he murmured. “It’s almost over.” It took only a single tug to coax me to follow, and then he strode up to the kitchen door and kicked it open, slamming it back on its hinges. Just beyond, two guards jumped at the sudden bang, then stared slack-jawed at my master. In one paw, he held his spear to block the entrance; in the other, he casually twirled his mace. In the time it took them to ready their response, he had stepped into the breach, turning his shaft to press it into the chests of both soldiers. The muscles in his arms quivered as he pinned their spears to their chests, raising his mace in an unmistakable threat.


      “Drop your weapons. Escort me to Datsia.” The words came out of him in a low growl, his tail bristling behind him. The two guards exchanged glances, then nodded, and two wooden shafts fell to the floor, echoing off of the stone. My master stepped back, his spear trained on the larger soldier. “Paws on your head. Lead the way. Pet, follow.” We all complied, and the four of us marched through the kitchens, past pairs of soldiers who all gaped as the runaway heir followed his makeshift scouts past stacked wheels of cheese and barrels of beer, down the length of a carving counter, and up to the swinging doors that lead to Baris Keep’s main hall.


      At the entrance, my master lashed out with one hind, and the guard at his right dropped to his knees. The one at his left turned, but before she could free her mace my master whipped the butt of his spear around, cracking it against her shoulder with a crunch. He ignored her cry, pulling me alongside him as he turned around and backed through the doors. As soon as we were clear, he spun to face the room at large, his spear brandished before him. “Datsia!”


      The elder wolfess – seated on the Deterikh throne, her spear casually braced against it – adjusted a small stack of papers on an endtable beside her. “You’re late, as usual, and by at least an hour. I thought I taught you better than that.” Her voice held all the concern of an exchequer worrying about a two-copper variance. “Inika lost her stomach, I see.”


      All around the edges of the room, guards raised their spears, but they made no move to advance. My master stepped forward, drawing his spear back up into an easy ready position before him. “I’ve come to put an end to this.”


      At that, Miss Datsia smoothed out her skirt and then turned, leaning on one arm of her seat. “Well, it will be ending, yes, though not as I’d hoped.” She rose and took up her spear, twirling it easily with one paw. “I’ll offer you this choice: you can abdicate, or I can succeed you.” She gestured to the front door. “I’d prefer the former.”


      My master put one paw on my shoulder to still me, then advanced again towards the dais, his spear at his waist. “Be bullied out of my inheritance or be murdered for it. Some choice.”


      “Murder?” Miss Datsia’s muzzle wrinkled in disgust, her ears briefly flattening against her head. “Better one life than thousands, and you surely would’ve killed this barony if you’d remained on the throne.”


      That brought my master up short, his ears pulling tightly back, and he bared his teeth in a scowl. “I wouldn’t have gotten us into a war.”


      “No? Tell that to your slave, after that savaging you offered.” The regent’s spear stopped in its twirling long enough to snap dead in my direction, sending a shudder down my spine. “At best, you’d have played with your petty court dramas until somebody put you out of the barony’s misery.” She glared at my master, her eyes throwing daggers into his. “Deterikh needs a steadier paw on the pommel than that.”


      My master stepped up to the edge of the dais, his tail pulled tight against his back. “Someone like you, perhaps? Someone ready to backstab at a moment’s notice for a bit of extra silver?”


      “Better than someone willing to resort to poison,” Miss Datsia retorted, nodding to the glistening tip of my master’s spear. “You think I can’t smell it? Did you come up with that plan, or did Aura suggest it? She’s wanted her own vengeance for years. She never did forgive me for having her removed.” She sighed theatrically, her shoulders drooping. “She’ll be doubly hurt over this, no doubt.”


      My master stepped up onto the dais, tightening his grip and shifting to a defensive stance, his shaft held across his body as a shield. “Better to be killed in cold blood than to live under a tyrant.”


      Miss Datsia actually laughed in response. “Tyrant? Everything I did was for the good of Deterikh!” Her voice rose in response, sharp and tense. “I engineered the return of lands stolen in a war of aggression. I removed a threat to Baris’ future from the throne. If I’m guilty of any crime, it’s of caring more about Deterikh’s future than the fine details. Yes, lives will be lost, and that’s regrettable, but how many will be spared because of decisive action? Tyrant? I’m a physician, cutting away dead flesh to save a patient.” Her spear then suddenly snapped to a halt in her paws, its tip leveled at my master’s heart. “I’ve spared enough words with you. If you won’t leave, then I’ll have your corpse removed.”


      My master’s response was a quick shift of his stance, his weight on his front leg. His spear thrust out in a jab, but Miss Datsia’s spear didn’t move; she simply flowed to the side, and the tip met only air. “Hasty.” Her tone suddenly became clinical. “You’re moving from the elbows; the swing starts at the shoulder.” His spearpoint snapped sharply to the left and down, but again he slashed at where the regent had been.


      “You’re working against your own inertia,” Miss Datsia chided. “You’re trying to be clever, but you’re losing a lot of cont—” Her words rose in a yelp as my master snapped his spear around in one paw, crashing its back into the side of her knee. “Good! Creative, but now you’re—” Her own spear snaked down and around, and then my master’s weapon went flying, knocked out of his awkward off-paw grip with a quick lift of her own. “—defenseless and open.” She thrust and turned, and her spear came down in a sweep, slashing his left arm with its tip.


      My master howled as blood gushed from the gash carved into his arm, but he didn’t fall. In his right paw, he already had the mace free from his belt. As Miss Datsia brought her spear around for another slash, he crashed it down against her, snapping it in two and sending splinters flying. His swing continued unbroken, as if he hadn’t even noticed the impact. The heavy head of the mace swung around and back up in a single arc. He stepped forward, and his paw came down in a backswing to crush the regent’s skull.


      As he started its decent, a sudden glint of metal became visible in the middle of his back. Black blossomed around it, Deterikh green stained with fresh red blood. My heart froze as his body went rigid, then slack, crumpling to his knees. The mace slipped from his numbed fingers and crashed to the dais, and both his paws went to his chest, clutching the half-length of spear that Miss Datsia had shoved into his gut. He pitched forward, heaving, but nothing left him.


