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  1


  The House of Lord Fog


  

  Commander-of-Ten Dacien grunted as his captors  traitor-humans!  pushed him forward ungently. The battle of Mog Ford had been a disaster; minotaur infantry and wolven skirmishers had ambushed Commander-of-Thousands Harrock, and the Seventh Imperial Army had pretty much dissolved into chaos. Here and there, a Commander-of-Thousand or a Commander-of-Five Hundred had organized some resistance, but the minotaur and wolven had timed their attack perfectly  most of the Army was still fording the river when the wolven attacked from behind  and out of nowhere. The scouts hadn’t seen a thing; the best intelligence they’d had was that Clan Lycaili was still trying to ally with Clan Ouroborous, and their forces were at the Howling Pass.


  Not at Mog Ford.


  And certainly nobody had expected the minotaur would ally themselves with the bastard barbarian wolven  the wolven threatened both humans and minotaur. But that was the only explanation; the wolven had just materialized in the rear, at the worst possible moment, and Harrock had turned the army around to meet the light skirmishing forces  really, there was nothing else to do unless he wanted to lose the entire baggage train  and the supplies that would sustain the Army.


  But then Lycaili minotaurs had appeared on the far side of the ford. The cavalry had just been slaughtered, caught mired in the waters, and even the infantry hadn’t had time to set up a defense. They’d attacked almost completely by surprise as well  and coming after the wolven forces in the rear, they’d turned a serious blow into a total rout. Dacien himself had been in the front, in the Eagle Banner Hundred, one of the few Hundreds to react quickly enough. It hadn’t been enough. A minotaur wasn’t invincible or invulnerable, but they were damn close. A minotaur was evenly matched, he’d been told, against five humans who knew how to fight together.


  From his own observations in the battle, he thought they were better than that. They’d certainly chewed through him and his men, even though the Eagle Banner had been ready for the minotaurs. His part of the battle had been brief  a huge minotaur had struck him with a war hammer, and that ended his participation in the fight, a mere twenty minutes or so into it. He’d woken, bleeding but miraculously still alive, later that night. He’d thought he was lucky when two humans wearing Imperial medic sashes wandered by him.


  He’d seen the ruptured bodies of some of his own men, and his own commander. His own wounds were serious  they took him to a huge tent with other wounded men, and left him for a while  it had been another couple of hours before a healer looked at him, and then another day until a healer could actually work on him. He’d been relieved to be in the Imperial hands.


  Only, he wasn’t. He’d found that out on the fourth day. Even while his bones were being set, he’d seen men released in small groups, and wondered. But the medics wouldn’t talk to him, or anyone, other than to tell him the first priority was getting the wounded mobile.


  Mobile! On the fourth day, only the seriously injured remained. They’d been blindfolded, and a mage had been called in to heal them. His leg had been reset, the bone reforged. He hadn’t seen the mage of course, anonymity was one of the best protections a mage had, so he still hadn’t questioned what was happening.


  He’d been so trusting. Fool. He had lain there, while a medic had whispered, “This will probably hurt,” and given him a soft wooden plug to bite. It had hurt just as much  and maybe more  than getting his leg broken had. It had been over quickly, thankfully, the searing pain fading quickly to a dull ache that had vanished over the next hour. And he  and the remaining twenty soldiers  were now mobile, and they were marched out of the healer’s tent.


  Dacien had walked out into the middle of an unbelievable scene. He was surrounded by humans  led by five minotaur  and he was being marched away from the battleground as fast as they could go. And, since the wolven were busy smoking meat in tens of little hastily-built smokehouses, he’d been grateful to leave. Five days of forced marching  with none of the burning questions answered, other than the most obvious that he was now a minotaur prisoner, had left him tired, dirty, and just a little bit scared. Nobody knew what the minotaurs did with their captives, but he’d known what the wolven did. Dacien just wished he hadn’t been there to see it. And smell it.


  He shuddered, involuntarily, and the traitor-human pushed him forward again. If he just had his sword … But of course he didn’t, and he was manacled, and the two men behind him had shortspears. Defiance would get him nothing, not yet. They’d marched him into a city, of sorts, low stone buildings with roof-patios built into the side of a hill, and then into this cold stone hall. One by one, the other men with him had been pushed through the door. A few minutes later, in response to no signal that Dacien could see, they’d send another.


  And now it was his turn. He drew himself up, and before they could shove him again, he stepped through the door. It closed immediately behind him, but he was already studying the new room. In that it was cold gray stone, it was much like the old room. It was furnished  if one could call wall-ornaments furnishings  with huge, oversized weapons. Minotaur-sized weapons. Huge swords, massive daggers, and even a war hammer that … wasn’t the one that had hit him, of course, but looked just like it.


  And two minotaurs; just like the ones that had crushed the Seventh Army nine days ago. The first wore nothing but a loincloth, none of the heavy armor he’d seen previously. The creature was huge; at least seven feet tall, and massive, like the heaviest wrestler Dacien had ever seen, all covered in a short-furred brown pelt. Sitting farther away was another, wearing a dark purple robe over a soft cream. They had to to be two of the most handsome creatures he’d ever seen, but Dacien had hardly a moment to look before the first one twisted his mouth in a snarl, and the minotaur just moved  more gracefully than Dacien would have believed possible  forward in a sudden glide and six feet of razor-edged steel sliced through his tunic, shearing the fabric and leaving a thin line of red. Dacien stepped back and glared at the creature. “What’s that about, you bastard?”


  It dropped the sword down. “A determination, human, as to your disposition,” it said in the deepest voice Dacien had ever heard  and flawless Latin. “Remove your shirt.”


  “No,” started Dacien but the then sword leaped back up again.


  “I can remove it for you,” the minotaur said, coldly. “Human. One.”


  Dacien eyed the blade, and then nodded, and began taking the ruined shirt off. He held it uncertainly.


  “Drop it,” the minotaur said, and, mindful of the sword, he obeyed.


  “Turn around … keep turning … keep turning … slowly … keep turning … stop.” Dacien had turned around twice, and was facing the wall, away from the minotaur. “Raise your arms, no, not in front of you, to the sides  yes. Hold them straight out, just like that. Don’t move.”


  He heard a tap-tap, and he felt something  a finger, run down the curve of his back. Dacien turned and had bunched his fist up, but the minotaur caught Dacien’s fist, his huge furred hand grasping Dacien’s hand easily. “Bad human,” the minotaur said with a growl. “I didn’t say move. I know I didn’t say punch.”


  The minotaur’s grasp tightened on Dacien’s fist. “Apologize.”


  Dacien brought his knee up into the minotaur’s crotch, as hard as he could  or at least he tried to. The huge creature twisted slightly, keeping Dacien’s hand trapped and forcing him around, and then twisting his arm up behind him. “Not ‘knee’. Apologize.” The pressure increased to the point where Dacien stood still  very still. He didn’t want his arm broken. The minotaur began increasing the pressure slowly  very slowly.


  “Stop,” another voice said, almost tiredly. It belonged to the second minotaur, this one with a cream-colored pelt and short horns. “That’s sufficient. Enough. He’ll do.”


  The pressure on his arm relaxed instantly. “What band?” the minotaur asked.


  “Blue, please. I want this one sent to Lord Fog.”


  “He won’t …”


  “He will. Simply tell him that he’s the one who has the best chance of succeeding with one.”


  The minotaur released Dacien, and walked over to a ledge. He came back with a blue cloth, which he proceeded to knot loosely around the human’s neck. “I will,” the minotaur rumbled, “but he will ask if this is the word of Lord Chimes, or merely steward Ruus.”


  The other minotaur snorted, a surprisingly bull-like sound. “He will, won’t he. Well, in this matter, I speak as Lord Chimes. As Ruus, though, I say it’s his duty, and and I don’t care to hear otherwise.”


  “I will tell him,” the minotaur said. “He won’t like it.”


  “No,” the cream-colored minotaur said softly. “He won’t.”


  * * *


  He’d been left alone then, thrown into a small windowless room with a cot and a blanket  a cell, really, although it didn’t have quite the oppressive feeling of a prison. The door was locked, though, when he tested it.


  The first minotaur returned for him later; perhaps two or three bells. By the time his new captor had dragged him out of the winding stone city and up into the low hills and up to a tall stone house, the sun that had been overhead when they started was now just setting. The path had taken them up onto brush-covered rolling hills, and a cool haze had turned into a thin evening mist. The minotaur hadn’t said much to Dacien, other than to issue curt instructions, but he had furnished the human an old wool blanket. The jaunty blue and red of the original weaving had faded to a sadder blue-gray and brown, but it was clean, and it even had a faint scent of herbal soap. Dacien had wrapped it around him, and it had warded off the chill of the day easily.


  The evening promised to be colder, though, and Dacien was already shivering slightly as they drew near a stone wall. There was a small plaque, but Dacien couldn’t read the Greek inscription. “What does that say,” he asked, without really expecting an answer from the taciturn minotaur.


  “It says ‘Mistingrise House,’” the minotaur said. “You can’t read Greek?”


  “No,” Dacien said.


  “You speak it well enough. Can you read Latin?”


  “No,” admitted Dacien.


  “Well, it’s Lord Fog’s problem,” the minotaur said.


  “Why is it a problem?”


  The minotaur snorted, that weird bull-like sound that Dacien realized must be laughter of some sort, but didn’t answer. They walked along the stone path through the carefully-tended garden inside the wall until they reached the largest of the stone buildings  Mistingrise House.


  The house was large; not huge, but large, with wings extending out at the right and left and a huge garden in the front. A fountain held a statue of a tremendous minotaur, covered with a deep green patina, at least fifteen feet high, water gushing forth from a cornucopia carried triumphantly on his shoulder. The water splashed into a marble-rimmed pool at the base, and Dacien thought he saw a huge white fish for a moment before it flicked its tail and vanished. The anatomically correct statue definitely showed that minotaurs had a different sense of modesty than humans, and Dacien forced himself to look past it.


  The door was answered by a human wearing a soft gray tunic and trousers, and a heavy steel collar. He looked at the minotaur first, of course, and then glanced at Dacien  a longer glance, for some reason, as if Dacien surprised him.


  “Lord Fog is not at home,” he said, after a moment.


  “This is not a social call. Lord Fog is at Mistingrise, the thing is obvious. Inform Lord Fog that Trand is here on behalf of Lord Chimes,” the minotaur replied.


  The servant  more likely a slave, Dacien thought, blinked, and nodded nervously. “Yes, Sir,” he said. “Will you come in?”


  Trand led us into the wood-lined hall, thick rugs muffling the sound of his hooves on the floor. The human wore sandals; Dacien couldn’t help but look at the collar welded around his neck. A moment later they  or rather Trand, and Dacien in his wake  were shown into a tiny room with a couple of chairs. The room had no windows, nor a fireplace, instead being lit by a soft glow emanating from tiny beads of stone set into the ceiling. “In the name of my Master, be welcome to Mistingrise House. Would you care for a drink, Sir?”


  “I’ll get it,” Trand said, as he entered the room. “Please let Lord Fog know I’m here.”


  “At once, Sir.” The human turned, and went off, quickly.


  The minotaur studied the three decanters sitting on a small table for a moment. “Knowing Teodor, these are probably bespelled water,” he said after a moment. “Still, it will taste like brandy.” He poured himself a glass, and then, after a moment, poured a second, and offered it to Dacien. “Here.”


  Dacien sipped the golden liquid  he’d expected it to be something like mead, but it was stronger  much stronger, and he nearly choked on it. The alcohol burned his lips and mouth for a moment, but then it had a smoky, almost evanescent flavor that was … good. Very good.


  “Thank you,” Dacien said, after a moment.


  “You need something to warm you up after that trip,” Trand grunted, sitting down. “Sit. On the floor, not in a chair.”


  “I’ll stand,” Dacien said.


  The minotaur looked at him, swallowed the rest of the brandy, and set the empty glass down. “Sit. Floor. Now.”


  “I’ll stand, thank you,” Dacien repeated.


  Trand rose angrily, but anything he was about to do was interrupted by the arrival of a handsome, gray-coated minotaur. This one wore a light shirt and trousers much the same colorless gray that the human servant had worn, but in his case, it matched his pelt perfectly; in the dim light it was hard to say where the cloth stopped and the fur began.


  “Trand! It’s a pleasure, a very unexpected pleasure, to see you, even if you do come from Ruus.” The voice was deep, like all minotaurs, but rather than gravelly or lowing, this one flowed like thick mead.


  “Ah, you won’t say that in a minute, Lord Fog.”


  “Teodor, I am Teodor.”


  “Thank you, Lord Fog, but I am, as I told your slave, on business.”


  “Then conduct your business, and we can get on with more civilized matters.”


  Trand snorted. “Lord Chimes sends his compliments, and presents this human to your attention.”


  The gray minotaur’s huge black eyes widened in surprise. “I know you, Trand, and I do not think you’d jest about such a thing. But the corollary is that you’re telling the truth, which is … scarcely less astonishing.”


  “I do not jest, Lord Fog. Lord Chimes says you are most likely to succeed.”


  “Lord Chimes says. Not Ruus.”


  “Not Ruus, Lord Fog.”


  “And why should I, even if I am, accede? Does Lord Chimes have an answer for that?” the minotaur asked sharply.


  “He does, Lord Fog.”


  “Does he,” the minotaur spat out. “Perhaps you would enlighten me on this, for I declare that I do not see the justice of the claim.”


  “Yes, Lord Fog. First, Ruus points out you have a duty to your clan.”


  The gray minotaur opened his mouth angrily, and then shut it, saying nothing for a moment. “Yes. Ruus is correct. Barely.”


  “Next, Lord Chimes asks you to consider the corollary to the point that you are most like to succeed.”


  The gray minotaur started, and then sighed, as the anger seemed to drain from his expression. “Yes. Of course. Inform Lord Chimes that I accept.”


  “Lord Fog  Teodor  please,” Trand said. “Your opinions are known, as is the strength of your feeling in the matter. Your first reaction was anger at the imposition  and it is an imposition, I know it, even Lord Chimes  Ruus  knows it. But you would have realized … I know you would have. And what can Ruus  Lord Chimes  do? If you are the most apt to the task, than how could he lay it on another?”


  “He could not,” Teodor said dully. “Nor should he. Nor would he. And yet …”


  “I’m sorry,” Trand said.


  “You will stay the night, of course.”


  “I don’t wish to impose,” Trand started, but Teodor cut him off.


  The gray minotaur shook his massive head. “No, if anything, it would ease my mind if I knew you were safe here rather than out on the moor. The paths are treacherous, and not entirely of this world, especially in the mists and moonlight. I would feel better  much better  if you waited until sunrise. Please.”


  “There are borders around here?”


  “Unstable ones,” Teodor said solemnly. “And that I say as Lord Fog. Some lead to his world, that I know, and others I have not yet walked.”


  “What do you mean, my world,” asked Dacien suddenly, and then felt the weight of two minotaurs regarding him. Teodor recovered first from his surprise.


  “I mean the world where you come from, human, which is not this one. There are a few places where one may step with certainty from your world to this one, Mog Ford being the best example.” He looked more closely at the human. “And, I must wonder, for what possible reason are you making free with my brandy?”


  “I offered it,” Trand said quickly. “It was a long walk here, and if I was cold …”


  “I see,” Teodor said, continuing to stare at the human. “Do you have a taste for it, human?”


  “It’s pretty strong. And my name is Dacien.”


  Trand’s eyes narrowed, but Teodor waved him down. “I believe you put this human in my care, did you not?”


  “I did.”


  “Then I will deal with him,” the gray minotaur said thoughtfully, and then turned to face Dacien directly. “Trand is upset, human, because you did not address me with the respect of a slave for his master, and because you offered your name  considered rude, when it has not been asked for. I, myself, do not chide you for these things, because you are newly-come to this world, and do not yet know your place in it.”


  “Thank you,” said Dacien.


  “This is intolerable!” said Trand, rising from his chair. “My Lord Fog, I beg your leave to manner this human.”


  “And you think a beating would inculcate better manners?”


  “It would teach him to hold his tongue!”


  “And yet I think that’s my responsibility,” Teodor said. “Would you be content if he addressed me as ‘Sir?’”


  “It would be a start,” growled Trand. “Yes. But he won’t. Not without a good reason to. He’s a stubborn, disobedient …”


  “No, he’s not.” The gray minotaur’s voice had gone flat. “You are expecting him to react as a native human would  and he is not a native human. To expect him to act as such is irrational.”


  “Then he needs to start learning,” Trand said equally coldly.


  “Quite right,” Teodor agreed. “But permit me to instruct.”


  Trand sat back down, radiating repressed anger. “If you insist.”


  “Perhaps a wager? A … a bottle of this brandy as forfeit?”


  “That what?”


  “That I can, without beating, or any physical intimidation whatsoever, get this human to call me ‘Sir.’”


  “Done,” said Trand, settling back. “I’d love a bottle of that to take home.”


  “I note it.” Teodor turned to look at the human, and his voice lost the chill of a moment earlier. “Human, it is desirable that you address me as either ‘Sir’ or ‘Master.’ Am I correct in assuming that you won’t just do this?”


  “Yes,” said Dacien.


  “You see …” started Trand.


  “I believe I said I’d handle it,” Teodor said, waving Trand back down. “Please ignore my friend, human, he’s not used to anything but humble obedience from slaves. But … you address your officers as ‘Sir,’ do you not?”


  “Yes,” Dacien said.


  “Your honor demands it, that you show respect to those set above you.”


  “Sort of,” Dacien said.