      “Erik!” My pet’s name was out of my muzzle before I could think. I started to run forward, but suddenly two pairs of paws were on my shoulders and arms, holding me by my chains. I thrashed and struggled, but there was nothing I could do as the regent knelt beside my master and put a condescending paw on his shoulder.


      “You were stronger than I thought,” she said approvingly to his struggling body, “but you were never strong enough. You were a risk, one I couldn’t afford. One that Barony Deterikh couldn’t afford.” Then, leaving him, she rose and smoothed out her skirt again, dropping the other end of her broken spear. “Guards, go find Valentin. Have he, Inika, and Chelin brought to the main hall. Then have someone summoned to clean this mess.” Then her eyes fell directly on me. “It’s time to end this. Come here, little light.”
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      SATISFACTION


      My blood froze when those two words fell from Miss Datsia’s muzzle. Almost at once, my paws and hinds went numb, and my breathing went very still. The familiar heaviness still settled into my limbs, but every trace of warmth from the feeling was gone. I shuddered against the sudden cold, but I couldn’t shake off the chill that suffused me. Miss Aura’s admonitions against letting others know that phrase stood out sharply in my mind from the grey haze that settled around the edges of my vision.


      “I am ready.” I struggled against the words, fought not to say them. I didn’t want them to be true. I could no more deny them than I could deny the chill itself. Already the twelve lights danced around me, inviting me to count them. I was kneeling in Miss Aura’s study. I was standing on the roof of Baris Keep. I was lying beside Mister Valentin’s bed in Krolik Tower. I was frozen in place half a dozen paces from the woman who had just stabbed my master, my pet, my love. My stomach knotted and every muscle shook, but still I responded as I’d been trained. I was doing as I was told, and doing it very well.


      Miss Datsia sighed as she pulled a long knife from within her jacket. Golden light glinted off the blade as she beckoned me towards her with it. “I said come here, little light. I don’t like repeating myself.”


      I clenched my jaw, but the response forced itself out of me regardless. “Yes, ma’am. I am ready.” Frozen, each motion was a struggle, the desire to rebel at war with the compulsion to obey. I fought to hold position, to reject my training, but I couldn’t. The need to submit was too strong, too deeply ingrained. My half-lidded eyes focused on the blade in the regent’s paw, but despite the terror it inspired, I felt myself moving towards her. My body responded even as my mind refused, pushing me up onto the dais. As my hind hit the platform, I reflexively counted one.


      I tore my eyes to the side, down to Erik’s fallen form. My heart ached, and a sob welled in my throat, but it crumbled to dust in my muzzle before I could set it free. I wanted to comfort him, to hold him, to tell him I could take away his pain. Not even that anguish and longing could pull me from my course. My left hind left the ground and dragged me towards inevitability, my silver chain rattling against the ground. Two.


      I wanted this too much; there was no other reason. Not the specifics, perhaps, but the condition, the state of being owned. Miss Aura understood it, though she hadn’t told me. Mister Iladin explained it to Mister Valentin, though I hadn’t understood. I knew I needed servitude, and I sought it with the diligence any other would have sought mastery of a trade. I needed an owner, someone to lift the burden of responsibility from my shoulders, in exchange for power over me. Having been given that freedom, I was helpless to fight against it. Three.


      If I couldn’t resist it, then any escape would be in complying. With a heavy sigh, I stopped struggling against the words and sank deeper into trance, closing my eyes against the world. The weight in my arms and legs increased, and the haze drew thicker around the edges of my mind. I imagined, behind my eyelids, a spark deep within, the familiar trickle of heat and light from the circles Miss Aura had cast around me. It flickered, then flared inside, darting along my spine. When my head swayed, Miss Datsia’s ankle glowed dimly, a fresh irritation on an old injury improperly healed. The witchlights around the room still glowed, but they were nothing compared to the conflagration searing through Erik’s chest, consuming him from within. Four.


      At the end of my left arm, the vessel Miss Aura had crafted began to itch, a burning chill that pulsed in time with my heartbeat. I envisioned a complex pattern of lines woven around my paw, trapping the darkness within me. Across the palm, sigils pinned the meshwork closed, a circle of symbols etched in white light pulled taut over deepest black. Two signs interwoven capped the design, one searing red, the other a liquid blue. Pinned between them, black on black, I imagined I could see that sickeningly familiar design from the vial of poison: a circle, and three dots in a triangle within. Mirgalva, the death’s head. Five.


      A fresh jolt ran up and down my back, from the scruff of my neck through my tail. My stomach clenched tighter, but a fresh fire ignited in my chest as the sparks collided. Mister Valentin’s words came to me, as I was begging to pleasure him: Pet, henceforth, if you think your life or mine is in danger, you are to take whatever steps you feel are necessary. He might have no longer been my master, but Erik had never countered the sergeant’s command. In all the time I had served, I had never broken an order, except to follow another. I knew in that moment what had to happen, and when my hind landed in front of Miss Datsia, the chill had all but faded from my chest. Six.


      “Very good, little light.” The regent’s voice was soft, almost soothing. I opened my eyes to see her bringing the blade of the knife up to my neck. “Tilt your head back for me. I’ll be quick about this. I don’t want you to suffer.”


      I smiled as I bared my throat to her. “I am ready, yes, ma’am.” I pressed one paw to the other, tapping the three dots in the middle of my palm. “Good-bye.”


      Miss Datsia’s ears arched upwards at the farewell, and her tail curled behind her. “Good-bye to you too, Taneh. I’m sorry about your role in all this, really, but you’ve done a great service to the barony.” The blade against my neck was cold, the edge ticklish even through my fur. “This will be just a moment.”


      “Yes, ma’am.” There were no more words. I traced the circle around those points, and was rewarded with a rush of wind around me. All around the room, the witchlights went dim, and the guards murmured and clutched at their spears, suddenly on alert. Miss Datsia’s eyes widened, and she pressed in with the blade, pulling back against my throat. I felt the fine trickle of blood seep down my neck, but I ignored the stinging and pressed my paw against the regent’s chest.


      As soon as the darkness touched her, Miss Datsia stiffened and the blade slipped from stiffened fingers. “What— I—” Her voice rose to a shriek. Her eyes showed white all around, and her ears flattened against her head. “No, it’s... it’s not...” She began to shake, her breath coming in labored pants. Her tongue hung from her muzzle, starting to swell as she whined. “Not time!”


      She tried to step back, to pull away, but I advanced as she withdrew, keeping contact with her. “It is,” I murmured. “Outside the Great Work, only darkness exists. I bring that darkness to you, a vessel filled with it. Where it touches, only darkness remains.”


      “Shut up!” She was gasping now, each word paid for in pain. The wolfess grabbed my wrist and pulled, but she might as well have been trying to bend iron in her paws. As she sank to her knees, her eyes pleaded with me. “Please, you don’t— You’ll destroy the barony.” Her voice was nothing but a whisper. “Everything.... Everything....”


      I brought my other paw to Miss Datsia’s cheek and cupped it, the only kindness I could offer her. “Respect the office, not the officer,” I said. “Barony Deterikh will survive. You... are no longer part of the Great Work. Only darkness remains.”


      Miss Datsia’s eyes focused on mine, her own hollow and full of fear. “No....” Her muzzle froze in that ‘O’ of despair for a few seconds, then went slack. The light faded in her eyes and her ears fell limp against her head. She shuddered once, then fell backwards against the dais, a blackened stain on her chest where my paw had touched her. When the gloom lifted and the witchlights returned to full brightness, Miss Datsia, daughter of Stela, regent of Barony Deterikh, lay dead at my hinds.


      As soon as the darkness had passed from the room, I heard the rattle of chainmail as every guard’s attention came to rest on me. Leather snapped and steel clinked against steel as the brought spear and mace to bear in my direction. “He’s killed the regent!” I heard behind me, one voice out of two-dozen or more. “Stop him!”


      Em, I thought over the sudden rush of boots, but I didn’t say it. I was doing what I was told, and doing it very well. I wasn’t afraid. I wasn’t sad. I wasn’t even angry. I had every reason to hate Miss Datsia for what she had done to Erik, Miss Aura for what she had done to me. All I could feel was a dim relief that everything would soon be resolved. I dropped to my knees beside my master and pet, then gingerly placed my body over his to shield it. His bloody jacket was warm against my stomach, but cooling rapidly, and his fur was already growing chill. His chest still moved, and he trembled, but I could tell it wouldn’t be long. Already I could see the anger of his wound fading, the pain passing into hollow numbness.


      The guards from all around the room had perhaps made it halfway to the dais when a thunderclap blew the main doors off their hinges. Shards of wood flew into the room and smoke poured in in their wake. I cringed reflexively against the sound and snapped my ears back against my head, but my skull still rang with the force of the blast. The guards all stopped in their rush and turned, spears at the ready to protect them against whatever dragon or demon had just been summoned into their midst.


      Out of the smoke stepped Miss Aura, clutching a lit torch in one paw and a small sachet in the other. Her eyes burned and her tail lashed madly behind her. Miss Inika stood close behind her, her spear at the ready to guard the sage. Mister Iladin followed behind, a heavy pack on his back. “I am Inika, daughter of Eskaya,” the vole pronounced, her voice muffled by the ringing in my ears. “With the rightful heir and his sergeant incapacitated, I am assuming temporary regency of Barony Deterikh.”


      A few of the soldiers turned to charge the small group, but Miss Aura shook the pouch in front of her, sending up a cloud of powder into the air, and words flew from her muzzle in a tongue that seared my ears to hear. Her voice peaked in a shout, and then she thrust her torch into the dust, sending a gout of flame from her outstretched arm towards the guards. The two closest to her didn’t have time to scream before they were burned alive, their bodies collapsing to ash and scorched bone. The third, though, had only his arms caught in the sudden inferno. He shrieked and dropped to his knees, desperately trying to put himself out, his frantic flailing only spreading the flames across his body.


      The stink of charred fur and flesh filled the room, and one of the other guards dropped to his knees, retching at the stench. Miss Inika, however, only wrinkled her nose as she marched toward the dais, the two sages close behind her. “Anyone wanting to challenge my authority can go through Aura to do it.” No one else moved, and she hollered back towards the entryway, “Secure!” Erik’s loyalists rushed into the room, quickly stripping the last of Datsia’s guard of their weapons.


      In the midst of the chaos, Miss Inika casually pointed the tip of her spear towards the back of the hall. “Valentin’s that way, sleeping in a washtub.” Mister Iladin bowed and then, escorted by a trio of Miss Inika’s supporters, shuffled back to recover the sergeant. The vole’s attention, though, had already returned to the two of us beside Miss Datsia’s body. Her muzzle quirked into a gentle frown, and she knelt next to us. “Poor th—” She froze mid-word, then snapped her head upright. “Aura! They’re still alive! Both of them!”


      The sage was at my side before I could blink, her torch discarded, her fingers gripping my shoulder. “Taneh, up.” Her voice shook worse than her paw. “Off the baron. Let me.... Great Family.” She delicately caressed my pet’s shoulder as if she were stroking an eggshell. “Erik?”


      “Aura?” Erik’s voice was a whimper, barely audible even at this closeness. “I’m sorry. She... she beat me.”


      “Hush, boy,” the sage soothed. “Save your breath.” She spied the shard of metal jutting from his back, and her tail collapsed to the ground behind her. “I need to turn you to inspect the wound. I won’t lie: this will hurt.” He nodded, and she shifted backwards. “Taneh, his shoulders. Inika, legs. On three.” We scrambled around, then eased him onto his back, but not without drawing a choking gasp out of the young baron. We rested his head in my lap, his upper back balanced on my spread knees to keep the tip from hitting the floor.