  “Sort of? Your manner suggests that you are not one to call someone ‘Sir’ merely because they might threaten you with violence otherwise. So it is not intimidation, then, that calls you to use the word.”


  Dacien thought about that. “No, not really. I mean, yes, that’s right.”


  “So it is a manner of honor. Your honor, and theirs?”


  “I’d never thought of it like that, but … yes, I suppose it is.”


  “So you would address an officer as ‘Sir’.”


  “Yes.”


  The gray minotaur nodded. “And a  pardon, what’s the word, surgeon? One who heals through physical manipulation of wounds? Suturing, sewing, that sort of thing?”


  “Chirurgeon?”


  “Would such warrant a ‘Sir’ from you?”


  “Yes,” Dacien admitted.


  “What about a … senator of your Empire? Would such warrant a ‘Sir’?


  “Yes,” Dacien said.


  “And is that a ‘Sir’ from intimidation, or a ‘Sir’ from respect?”


  “Respect.”


  Teodor nodded agreeably. “Consider this, then, human. I am an officer  equivalent to your commander-of-thousands. I was both your advocate and healer at Mog Ford. The reason you weren’t left to the mercies of the wolven was that I insisted all survivors be given medical care  and I myself healed your leg. Otherwise, you would not have been able to leave Mog Ford under your own power  and so been a wolven prisoner, rather than ours. Can you then honorably call me ‘Sir?’”


  Dacien looked back at the minotaur. “I think I could.”


  “If?”


  “If I were called by my name, rather than ‘human.’”


  Teodor simply sat back in his chair. “Very well, Dacien. I see no dishonor to me  or you  in using your familiar designation.”


  “Thank you, Sir.”


  “Thank you, Dacien.” Teodor turned to Trand. “Well? I leave it to you to judge who wins.”


  “He’s not showing the respect of a slave to his master,” Trand said after a moment. “But he is showing respect, and the wager was that you would be addressed as ‘Sir’. You win. I’ll have to go find some brandy when I get back to Maze. Is there a vintage or vineyard you favor?”


  “There is,” Teodor said. The gray minotaur stood up, went over to the bookshelf, and, moving some books out of the way, produced two bottle of brandy. “I am inordinately fond of Two Hawk apricot brandy  these. I would be honored if you would accept these as a token of my appreciation for bringing Dacien out here tonight.”


  Trand stood, bowed, and took them. “I believe this is my forfeit, Teodor,” and he offered one back.


  “You are honorable in defeat, my friend.”


  “I hope to be as gracious in loss as you in victory, Teodor.”


  “Now … Dacien. Are you, perchance, hungry?”


  “Yes,” he said, and then added, “Sir.”


  Teodor nodded appreciatively. “Then you should eat. Trand and I will have dinner shortly … but I doubt you’d care for a minotaur’s supper; you’d find it unpalatable. I’ve asked Butler to come show you to your quarters  temporary; I’ll settle you in here tomorrow. I know things will seem strange to you; but it is my intent to treat you honorably, in the expectation that your behavior, in turn, will be honorable. Will that suffice for now?”


  “It will, Sir,” Dacien said. “It’s more than I expected.”


  Trand cringed.


  Teodor just snorted. “He intended a compliment, and I take it that way. Where …”


  The door opened, and the human who’d opened the door for them stood there, silently.


  “It seems this human  please refer to him as ‘Dacien’  will be joining the estate for the foreseeable future,” Teodor said after a moment. “He’ll want dinner, a bath, warm clothes, and … somewhere to sleep, I think. The Unicorn Rooms are ready for guests?”


  “They are, Master.”


  “Put him there, then. Trand will be joining me for dinner, and I’ve asked him to stay the night as well. I think he’d like the River Suite. Or the High Suite. Whichever is ready.”


  “Very well, Master. Should dinner be moved forward?”


  Teodor nodded. “Yes. Have Cook ready it now; call us when it’s done.”


  “Very well, Master. Will there be anything else?”


  Gray eyelids closed over Teodor’s eyes for a moment. “No.”


  * * *


  “Follow me, Dacien,” Butler said, and Dacien did. The conversation between Trand and Teodor faded as they walked down the corridor, into a kitchen with three more gray-clad humans preparing food, and then into a small dining room off to one side. “Our dining room,” Butler said, after a moment. “The rest of us have eaten; I’ll have Cook get you a plate.”


  “S’done,” a voice said, slowly. One of the three in the kitchen handed Butler a platter full of bread, vegetables, and cheese.


  “Dacien, this is Cook.”


  “Hello,” he said.


  “You know they don’t like that,” Cook said. “I like my skin on my back, thank you.”


  “Master said he was to be referred to as ‘Dacien’.”


  “Bad habit,” Cook said, turning away. “Get us into trouble. Maybe not with Master, not this time, but others. Bad habit.”


  “What’s a bad habit,” Dacien said, after the other two humans turned away from him.


  “Calling you by name,” Butler said. “Slaves don’t have names.”


  “I’m not …” Dacien started, and then stopped. “I don’t know. What’s … what’s the punishment?”


  Butler stood still for a moment, and then turned away as well. “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t want to. Dacien.”


  “Then why are you … because he ordered you to.”


  “Yes,” Butler said, almost unwillingly.


  Dinner was almost painful. As hungry as Dacien was, the almost hostile silence made the food unpleasant. He choked down the rest of it, and then looked up at the four men  slaves  working on the upcoming dinner. “Er. Butler? Should I call you that?


  That one put down the knife he’d been using to cut radishes, and turned around. “It will do. Are you done? Dacien?”


  “You … you don’t have to call me that, if it bothers you.”


  Butler shook his head.


  “Not in every sentence, then,” Dacien added suddenly. “He didn’t say that.”


  Butler handed the knife to Cook. “If you’re done, Dacien, please come this way,” and set off down the hall again. They went up a narrow flight of stairs, through a tight corridor, and then into through a small door into a huge sitting room. “I’ll lay out clothing for you, Dacien. The bath is through here.” Butler walked into a large bathing chamber, and twisted knobs set in gleaming gold pipes. Steaming water began to pour out into a huge porcelain tub. A huge towel sat in a silver rack by the tub, as did several smaller towels.


  “There are three doors in the suite that are closed, Dacien. Please do not open them or go through them. I will leave all the doors to this suite open  it’s just this room, the sitting room, the bedchamber, and the dressing chamber. I’ll get clothing for you, and leave it on the bed. Don’t come back through the servant’s hall, either. If you need anything  pull that rope. Somebody will come see to whatever you need.” Butler paused for a moment, and then proffered a jar. “Soap. Is that everything you need?”


  “Yes,” Dacien said.


  “Thank you. Dacien.” The human walked off, leaving Dacien to study the tub  it was simple enough, he supposed. One knob controlled hot water, the other cold water, and there was a drain connected to yet another golden pipe that ran from the underside of the tub into the floor. But how did the water get hot?


  Magic, he supposed. It hardly mattered as he shed his clothes, and slipped into the hot water.


  * * *


  Once he’d finished, he wandered back into the sitting room  where two of the doors Butler had mentioned stood closed. He was tempted to open them, just to see what was there, but he thought better of it. Teodor  Lord Fog  had offered to treat him honorably if he, in turned, behaved honorably. That sounded very much like giving his parole to Dacien, and he wouldn’t break it.


  The bedroom had a fireplace complete with a newly-kindled fire; Butler must have lit it before leaving. A set of fine gray linens  like the ones the other human wore  lay on the huge bed. Dacien sighed, disliking the thought of putting on slave-clothes, but what choice did he have? He didn’t want to put his old dirty clothes back on  maybe he should wash them? The tub would work for that, too, he realized suddenly. But they’d take a long time to dry.


  Maybe in the morning, he decided, yawning. The warmth of the fire and the inviting cheerful red-and-blue quilt on the bed convinced him he might as well try to sleep. He pulled back the blankets, and stared, stunned, at the gray silk sheets. He’d seen silk, small brightly-colored scarves and tiny bolts of fantastically embroidered cloth, impossibly priced.


  The minotaurs used it for sheets? And pillow-covers?


  The mattress itself wasn’t a featherbed, but it was almost as soft, and possibly warmer. Dacien sunk happily into the bed, pulled the sheets and quilts up over him, and found himself dozing off faster than he’d expected.


  * * *


  The room was the same. The paper on the walls was different  wildly colorful. Where today is was gray-toned and gray, now it was brilliant green vines interspersed with cerise and magenta blooms against a brilliant sky-blue pattern. Nevertheless it reminded Dacien of the cool gray designs he’d seen earlier  now. This, though, was a dream.


  The bed was the same; although again a brightly worked quilt of red and blue triangles covered shimmering white sheets  these, at least, were not silk. They were smooth and slick to the touch, and the thread was so fine he could scarcely tell they were woven. He lay awake in bed, possessed by a terror not his own, dreading … Dacien knew not what he dreaded.


  He?


  She. Dacien was a woman  naked, under the covers, and she was almost wetting herself with an intense, gut-twisting dread that was worse for not knowing just what it was. Despite the warmth of the room, she was cold, her skin tingling against the slippery sheets, her nipples taut.


  The door swung open and  although Dacien would have said it wasn’t possible  the fear increased, along with another sensation. Her heart pounded as the scent of salt and pine reached her, and she whimpered involuntarily. The smell was comforting to her even as it alarmed her; and it was oddly familiar  even pleasant  to Dacien as well. She couldn’t believe this was happening. Not to her. Not at all. And … not Him, oh, how could it be Him.


  She said nothing, just listened to the soft footfall, closer, closer.


  “Please,” she said softly.


  “Shhhhh,” a deep minotaur voice surrounded her, and a hand stroked her hair. “Is that the way to speak to your Lord and Master?”


  “No,” she whispered, turning away from him. “Forgive me. But please, Master …”


  “No,” echoed the deep voice, with a hint of anger, and the covers flew off her as the hand was withdrawn from her hair. “Look at me.”


  She obeyed, and there was no hesitation in her whatsoever however much she trembled in the doing. “Master,” she acknowledged quietly, and looked up at the large minotaur. Dacien looked through her eyes at him; he was handsome, dark-furred and muscled, the image of her God even when he was quietly angry at her, and she wanted him, even as Dacien wanted him  wanted him as a woman wants a man and a slave wants her master  and she knew she shouldn’t have him; she feared having him. Angry. He was angry.


  She gasped in horror as that washed over her. She had angered him.


  The dream twisted as Dacien was just puzzled; the woman was horrified. She began sobbing, caught between her horror at her own disobedience and some other, less discernible terror.


  Hands caught her, brought her mouth to him as he embraced her, letting his hands roam gently over her body, a loving touch that she yearned for, desired with all her heart  and feared. She struggled suddenly, catching him momentarily by surprise, sliding out of his gentle grip, but he just followed her down to the bed. He supported himself carefully, never letting his full weight fall on her  just enough to emphasize that she was his. Her legs parted for him, simply because she knew he wished it and she could not oppose him but the terror stabbed deeper into her, and when he entered her  gently, for such a large creature  she couldn’t breathe, not even to beg for her life. Dacien moaned along with her; although from pain or pleasure he could not tell.


  She was going to die; her Master had sentenced her to death; and however wonderful she felt, however good it was to have her Master take his pleasure of her, she knew she would die of what she would bear. The sheer ecstasy of feeling him, though, overrode it. Pleasure surged through her, both from the rhythmic stroking of her deepest self, and even more from knowing that of all his slaves, He had wanted her  her alone. She sighed, surrendering to his touch and invasion, even to the certainty that of what would follow, as slow, languorous waves of the intense sensation washed over her, as His hands stroked her head, her hair, her face. The hard slap was painful  a surprise, and Dacien gasped as the sting came again.


  The slap was harder, more insistent, and Dacien opened his eyes into the bedchamber  and yelled with surprise as a naked minotaur towered over him. His first dream-muddled thought was that the monster from his dream was here to rape him, too, but then he saw that this one wasn’t the black-and-brown one from his dream, but the silvery form of Lord Fog, wrapped in a fine gray silk robe hastily tied. It did little to conceal the form of the minotaur himself. And Teodor was talking  calling his name. The fire was out, and the room itself was filled with a fine misty haze.


  “Dacien? Are you awake?” The minotaur paused as Dacien instinctively pulled himself back.


  “Just … just dreaming. Lord Fog. Sir. I’m sorry if I disturbed you …”


  “No,” the minotaur said calmly. “You were not just dreaming. You were having a vision of some kind, and an unpleasant one. Describe it, please.”


  “It was nothing, really …”


  “No,” the minotaur said again, almost with a forced patience. “It was not nothing. I am a mage. You, Dacien-human, are a potential mage, and you just had an experience  perhaps your first, perhaps not.”


  “No,” Dacien started again, only to be cut off by the minotaur.


  “Are you usually a bed-wetter?” the minotaur asked, amused.


  “What? No …” Dacien started, and then realized he was, indeed, wet. He felt his face getting hot. “Oh. I’m sorry, Lord Fog … I …”


  “It’s common to lose control of certain bodily functions that one prefers to keep under control when having an uncontrolled magical incident,” Teodor said, after a moment. “But given that, the … well, there’s no sensible Latin word for it, but the presence of magic that indicates some kind of working, and what appears to have been a vivid dream  I’m pretty confident that your magic, whatever it is, is waking up.”


  “But why …”


  “Why now, yes, an excellent question.” the minotaur said. “First, magic feeds on magic. I doubt you’ve ever spent time in a mage’s presence before, and even if you have, I doubt that mage was deliberately infusing you with magic. Which, I admit, I did.


  “Why did I do that? Well, I was hoping for … this, that your own latent magic would become active. Although I was expecting it to take longer  usually, this sort of reaction happens in a time scale of months, not hours. That is unusual … I do not recollect a similar incident …” the minotaur’s voice trailed off. “So unusual, I think it’s worth considering a little more fully,” the minotaur said, his voice regaining its usual rich timbre.


  “Well,” Teodor continued. “Let’s get you cleaned up, and then we can consider further.” The minotaur reached out a hand, and pulled Dacien up, out the bed. Dacien started for the bathing chamber, but Teodor shook his head. “No, in here, please.”


  “Okay,” he said.


  “I thought we had that discussion,” the minotaur said, stopping. “That’s ‘okay, Sir.’”


  “Yes, Sir, we did.”


  “I can’t say that I care very much,” Teodor said absently leading the way into the sitting room. “But it will save you all sorts of trouble, I assure you.”


  Dacien privately doubted that the minotaur was as blasé as he claimed, but … Lord Fog was right. They’d discussed it, and Lord Fog had convinced him to call the minotaur ‘Sir.’


  One of the doors in the sitting room  one of the doors he’d been told not to open  was now open, and the gray minotaur walked swiftly through it. Beyond was a larger room, the walls lined with glass-fronted cabinets. The cabinets themselves were filled with scrolls, rolled maps, and even one or two bound books.


  “Please don’t open the cabinets here  or any cabinets, please,” the minotaur said. “The papers can be easily damaged by magic, and by myself, I leak enough to wipe a library clean. I’ve no idea what your influence might do yet, but … well, it’s rare that it’s not an inconvenience of some sort.”


  The room beyond was a small reading room, a softly glowing glass sculpture of a kneeling human on a plinth lit it, and peculiar benches  almost more like chairs with cushions, and again, everything was done in muted grays, even to the wood table. The wood was walnut, but rather than the warm wood tones of black walnut, somehow the table had been bleached, leaving only a faint red stain against the now-gray polished wood.


  Another door led to another bathing chamber  this one much larger than his. The tub was huge  his was sized for a minotaur, but this one could easily hold two, or even three. The room had a touch of color  bright red tiles set randomly here and there against more of the ubiquitous gray tiles, and the tubing here was silvery, not gold, and a tube extended up, almost eight feet, from the tub while a silk modesty curtain  gray, of course  hung about the tub on yet more silvery tubing. The minotaur tucked the curtain into the tub  and fiddled with some knobs, and then water began spraying down into the tub from the tallest plumbing. “There,” Teodor said. “Throw the clothes into the hamper. The water’s warm  it shouldn’t take you more than a minute to rinse off.”


  The human removed his clothes, and dropped them into the gray wood box the minotaur had indicated. Dacien looked around, the single and ubiquitous color triggering a thought. “Does your leaked magic makes things gray, Sir?” Anything, he thought, even magic, would be better than having to think about the huge male right beside him.


  Teodor paused for a moment by the tub. “Essentially. Not everything; it doesn’t affect metal or some porcelain and enamels. I just get most things silver or gray now to spare myself from having to watch the color fade. I find it depressing to watch.”


  “Does it happen that fast?” Dacien asked, stepping under the water  a little hot, but it did feel good to rinse off. He just let the water play over him while Teodor spoke.


  “It seems to,” sighed the minotaur. “I wasn’t born like this. I was roan  almost red. It’s not a common coloring, and … well. Let’s just say I learned a painful lesson about personal vanity. It took about four months, from when my magic awoke to go from a brilliant roan to this nondescript shade of washwater. Even my instructor  Lord Ember  lost his coloring over the next year. It came back, though, for him, after I left. And you can expect your hair and skin to go gray, too, although, like Lord Ember, it will probably come back if you ever leave.”


  He stepped out, and the minotaur  rather than wrapping him up in the towel, as he’d expected, proceeded to dry him off with it. That’s not something Dacien would have expected from the formality he’d shown earlier, and he found himself reacting to the male’s attentions, but Teodor seemed to ignore it.


  “There,” Teodor murmured. “Now. Come in here, please.”


  “Could … could I have a robe? Sir?” Dacien asked, a little uncomfortable and embarrassed.