      When she saw the jagged end of the broken spear jutting from Erik’s chest, Miss Aura’s ears went flat against her head and the blood drained from her face. “Dust.” The her eyes narrowed as she lifted her gaze to mine, her muzzle tightening to a thin line. “Did she suffer?”


      I shrugged as best as I could without moving. “I don’t know, ma’am. I emptied the vessel. She begged, at least.”


      The sage nodded tightly, tail lashing once. “It’ll have to do.” Then her attention went back to Erik, and her manner softened instantly. She cupped one paw gently against the side of his cheek. “Relax, boy,” she murmured softly. “I’ll try to make you comfortable.”


      Erik coughed, paws still clutching at the wooden shaft embedded in his gut. “I hurt... want to lie down.”


      Miss Aura gave the barest shake of her head. “That might dislodge the spear. You’ll bleed out.”


      “Don’t care,” Erik said, panting. “Going to die... anyway.”


      The kitchen door banged, and two pairs of hindfalls stumbled towards up. A shadow fell across us, and then Mister Valentin knelt next to Miss Aura. “Inika, find Chelin. Go spread the news of Datsia’s death.” He was silent as his lieutenant left, then lowered his head to survey the damage. “I’m sorry,” he finally said. “It should be me down there.”


      Erik shook his head, grimacing at the motion. “Had to... be me.” He bit down hard against a spasm of pain. “Succession.”


      “Don’t talk,” The sergeant admonished gently. He cautiously pried one of Erik’s paws off of the spear and held it in both of his. “Listen, Erik, you’re going to be fine. Aura and Iladin will take care of this.”


      “Lying again.” Erik hissed around gritted teeth. “One thing... Valentin. Your oath. The barony.”


      Mister Valentin shook his head emphatically. “You’re not dead yet, and you’re not giving up on me.”


      Mister Iladin squatted to Miss Aura’s other side and leaned in close to peer at the wound. He bit his lip, then sat back on his heels and shook his head. “He’s lost so much blood, and the damage is extensive.”


      “Six generations... founder’s blood.” Erik’s voice was growing softer with every breath. “My jacket... soaked with it.”


      I gently stroked a paw down Erik’s cheek. “You’re still talking, pet,” I chided as gently as I could. “Relax and let the people handle this.”


      Erik’s eyes went wide, and then a gentle smile spread on his muzzle. “Yes, master.” Then he drew in as deep a breath he could manage and went limp in my arms.


      I waited for a few seconds, then narrowed my eyes at Miss Aura. “What can you do?”


      Miss Aura’s gaze held mine, and then she snapped her head down to Erik. She began tracing symbols in the air before her, muttering to herself, and then nodded sharply. “It’s worth the risk.” She turned to Mister Valentin and drew in a deep breath. “Do you trust me?”


      “What?” The lynx almost bellowed the word. Then he stopped and sighed. “I don’t have much choice, do I?”


      “Not really,” the sage confessed. “Iladin, chalks and salt, ruby dust and sapphire. The contents of your herbal racks, and fast.” Mister Iladin rose, then rushed from the hall faster than I had ever seen him move before. “The barony will soon be yours, Valentin. Be gentle with it.”


      Mister Valentin’s eyes narrowed. “I thought you said you could save him!”


      “I can’t save Erik, Baron,” Miss Aura corrected. “If Iladin hurries, though, I may still be able to do something.” She turned back to me, bobbing her head. “Little light?”


      I smiled and let the warm heaviness spread through me once more. “I am ready.”


      Miss Aura smiled back. “Of course you are. I’ll need your help as well.”


      Seconds stretched into minutes with my pet’s head in my lap. At Miss Aura’s direction, I kept my attentions as much as I could on my pet, ignoring my own growing discomfort from being pinned beneath him. I stroked his muzzle and murmured softly to him to keep him calm, occasionally asking him questions to ensure he could answer. His brow creased in discomfort, his muzzle twisted in a rictus of pain, but he did his best to stay alert. His chest barely moved, but his breathing never stopped. His paws flexed and tensed and his shoulders trembled as he struggled against the urge to tug at his impalement.


      Behind me, I could hear the sounds of the sages’ preparations, but they seemed dim and distant. Chalk scratched against the dais around me, and salts flowed in a circle around it. The air grew thick with the scent of rain and woodsmoke. I could hear, if I focused, Miss Aura and Mister Iladin discussing sigils and stars, influences and intentions. I caught my name, once or twice, or perhaps I just remembered it. Taneh. It was a pretty name, strong but yielding. What will yours be, pet? I wondered, as I stroked the young wolf’s ears.


      Miss Aura’s voice came to me from miles away. “Pet, how is he? And yourself?”


      “Quiet, ma’am,” I replied, letting the words fall gently out of my muzzle. “Relaxed, a little scared.”


      “Just a little?” The question was gentle. “Not a lot?”


      “No, ma’am,” I assured. “I’m well-trained and doing as I’m told.” I lowered my gaze, then rested a paw over my pet’s chest. “He’s frightened, mostly of the pain.”


      Mister Valentin’s voice was more insistent, but no less removed. “Tell him he won’t hurt much more.” Then, more quietly, in a voice I don’t think I was meant to hear, he added, “I’m still not sure what you’re planning.”


      “I’m correcting two mistakes tonight,” the sage replied just as softly. “Iladin’s for blessing Erik’s succession, and mine for making it possible. Everyone should be happier with the outcome.”


      After that, for a time, there were only the sounds of preparation and my own gentle murmurs, keeping my pet relaxed. He turned his head and gently nuzzled at my leg, whimpering softly, and I held one of his paws between both of mine. Then, finally, Miss Aura called out to me again. “Taneh, do you remember when we stepped outside the Great Work together? How the skeins supported us when the ground gave way?”


      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied, closing my eyes. As she mentioned it, I could easily imagine the glowing lines of light beneath us, feel the sway and tip of the rays bowing slightly beneath our weight. I shifted faintly to compensate, adjusting my knees, which grew a muffled grunt from my pet’s muzzle.