  Teodor looked puzzled for a moment and then shrugged. “If you want,” he said, with blithe unconcern. The minotaur loosened the tie of his robe, wordlessly pulled it off, and handed it to Dacien. “It may be a little large on you,” the minotaur said.


  It was more of tent on him; the robe dragged on the ground, and the tie was somewhere around his knees. Dacien just pulled up the sides, and started walking back to his room.


  “No, through here,” Teodor  now quite naked  said, opening a second door in the bathing chamber. “In here, please.”


  This was a bedchamber  and Dacien quickly realized it was Teodor’s bedchamber. Silver candelabras by either side of the bed held three crystal candlesticks that glowed with the same soft light the sculpture in the other room did. The bed itself was huge, large enough for four minotaurs, by Dacien’s estimate, had the covers thrown back indicating the occupant had left hurriedly. Everything was gray, of course, the same silvery shade that Teodor himself was. “Get in bed,” the minotaur said, and went over to a massive wooden dresser where he poured a golden-red liquid from a crystal decanter into two crystal glasses.


  “What?”


  “You can’t sleep in your bed, it’s wet,” Teodor pointed out in reasonable rumble.


  “I could sleep on one of those chairs,” Dacien said. “I don’t want to inconvenience you,”


  Teodor snorted. “Neither of us has a choice about that, Dacien-human. Any more than you have a choice about this. Besides, this is actually turning out to be quite interesting. You’re not unattractive, for a human, and I’m curious about what sort of magic flows through you. Get in.”


  “No,” said Dacien, taking a slow step back towards the door.


  Teodor carefully set down the two glasses on the nightstand, and …


  The room got grayer, somehow. The light seemed to waver, as if seen through a sheet of water. The gray minotaur himself was gone; the glasses were still there where the minotaur had set them down a moment ago. Dacien swallowed, blinked, and turned back towards the door.


  Only it wasn’t there. He’d walked through a door in that wall  a big wooden door, large enough to make even a minotaur seem small, and it was just gone. The wall  he’d thought it had been carefully painted, but now, as he examined it closer, was covered in fabric stretched along the wall  a pattern of ghostly gray vines against a finely-spaced gray-on-gray checkered pattern. The fabric itself was … not silk, he thought, but as fine a weave, and perhaps finer. He couldn’t imagine what a bolt of this cloth would fetch back in the Empire; the workmanship was unimaginable. And minotaurs used it to decorate walls?


  Whatever it was, there was no break in it to give him a clue about where he’d come in. His fingers reached out, brushed the surface, and he could feel the delicate pattern under his fingertips. There had been a window, too and another door  but they had been swallowed up as well. He turned back, through the wavering light.


  The dresser was gone. It had stood directly across from the bed, and the decanter and glasses had rested on it. He walked over, anyway, examined the plush gray carpet, ran his fingers over the fabric of the wall, but it was gone. The nightstands were gone as well, taking the candelabra with them  but then where was the light coming from?


  It seemed to be sourceless; casting no shadows, even the underside of the bed was illuminated in the watery, wavery light. It had to be a trick, an illusion of some kind, but try as he might, he couldn’t see through it. It was the light, Dacien thought. It was … heavy, somehow. He turned around, and began examining the carpet. He could see his footprints in it, and  yes, the minotaur’s hooves made clear impressions  but they didn’t show him where Teodor was, even if he was still in the room.


  He looked at the bed; at least it was still there. He walked over; he could even see the faint depression that Teodor had made in it. He just stared at it; and finally, he pulled himself up into the bed, and over to the side. He didn’t usually sleep with a pillow, so he moved that out of the way, and pulled the covers up.


  “Drink?” asked Teodor, who was now standing right by the other side of the bed, holding the two glasses. He held one out to Dacien. “It’s a wine; a sweet one. It’s made from frozen grapes  no, please don’t ask me how one juices frozen grapes. I presume the grapes are thawed first, but I don’t know.”


  Dacien took the glass and had an exploratory sip. The minotaur had described it well  it was almost unbearably sweet, and the alcohol in it burned his mouth. “How …”


  Teodor merely grinned. “I did mention I was a mage  Lord Fog, in fact. Checking the carpet for my hoof imprint was clever. I was impressed.”


  “It didn’t work,” Dacien said glumly, taking another small drink of the wine.


  “An idea doesn’t have to work to be good,” Teodor said, slipping the covers aside, and getting into bed himself. The minotaur yawned, a deep tone that sounded almost more like a musical instrument than a yawn. “Middle of the night,” he sighed. “I had no idea I’d be having this discussion with you at such a terrible hour.


  “And yet here we are,” Teodor continued more seriously. “You were going to tell me about your experience.” Teodor let out a breath, and was silent.


  “It was a dream,” Dacien said, after a moment of silence.


  “Yes,” encouraged the minotaur.


  Dacien glanced over at the creature next to him. From here, he could smell the slight salt-and-spice scent of the large creature. He took another gulp of the thick wine. “I don’t think it was very interesting. Sir.”


  “I certainly wouldn’t question your opinion,” Teodor said agreeably.


  Dacien said nothing.


  “Still,” Teodor said after a moment, “I think we can agree that I have some greater experience with matters of magic?


  When Dacien said nothing, the minotaur continued. “Can we agree on that, Dacien?”


  “I suppose,” the human said quietly.


  “That is a yes?” the minotaur said.


  “Yes. Sir.”


  “Good,” Teodor said. “And so when I say there was magic involved, you would agree that this is probably the case?”


  “Yes, Sir.” Dacien admitted.


  “I’m glad we agree,” the minotaur said. “I think I need you to tell me about your dream. Even if, as you say, it wasn’t of interest. There might be something in that, however dull it seem to you, be meaningful to me.”


  Dacien shifted uncomfortably. “I’d rather not. Sir.”


  Teodor nodded. “I understand. You saw something that distressed or upset you.”


  “Not really, it was … hard to describe.”


  “Something that would embarrass you to relate,” Teodor said.


  “Not really … I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “You’ve made that quite clear,” the minotaur said. “I should tell you, Dacien-human, that when you say something that is at odds with your beliefs, such as you did just now in saying that your dream did not embarrass you, I will know.” He sighed, sounding almost embarrassed himself. “It’s a fairly simple mage-trick. I’ll teach it to you, once we’re a little further along. There’s a way to simple way to evade it, too, if you’re a mage, but … it’s clear that one is evading.” The minotaur gave Dacien a sly smile. “There’s a more sophisticated way to block it that’s practically undetectable. I invented it myself.”


  “I see. So you can lie with impunity, and I can’t. Sir.”


  Teodor shrugged. “Impunity? No action truly has such; each deed has its consequence. For myself, I have spoken only truth to you, and will do so. I would consider lying to you to impugn my honor. There are things I have not told you, and things I will not tell you, but I have not lied about them, nor will I.”


  “Important things you have not told me, things I should know?”


  “You would consider them so, yes. I consider them the opposite  things you should not know.”


  “Why shouldn’t I know them? Sir.”


  Teodor closed his eyes, considering. “Because you do not know enough about things to understand them, and they would alarm and upset you. If I explained them fully  completely  you would fear them much less. But all of this explanation would take much time, and much demonstration, and much energy, and when it was all said and done, you simply would have had a false alarm at the best, or become troubled at the worst. And that is as much as I shall say. Understand, Dacien, this digression is over. We return to your embarrassing dream.”


  “I dreamed I was a woman, and a minotaur raped me,” Dacien said. “There.”


  “Describe the minotaur,” said Teodor, with a detached tone of voice.


  “It wasn’t …” and then Dacien stopped as he realized claiming he couldn’t remember it clearly wouldn’t work. “Big. Tall. Muscular. Deep black. Short horns, straight. Big black eyes.”


  The gray minotaur nodded. “Did you perceive it in first person, or as a watching observer … did you feel how the woman felt  her emotional state, or just watch from outside, as it were?”


  “I felt what she was feeling,” Dacien said, tightly.


  “Was the dream … focused on the anything? What was the … most important thing in the dream? It might be something that seems small outside of the dream  mage-experiences are frequently like that. The most important thing might have been, oh, the color of the sky, and everything revolving around that.”


  Dacien thought about the question for a moment. “She wanted him, but was afraid of dying.”


  “I see,” Teodor said thoughtfully. “I suppose that makes sense, yes … I think I understand. Excellent.” He yawned, and the lights dimmed, and the room was dark a moment later.


  “Good night, Dacien.”


  “You know what I saw?”


  “In general terms, I think I understand it,” Teodor yawned. “Nothing to worry about. Sleep well.”


  Dacien listened to Teodor breathe quietly for a few moments. “How can you say that?” he finally burst out. “If you know, then tell me what the hell that was!”


  The minotaur took a deep breath, and then released it. “We will discuss, in the morning, how you address me. I will confine myself to saying that yelling is appropriate only in very limited circumstances where there is threat of serious damage or harm. I understand you’re frustrated; and I am sorry. It’s late at night, and I forget that my assurance to you is not the assurance of a minotaur to a slave, which would put any other human in my house at ease, but something else, which neither I nor you fully understand yet.


  “Now, this really is not a good time for full explanations, because as I’ve already demonstrated, I’m sleepy and inclined to make errors of judgment. So, Dacien, what you encountered was an impression of something that happened long ago, most likely between the previous master of this house and one of his slaves. Strong emotions leave traces, and … repeated events can cause them to strengthen. Your gifts include some level of sensitivity to such things, which is obvious now.


  “Now, as I pointed out  and went to some lengths to demonstrate  I am a mage. If you are close to me  within a few feet  I can suppress any further uncontrolled episodes of magic, and so there is nothing further to concern yourself with tonight. Is that better?”


  “It helps,” the human said. “I’m sorry I yelled.”


  “Accepted. Now, may we go to sleep, or are there further matters weighing on you?”


  “What … what was she so scared about?”


  The minotaur groaned, and then sighed. “I suppose it would keep you awake, wondering what terrible fate awaited her and you. It’s nothing so mysterious. Have you seen any female minotaurs?”


  “No,” Dacien said, after a moment. “I’ve … I’ve never thought about that, but I haven’t.”


  “There aren’t any, Dacien. Our creators wanted us to have a reason to raise humans, so they provided a very simple one: we cannot reproduce without them. The most likely reason the female in your vision was scared is because there is a belief  mistaken  that a mother will die in calving.”


  “Your creators?”


  “Ours and yours,” Teodor said tiredly. “They are no longer present. We know little  very little  about them. They created us from humans, they set us over humans, and then they … left. Now please, Dacien, go to sleep. Yes, I know you still have questions. What else about the creators? Why, how, what. And so on. But these answers will just bring different questions, just as perplexing, and most of them I cannot answer, because I simply do not know. Curiosity is a fine thing, I applaud it, but what we  you and I  need is sleep. The questions will still be there in the morning.”


  “Couldn’t you just put me to sleep, magically?”


  “I have such a spell, yes,” said Teodor. “Are you asking me to use it, are you asking if I have it, or are you asking if I might threaten to use it?”


  “A little of each, I suppose.”


  The minotaur a soft clucking sound, and the lights came back on  but dimly, casting the room into faint shadow. “If you ask, I do, and I won’t.”


  “Could you …”


  “Help you sleep?”


  Dacien nodded, although it was half-invisible in the faint light.


  Teodor looked at him for a moment, sighed, and the light dimmed out again. Dacien felt a massive arm slip around him, and then another, and with a slight tug, he was cradled in the minotaur’s arms, his head resting comfortably on Teodor’s chest. “There,” the minotaur whispered, and Dacien heard it more as a rumble through the creature’s chest than as a spoken word. The brush of fur-clad arms caressed him, firmly, and Dacien found himself growing hard from the delicious sense of touch. The salt-pine scent of minotaur wrapped him, and boiled up through his brain as the minotaur gently, gently teased his legs apart.


  “What …”


  “Ah.” Teodor said, a deep amused tone. “This always helps me sleep.”


  By the time Teodor had finished his slow lovemaking, Dacien had climaxed three times; the minotaur arousing him, stroking him, and finally bringing him over the edge. The second time he’d screamed his pleasure. The third time, when Teodor joined him in a carefully-timed orgasm, he’d been unable to move, much less speak, for several minutes. Teodor had recovered first  quickly  while Dacien had simply lain there, trying to regain control of himself. The minotaur had produced a soft towel, and wiped the sweat from him almost tenderly, and then, as he began to recover, gathered the human into his arms in a loose caress. They talked, a little, the minotaur apparently very interested in his military training. Dacien fell asleep with his head on the silver-furred chest, and the salt-pine scent of minotaur surrounding him.


  2


  The Sound of Silence


  

  Dacien woke in the morning, curled against the minotaur, feeling very peaceful. It was as if the past six days hadn’t happened, or perhaps more that they had happened to someone else. Teodor was still asleep, and  not snoring, but breathing out did make a low rhythmic thrum. The minotaur’s arms were still wrapped around Dacien, holding him even in sleep. The night’s surprising course flashed back, and he realized that he’d never been treated like this. Even as an officer, he wouldn’t  couldn’t  expect the kind of care Teodor had given him. It wasn’t even that the minotaur was aware of it; it was simply the least the minotaur could do. Well, perhaps a little more than the least, but … he couldn’t see Teodor doing much less, really. Even  perhaps especially  for a slave. In the Empire, as a defeated opponent, he’d have been enslaved, too, but he certainly wouldn’t have a mage-healer, nor sleep on a sheeted bed, much less silk sheets. He doubted he’d escape branding, and maybe he’d have a day or two to recover, in a straw-filled cell, before he was set to work in a field or mine. Maybe …


  Teodor woke slowly; he blinked his eyes open, saw Dacien there, and his muzzle twisted briefly. “Good morning,” the minotaur said, softly. His eyes flicked to the light coming in through the window, and back. “I slept well.”


  “I did, too.”


  The muzzle twisted again, and Dacien decided that must be the minotaur equivalent of a smile. “Good.” Teodor unwrapped the human, rolled over, and then stood. He looked musingly at Dacien for a moment.


  “In this room, Dacien, when we are lovers, I am simply Teodor. I am not Master, not even Sir. Simply Teodor, as you are Dacien. Outside of this room, I am Master or Sir. Your Empire has the term ‘Lord’, and it is … not appropriate unless you are addressing me in certain very specific contexts. If you haven’t guessed by now, address in minotaur lands is formal, precise, and the wrong form is apt to offend. It doesn’t offend me, particularly, but … it does, as I think you discovered, upset others.”


  “Such as the other humans here,” Dacien said.


  “Yes,” said Teodor after a moment. “It upset Trand, too, but that was merely amusing.” The minotaur sighed. “Although it could have gone … badly for you.


  “This is all happening much faster than I anticipated,” Teodor said. “I thought I’d see Trand off, give you a brief introduction to here, let you settle into life, see if I could awaken your magic, bring you to my bed. If I had done all that in twelve months, I would have thought myself well along.”


  “I’ve been here, twelve hours, maybe?”


  “About,” agreed the minotaur amusedly. “Are you ready for breakfast?”


  “I … yes. Should …” Dacien bit his lip.


  “Yes?”


  “A human slave  would call you ‘Master,’ wouldn’t he?”


  “If he were mine, yes. If he belonged to another, then he would call me ‘Sir.’” Teodor pulled on a soft gray robe, tied it. “One moment.”


  The door opened almost immediately, and a man  one Dacien hadn’t seen before  came in, and kneeled. “Valet, please fetch a set of clothing for Dacien. Have Housekeeper clean the Unicorn Rooms, and … tell Butler I’ll be down for breakfast in five minutes. Is Trand awake?”


  “Yes, Master, he’s downstairs. He’s waiting for you.”


  “How pleasant,” Teodor said. “Have my carriage readied. Trand and I will be going into Maze; I may be back tonight, if not, I will be back tomorrow or the night following. I’ll send a messenger if Lord Chimes manages to delay my return beyond that.”


  “Yes, Master. Is there anything else?”


  “Clothes for this one first,” Teodor instructed, and turned to Dacien. “You will accompany me downstairs. I will have a place set for you, and a chair brought.”


  “Teodor, how would a slave usually eat with his master?”


  The minotaur blinked in surprise. “A slave would not eat with his master, usually. When he does, he kneels at his master’s side, and accepts what he is given from his master’s plate.” After a moment, he added, “It is a privilege to do so.” The minotaur was silent, quietly considering until Dacien was donning the clothes Valet had brought back as Teodor had finished in the bathing chamber.


  “Is that what you want to do, Dacien? It is not necessary, although … it would certainly surprise Trand. That would be funny, I suppose. But … consider. Once you do that, there’s no going back. I’m not asking it of you.”


  Dacien nodded. “I know. But … I realized that I’m not in the Empire anymore.”


  “No.”


  “I doubt I’ll ever return.”


  “It is most unlikely that you could return.”


  “I was captured in battle, and battle-captives  are enslaved. Even in the Empire.” Dacien chuckled briefly. “Especially in the Empire. Or ransomed, but I wouldn’t be ransomed.”


  “If you say so,” Teodor said. “That I cannot judge. But we would accept no ransom from the Empire.


  “I wouldn’t be,” Dacien said. “Here, you tell me  and I have to believe you  that I’m a mage.”


  “That you may become a mage,” Teodor said. “You have potential. But it might also kill you.”


  Dacien looked at the minotaur. “You didn’t mention that.”


  Teodor shrugged. “There are many things I didn’t mention, some of them more important than others, I assure you. When they become relevant  or when the moment seems propitious, I will bring them up. I believe I mentioned last night that there was simply no way I could tell you everything at once.”


  “You did.”


  “Equally, there is no way you can understand everything at once. I don’t want to overwhelm you. I asked you, yesterday, to trust that I would treat you honorably. How do you stand with that decision?”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Do you regret agreeing to that?”


  “No. You’ve treated me … better than I could expect. Much better.”


  The minotaur nodded. “Thank you. This  my explaining some things a bit at a time  is all of a piece with this. As you understand what I tell you, I will tell you more.”


  Dacien nodded. “It’s not as if I have much choice,” he said.


  “I don’t see it that way. Certainly you have choices,” Teodor said. “You could reject what I say, attempt escape, call me a liar, attack me, lie to me … you have many choices, some more honorable than others. I trust that your choices will be honorable. I ask nothing more of you than that.”


  “I can’t lie to you; you said so.”


  “Then you misunderstood what I told you, Dacien. You can deceive me, by saying things that you do believe. You can tell the truth, and still be deceptive. It’s harder, I admit, but it can be done. And … I told you that I could differentiate between truth and non-truth only after I had determined that  for the most part  you were being truthful to me. It was only on a point where you were protecting your honor that you were … not forthcoming.” Teodor’s muzzle twisted into a minotaur-grin again. “I told you that to show you that I trusted you.”


  “Oh,” Dacien said.


  The silver minotaur paused. “Are you ready?”


  “For what,” said Dacien. “Breakfast? Life as a slave? Life as a mage?”


  “Just breakfast,” Teodor said, after a moment. “The rest I do not think one can be ready for.”


  “I suppose,” Dacien said.


  Teodor led Dacien out, and back downstairs, not by the narrow stairs he’d come up, but the main hall and a huge winding staircase that connected three levels of the house, down to the first floor, and a large room off the main hall filled with a table. A number of covered dishes sat on a huge sideboard. Trand had already seated himself, and was just putting down  Dacien wasn’t sure what it was, other than a cup of some kind. It looked almost like opaque white glass, with a formed handle covered with an elaborate tracery of gold. Plates of the same material were set on the table, under fine gray woven mats, and odd silver implements  knives, spoons, and a four-tined prong of some kind  were arranged carefully around the mats.


  Trand gave Dacien a single, disapproving look before greeting Teodor. “Good morning, Lord Fog.”


  “Good morning, Trand. And please, I am Teodor.”


  “I did, Teodor.”


  “Pardon me, Trand.” Teodor turned to Dacien. “That was a polite reminder that Trand is here on matters of duty, and not at my invitation, so he wished to apologize for any potential inconvenience. By asking him to use my name, I informed him that I wished him to consider himself an invited guest as well as an official visitor.”


  “Thank you,” Dacien paused. “It’s a hard word to say.”


  “What?” asked the other minotaur.


  “Please do not interrupt, Trand.”


  Dacien sighed. “Master.”


  Trand just stared at the human, and then looked at Teodor, and started to say something, and closed his mouth, waiting.


  “And now?”


  “Still hard, Master,” Dacien said. “Right side or left?”


  “Left side,” said Teodor. “If you have any questions, please ask.”


  “Thank you.” said Dacien. He forced himself to say “Master,” as he kneeled down by the other chair.


  “Now, Trand, I’m sorry to have interrupted you. You were saying?”


  The other minotaur just looked at him. “I am impressed. Surprised. Astonished. I do not believe you used magic.”


  “Not directly, not on Dacien-human, no.”


  “What did you do?”


  Teodor’s face twisted up again into a grin, and he gently stroked Dacien’s neck. “That, my dear Trand, is the wrong question. Are you hungry?” The gesture sent shivers down the human, but neither minotaur seemed to notice.


  “I am.”


  “There was no need to wait for me to begin,” Teodor said, picking up his plate, as Trand took his and they walked over to the covered dishes.


  “I dislike eating alone,” said Trand.


  “How fortunate for me,” said Teodor. “I must admit, I am glad you did wait. I usually dine alone, and company is always pleasant.”


  “I must leave directly after breakfast. Lord Chimes will want a full report.”


  “Yes,” Teodor said. “I’ve considered that. I myself have … a number of questions for Lord Chimes.”


  “I would be happy to courier them, if they did not delay me overmuch.”


  “Thank you, that’s most considerate,” Teodor said. “But I’m afraid they would if I were to try to write them down.”


  “I see.”


  “I would have sent you back in my carriage, of course.”


  “But you’ll need it, Lord Fog, and I couldn’t ask …”


  “No, I will, but I will be leaving directly after breakfast. It’s two hours, even so, and I would be glad of your accompaniment.”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  “Dacien-human will accompany me.”


  The two minotaur walked back over to the table, and Dacien heard the clinking of plates, and Teodor put a plate down in front of him  he recognized the scrambled eggs, and sausage, but the limp green leaves were new. Teodor set another small dish  with another, different bright green leaf in it  down.


  “Please taste that  don’t eat it. It’s lantail, common in our cooking, and delicious, to a minotaur. It’s mildly poisonous to humans. It’s also fairly bitter to humans  but it shows up enough in our food that I’d like you to know what it tastes like so you can avoid it. Lantail poisoning will make you very sick for a day or two, and enough could be fatal.


  “Next is the question of portions. When you’re eating like this, at my side, you eat what you’re given. If it’s insufficient, tell me later. Simply because I put it in front of you does not mean I expect you to eat it.” Teodor paused. “That’s a minority view, and I can see Trand disagreeing with me, but as it happens to be my view, and as you happen to belong to me, I expect you to exercise your judgment.” Trand paused. “Does that cover everything?”


  “Mostly, Master. Would it offend one of your guests if I didn’t eat something?”


  “I cannot imagine that it would, and if it did, I clearly made an error in inviting him. Such a hypothetically offended guest would never be a guest again.”


  “Thank you, Master.”


  “Not at all. Enjoy your breakfast.”


  “That’s so strange,” Trand said, after a few moments.


  “Hmm?” asked Teodor around a mouthful of egg.


  “Listening to you just … tell him.”


  “If I don’t tell him, how could he possibly know what’s expected?” Teodor said, putting his fork down.


  “It’s not usually done like that.”


  “Consider it an innovation,” Teodor said dryly. “An improvement over the chains, leashes, whips, and other training paraphenalia. I don’t miss them. I doubt Dacien does. Should I ask?”


  “No,” Trand said. “But, Teodor, what question should I have asked?”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “When I asked you what you did to … produce that change of attitude, you told me I’d asked the wrong question.”


  “So I did.”


  “What question should I have asked?”


  Teodor finished chewing and swallowed before replying. “You should have asked Dacien-human what he did to change his attitude.”


  A pained silence, broken only by the clink of plates, followed, and Dacien ate the food. He even tasted the leaf  it was pretty much as nasty-bitter as Teodor had warned him.


  When Teodor and Trand rose, it caught Dacien by surprise. “Master?”


  “Yes?”


  “What should I do with …”


  “Leave the plate there. In general, your responsibilities when you’re serving me like this are to me alone.” Teodor said. “Now, with a little luck, the carriage should be ready and packed for us.”


  The carriage wasn’t ready, but they only had to wait for a few minutes as the elaborate gray carriage was brought out. A matched team of four horses  all the same silver-gray as Teodor’s own pelt  trotted in step, and came to a perfect stop directly in front of the house. At least, Dacien thought, it was a beautiful day. The air was still cool with a hint of moisture, but the sun was shining warmly with the promise of fair weather.


  A human  dressed in the same gray clothes that Teodor and Dacien wore, opened the door for them. Trand entered first, and Teodor gestured for Dacien to enter before him.


  As Dacien had expected, the interior was fine gray leather. One patch of woodwork had not yet faded to gray, and Teodor gave it a glance.


  “Master?”


  “Sit. By me. Technically, I suppose you should crouch on the floor but that’s just uncomfortable, and I propose we dispense with it.” Teodor said quietly.


  “You’re so considerate,” Trand said after a moment.


  “Yes,” agreed Teodor, and then “Go,” he said, more loudly, and the conveyance set off  much more smoothly than Dacien had expected.


  “May I ask your human  Dacien  a question?” Trand asked, finally, after Mistingrise house had vanished behind them.


  Teodor didn’t answer immediately, considering carefully before he answered. “I could not object to your politely asking Dacien a question, as long as you understand that my only expectation is that you receive a polite response.”


  “Yes. Dacien, earlier today I asked Teodor, Lord Fog, what he’d done to change your attitude, he told me I’d asked the wrong question. He told me I should ask you what you’d done to change your attitude.” The minotaur looked at Dacien directly. “I thought he was teasing me, but … he wasn’t. Dacien, what did you do to change your attitude?”


  Dacien looked at Teodor, who shrugged.


  “Master?”


  “It’s a good question,” Teodor said. “And I would like to hear the answer as well, if you can oblige us.”


  What has he done? Dacien thought back, and … he could think of all the things Teodor had done, starting with waking him out of a nightmare to the way the minotaur had dried him in the shower and then, after the most amazing sex he’d ever had, brushing him down with a towel … but none of that was what he, Dacien, had done. What had he done?


  “I’m … I’m not sure, Master.”


  “I see,” said Teodor. “In any case, may I point out that Trand asked the question, and should receive a response?”


  Dacien turned to Trand. “I’m not certain; whatever it was, I’m not sure I intended to do it. It … it just happened.”


  The dark minotaur turned to the silver one. “Polite, lacking a ‘Sir’, not informative.”


  Teodor shifted a little in his seat, uncomfortably. “Dacien-human is walking a tightrope, if you will, in adjusting, and walking it well. Amazingly well, I think. Asking him to give us the provenance of the rope is decidedly unfair.”


  “It was your suggestion,” Trand said.


  “It was. I was trying to be less serious,” Teodor said. “I was flippant. An error on my part, I think. I should never try to be witty; I regret it afterwards. I am sorry, Dacien-human, to put you in such an invidious position.”


  “I don’t feel like I’m in a bad position, assuming that’s what ‘invidious’ means. But, Master, would you explain what you meant when you said I did something to change?”


  Teodor looked at Dacien broodingly. “That’s a fair request. Very well. What is the very first thing I asked you to do?”


  “Call you ‘Sir.’” Dacien said promptly.


  “And you agreed,” Teodor said.


  “Yes, Master, I did.”


  “I am asking questions here, not as an interrogation, but as an aid to help you figure out the answers. When I start instructing you in magic  ”


  “What!” said Trand. “What are you doing!”


  Teodor turned back to Trand. “I do believe I’m …”


  “You can’t tell him that!”


  “Can’t I,” said Teodor tonelessly. “I assure you, as Lord Fog, all the niceties have been observed. Now, if you can restrain yourself.” The minotaur turned back to Dacien. “Please ignore Trand’s outburst. He’s under a misconception that you’re still a potential mage, rather than an active one.”


  “That’s not possible,” started Trand.


  “Nevertheless, it is the case,” said Teodor. “Trand, I am trying to answer your question, and would greatly appreciate your cooperation.”


  “I am sorry, Teodor.”


  Teodor nodded his acceptance, and turned back to Dacien. “When I start instructing you in magic, I will use much the same format. It’s important you figure out these answers yourself, and understand them  not simply be able to repeat them as rote lessons.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Now, you agreed to call me ‘Sir.’ Can you think what convinced you  not the arguments I advanced, but the underlying reason.”


  “You convinced me that you were deserving of respect just as one of my commanding officers would be,” Dacien said. “And you agreed to call me by name.”


  “And why was that important?”


  “I suppose because …” Dacien paused, thinking. “Because you respected me. You said you’d treat me honorably, and assume I was honorable, if I would do the same for you.”


  “At the time, did you expect that I would? Or were you not sure, but prepared to see? Or perhaps not believing me, and playing along?”


  “I … I thought you would,” Dacien said after a moment.


  “Truly?” asked Teodor. “That was the prime reason?”


  The human considered for a moment, and then finally nodded. “Yes, Master, it was.”


  “Would a good paraphrase be that you trusted me?” asked Teodor carefully.


  “Yes,” Dacien said. “That’s  that’s a very good way to put it. I did. I’m not sure why, maybe because … because you said you trusted me to be honorable.”


  “I did, didn’t I,” said Teodor, thoughtfully. “Yes. Trust. And the incident last night?”


  “Trust,” repeated Dacien. “You’re saying that my attitude changed  that I’m doing this because I trust you.”


  “I’m suggesting it as a possibility,” Teodor said. “Only you can decide if that’s the reason, or if there’s some other reason as well. There might be.”


  “Such as, Master?”


  Teodor stared at the human for a moment, and the carriage was silent except for the faint jingle of the harness and the clop of the horses. “I do not believe you would become frightened or intimidated by me or by magic, but that’s one possibility. Surely you can find others, if you think about them.”


  “I suppose.”


  “Sir. Or Master,” said Teodor quietly. “Either of those is acceptable.”


  “Master, sorry Master.”


  “Thank you.”


  They traveled on for some time before Trand spoke. “Excuse me Lord Fog, but … you say Dacien-human is an active mage?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor.


  “I … I would have thought that impossible.”


  Teodor nodded. “And I. And yet, here it is. See for yourself.”


  Trand looked away. “I would need physical contact, Lord Fog.”


  “I see,” Teodor replied. “Dacien, I would … appreciate it if you would permit Trand to touch you. He will do so respectfully.”


  “This is magic, Master?”


  “Yes. Trand is the student of Lord Chimes, much as you are mine. He’s somewhat further along, of course. I think I mentioned last night that … your magical awakening, as it were, was unusual.”


  “Yes, and you said you wanted to look into it further. Master.”


  “I did. Trand would like to verify for himself that you are … no, let me explain. Pretend, for a moment, that magic is like a dim glow, like starlight on a dark night. Non-mages and latent mages alike look like any person in starlight would  a dark outline, but an outline nonetheless. Some features are visible, but not much. Do you follow me?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Excellent. Now, a mage glows with magic; it pours from him out into the world. Such a mage would be like a candle, and a powerful one like a fire. And … when a mage with such a fire touches  in a magical sense  a latent mage, that mage begins to absorb the strong light  such a one appears darker, like a black outline, or a shadow against the light. At this point, we term such a person a potential mage; they are slowly filling the reservoirs of their own magic. Perhaps. We do not understand it well; we know only that we see them as … a drain, a point toward which magic goes and does not illuminate. This is not precise, you understand, it is merely a metaphor.”


  “I think I understand it, Master.”


  “Excellent. Lord Chimes examined all the captive humans, and because he is a potent mage, he found two latent mages who became potential mages. You understand, one cannot distinguish between a non-mage and a latent mage until the latent mage becomes a potential mage. It may be that all persons are latent mages, awaiting the right … circumstance to leap to potential mage. We do not know; we guess. So, when Lord Chimes and Trand examined you, they found a potential mage. They did not see you as a latent mage, which is to say, non-mage. Are you following this?”


  “I think so, Master, but I don’t understand where you’re going.”


  “That’s fine. I don’t expect you to absorb years of teaching, and instantly grasp all the potential consequences.” Teodor said. “Just follow, please. Now, we know, because we have been training mages for a long time, that it takes anywhere from six months to several years before a potential mage makes the next transition to active mage, where instead of appearing as an unusual darkness, a drain of magic, he appears as a brightness, a source of magic. We use the term ‘uncontrolled’ mage, because we make a further distinction between a mage in control of his magic and one still struggling to master it.”


  “And I became an active  uncontrolled  mage last night,” Dacien said.


  “Yes. But the fastest I’ve ever heard is six months, and … ah, more complications. Again for reasons we do not understand, a longer time to transition from potential mage to active mage generally indicates a more powerful mage. I took almost four years. Lord Chimes took five.”


  Teodor tapped his fingers against the window. “You seem powerful; perhaps in the same class as Lord Chimes and myself, and we are among the strongest mages of clan Lycaili. Now do you see what I’ve getting at?”


  Dacien thought about it for a moment. “Not really, Master. Am I missing something?”


  “Perhaps the forest for the trees,” Teodor said. “More simply. You’ve gone from latent mage, to potential mage, to awakened mage, in something like forty-eight hours, when similar transitions have taken four or five years. Does that make it clearer?”


  “Oh. But … how …”


  Teodor’s face twisted into a minotaur-grin. “Exactly. I’m wondering what Lord Chimes will make of this little conundrum.” He took a deep breath. “Would you permit Trand to touch you?”


  “Why, Master?”


  “Trand is a mage, but he’s not fully trained, not yet. For him to judge your level of magic, he will have to touch you. I’d appreciate it if you agreed, but I will not be angry, or upset, or even disappointed if you decline. Do as you decide.”


  Dacien looked at Trand dubiously before coming to a decision. “He may, Master.”


  Trand stood up in the carriage, and then halted at Teodor’s outstretched hand. The silver minotaur nodded at the man. “A moment, Trand. Thank you, Dacien-human. That’s gracious of you, and I appreciate it.”


  Trand shook his head, but said “It is. Thank you, Dacien-human.”


  “You’re welcome,” Dacien said, and then added, “Sir.”


  Trand placed one huge hand on Dacien’s forehead, and another on his chest. Dacien watched, but Trand didn’t close his eyes, or mutter anything, or really do much of anything. His eyes seemed to lose focus a bit, but he might have just been looking at something out the window. Trand withdrew, and then turned to Teodor.


  “May I?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor, and Trand repeated the action, placing a hand on Teodor’s forehead and his other on his chest. He withdrew them after a few heartbeats.


  “Well?”