      Far behind me, the sage chuckled. “Never mind, pet. You’re doing as you’re told, and doing very well.” Hindfalls whispered against stone. “When the circle closes, be ready to catch yourself. Do you understand?”


      I drew in a deep breath, then let it out and nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


      Somewhere far behind me, a final chalk-line scratched into place, a few grains of salt poured across them, and the witchlights faded into twilight. “From the furthest star to the tiniest speck, all things are connected in the Great Work.” Miss Aura’s voice echoed faintly, her voice all around me. “The tapestry stretches in all directions, from the heavens to the earth, binding all things together. Past and future, above and below. Here, within the unbroken circle, we separate off a small piece of the Work, that we may weave changes into it.”


      The air around me hummed with potential as Miss Aura spoke. I opened my eyes, but the glowing lines remained, shining up from below. It took me only a moment to find my balance, the shining skeins more than enough to support my weight. My pet startled when the world began to fade, but I lay my paws on his shoulders and chanced a whisper. “Easy, pet.” I nuzzled between his ears, and lay still again with only a whimper. Once we both had our balance, I lifted my head. “Yes.”


      “Beyond the Great Work, cause need not precede effect, and before may follow after,” the sage’s voice continued. Beyond the circle, all had become darkness; only her words breached the barrier. “In this place, we may make changes, and not fear the consequences. Water may pour up to a vessel, and fire may burn without consuming fuel. Outside the Great Work, we may pull the weapon from the wound, and no blood shall flow.”


      My stomach clenched at the words, but the order was clear. Gingerly, I pressed my paws together on either side of the broken wooden shaft, then gradually pulled upwards. My pet arched his back, but then I felt something give way, and the blade slid free, slick with blood. Light shone up from the hole left in his chest, lit by the strands supporting us over the abyss. I resisted the urge to peer into the opening; I was afraid of what I might see inside.


      “Good pet,” Miss Aura assured me, and my own breathing eased slightly. “You’re doing as you’re told, and doing it well. The hole below marks a point of egress, a space through which the unneeded may leave. The hole above marks a point of ingress, a space through which the needed may enter. Salts may separate, chalk may mark and guide, but it is the will that directs and commands. Let us trace a circle around this hole with the tool that created it, to bless it and keep it pure.”


      Clumsily, I drew the metal spear tip through my pet’s fur, in a rough circle around the wound. It was far from precise, but I was doing as I was told. Once marked, the sage’s voice resumed as if she had never stopped. “So blessed, we may separate the needed from the wanted, the wheat from the chaff. Ruby dust for Oshka. Thistle for purity, elderberry to consecrate. Clover and clove, basil and bay. Within the circle, two threads bind incompletely, brought together by arrogance and fear, wolf and rabbit conjoined in a single skein. Let us lay paws on this knot, and with this touch untie. The hole below marks a point of egress, through which Wilik’s thread may leave.”


      As my paws came to rest on either side of my pet’s injury, it felt as though they were passing within, as though the flesh weren’t quite solid. As a test, I gingerly pressed down against his pelt, and I felt something inside of him give way, as a waterskin breaking. The light shining through the wound began to sputter as something smelling of old stew poured out below, between the strands of light and down into the darkness. As I watched, his tail began to recede, and his ears grew longer in equal measure. His muzzle shrank to a rounded curve, and his hinds swelled like mine. Melka, I realized. He always was his mother’s son.


      “With Wilik’s gift removed, the knot remains incomplete, a single thread tied to naught.” Suddenly the sage’s voice was a whisper all around, in my ear but nowhere to be seen. “Sapphire dust for Matska. Orange for marriage, peony for love. Heather and honeysuckle, mandrake and mistletoe. Within the circle, two threads bind completely, brought together by love and compassion. Let us lay paws across these threads, and with this touch unite. The hole above marks a point of ingress, through which Jedrik’s thread may enter.”


      Lifting one paw from my pet’s chest, I placed it upon my own. At the touch, pain the likes of which I had never felt shot through me, as if I had been stabbed through the gut with a spear. I felt something move within me, and then an arc of lightning jumped between us. My pet spasmed once, then again, his motions echoed by my own. The blood rushed from my head, and my world swam around me. I swayed and stumbled, but then his paws were at my sides, holding me steady. I looked down, and he smiled back, his golden eyes alight. At his shoulder and hip, patches of white fur stood out from the black, no doubt matched by one on the back of his leg.


      “With Jedrik’s gift added, the knot becomes whole, two threads brought together by love and compassion.” Miss Aura’s voice returned to normal, though still at a great distance. “What remains is to mold the second as the first, to complete the pairing. Anise to bless, cinnamon to heat and stoke. Peppermint, motherwort, and clove. Let us wipe away the inner circle and match touch for touch, gift for gift.”


      I wiped my paw across the circle I’d traced, and the hole in his chest went with the rest of the marks. The other rabbit below me let out a gasp, then a full-throated moan as the heat within him swelled. Cautiously, I slid back along the strands of light to let him lay flat, then took one of his paws in mine. It took only a little effort to take each of his claws between my stubs and work them back into the ends of his fingers. A bit more, and his fingers lay folded flat as mine were. The thumb was hardest to mold away, but when that was done, his paw was the mirror of mine, a thought that stoked my own inner fire. His other paw went quickly, but there was more to do.


      Working my knees to either side of his head took time, but soon his muzzle was just below my nethers. “Lick,” I whispered into the darkness. “Learn.” Then I lay across his chest, so that his groin was just beneath me. As he pressed his lips to mine in a most intimate kiss, I took his sheath in my paws. Guided by his tongue, I cautiously molded flesh to match the sensations I felt. The heat within me became a flame as ey pleasured me, fueled by eir fire and my own efforts.


      Soon that ache burned too brightly, and I plunged my muzzle into eir newly-molded sex, hoping to slake my burning need in eir depths. I rubbed the opening to eir tunnel gingerly with one stubby digit, squirming back against eir paw in return. Every lick echoed against my body, every shudder mirrored in my own. I traced eir nethers with my tongue, carefully avoiding that sensitive button as long as I could, until my need drove me to caress it directly, drawing a howl from eir lips. I held back as long as I could, but eir tongue was too insistent, my need too demanding. My release was a lightning strike, and when I arched my back to cry out, it seemed to arc between us. Below me, ey shook from the tips of eir newly-lengthened ears to the base of eir shortened tail. “Yes,” we whispered in unison, when voice finally returned to us.