  “He’s … hard to sense, at first, Lord Fog. It’s like clear water. But he’ll be a powerful mage, you’re very right.” Trand sat down, a little subdued. “I think you’re a stronger source, but … it’s very hard for me to tell.” He gave his own version of a minotaur grin. “You’re both so much stronger than I am.”


  “Strength is one thing, control is another,” Teodor said. “You have mastered your gifts, he has not.”


  “I take it that’s hard to do?” Dacien asked.


  “Very hard,” Teodor said almost cheerfully. “It will be harder for you. Most humans have some time to acclimatize to our society before having to cope with learning magic. You will have to do both, at the same time.”


  “I think he’ll do well, Lord Fog,” Trand said, surprising Dacien.


  Teodor said nothing, and simply shook his head. “I hope so, Trand.” The silver minotaur regarded the human for a moment. “I appreciate your confidence in me.”


  Trand shook his head. “Lord Fog, I have confidence in him. And in Lord Chimes.” He paused. “Do you know what his signature is?”


  Teodor looked up, momentarily startled, and then shook his head. “No. It should be present, though, at the rate he’s leaking.”


  “I have a signature?”


  “All mages have signatures,” Trand said. “It’s the inevitable effect of magic leaking into the world through them. In Lord Fog’s case, and yours, it’s more of a geyser. In my case, it’s more a mouse pissing.”


  “That is an unfortunate turn of phrase,” Teodor said, suppressing a laugh. “Nevertheless, magic is pouring from you  and it will have some effect, even if we don’t know what it’s doing.”


  “Is there some way to find out?”


  “We must be observant,” said Teodor. “It may be that whatever the effect is not visible in these circumstances. It may be that my carriage is quietly coming apart even as we ride.”


  “I hope not,” said Trand.


  “As do I,” said Teodor gravely. “Have you heard the story about my Master, Lord Ember?”


  “Things caught on fire around him,” said Trand, nodding.


  “Yes. He nearly died in a fire his magic ignited. Magic is not always, or even often, safe.”


  “But …” started Dacien.


  “We must keep ourselves ready and watchful,” said Teodor. “And this is no different from any other day.”


  “So things just caught on fire around him?” asked Dacien.


  “Yes,” said Teodor.


  “How … that must have made life really hard,” Dacien said.


  “He used a lightning-rod approach,” Trand said. “He carried an oil lamp, or a candle, or something burning, all the time. The leakage caused it to burn faster, but it wouldn’t set anything else alight.”


  Dacien caught an odd look, like an unpleasant memory, cross Teodor’s face. “Master?”


  “And it usually worked.” Teodor said broodingly. “It wasn’t perfect. Every now and then something else would ignite. But not too often, and … he ended up living in a stone house, with glass doors. And many fireplaces. Great fire mage, though. Taught me a lot about fire magic. And … about extinguishing fires.” The silver minotaur grimaced at an unpleasant memory. “They wanted to call me Lord Ash,” he said. “Lord Ember and Lord Ash. Turned it down, of course.”


  “So you take your mage-name from your signature,” Dacien said. “Master?”


  “Usually,” Teodor said, still lost in his memories.


  “What is a lightning rod?” Dacien asked.


  Teodor and Trand both looked at him, surprised, but Teodor recovered first. “It … it is a rod, iron or steel although your bronze would as function just as well, that, ah, sticks up from the highest part of a building. Lightning, when it strikes the building, invariably strikes the rod rather than the building, and so the building is protected,” Teodor said. “Presumably the Empire lacks this innovation?”


  “We don’t have such a thing, no. It’s just a metal rod?”


  “Just that,” Teodor said briskly.


  “May … Master, what is Trands’s mage signature?”


  “Ask him,” Teodor said.


  “Trand, may I ask what your signature is?”


  The brown minotaur looked at him. “Little random things align, usually in runs of three, seven, or nine. Never five, six, or eight.”


  “Things align?”


  “Like coin flips. Or die rolls. Or tossed horseshoes,” Trand said.


  “That doesn’t sound bad,” Dacien said.


  “It’s not. Lord Green’s signature is that plants grow better. Lord Chimes is accompanied by … bell tones, I suppose you’d say.”


  “Enough,” Teodor said suddenly. “Enough. We’ve discussed enough about magic, Dacien-human, Trand.”


  “Yes, Lord Fog,” Trand said almost immediately.


  “Yes, Master,” Dacien said, a little more reluctantly.


  Teodor just shook his head. “Please trust me, Dacien. I know I’m being hard to follow, but really, really, there are deep dangers for an awakening mage. We’ve had a lot of practice guiding mages through it, and what we do works, but we don’t know why it works. Part of it is that … we explain things in small pieces, and … well.” He fell silent for a moment. “You’re wondering what your signature is, aren’t you?”


  “I was wondering,” Dacien said.


  “Chances are it hasn’t taken shape yet,” Teodor said. “Give it time.” He turned his gaze to the window.


  “I’m sorry, Lord Fog,” Trand said, after a few minutes of silence.


  “There’s nothing to be sorry for,” Teodor replied quietly. He fell silent then, contemplating the countryside as they passed. Dacien looked out the carriage windows as well, but all he could really see were the gathering clouds that darkened the sky.


  Dacien felt like he was missing something, but … Teodor was clearly not inviting conversation. Trand clearly followed Teodor’s lead into silence, and neither said another word until they reached a huge stone building in Maze, and even then, it was just a formal exchange of pleasantries.


  Trand went off to the side, and Teodor, Dacien in his wake, went up the main stairs and into the building.


  A man, wearing blue and red, sat behind a small counter, apparently just waiting, as he looked up at their entry.


  “Sir,” he said. “May I help you?”


  “Yes. Announce Lord Fog to see Lord Chimes. Now.”


  “He’s …”


  “Announce me. Now.” Somehow the usual overtones of warmth in Teodor’s voice had evaporated entirely.


  “Yes, Lord Fog,” and the human scuttled off through a pair of doors.


  Teodor waited impatiently  Dacien wasn’t quite sure how he could tell, since the minotaur held himself almost motionless, but it was clear. Nevertheless, it was several minutes before the human came back.


  “Lord Fog, Lord Chimes is expecting you …”


  Teodor set off, brushing past the human.


  “But your slave …”


  “This human is with me,” Teodor said coldly. “Dacien-human, come.”


  “Yes, Master,” Dacien said.


  They marched quickly down a polished granite hallway, and into a huge study. Teodor’s hooves rang loudly against the polished stone floor. Somehow, Dacien was unsurprised to see Trand standing behind the desk, where the cream-colored minotaur Dacien had seen earlier sat.


  “How disappointing,” said Teodor. “I had some questions that were best asked before Trand reported to you.”


  “I dislike being taken by surprise,” the cream-colored minotaur said. “And the human should not be here.


  “I am not here on pleasure,” Teodor said, his voice still cold. “I am here as Lord Fog, and the training of Dacien-human is mine. By your rather high-handed command, at that.


  “First, you had a presentiment that this human should be remanded to me. Was there more, or was that all you knew?”


  “I don’t think I care to be second-guessed,” Lord Chimes responded with equally frigid formality.


  “How convenient, then, that I am not here to second guess you. I am here to confirm  or, I hope  dispel a fear I have. Now, your presentiment. What did it consist of  fully. Please.”


  “Just that he needed to go to you,” Lord Chimes said. “Nothing more.”


  “Did you expect me to arrive today?”


  “Yes.”


  “When did that presentiment occur? Before Trand and Dacien left? After?”


  “Last night, after midnight. Well after midnight, in fact,” Lord Chimes said. “Woke me up. I had trouble getting back to sleep, but … nothing else resolved.”


  Teodor nodded. “Let me go over my chain of thought with you, Lord Chimes. Trand has reported that Dacien-human is now an awakened mage?”


  “Yes.”


  “But he was still potential when you examined him yesterday. Did you see him in latent mode?”


  “He was still potential, and I did not observe him as latent  but then, that would not be unusual.”


  “I understand, that’s certainly expected.” said Teodor. “Here’s my conjecture: Dacien has been exposed to high-level magics for some time  some considerable time  and he’s been a potential mage for that period.”


  “Possible, perhaps likely.” said Lord Chimes, after a moment.


  Teodor gave a grim muzzle-twisting minotaur grin. “Except that he’s been in the Imperial Army for the past five years. He was promoted to Commander-of-Ten a few months ago. Where, precisely, did he come into contact with sufficient ongoing magic to imbue him?”


  “Pity,” said Lord Chimes, dismissively. “It seemed like such a good hypothesis, too.”


  Teodor shook his head. “You still don’t see it, do you?”


  “No,” Lord Chimes admitted. “I don’t see it. I am lost.” He looked up at the silver minotaur. “Wandering in the fog. Do enlighten me.”


  “Trand?”


  “No, Lord Fog.”


  “Uh, Master?”


  “Yes, Dacien?”


  “You’re suggesting that I was in contact with mages while I was in the army.”


  “Or near them, yes.”


  “Not possible,” said Lord Chimes, shaking his head. “I’d know.”


  “Ah,” said Teodor. “You’d know. A presentiment. Your infallible, magically enhanced intuition.”


  “Yes.”


  “And it is, as far as I know, infallible,” Teodor continued in the same calm tone. “Unless the human mages have some way of blocking your gift.”


  Lord Chimes stared at Lord Fog for a moment. “But …”


  “Didn’t you say that we were lucky; the Empire could have thrown five times the men they actually did at Mog Ford?”


  “I did,” breathed Lord Chimes. “How …”


  “Here’s my unpleasant thought. The human mages have found a way to block your gift. That would require powerful magic, without a doubt. But we have the human Dacien  who, in the last five years of his army tour, has presumably been exposed, continuously,to powerful magic. Is it too much to think that the powerful magic that Dacien was exposed to was the same, or closely related to, magic that might be blocking your gift?” said Teodor. “I think it … possible.


  “Next, instead of thirty thousand soldiers, the Empire invades us  clumsily  with six thousand, and we obligingly reveal our defenses and armies and allies to them. Didn’t we?”


  “Yes.” The single word tumbled into the room like an errant lump of lead ballast.


  “The Empire has some means of concealing their actions and movements from us magically, they have twenty-four thousand troops, and they know our own numbers if they were observing at Mog Ford,” said Teodor. “All in all, not a military situation I am entirely comfortable with. I am hoping, Lord Chimes, you can correct my understanding.”


  “A correction,” observed Lord Chimes almost genially. “I think I can do that.”


  “Yes. I had hoped there was something I was missing,” said Teodor, sounding relieved.


  “Then this should make you very happy: there are twenty-two thousand troops, rather than twenty-four.”


  The silver minotaur was quiet for about a minute. “No, I am not happier than I was.”


  “Then permit me to try again,” Lord Chimes said, with another twisted-muzzle grin. “That’s twenty-two thousand troops that we know of.”


  “A cogent point. A most severe correction. I had overlooked the uncertainty of military intelligence. I must thank you for drawing it to my attention.” said Teodor, looking a bit stunned. “I’m afraid, however, Lord Chimes, I am significantly less happy than I was originally.”


  “Understandable, entirely understandable.” said Lord Chimes. “Still, you did request a correction.”


  “I do not pretend to your military expertise,” Teodor said dryly. “I assure you, Lord Chimes, I find those guesses alarming.”


  “Yes,” said Lord Chimes. “If things are as you guess, it could be … bad. Very bad. Forces could be pouring through Mog Ford any time in the last three days, cloaked by this hypothetical  but admittedly possible  cloaking magic. I don’t know that I’m convinced of it, but you make a marvelously alarming case.”


  “As I understand it, we would have the advantage in bad weather?”


  “Yes,” said Lord Chimes.


  A brilliant blue flash lit the room, and it shook from the boom of thunder. Trand jumped, a long knife suddenly in his hand, and Dacien noted that Lord Chimes was carefully setting down a pen.


  “I took the liberty of making one or two small preparations on the way here,” Teodor said calmly. “Dacien, you might note that this building has a lightning rod.” The silver minotaur grinned.


  The hiss of rain began almost immediately. “Mog Ford will be unfordable in a few hours,” said Teodor. “The weather was amenable to rain  heavy rain. I think I can keep it raining, on and off, for at least five days. There will have to be a break at that point, a day perhaps, but it could be longer.”


  “Very clever,” said Lord Chimes. “A little warning, perhaps, next time?”


  “Forgive me,” said Teodor. “But we must prepare for the worst, I think.”


  “We must, and we must determine how badly I’ve erred.”


  Teodor paused. “You?”


  “I. It’s my responsibility, and I missed the possibility entirely.” The cream-colored head shook. “I never even thought that my gifts might be blocked, and I should have.”


  Teodor shrugged. “Nor did I. Until I started wondering about how Dacien …”


  “We can discuss culpability at leisure,” Lord Chimes interrupted. “I am responsible for watching the Empire, I am responsible for ensuring the sanctity of our borders, and so I  and no other, Lord Fog  am responsible for this lapse. So. Let us see if the Empire is ruthless enough to discard six thousand men as a feint.”


  “How?”


  “Visions.”


  “I’m better at that than you,” Teodor said, and paused. “Lord Chimes, we’ve never been on good terms.”


  “I find myself in a moment of rare agreement with you, Lord Fog.”


  “I would invite you to put aside our previous history. Despite my disagreements with you, I have never considered you less than perfectly honorable. We disagree over  policy and philosophy, not over a question of deeper integrity. For this crisis  or potential crisis, at least, I would invite you to call me Teodor. I assure you, Lord Chimes, of my unwavering support. I cannot  and do not  consider you ‘culpable,’ however my fears turn out.”


  The minotaur behind the desk scowled. “You have me at a disadvantage, Lord Fog.”


  “If I do,” Teodor said immediately, “I waive it. It is not a thing I care to use. No one has been more assiduous in protecting our borders than yourself, Lord Chimes. No one.”


  “You propose …”


  “If you will lend me Trand, I will deal with the visioning. You may call the council together. If you like, you may say I insisted on calling them against your judgment, although here and now, I defer to your judgment, simply because on this, you are better informed and better qualified than I.”


  “Quite a remarkable admission,” Lord Chimes said sourly. “I could wish you’d made it earlier.”


  Teodor shrugged. “I have never questioned your superior judgment in military matters; it is other policies I oppose. Lord Chimes, what can I do to convince you of my sincerity?”


  “Very little, Lord Fog,” the other minotaur said.


  “Sir,” Trand said.


  “Yes, Trand?”


  “I … believe Lord Fog. Teodor.”


  “He’s convinced you,” said Lord Chimes, almost, but not quite, as a question.


  “He has, Lord Chimes.”


  “He’s very convincing,” said Lord Chimes, giving the silver minotaur a narrowed look. “Well. Teodor. Why don’t you call the council?”


  “I can’t,” Teodor said. “None of the long-reaching spells work for me.”


  “That’s right,” said Lord Chimes. “I’m sorry. I knew, but …”


  “I don’t have an affinity for any of the earth-related spells. Water and air I can work with, and … I have a wide variety of fire spells, from Lord Ember, but what looks like affinity is merely practice, and hundreds of small spells.” Teodor paused, thinking. “The visions I can do, and the rain will help, especially reaching Mog Ford. But I’d need to use Trand as a lens. Why don’t I set up for that while you call the council?”


  “Why do you need Trand,” asked Lord Chimes.


  “I’d prefer you to observe as well. You’re military, you’ll see things that mean nothing to me. And, even if your gift is partly blocked, there will still be opportunities for happy accidents.”


  “Very well. Trand, can you serve Lor  Teodor as a lens?”


  “I did say I trusted him,” Trand said, after a moment.


  “There are levels and levels of trust,” Teodor said calmly. “We’ve never worked together. I will not be insulted, offended, or even perturbed if you decline. We will find some other way to proceed.”


  “Teodor, Lord Fog, I trust you.”


  The gray minotaur nodded, and then gave Trand a half-bow. “Thank you. I am honored. However, I have some expectations. I do not expect you to hold the spell beyond your own limits. I do not want you to go to any heroic lengths to hold a spell that is not critical.”


  “Yes, Lord Fog.”


  “Dacien. I want you to stay here, and observe. Most magic is … not very interesting to look at. Mages usually just get a slightly unfocused look to them, as Lord Chimes …”


  “Ruus!” corrected the other minotaur, and he tilted his head. “Please call me Ruus.”


  “As Ruus is demonstrating now. We are not oblivious, however, just somewhat preoccupied. A vision, however, is different. It has considerable visual impact. I need you to stay quiet, and not to interfere.” His muzzle twisted a bit. “Please just stay here.”


  “Yes, Master,” Dacien said.


  The silver minotaur stared at the human for a moment, and then nodded. He turned to Trand.


  “Start preparing. Haul the rugs off the floor, I want an open space  ten, twenty feet across. This floor is perfect.”


  “The floor?” said Trand.


  “Yes. Floor. Rugs. Remove. Open space. After you’ve done that, begin preparing yourself.”


  “Yes, Lord Fog.”


  The silver minotaur turned, and walked quickly out of the room while Trand began rolling up the huge carpet over the floor. It took him about five minutes, and then he sat down by the fireplace. Trand looked at the logs placed there for a moment, and then they burst into flame. The minotaur looked over to the desk, where Lord Chimes was still staring blankly, and then to Dacien.


  “Dacien-human. Come over here, and sit.”


  He did, silently, taking a chair across from the minotaur. The heat of the fire was welcome; the temperature of the room had dropped quickly once the rain had started. Trand looked at him intently, and Dacien wondered what the minotaur was thinking.


  Teodor finally came back into the room, holding two large glass jugs. “It took a little doing,” he said, and then paused. “A fire. Excellent thought.”


  He surveyed the space Trand had made, and nodded. “This will do. I just hope I have enough ink,” he said, and he turned over one of the containers. The contents ran out, black, shiny, and wet, and quickly grew into a puddle about five feet wide. He upended the other, carefully pouring ink around the sides of the puddle, coaxing the shiny wet blot on the floor larger and larger.


  He sat the two bottles out of the way, and glanced over to Lord Chimes, who was still at his desk, and then to Trand.


  “I’m ready, Lord Fog,” the minotaur said.


  “Good. Ruus?”


  Cream-colored fur wrinkled and the minotaur snapped out of his chair with a sudden stretch. “Lord Lash is … detained. He’s visiting the Whittenhorm.”


  “Could he bring an appeal to Ourobouros?”


  “He thinks it a false alarm, but yes, he’ll do so if we find something, or if a quorum commands it.”


  “And the others?”


  “Well, it’s not so easy to travel in the rain, you know.”


  “True,” said Trand, sounding slightly apologetic. “When can we expect them?”


  “The day after tomorrow; at best. Assuming no travel disasters.”


  Teodor shrugged. “The advantage is still to us. And these are mages, talented, trained, and I feel expecting them to overcome any small inconveniences on the road, even if it’s raining, is entirely within the bounds of reasonable expectation.”


  “Lord Doze offered to disperse the rain,” Ruus said.


  Teodor just sighed. “I trust you asked him not to?”


  “Yes. Diplomatically.”


  “My dear Ruus, I could never do your job.”


  Cream-colored eyes narrowed for a moment, and the minotaur barked out a short jab of laughter. “So. I see you’ve spilled ink on my floor.”


  “About two gallons,” Teodor said equably. “It was all I could find. Trand, I’m ready for you.”


  Trand stood, walked over to where Teodor waited by the puddle, and kneeled, and then crouched down on all fours.


  Dacien was disappointed; he’d expected something more … impressive. All that happened was that Teodor gently put a hand on Trand’s head. The dark brown minotaur stiffened a bit, but nothing else seemed to happen.


  At least, nothing else happened to Trand.


  The puddle of ink glimmered, and a vista of gray opened up. Dacien felt a vertigo-like rush, and the grays faded into color, greens and browns and whites  Mog Ford glittered in the rain, the Mog already a little over its banks from the rain. The ford itself was churned white and brown, from the Imperial legions crossing it.


  “How many are there?” Teodor asked, in a surprisingly calm voice. Dacien felt … wrenched. The massed legions now commanding the scene of the prior defeat filled him with something that wasn’t quite vindication. The thought that the minotaurs who had so casually crushed them earlier were now threatened was almost pleasant. But.


  Had the Empire thrown them away as a feint? Dacien felt almost sick.


  “I can’t tell,” said Ruus. “Nothing. Can you pull back? Maybe look at the fields?”


  Teodor said nothing, but the view in the puddle shifted crazily and settled higher  much higher. From here, Mog Ford was at the very edge of the view, and the wide fields  where his own legions had been ambushed  were now the campsite of … six gold Legion flags. Almost forty thousand men.


  “Six standards,” Ruus said. “So that’s maybe six thousand men per, and four thousand actual fighting men. So … call it twenty-four thousand soldiers, and twelve thousand support troops?”


  “I have no idea,” Teodor said ruefully. “But that seems … like a lot.”


  “It is, it is. At least they’re still at the ford. But … I would have expected a messenger.”


  Teodor shrugged. “Ambushed, I’d guess. How many were there?”


  “Just a scouting team. Ten. The commanders were Zest and Uruth; I’m not sure who they had with them. I don’t suppose …”


  “No, I’ve never met either of them. I’m sorry.”


  “Yes,” said Ruus. “The question becomes, has an advance force reached Howling Pass? Can you refocus there?”


  The view whirled again, and began moving  slowly, it seemed, but the vista changed remarkably fast for all that, and Dacien heard a low moan from Trand. Startled, he looked at the minotaur. Trand had curled into a fetal position, and was shaking; sweat dripped off him.


  In another five minutes, Ruus and Teodor were observing a snowfield, the snow pristine, and arguing whether or not what they were seeing was actually there; apparently Ruus thought it might be a seeming.


  Trand, on the other hand, had stopped shaking  but was now laying almost motionless beside the two mages. “Uh, Master?”


  “Master!” said Dacien. The two ignored him. He got up, and half-walked, half-ran over to Trand. The minotaur was cold to the touch, and wet, the pelt soaked.


  “TEODOR!” he yelled.


  The silver minotaur turned with a stern look of anger  which vanished instantly as he saw Trand. Teodor put both hands on Trand, and the view in the puddle glimmered away. “Stupid,” the silver minotaur said. “Trand!”


  There was no response. Teodor muttered something under his breath that Dacien didn’t quite catch, but it made Ruus growl. He reached down, turned Trand over, and, slipping his arms around Trand, hoisted him up. “Help me,” he said, and Dacien picked up Trand’s feet, and let Teodor guide him over to the fire. They set Trand down in a chair, and Teodor shoved it closer to the fire before gently opening Trand’s eye, and staring at it intently.


  “His pupils are responsive,” Teodor said after a moment. “I think he’s in exit shock.”


  “Just?” asked Ruus.


  “Master?”


  Teodor blew out a sigh. “Yes. Exit shock. Generally a mage acting as a lens  no, no, not yet, let me finish this  terminates the spell, either by intention or by burnout. And no, ‘burnout’ is not as bad as it sounds; it takes about a day or two to recover from, nothing worse than that. Exit shock, on the other hand, is when the mage working the spell  as opposed to the lens, who is said to be ‘holding’ the spell, terminates it. It’s … well, I’m not sure how to describe it. I’ve gone through burnout, but never exit shock. It’s supposed to be a condition in which the lensing mage is conscious but unresponsive; his command of his body lost in the unexpected termination of the spell he was holding. Something like an overreaction. Ruus?”


  “Never gone through exit shock,” he said. “I only know about from the warnings …”


  “Always let the lens terminate the spell,” finished Teodor. “Yes. So we do. And here we have an example of why. But … he wasn’t responsive. I thought he was already in burnout.”


  “Apparently not,” said Ruus thoughtfully. “But why didn’t he break it?”


  “Lens euphoria?”


  “He’s never succumbed to that, and he’s never shown any addiction symptoms,” Ruus said.


  “Master?”


  “I’m sorry, Dacien. I think I mentioned at some point that magic was hazardous?”


  “You did, Master.”


  “Well, these are some of the hazards,” Teodor said dryly. “Lens euphoria is a condition where … ah …”


  “The subject becomes sexually aroused and fixated,” Ruus said. “It’s a euphemism for aggressively submissive sexual desire.”


  “Yes, that’s it. It’s … not unpleasant, entirely, but … it can lead one to do things that are embarrassing afterwards, yes?” Teodor looked at Ruus with a raised eyebrow.


  “Very,” said Ruus, grinning back at Teodor.


  “Lens euphoria wears off. But it can be addictive  the lensing mage comes to crave euphoria uncontrollably. It’s … an occupational hazard.”


  “At one time, mages kept their apprentices under control by addicting them,” Ruus said. “That is no longer an accepted practice.” The cream colored minotaur looked at Trand. “It’s been deemed dishonorable.”


  “Yes.” Teodor said. “He’s been an apprentice for a long time, though, hasn’t he?”


  “Fourteen years,” Ruus said shortly.


  “Ah.”


  “Master?”


  “Yes, Dacien?”


  “What does ‘ah’ mean?”


  “It means … it means I have been indiscreet,” said Teodor after a moment. “I do apologize, Ruus.”


  “No, it’s … hardly a secret. He knows.”


  “It means, Dacien, that Trand’s mage-gifts are insufficient for him to pass trial, and be recognized as a full mage. It’s a shame, because it means he will be forever an apprentice. Senior, trusted, and respected  but an apprentice nonetheless. Typically someone in that state would have been … shown how to control his magic, but apprenticed differently.” Teodor paused. “Did you take him on as a presentiment?”


  “No.”


  “It could happen to anyone.” Teodor said.


  “Yes,” said Ruus.


  “I’m sorry,” Teodor said quickly. “I didn’t mean to be flippant.”


  “No, I know. I’m the one who should apologize.”


  Trand gave out a soft moan, and their attention was back on him almost instantly.


  “Trand?”


  The brown minotaur opened and closed his mouth, but only a deep lowing came out. He tried again.


  “Slowly. Slowly. We think you’re in exit shock, it should pass in a few minutes,” Ruus said, almost tenderly. “You’ll be fine.”


  Trand nodded, and made a gesture with his hand.


  “Brandy,” said Teodor as Trand nodded. Teodor pulled a coin out of his pocket, and began flipping it. Trand watched him, and sipped brandy slowly. Teodor finally stopped the nervous gesture as Trand set the empty glass down. “Lord Fog, Lord Chimes. You’re wondering why I didn’t break the spell.” Trand’s voice was a little hollow.


  “We are,” Ruus said.


  “I heard. I couldn’t.” Trand said simply, his voice taut with exhaustion. “I didn’t realize anything was wrong until I did try to break the spell. As fast as I unraveled it, it reknit itself. Lord Fog, I assume you didn’t do that on purpose.”


  “No!” Teodor sounded surprised  whether at the report, or possible accusation that he’d done it on purpose, Dacien couldn’t tell.


  Trand looked at him for a moment. “I couldn’t believe you did, but … I’ve never had that happen. I’ve always been able to break Lord Chimes’ spells. I thought you were about as strong as he was, yes?”


  “More or less, we have different affinities, but we’re about the same.”


  Trand shook his head. “That spell was to Lord Chimes like, well, one of mine is to his.”


  Teodor frowned. “Not right.”


  Trand shrugged. “I’m a weak mage, and I know I’ll never pass trial. But everything I can do, I do well. Lord Chimes?”


  “Your spells are perfect,” affirmed Ruus. “It has been so for … years.”


  “Have you ever doubted my control?”


  “Never.”


  “Do I look like I’m in a euphoric trance?”


  “No.”


  Trand snorted. “I can say something other than ‘fuck me,’ so I suppose I’m not. I suppose.”


  “We know,” Teodor said, sympathetically, laying a hand on Trand’s arm. “We’ve been there. All of us.”


  “Yes. Well, I know what happened. I couldn’t overcome the spell’s cohesion,” Trand said. “Ruus?”


  “Could you …”


  “Of course. It would be my pleasure,” the cream-colored minotaur said, helping Trand up. “Let’s go into my private room.”


  “Yes,” sighed Trand, staggering at first, but getting his balance. Teodor watched as they vanished through a door that clicked shut behind them.


  Teodor sat down in the chair that Trand had left, and stared into the fire. “Dacien.”


  “Master?”


  “Please sit,” and the request, for all the courtesy, was clearly not a request. “Mystery upon mystery, Dacien.”


  “What do you mean, Master?”


  “Well, did you notice the new woodwork in the carriage?”


  “Yes,” Dacien said.


  “I worked magic  weather magic, potent stuff  all the way into Maze. That woodwork should have bleached gray. But it didn’t, you know.”


  “I didn’t notice.”


  Teodor nodded. “I just worked a vision spell  again, a tiring piece of work, even if Trand did much of the heavy lifting. He should have bleached tan, at the very least, channeling my magic like that.”


  “He didn’t,” Dacien said, more confidently. “He didn’t change color at all.”


  “He did not,” Teodor said heavily. “And Lord Chimes worked a distance talking spell, several times  but I don’t recall hearing any tones. That’s his signature, tones  very much like chimes. Of course, I wasn’t listening for them at the time, but … I’ve noticed them before.”


  Dacien nodded as he suddenly understood why Teodor had been playing with the coin earlier. “That’s why … the coin flips? Were they not showing Trand’s signature?”


  “They seemed random,” Teodor confirmed. “Trand’s signature is absent, too,” Teodor said. He glanced back at the door. “I don’t think either of them have realized it yet.”


  “What … what does it mean?”


  The silver minotaur paused for a moment, organizing his thoughts. “Our magic flows sloppily into the world, Dacien, casting a spell is like filling a thimble with a barrel of water. More  much more  magic slops about than actually goes into the spell.” Teodor paused. “Or so we’ve always understood it. Please know that we really know very little about magic. We think it operates thus, we believe it to be like that, and all of this is guesswork based on our experiences, and the experiences of our predecessors, back to the creators themselves. They, our creators, I mean, understood it … but they taught us nothing.


  “By trial and error, we have learned that every mage acts first as a sink, and then as a source of magic  one might think of a mage as being a portal, or a leak, or a fountain, through which magic enters the world. This, we’re pretty certain of. And each mage channels a varying amount. You and I and Ruus, we are geysers of magic. Trand is … well, a lesser source of magic. In our experience, this amount of magic that flows through us, does not change appreciably over our careers as mages. Accepting Trand’s report as truthful, and I do, then I must ask how did my spell become so much stronger?


  “Somehow, Dacien, either all or most of my magic went into that spell, or I have somehow become a much, much more powerful mage. I don’t think I have, because Ruus would have sensed that, and, as I said, it’s not something we’ve ever seen happen. Also … if I were leaking that much more magic, I would expect my signature to become stronger. In fact, I expected that spell to leach the color from the ink  and you can see it’s still quite black. So, then, I am no more powerful a mage than I used to be, and by the evidence of my signature, that things lose their color and become gray, I might even be weaker. Am I making sense?”


  “I think so, Master,” Dacien said.


  “I first noticed this lack of bleaching when I was doing the weather-working on the way here. The last time I went to Maze, there was an incident with an oil-lamp; suffice it to say that the small fire was put out quickly, and the carriage repaired, but that wood had not yet been exposed to me. I expected my mere presence to bleach it completely by the time I returned to Mistingrise. But it wasn’t even starting to go gray, not even after I called the rain. Isn’t that peculiar?”


  Dacien tilted his head as he looked at the minotaur mage. “Yes, but I … if you expect me to understand what it means, well, I don’t. Master.”


  Teodor just shook his head.


  “I’m sorry, Master,” Dacien said, feeling stupid, “but …”


  “No, no,” Teodor said with a sound of exasperation. “Do you … you don’t. Let me explain again. No, not again. No. Give me a moment.”


  Teodor took a deep breath, organizing his thoughts. “First. I didn’t expect you to grasp it. You know … nothing of magic. So why would this or that mean anything to you? It shouldn’t. I don’t expect it.”


  “Then …”


  Teodor held up his hand. “Please. I’m not done.


  “Second. You have no idea how rare and valuable the quality of admitting ignorance is. I have, over the past  goodness, eighteen hours  had it bludgeoned into me just how remarkable you are, but I still wasn’t expecting that. I keep having to heighten my expectations when it comes you, Dacien. You are … remarkable in your adaptability, and astoundingly honest in your own self-evaluations.” The minotaur fixed him with an intent stare. “I … yes. By Lycail, I will. You, Dacien, are going to be an amazing mage. I never did like …” Teodor broke off suddenly. “Bah! Difficulties, problems, dangers … I no longer have any doubt that you will overcome them. None!” the minotaur finished intensely.


  “I … I’m not sure what to say,” Dacien said.


  “From now on, Dacien, when you say ‘Master,’ you are addressing your mentor, and you are my apprentice  you are not a slave addressing his master. Technically, you’re still a slave, but as my apprentice, you answer to me  and only to me. Ever.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  Teodor took another deep breath. “We will deal with protocol as the issue arises.”


  “Protocol issues?”


  “Questions of etiquette. Politeness.” Teodor hmmmd. “As my apprentice, you must address other minotaurs as ‘Sir.’ I understand why you haven’t previously, I’ve respected that … but if you are to be my apprentice, your actions reflect on me.” He paused. “Questions of civility are dueling matters here. Politeness is a survival skill. We are all of us proud and touchy. Even I.”


  “I have firm faith in your honor, Master, and have since you convinced me to call you ‘Sir.’” Dacien took a deep breath himself. “I would be honored to be your apprentice, Master. But I wonder, what would a human mage do here?”


  Teodor smiled. “That will not be the problem you think it is, apprentice.” He settled deeper into his chair. “But that is not an issue that will raise itself for … some time. I expect it will be resolved to your satisfaction  and I do not wish you to concern yourself with it for the time being.”


  “Trust you, you mean.”


  “Yes.”


  Dacien looked at the minotaur. Just a week ago, this creature had been his deadly foe. And now? Somehow, the bull-man had morphed into  what? A friend? A teacher? A lover? Some combination of the three? “I do,” Dacien said. “I’m not entirely sure why, but … I do. Trust you. Master.”


  Teodor closed his eyes for a moment. “And I am honored, Dacien. Do not think otherwise.” When he reopened his eyes, he continued. “Your conduct today  interrupting me to save Trand  was commendable. It is a very serious thing to interrupt a mage. Most apprentices wouldn’t have done it.” Teodor looked pensive for a moment. “I don’t know that, when I was an apprentice, I would have dared to interrupt Lord Ember in a similar circumstance.” His face firmed. “But it would have been the right action.”


  “Thank you, Lord Fog.”


  The silver minotaur sighed, and then looked up, at the ceiling. Dacien had the feeling he was actually addressing the intricately tiled decorations than him. “I would like to give you your first lesson.”


  “Yes!” said Dacien.


  “You’ve just had a practical demonstration, and an illustration of what can go wrong,” Teodor continued. “The best place to start is learning how to act as a lens.”


  “Oh,” Dacien said, suddenly a little less excited.