      Miss Aura’s chuckle probably wasn’t part of the ritual. “You’re doing what you’re told, and doing it well. As all things have symbols to give them meaning, so is the name the symbol of self. The self that entered the circle is not the self that leaves, and so the name must change to match. Wormwood and violet, with licorice root to seal. Outside the Great Work, we may separate a skein to make changes to it. To weave those changes back within the larger pattern, we carefully part the circle. Salts divided, chalk split.” I heard the thunk of wood against stone, and then the scrape of one of the lines being split. “Wake up, Taneh.”


      I startled at the name, my name, and fell onto my side with a groan, thudding against the solid wooden dais. The first rays of sun were just streaming in through the windows, making the witchlights seem dim by comparison. Every muscle in my back and legs felt stiff, and my paws ached. “Ma’am,” I groaned.


      A whimper to my right made me turn my head, and my heart jumped in my chest. Staring at the rabbit that lay beside me felt akin to gazing into a mirror. Eir fur was black where mine was white, white to my black, but the patches across shoulder and hip were an eerie match. Eir arms ended in an animal’s paws, and between eir legs was only a need to be filled. Ey lifted eir head with a groan, pressing eir paws to eir eyes. “I’m exhausted.”


      “Quiet, pet,” Miss Aura corrected as she shuffled over. “Any pain, at least?”


      Ey paused, biting eir lip. One paw went to eir chest in surprise, brushing against where the spear had been. Of the broken weapon itself or the wound, there was no sign. “No, ma’am... just tired.”


      The grin that split the sage’s muzzle could have outshone the sun itself. “Good. Very good,” she said as she wiped at her eyes. “If anything ever hurts, ever, you get your master to come tell me, do you understand?”


      The other rabbit ducked eir head sheepishly, squirming. Ey glanced to me and blushed; eir eyes were a deep and vivid gold. “It’s not pain, exactly, ma’am.”


      Miss Aura laughed, her tail hooking behind her in amusement. “I think you’ll be fine. Baron? You can claim your pets.”


      “Hrr?” Half-asleep on the floor just beyond the circle, Mister... Master Valentin’s eyes fluttered, then snapped open as understanding dawned. “Oh! Right.” He sat up and stretched, then pushed himself from the floor with a groan. “Taneh, heel.” Then his eyes turned to the other rabbit, and the world held its breath. “Um....”


      “Yes, master.” I struggled to my hinds, then knelt with a wince slightly behind and to the left of Baron Deterikh. The other rabbit watched wordlessly as I moved, then looked up to the baron’s face. Eir eyes went wide with longing and confusion, but before ey could speak, I took a risk and gestured towards the space to my right, at the lynx’s other side. “Rikeh, heel.”


      At the mention of eir new name, ey sagged against the ground in relief. When ey lifted eir face, the smile on eir muzzle shone brighter than the coming dawn. “Coming, master,” ey whispered, then rose and took eir place beside me.


      Master Valentin looked down at the both of us, and a weary smile broke out on his muzzle. “Both of you, rise and follow. I have a few announcements to make and a war to stop.”
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      CLOSURE


      As we’d been instructed, both Rikeh and I knelt just inside the door to the baron’s parlor. Our heads bowed, we waited with paws on parted knees, anticipating our master’s return. When it opened, we both lifted our head and called out, “Hello, master!” in unison.


      Master Valentin, Baron Deterikh, replied with a groan as he stepped into his parlor. “Rikeh, to the kitchen,” he mumbled wearily as he slumped towards the table. “Tea for three, bowls of stew, and whatever bread and cheese they can spare.” Mister Chelin filed in after him, with Miss Aura behind. “Taneh, heel. It’s going to be a long night.”


      “Yes, master,” we replied as we both stood. My love brushed eir stubby paw against my arm, then took off at a dash for the kitchen. Eir golden-hued chains – a gift from the alchemist to complement my silver ones – rattled as ey shuffled rapidly out the door, tugging it closed behind em. I knelt beside the baron and, unbidden, took one of his hinds onto my knees to massage it as best as I could.


      The lynx groaned and sagged against his high-backed chair. “Stars, that feels good.” He leaned down and tousled the fur between my ears. “That was the most brutal day in court I have ever had to endure.”


      Mister Chelin, Deterikh’s new sergeant-at-arms, shifted forward on his seat and leaned his elbows against the table. “It could’ve been worse, I’m sure.”


      “I’m not sure how,” my master retorted. “It seems half of Baris was in Erik’s camp, the other half supported Datsia, and the only common ground between them was disappointment in me. I think they’re all just holding their breath, waiting for me to make some misstep.”


      “They weren’t holding it quietly, from what I heard,” the stocky young wolf chuckled. “At least none of them questioned your succession.”


      “I don’t think any of them dared.” My master rubbed the bridge of his muzzle with one paw. “The reports of both Erik’s and Datsia’s deaths were too widespread, and I was one’s confidant and the other’s best friend. Iladin’s recital of Erik’s last words probably didn’t hurt either.”


      “Neither did your accomplishments, don’t forget. You stopped a war and laid two heads of state to rest on the same day; that’s no simple feat.” Then Mister Chelin grinned, his ears perking. “At least Inika wasn’t here to challenge every statement you made.”


      Miss Aura cackled at that from one of the couches along the wall, her tail hooking in amusement behind her. “No doubt she’ll be busy making plenty of her own mistakes at Tomas’ court.”


      “Matska’s grace, Inika’s making a better showing there than I did here.” My master hissed against clenched teeth as I kneaded the ball of his hind. “She’s no Dion, but that will be worth a few coin in her favor. Baron Jazinsk should find her directness refreshing.” He tugged his hind out of my lap, then replaced it with the other, letting out a fresh groan of discomfort as I worked the tension out of his weary pads.