  “I think we discussed lens euphoria and addiction, so I won’t cover it again.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  Teodor smiled. “You’re worried. Don’t be. This isn’t a working situation, where I expect you to take care of yourself. You’re just going to see what being a lens feels like. It will sensitize you to magic flows, and it’s the first step to manipulating them.” Teodor cocked his head. “I’ll be monitoring you, and breaking the link for you. There is no chance of burnout or exit shock. None. You heard us earlier  neither of have ever even seen exit shock before. It hasn’t happened in years.” Teodor paused. “Well. Maybe not. What happened to Trand was also … unexpected. But regardless, even if we do encounter burnout or exit shock, however likely or not, recovery is a matter of a few minutes or days. This is not dangerous.”


  “Right,” said Dacien. “Fine. What do I do?”


  “Come over here,” Teodor said. “Get into my lap. Yes. Physical contact makes this easier.”


  “But … what if someone sees us?”


  Teodor looked puzzled. “I don’t understand.”


  “What if … you know, someone walks in on us?”


  Teodor exchanged his mildly puzzled look for one of complete bafflement. “I really don’t understand.”


  “If they … you know, see us.”


  “If they see a mage and his apprentice, or a minotaur and a human slave?” asked Teodor. “They’re not going to interrupt us, if that’s what you mean.”


  “No,” said Dacien. “It’s just that … I mean, …”


  Teodor waited patiently.


  “We don’t do this in the Empire. Man to  well, man. Minotaur. It’s …”


  Dacien’s concerns suddenly became clear to Teodor, and the bafflement was replaced with irritation. “This is not the Empire, and as I believe I mentioned last night, all minotaurs are male. We have a somewhat different view of such things. What I choose to do with you is completely up to me. Perhaps unfortunately, but … no one would question what I do with you, except as relating to things left undone. I might, for example, be chided for amusing myself when a barbarian horde is advancing towards Howling Pass,” Teodor said.


  “But …”


  Teodor shook his head. “But there’s nothing I can do about Howling Pass. If I were there, perhaps, or if I had a reliable lens …” he trailed off, thinking. “No. It’s Howling Pass. It would have to be Lord Green or Lord Doze.”


  “You’re teaching me to be a lens,” Dacien said, suddenly, standing up and moving over to Teodor.


  “You are not ready to be a lens,” Teodor said, sternly, as Dacien seated himself comfortably against the large minotaur. Teodor shifted him gently, onto the minotaur’s huge legs. “There.”


  “Weren’t you about to teach me?” Teodor stared down amazed, and Dacien rushed on, twisting his head to look at the minotaur. “Wouldn’t it be better if the army couldn’t get here?”


  Teodor nodded after a moment. “Yes,” he said. “This can only provoke more hostilities. Our allies … Ourobouros, others  they would come, especially if there had been some kind of massacre.” He closed his eyes.


  “The real problem is that, having called them, they would then demand to invade your world, something that … Lord Chimes, Lord Lash, and I have been against. Right now, Howling Pass is controlled by Lycaili, and it’s the best way to your world.”


  Dacien looked up Teodor. “Master, you said there were paths around Mistingrise that led to my world.”


  Teodor nodded appreciatively. “Ah. You were listening, then. Excellent. Yes. But these are … well, paths seem to align along air, earth, or water. Some mages  Lord Ember, in particular, insist that huge fires could open a path too, but that’s never been proven. It seems reasonable, but … I await evidence. My magic is aligned most closely with air, then water, and I can use fire spells. Earth spells usually just don’t work for me at all  and Howling Pass is an earth path. Earth and water paths are … usually stable. Earth paths are most reliable, whereas water paths generally form and dissipates regularly. Mog Ford is a water path, and one that is open when there’s water in the ford, which is … almost always. It’s almost as reliable as Howling Pass. With me?”


  “I think so.”


  “The paths around Mistingrise are air paths. They twist, form, and dissipate almost randomly, and they can change destination as well. I could find a path to your world, for example, but by the time I’d walked it, I might end up in wolven realms. Very unstable, very uncertain. A mage with an air affinity  such as myself  can use them, and get where he’s going, in a reasonable time. But even I couldn’t take more than two or three others with me. Moving an army … a disaster. You’d end up with your soldiers scattered over ten or more realms, no way to find them, utterly lost.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. “But … if Lord Green needed a lens …”


  Teodor let his hand drift down Dacien’s back in a relaxing stroke. “I would prefer you not to serve as lens to anyone other than me,” he said. “For … any number of reasons, but … well, I’ll go into those later. You’ll understand better, too, once … well, you’ll see.


  “You’re tense,” Teodor continued. “And probably a little bit scared. I was.”


  “A little,” said Dacien.


  “That’s fine,” Teodor said encouragingly. “Just listen to my heartbeat.” Arms wrapped around him  holding him, firmly, not too hard.


  “Master,” said Dacien, a thought occurring to him.


  “Yes?” Teodor said patiently.


  “Is this going to be,” the human trailed off. “Well …”


  Teodor waited for a moment, and when it seemed clear that the human had finished, he spoke. “Is this going to be what?”


  “Uh,” said Dacien uncomfortably, “is this going to be … well …”


  Teodor looked completely blank for a moment, and then he realized what Dacien was referring to. “Oh. Yes. Sexual. Yes. Very.” The minotaur smiled, an expression the human was starting to read as amusement. “I hope you don’t object.”


  Dacien just looked up at the minotaur, frozen by the question.


  Lord Fog opened his mouth to say something, and froze. He closed his eyes for a moment, and let out a breath of air instead. “Incovenient,” he murmured. “We’ll put off this lesson, I think. And ”


  Dacien felt a calm come over him, a hazy almost uncaring blitheness, and the air seemed to sparkle somehow.


  “ that is a buffer because we’re about to meet the unpleasant.” The minotaur chopped off the sentence with a suddeness that left Dacien wondering, bemusedly, just what the word would have been.


  The door slammed open, and another minotaur strode in  black, all black, with gleaming black horns. He wore an overcoat of shimmering blue embroidered with a pattern of tiny white-and-gold flowers that surprised Dacien, as much as Dacien could be surprised in the hazy mental fog.


  Teodor said, “Lord Green.”


  “Teodor,” the other said dismissively. “Where’s Ruus?”


  “Lord Fog, Lord Green,” the pale gray minotaur coldly corrected the black one. “I passed my Mastery some time ago. As I believe I have mentioned on any number of previous occasions.”


  “Yes, yes,” the other said. “Where’s Ruus? And …” the minotaur stopped, took in the human laying sleepily on Teodor, and snorted derisively. “Mastery of magic does not make one a Lord.”


  “True,” agreed Teodor, gently shifting Dacien off him. “We will be leaving. I might wish Ruus had let me know you were coming.”


  “But you came? From Mistingrise?”


  Teodor blinked in surprise. “Yes. It was I who deduced the possibility. We have since confirmed it; the humans have moved in twenty-four thousand effective soldiers past Mog Ford.”


  “Mmmm,” Lord Green grunted. “Howling Pass is sealed, unless … Ruus mentioned human mages. Could they break through?”


  The grey minotaur sighed. “I don’t know. They have found a way to cloak themselves from Lord Chimes’s perception, but they were not blocked from my visioning. The capabilities of human mages are varied, and …”


  “Yes, yes,” Lord Green interrupted, waving his hands idly. “Where is Ruus?”


  “I used Trand as a lens,” Teodor said.


  “So Ruus is fucking him?”


  “They are in Ruus’s private study,” the gray minotaur said calmly. “I would not choose to disturb them. As you are here, and more competent than I at military matters, I will leave.”


  “Don’t go back to Mistingrise,” Lord Green warned.


  “No. I will be in town. Possibly at Gray House. More likely at Gray Hôte; there is a suite reserved for me.”


  “Why not your house?”


  Teodor was silent for a moment. “Chelm may be there,” he said.


  “You two still arguing?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why don’t you throw him out? It’s your house. Send him to a hotel.”


  “I doubt I could explain it,” Teodor said wearily. “Suffice it to say that I feel responsible for him.”


  Lord Green just shook his massive head, and Dacien’s eyes were drawn by the strange glitter of his horns. “Foolishness. He needs to learn. He won’t if you baby him.” The black minotaur’s gaze fell on Dacien, and his eyes narrowed. “That one’s trouble,” he said.


  “If so, he’s my trouble.”


  “I don’t … what did you do to him?”


  “I don’t think it’s your concern,” Teodor said, a hint of anger seeping into his voice. “I certainly don’t think you have any right or privilege to attempt to influence my property.”


  “When you don’t have the sense to do it yourself?” Lord Green said. “Humans can’t be trusted with magic. They need …”


  Somehow, the gray minotaur went from sitting to standing. “What this one needs is my business!” Teodor snapped. “Mine! Mine alone!”


  The black minotaur stepped forward. “Foolishness concerns all of us. I don’t appreciate your distrust.”


  “You would never have known of my distrust, had it been unwarranted,” Teodor said, pitching his voice low. “Let me make something clear, Lord Green. If you harm  touch  influence  this human, when I find out, I will kill you.”


  “You?” snarled the larger minotaur.


  “Yes,” said Teodor, almost tonelessly.


  “You’d challenge me? A mage sixty years your elder? Isn’t that a little presumptuous?”


  Teodor grasped Dacien by the shoulder, and began guiding him towards the door. “If you say so. Please inform Ruus that I shall remain in town until the current … situation resolves.”


  “Not Lord Chimes?”


  “No.” Teodor said, as he led Dacien out. The gray minotaur seemed to relax as he led Dacien out into the hall. “Oh. Dacien. Here.” The strange lassitude that had swept over the human drained away.


  “What … I mean, Master, what was that?”


  Teodor didn’t stop walking down the hallway. “I will not discuss that with you yet.”


  Dacien followed alongside, occasionally needing to take a double-step to keep up with the gray minotaur. “Master? What can you tell me?”


  Teodor shook his head. “Lord Green and I hold opposite opinions on the treatment of humans. He attempted to … influence you.”


  “Influence, Master? How?”


  “That is not open for discussion,” Teodor said briefly. “I am sorry, but … you are not ready to hear that.”


  Dacien considered that while they navigated their way out of the building, around a corner, and into a carriage-house. There were several carriages there, but only one was the distinctive gray of Lord Fog. They strode forward, and were met by one of the hurrying coachmen.


  “Master, I took the liberty of sending a runner. Warlord Chelm is at the house,” he said.


  Teodor made a gesture of annoyance. “Does he know I am in town?”


  “No, Master.”


  “Very well, we’ll just go to the Gray Hôte.”


  “Oh,” the man said. “I … I already notified House Wide. Warlord Osaze was …”


  “Yes, he did.” Teodor said after a moment. “Yes. Well done, well thought of.”


  “Master, thank you, Master.”


  “Is he in town?”


  “No, Master.”


  Teodor considered for a moment, and then nodded. “House Wide.”


  3


  Green Fields


  

  The food was good, if dull. Today it was was oatmeal, hot, with honey (or the minotaurs used something like honey), with dried fruit, just like it had been since the legionnaires had been taken prisoner. Captured. Or, depending on how you looked at, rescued from the wolven. Erik recognized apricots as one of the fine-chopped fruits, even if he wasn’t sure of the others. The march in to Maze, as prisoners, had been rough  they’d slept on the ground, but their captors had supplied blankets. They’d even camped early at the base of the Howling Mountains, so they could get through the pass that day, and that night, they’d stayed in a barracks complete with cots  huge cots, intended for minotaurs, and they had to sleep two to a cot.


  It was better than Erik had expected, and much better than being butchered by wolven.


  Maze  the capitol city of the minotaurs, had been disheartening. Erik had felt that way once before, when he’d come from the north and joined the Imperial Legions and marched through Dioclepia, home of the Emperor. He hadn’t seen any of the palaces or the fine temples, not close up, but he’d felt a burning sense of inadequacy at the stone-lined streets. Even the roads in the Empire were stone-paved, blocks of granite carted and positioned to make travel for the legions easy. Towering columns of stone and triumphal arches and even the plumbing of the bathhouses had made him feel like a backward, ignorant farmboy, and his fair coloring hadn’t helped him to blend in. Three years in the southern sun had given him the same deep bronze color as the southerners  or at least, enough color not to be taunted, but his light yellow hair had faded even as his skin had darkened. If he’d been as smooth as the southerners, it might not have been so bad, but even for a northerner he’d been hairy. Now he looked like some kind of bear that had been dipped in bleaching solution.


  He wasn’t sure if Maze was doing that to his comrades  or rather, fellow prisoners. None of them were from the Eagle Legion, and he didn’t know them, but … Maze made Dioclepia look like a provincial backwater. Maze was bigger, built along a series of cliffs, and he counted some twelve different levels as their little contingent walked in. The road itself was heavily trafficked, huge carts laden with provender creaking into the city, and full carts coming back, burdened with cloth-covered loads, all pulled by huge draft horses large enough for a minotaur to ride (although the minotaurs did not appear to ride them).


  The road, from the Howling Mountains to Maze, was stone, but not the granite the Empire used. And even the Empire used local stone, which, as the miles passed, changed as the quarries did. Whatever the minotaurs used was a soft, unchanging beige, which had tiny lines cut into it to channel water to the side, as the stone wasn’t perfectly flat, but subtly convex. Gutters lined the road, and Erik had no doubt that the weather would have to be truly terrible before these roads were impassible. The road was laid in blocks, each about forty-two paces long before it ended and another began.


  The walls of Maze had to be almost four stories high, seemingly of pink and green veined marble polished to a smooth shine, although Erik guessed they were a mere facade against some harder material. They were coming down to the city, so they had a fine vantage over the walls. The buildings inside appeared lined with the same marble as the walls. The streets were twisted  almost braided; no long avenues cut through the city that Erik could see. The few streets he could see stretched for only short distances before they vanished again. Maze looked like a solid mass of fluted towers and domes and walls impossibly draped against a backdrop of cliffs; the city crawling up the steep slopes and across the plateaus with equal ease.


  They entered through a huge arch in the wall, and dove almost immediately into the vast metropolis of Maze. Erik got lost almost immediately, as they walked through arches and tunnels, into open spaces  parks, he thought. They walked through a final short tunnel, and the lead minotaur called out something in Greek that Erik couldn’t follow.


  The minotaur waited for a moment, and then spoke again, in slightly accented Latin. “If you don’t understand Greek, go to the left.” Erik watched as most of his fellows walked over to the right; he followed about seven others to the left. Most of the human guards followed the first group. Presumably they thought that two minotaurs could handle eight prisoners, and from what Erik had seen at Mog Ford, he could not disagree. They quickly herded the prisoners into a small group, with one minotaur leading, and one following. A couple of corridors and stairs down, they entered a room filled with what looked like heavy iron  iron!  bars blocking off about twelve small rooms, each with a minotaur-sized cot and a small chamberpot.


  Once the two had locked each one into a cell, they turned and left. The prisoners started talking, exchanging wild guesses about what the minotaurs did with captured humans. The conversation got wilder and wilder, until a deep voice interrupted them.


  “No, actually,” it said, and all of them jumped. A brown minotaur stood in the room. Although he was short compared to the others, he was broader  much broader, with long horns curled slightly forward. “None of that.” His Latin was perfect; he glanced around the room. “Nothing so exotic. Or bizarre.” He glanced at each of them, his eyes lingering on none of them. “As captured prisoners of war, you’ll be sold as slaves. Since you don’t speak Greek, you’re likely to end up field workers.”


  He unlocked the first cell. “Still. Each one of you will be given an inspection to see if there’s something better. One at a time. You. Come.” The man followed the minotaur, glancing back once until the minotaur lightly pushed him forward. “You might see them again. You might not.”


  “He won’t be coming back,” the minotaur said looking back at them, before he closed the door. Erik stared at the door intently; he’d watched the two who had locked him up carefully. They’d closed the door, and … how had he missed the minotaur’s entrance? The others were subdued; he wasn’t sure if was from knowing what would happen, or the uncanny way the minotaur had announced it.


  Two humans  who apparently spoke no Greek at all  came about a quarter-bell later, and delivered bread-bowls of stew. This time, Erik saw the door open, and watched them come in, distribute the food, and leave, with the one remaining bread loaf. He ate his thoughtfully, and waited.


  The light from the slit-window dimmed, and that, along with dinner, seemed like a general signal for them to roll over onto the cots. Erik woke once during the night, to watch the squat brown minotaur take another warrior away. He wasn’t sure if the others heard, or even woke up, and the creature was surprisingly quiet. The man  Jer  went along him.


  Erik snorted to himself. Of course he had. A minotaur was nearly five times as strong as human. They’d had a brutal lesson in that just a few days ago. None of them were eager to challenge one. Field slave. Not, Erik reflected, a very flattering assessment. At least it would make escaping easy, once he figured out how to get back to the Empire.


  Morning found the remaining four subdued, as apparently the minotaur had returned for another one as well. Breakfast was the fruit and nut oatmeal, and lump of scrambled eggs on day-old bread.


  When the minotaur came, halfway through breakfast, he shook his head. “You,” he said, pointing at Erik, who had finished most of his food. “You’re done, or close enough. Come with me.” He unlocked the door, and, making sure Erik was following him, walked out, locking the door behind him.


  “Where …” started Erik, but the minotaur cut him off.


  “You’ll find out,” the minotaur said in a bored voice. “Come on.”


  Several corridors and a set of stairs away was a large, almost empty room. Other than the desk, and a cream-colored minotaur sitting behind it, the only other thing of interest in the room was the immense skylight, which flooded the room with a bright, even light that caused Erik’s eyes to wander.


  The cream-colored minotaur said something in Greek, and then continued in Latin. “Turn around.”