      Deterikh’s court alchemist picked at the tattered hem of her blouse. “Speaking of Baron Jazinsk, do we know for sure that he’s agreed to end the war?”


      “Not for sure, but I think we can assume so.” The young sergeant added. “The reports from the front are that the Jazinsks have pulled their forces back to just outside Krolik’s walls, same as we have. We know Inika’s made it inside, and we received confirmation that they turned back the ambush from their southern approach.”


      That drew a general sigh of relief from around the room. “Any word of Dion?” Miss Aura asked, her tail lashing. “Have they caught the bastard yet?”


      My master shook his head. “No word on that, no. I think if they’d caught him, they’d have said, so I have to assume they’re still looking. Hopefully when they send their next envoy, he’ll come bearing his head on the end of his spear.”


      “So who did you have Inika ask them to send?” Miss Aura asked, her gaze suddenly on the painting over my master’s shoulder.


      My master shifted uncomfortably in his seat, then pulled his hind out of my lap. “Justik, son of Jedrik. I told you that before.” My heart leaped into my throat at the name, and my chest suddenly felt tight, but my master just put a paw on the back of my head and brushed my fur with his fingers. “Something the matter, pet?”


      I bit my lip. “No, master.” The first word was a lie, the sudden flush of embarrassment making the ache between my legs throb.


      A soft thump at the door interrupted his words. Instead of further teasing, he merely hooked his thumb towards the door. “Go open that.”


      I shifted awkwardly and rose to my hinds. “Yes, master.” I dashed over to the door and, twisting the knob in both paws, opened it to admit Rikeh balancing a wooden tray loaded with bowls and a tea service across eir paws. Eir chains rustled against the ground as ey walked slowly to the table to lay down eir burden. Eir order fulfilled, ey knelt where I had been moments before, and I took my position beside em.


      For several seconds, no one spoke. My master poured tea, Mister Chelin dug into his stew, Miss Aura joined them at the table, and my love and I shared the warmth of each other’s bodies. I heard the gentle shift of eir chains, felt the touch of eir stubby paw against my knee. The emptiness between my legs flared, begging to be filled. I returned the touch, and a quiet whimper escaped Rikeh’s muzzle while eir ears folded back against eir head. I giggled, and ey turned, briefly pressing eir lips to mine.


      “Down, both of you.” Master Valentin smiled around the reprimand. “There’ll be time enough for that later.”


      “Oh, let them play,” Miss Aura chided, holding her mug in both paws. “This is all people-talk. You don’t even need them in here for this.”


      My master grinned and lightly stroked Rikeh’s ears. “No, I don’t, but... truth be told, I’ve gotten used to their involvement. I need every honest voice I can find to warn me when I’m about to do something rash, and I sent one of my best advisors to Jazinsk to act as my voice there. I see no reason to turn down help where it’s available, even if sometimes I have to order them not to speak.” His eyes caught mine in a pointed stare, and I ducked my head, my ears growing warm under the sudden attention.


      “Fair enough, I suppose,” Mister Chelin conceded. “It’s not like you’re bringing them to court with you. Will you really want them in the room when the envoy is here, though? Isn’t that just begging for trouble?”


      “Probably,” my master admitted. “But he already knows about Taneh. I want him to see ey’s being well-treated. I can’t think of a faster way to build confidence in us. That’s why I asked for him in the first place.”


      “It’s not Taneh’s presence that worries me,” the wolf grumbled as he tapped a claw against the patch of white on Rikeh’s shoulder. “Those markings are far too similar to be coincidence; they even look alike, in the muzzle and such. That’s going to raise questions.”


      “What could he possibly ask that could be a problem?” Miss Aura asked as she filled her mug. “He won’t have any reason to suspect the truth.”


      “He won’t have to,” the young sergeant countered, tapping against the table. “He knows what happened to Taneh, and even if he accepts that ey wanted it, that doubt has to linger. All he has to do is ask why they look so similar. That would be reason enough to suspect something, even if it’s not the truth.”


      Rikeh and I exchanged glances, but Master Valentin leaned forward and put a paw on my love’s shoulder. “Listen, Chelin. If he asks outright, we tell him. If he’s smart enough to piece together the truth, then keeping it from him will hurt us in the long term. So far, no one has questioned Rikeh’s presence or history, and I don’t see that changing. That’s the way of slaves; they’re mostly beneath people’s attention.”


      “And if he doesn’t ask directly, the answer is simple,” The alchemist added with a flick of her tailtip. “The Slavers Guild has branches in Baris as well as Krolik, and I chanced upon a close fit. I wanted a gift to offer at the inauguration, and, well....” Her grin widened as she tugged at the hem of her blouse. “Baron Deterikh seemed so pleased with Taneh, I thought he should have a matched set.”


      The words sent a spasm of warmth up my spine, and from Rikeh’s muffled whimper against my shoulder I could tell it had done the same to em. I shifted closer to my love and took eir paws in mine, then nuzzled into the other rabbit’s velvety black fur. I might have been nothing more than a slave, but it didn’t matter. There was nothing more I could want.
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      BALANCE


      I awoke first to cold. The thin cotton blanket and straw mattress held the worst of the night’s chill at bay, but it took the warmth of another to make the pallet comfortable. Silence came second; only my master’s deep and raspy breathing came to me in the darkness. With one paw, I patted the empty space beside me where Rikeh had been when I fell asleep. It still held traces of eir warmth, though eir cover had been thrown aside.


      As quietly as I could, I rose from my slumber, rubbing sleep from my eyes as I pulled my chains taut. Master Valentin shifted as I crept past the end of his bed, but he only rolled to his side and pulled his thick comforter more snugly around his shoulders. The door to the parlor hung slightly ajar, likely left open by someone afraid of banging it by mistake. Gently sliding my bonds to the ground took almost a minute. I spent another easing the door open with one paw, pressing down the brass latch with the other to keep it from rattling. I wanted to hurry, but I took each step as I imagined Miss Aura would, patiently waiting for the best moment to move to the next task.


      Beyond, a faint light glimmered in the parlor, barely enough to see but not enough to be seen. One of the witchlights had its cover half-withdrawn, spilling a pool of golden light across the floor that just reached the edge of the table. At the edge of that glow, Rikeh stood below the portrait of the man who had once been eir father. The other rabbit held eir head bowed, eir ears canted back in apology. Ey held eir paws pressed together just below eir muzzle, and as I watched, ey drew in a shuddering breath, eir tailtip shivering as ey sagged forward.


      Gazing on my love’s nude form, I felt the familiar stirrings of heat within, but this was no time for passion. Step by ginger step, I approached the line of portraits, letting my chains slack when I felt the plush rug beneath my hinds. Muffled by the pile, the thunk was still enough in the stillness of the room for Rikeh to hear it. Ey jerked, body twisting towards me, eir paws snapping out in supplication. Eir golden eyes were wide, whites visible all around despite the gloom.


      Eir muzzle opened, and I quickly shook my head and pressed the edge of my paw to my lips. The other rabbit caught eir breath in eir throat and nodded slowly, lowering eir paws to eir side. I motioned towards the ground, then approached and knelt before the other slave. “Please, tell me what’s wrong.” I winced at how loud I sounded in the silent room.


      Rikeh joined me on the floor, paws on knees. “It’s... nothing, really,” ey replied just as softly. “I couldn’t sleep.”


      I shook my head slowly and coaxed one of Rikeh’s paws into mine, holding it gently and stroking eir fur with my pads. “This is the third night in a row you couldn’t sleep. If something is wrong, you should be telling master.”


      Instantly, the other rabbit’s ears went taut against eir head. “It’s not worth disturbing him. It’s not that important.”


      I clucked my tongue. “The health of his slaves is his business, Rikeh.” I leaned forward and gently nuzzled at my love’s cheek. “If you won’t tell him, will you at least tell me? I can tell something’s troubling you.”


      Rikeh returned the touch, eir black fur warm and soft against mine, and I again felt that throb within, but I did my best to put it out of mind as ey spoke. “It’s... the dream again.”


      The subtle stress on eir words suggested a specific one. “Tell me about it?”


      “It’s....” Rikeh’s voice trailed off into another sigh. “I’m standing on the dais in the main hall, late at night. Master is there, and Miss Aura. The old baron, Mister Chelin, and all the others. And... Miss Datsia is standing in front of me, a spear in her paws.” Ey tensed and eir voice quavered. I moved one paw to eir shoulder, smoothing out the fur. “She stabs me, but there’s no anger on her face, or hate. She’s just... disappointed.” Unthinkingly, ey moved one of eir paws to eir stomach, to the broken wooden shaft that wasn’t there. “Nobody’s angry. They’re all just... disappointed.” The fur beneath eir eyes began to glisten. “It hurts, but I don’t care. What matters is... I let them down.” Eir voice broke, words crumbling into sobs. “I let them all down.”


      My heart ached at the words. As I pulled Rikeh into my arms and stroked eir back, my chest tightened. I wanted to hurt the people who had done this to em, but there was no one left to punish. There was only the past, forever beyond my reach. The physical injuries had long since been treated, but the wounds refused to heal. Ey shuddered and sobbed, clinging to me with eir arms around my shoulders, while I did my best to let em purge the pain within, one tear at a time.


      As the other slave’s eyes ran dry and eir shaking stilled, I gently pulled em into a hug, holding em close. Ey returned the embrace fiercely, muzzle pressed into my shoulder. “Thank you,” ey whispered raggedly. “I think I’ll be able to sleep again.”


      I licked the black-furred rabbit’s cheek. “Perhaps, but I think I have a better idea. You’re better tonight, but what about tomorrow?”


      Rikeh rolled eir shoulders and wiped at eir eyes with a forearm. “Tomorrow is beyond my control.”


      That brought a subtle smile to my muzzle. “Perhaps not. We may be slaves, but that doesn’t mean we’re helpless. Wait here.” The door to the hall beyond our master’s chambers took both paws to open, but I was far less worried of being heard. Several guards roaming the halls saw me pass, but no one stopped me or even commented. I might have belonged to the baron himself, but I was still just a slave.


      Rikeh canted eir head to the side when I returned carrying a tall, narrow candle balanced on a small clay plate. “I’m not sure what you’ve got in mind,” ey murmured. “I’m not even sure how you’re going to light it.”


      I chuckled softly, then kissed the other slave’s cheek softly. Closing my eyes, I held my paw out to the taper and began to focus on the twelve lights inside. One... two.... Bring fire for light.... Deep within, I felt that familiar lightning dance up and down my spine, but it was a strain to coax it out along my arm. Five... six.... Heat built within, sweat beading on the insides of my ears. Eight... nine.... I furrowed my brow, breath searing my chest as I pushed that spark out to my paw. Eleven... twe— That spark jumped out from my paw to the wick, and a dim flame flickered to life.


      Rikeh collapsed back onto eir rump, scooting back with eir hinds. “How—!” The word, spoken normally, still echoed in the otherwise silent parlor. A second later, ey snapped eir paws over eir muzzle, then hissed, “How did you do that?”


      I stared into the flame, muzzle slightly agape myself. I thought perhaps I might have been able to do it, but I was still taken aback at my own success. “I’ll show you. First, though, you’ll have to learn to get your thoughts under control. This will help you with your dreams as well.” I gestured to the candle flame. “It won’t be overnight, but it will help in time, I promise you.”


      The other slave nodded, then shifted back up onto eir knees and locking eir eyes onto the flickering flame.


      “Deep breaths, in and out,” I whispered softly as Rikeh focused on the candle. “You’re already trained. You know how to do as you’re told, and you do it very well. You’re nice and comfortable, and you could move if you needed, but you don’t really need because you’re already comfortable where you are. Just focus on the flame, watch how it flickers like a little star. Focused and relaxed, breathing slowly, in and out....”
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