  Erik just stood there, distracted by the odd bells, until the other minotaur put a hand on his shoulder. “Turn around.”


  He did, feeling stupid.


  More Greek back and forth, and then the cream-colored one shook his head. “Nothing,” he said, and then more Greek, and the brown minotaur nodded.


  “Lucky you,” the minotaur said. “Come on. This way.”


  “Did he decide something?”


  “Yes,” the minotaur said. “He’s going to offer you to Lord Green. If he declines, then you’ll go to market. Come on.”


  The minotaur showed him to another cell, only a corridor away, a stone room with a stone door, with a cot and some odd plumbing fixtures. He recognized the sink, but where he’d expect a pump there was just a knob. The minotaur quickly showed him how the sink worked, and then how the water-chamberpot worked. “You might be here for a week, maybe two,” he said.


  “That sounds long,” Erik said.


  The minotaur shrugged. “There are a lot of feral humans going on the market right now. Anyway, Lord Green gets first refusal.” He started to close the door.


  “Wait  why, why would Lord Green be interested in me?”


  The minotaur paused, considering. “He probably won’t be, since you don’t speak Greek. But if he is, it’s because you’re not so hairless as most humans. You look like you’ve almost got a decent pelt, and it’s a pretty color. It might even interest him in a feral human that …”


  “Feral!”


  “Feral,” repeated the minotaur, and for the first time, Erik heard frustration in the creature’s basso profundo voice. “As in, pretty much worthless. You don’t know how to behave, you don’t speak Greek, and you’re so ignorant indoor plumbing is a mystery. Useless. Whoever buys you will have to train you, and if you’re like most ferals, you’ll do everything you can to fight learning anything. Why Lord Fog didn’t turn you over to the wolven I can’t imagine.”


  The door closed, and Erik heard a click of a lock.


  “No, tell me you how you really feel,” muttered Erik on the other side of the locked door. He thought for a minute, and then yelled “So why did you bother taking us prisoner in the first place, asshole?”


  Food came regularly, the oatmeal for breakfast, raw greens and onions for lunch, and the bread and stew at dinner. The human who delivered the food either didn’t understand Latin, or at least pretended he didn’t, and the only thing Erik could do was lay back and wait. It wouldn’t take him long to learn Greek, he thought, he’d learned Latin fast enough. And after that …


  He’d been confined to the cell for almost four days when it opened  it was around lunchtime, and he’d been expecting the greens. Instead, the squat brown minotaur stood there. “Get out here,” he said.


  “Why?”


  The minotaur just shook his head, and said something in Greek. Another minotaur walked over  without a doubt the tallest Erik had ever seen, with a glossy black pelt and short, heavy horns. “Doesn’t speak Greek, you say,” and his Latin, unlike the first one’s, was lilting with a Greek accent.


  “No, Lord Green.”


  “Still,” the other said considering.


  “He’s feral, Lord Green, and you heard what he just said.”


  “Eh,” the black one said dismissively. “That can be changed.” He looked at Erik for a moment. “Human. Get out here.”


  Erik paused before obeying, considering the potential of what might happen  and was not at all ready for what happened. Something grabbed him, like a cat might grab a mouse, and hauled him outside.


  “See?” grunted the black minotaur.


  “Not all of us have your advantages, Lord Green.”


  “Take those clothes off,” the black minotaur ordered. Erik started to comply, but the minotaur, growing impatient, made an off-hand gesture. Something he couldn’t feel reduced his shirt and trowsers to rags, which spilled quickly back into the tiny cell. He stared back in shock at the glossy black minotaur. “Stand straight.”


  He did, feeling horribly exposed. He wasn’t sure where to put his hands  the last thing he wanted to do was …


  “Clasp your hands directly behind your head,” the black minotaur instructed with a hint of irritation. Erik swallowed his anger and did so, submitting to the humiliating gaze of the minotaur.


  “Feral, Lord Green,” the other said. “I don’t see why …”


  “Because the pelt coloration is attractive,” the black minotaur interrupted. “It’s unusual. And Ruus is generally worth listening to.” The minotaur turned from his inspection of Erik to face the brown minotaur directly. “And his apprentice should be more respectful of his master.”


  “Yes, Lord Green,” the other said, more quietly. “Your pardon.”


  “It’s not mine you need,” the minotaur said, returning his attention to the human. The minotaur paced once around him. “Good form,” he said, after a moment. “Ectomorph in high condition. I could probably show this one, with a little work.”


  “Show me what?” asked Erik.


  The brown minotaur snorted while the black one looked … irritated. Something locked Erik’s jaws together.


  “He can be trained,” the black minotaur said.


  Erik twitched at that, although he couldn’t say anything.


  “See?” the black one continued. “He’s learning even now.” He took a breath. “I am Xavien, Lord Green, human. You will address me as ‘Master’. This is Trand; you will address him as ‘Sir.’ You will comply immediately, to the best of your ability, with any instruction you are given. You will speak when addressed, and only when addressed. Failure to comply will result in a … learning experience. Is that clear?”


  The pressure on his jaw hadn’t let up, so Erik just nodded.


  “Good.” The minotaur  Lord Green, Erik corrected himself  paused. “Kneel. Hands down  behind your back. Clasped. Yes.”


  The pressure on Erik’s jaw eased, and then vanished.


  “See?” repeated Lord Green. “He can obey.”


  “Yes, Lord Green,” but Trand sounded dubious.


  With two short steps, the black minotaur was behind Erik; a massive hand rested lightly on his head, and the other. “Compliance brings rewards.” Erik felt a soft warmth run through him  like someone was filling him with thick, hot honey. It felt … good, like sunlight on bare skin, only this was shining from the inside rather than the out. It  dripped, somehow, through him, caressing the inside of skin.


  “Lord Green!” Trand’s voice, Erik noted in some detached corner of his mind, sounded upset. The human wondered why; and then he stopped wondering as the warm thick feeling spread completely over him. The sensation built, slowly, inexorably, and Erik stopped even thinking about it. When Lord Green bent to pick him up, Erik leaped hungrily into the minotaur’s embrace. His own maleness was hard, and trapped between the glossy black pelt and his own stomach. He needed … he groaned in frustration. He needed something, like water for a burning thirst, or an itch that was driving him mad. And the feeling just built, and built, and built, aching for … something.


  “Please,” he whimpered, not caring about how he sounded. He just needed …


  Lord Green held him a bit farther away. “I told you how to address me, slave,” he said coldly.


  “Master,” Erik said suddenly, remembering. “Please, Master. Please …”


  “Better,” grunted the minotaur, pulling the human back. “We’ll deal with that little lapse later. Now. Do you want something, slave?”


  “Yes, Master,” said Erik, almost sobbing from the dull driving need.


  “Beg.”


  “Please, Master, I … I” Erik faltered. “I … please! Master!”


  “You don’t know what you want, do you,” said Lord Green with a chuckle. Trand said something, but Erik ignored it entirely. Whatever it was, whatever was driving him like this, was centered on the huge black minotaur … Erik tried to tighten his own grasp, to pull the minotaur closer, or him closer to the source of his growing frustration.


  “It’s easier on a feral human to learn quickly,” Lord Green said, something that made no sense even when Erik realized the minotaur was answering Trand. There was a soft popping sound. Lord Green shifted Erik’s legs around his torso. Erik gasped as he felt the tip of the minotaur’s huge shaft touch his pucker. The contact, light as it was, sent another wave of warmth exploding through him  and need. Erik instinctively started to push himself down onto Lord Green. Some remaining fraction of his mind stopped him, vaguely remembering …


  Another wave of agonizingly pleasant need washed through him, and Erik pushed himself down onto the huge minotaur. It hurt; the burning sent a shock through him that almost dispelled the golden haze that danced around his senses. But in another moment, he realized that this was what he needed so badly. The warmth that flowed from the minotaur into him was everything; the male that held him was his master, more than that, his very reason for being and now, now he had been permitted to please himself by pleasing his master. Erik moaned, trying to drive himself down, bring the minotaur deeper into him. The pain was a tiny thing, nothing, weighed against the sheer joy of having the minotaur deep inside him.


  “Good human,” the minotaur whispered to him, and the compliment made him almost giddy. He pulled himself back up, let himself fall down again, and then the minotaur picked up the thrusting, bouncing him up and down and Erik just let the hot warmth flow into him, punctuated by the intense sexual pleasure of being fucked  that peculiar mixture of pleasure/pain. It was as if the minotaur was slowly taking over his entire body, all of him yielding to the intense maleness that poured out of the minotaur like molten honey.


  When the black minotaur tensed as his own orgasm began, Erik felt his own body dissolve into fire  pure heat, pure pleasure that had him screaming as hot minotaur seed poured into him. Human seed spattered hot against the short black pelt as Erik twisted in almost mindless ecstasy against his partner; a spent, limp doll of flesh.


  The human didn’t struggle as Lord Green disentangled himself, and set the human down, carefully, on the floor in front him. The soft warmth covered him like a blanket, pouring into him warm and reassuring and Erik would do anything, anything for that feeling. Somehow, he know what was expected of him. Erik placed his hands reverently on the sable fur of Lord Green’s massive thighs, feeling very small. But cleaning his master was a privilege, something he was fortunate to be permitted. The human managed, somehow, not to think of just what he was licking off the minotaur. It was worship, he thought dimly, and he sighed in satisfaction at his task.


  The warm golden feeling didn’t fade until Lord Green stepped away from the human, carefully rebuckling his trousers. Erik felt cold, very cold, as that internal warmth faded, and memory caught up with him. He looked at the towering minotaur with something like terror as he realized just what had happened  what he had done  what he had begged for.


  Lord Green just gazed back down at the human, and then looked back up to the smaller brown minotaur who had quietly watched. “He’ll do. Have him delivered to my townhouse.” The black minotaur didn’t even look back at the human. “Oh, Trand? Have him cleaned first.”


  Erik looked away from the receding figure of Lord Black, and caught an expression of mingled pity and surprise on Trand’s muzzle before it smoothed into a nonexpression.


  The brown minotaur’s voice held not a trace of that compassion when he answered. “Yes, Lord Green,” but Erik felt it anyway in the way Trand’s gaze lingered on him, and the careful, almost gentle, way Trand locked him back into his cell.


  The events of the past hour ran over and over in Erik’s mind as he lay on his cot.


  Maybe, just maybe, he could kill himself? He wanted to die. The void where Lord Green had been was a hole gnawing into him; where the minotaur’s warmth had been a welcome devouring fire, this was an endless ache of nothing. The bare walls of his cell meant nothing to him; he finally managed to turn over, face down on his cot with his legs spread wide, hoping  wishing  for someone, anyone, anything to come in and give him relief from the awful emptiness.


  Trand came in  Erik wasn’t sure when, or how long after, and put a comforting hand on his thigh. It wasn’t the hot golden feeling he was longing for, but even that small area of warmth, the minotaur’s flesh on his, was comforting. “It won’t be like this for long,” the minotaur said after a few moments of silence. “It’s hard now.”


  “Please,” Erik said. “Fuck me.” He pulled in his firmly muscled legs, raising the spread rounded muscles of his bottom. “Please,” he begged.


  Silence was all he got from the minotaur, although the hand remained in place. “Please. I’ll do anything for you. I …”


  “Shhhh,” soothed Trand, rubbing the muscle of his calf gently. “I’m sorry. I can’t tell you how sorry; but I can’t. And …”


  “What?” gulped Erik, almost sobbing with frustration. “Please. I can’t stand it. Please.”


  “You need to call me ‘Sir’,” Trand said, almost reluctantly. “Or Lord Green …”


  “Sir, please fuck me, Sir!” gasped Erik, almost hopeful.


  Trand patted the human gently, his hand drifting lightly up the thigh, over the curve, and ended on Erik’s back. “I can’t. And … no. Try to remember that it will be over in a few hours, and you’ll feel better. Lord Green is sending three servants to bring you to his house, and they’ll be here … soon, I think.” The minotaur sighed once, and then got up.


  “Sir! Please … at least … please don’t leave me.”


  Trand exhaled, a hard sound, and the door closed, leaving Erik more alone than he’d been before. “No,” he whispered, nearly too low for even himself to hear. Almost reflexively, he drew his knees up under him, and curled into a fetal position.


  Lord Green’s servants found Erik that way, curled tightly, his hands clasped with white knuckles around his legs, laying sideways on the cot. He had a moment of hope, but quickly realized they only spoke Greek. Still, he looked up hopefully, and then realized what he was hoping for, and he flushed bright red with humiliation. Less than ten hours ago he’d been Commander-of-Ten Erik, a soldier. Now he was some kind of wanton slut fucktoy. The worst part was, he wanted it. He wanted it so badly that he didn’t care what they thought; if they’d just fuck him, they could say whatever they wanted, think whatever they wanted.


  The humans said something  in Greek, of course, so he didn’t understand it, but Erik flinched, expecting laughter. There was only quiet, and then low tones as they conversed briefly.


  Erik glanced at them briefly; they looked surprisingly similar. Sandals, loincloth, dark hair, dark eyes, nothing much to distinguish them beyond the differences all humans share. He realized what a


  “You OK,” he said, in horribly accented Latin. “Not …” he halted, not sure of the word he needed, and so he just repeated, “You OK.” He put a hand on each shoulder, spread out. “It OK.”


  They helped him stand, and walked him out of the cell, slowly, and then a little faster as his cramped legs and arms recovered. “With us. You,” the first one said, and smiled, and nodded again. “Yes?”


  Erik just nodded and stumbled with them back down the corridor  and then down another, and outside to a tiny alley. There was a cart waiting, with two empty harnesses, but even that didn’t strike Erik as strange. The three conferred again, and the first one  the one who had the broken Latin  turned to Erik. “You,” he said, and pointed into the cart, and then at himself. “With me. Yes?”


  He even helped Erik into the cart with him. He unfolded a couple of blue blankets, lining the floor with them, and then helping Erik sit down on them. He sat down too, and draped another blue and green checked blanket over Erik. “Good?”


  Erik just nodded dully, not certain why this man wasn’t laughing at him. The man studied him for a moment, put a hand on his chest, and said a Greek word. Porter. He looked at Erik sympathetically, and patted Erik’s arm, followed by more Greek. Porter shouted another phrase, and the cart started moving.


  Erik just sat shivering with the blanket over him. The man looked at him, and said something quietly in Greek. He reached out, and pulled Erik over to him. Erik was taken by surprise for a moment, but the embrace was irresistable to him. Erik almost collapsed onto Porter as the man pulled him over, and put his arms around him. Erik stared into Porter’s face with shock. The man just smiled back at Erik, and held him more tightly, whispering something in Greek. All Erik could see in Porter’s eyes was sympathy, not the disgust or contempt he’d expected.


  And the warm, intoxicating feel of flesh against him was so good. It wasn’t the glory that the touch of Lord Green had brought, but it was so much better than the cold ache of nothing, and Erik was suddenly overwhelmed with gratitude. He burst out crying  he couldn’t help it, and he was again amazed that Porter didn’t just shove him away. The human just held him, whispering more Greek to him, and Erik could tell he was repeating the same phrases over and over to him.


  Eventually, Erik managed to stop, and just rested his head against Porter’s chest. Porter stroked Erik’s hair softly, as if to tell him that he was safe. Erik clung to the human, trying to ignore the crawling need in him. Almost involuntarily, his tongue snaked out and brushed Porter’s dark, smooth skin. Porter tensed for a moment, and Erik tensed, too, afraid that he’d gone too far, but Porter finally nodded, whispered something in Greek, reached down, and untied his loincloth.


  Erik was frozen between the need building in him, and his own fears, but he lay down, his head in the fuzzy patch of hair the detached loincloth revealed, and began to suckle at the hardening flesh. He could feel the soft pulse of blood through Porter with his cheek, pressed up against the curve. The taste, salt and musk, was nothing like the resinous tang of minotaur, but it was very human, and Erik almost started crying again out of sheer happiness. Hearing Porter sigh with pleasure almost brought Erik himself to the brink, but he managed to contain himself, and continued laving Porter’s now rock-hard maleness with his tongue. The human’s scent, salt-musk, tickled his nose, but all he could taste now was the smooth and silky skin itself; Erik lovingly traced every ridge, every vein, enjoying the occasional twitch or throb in his mouth as he fed the need within him.


  Another taste, and feel, intruded. Salty, slippery, wonderful juice oozed from the very tip of Porter’s length, and Erik savored it. Craved it, letting it coat his mouth and tongue until he could smell it, and the slipperiness of his mouth was half due to him, and half to Porter. Porter himself was gripping Erik’s shoulders, alternately kneading one and then the other in a rhythm that made Erik want to groan, but he kept his mouth and tongue active, showing his deep appreciation for the privilege of touching Porter. Erik wanted to thank him, wanted to yell out his gratitude. Instead, he kept suckling, licking, kissing, and by the subtle shifts, and tensions he felt in Porter, he could tell the man’s pleasure was building.


  When Porter came, it was sudden, and caught Erik by surprise. A slight tension, a deeper grip on Erik’s shoulders, and then seed was filling him  salty, slightly sweet, and Erik drank it hungrily down, the quintessence of man filling him, sating him. He whimpered to himself, expecting Porter to push him away, almost wanting Porter to push him away. The part of him that was still Commander-of-Ten was howling with fury, ordering him to get away, escape, anything to end this humilation and almost welcoming the contempt Erik was sure would follow.


  All that happened was that Porter released Erik’s shoulders, and put his hands out comfortingly on Erik’s bare back. Porter whispered something  more Greek, of course  and patted Erik softly. All Erik did  all he wanted to do  was to remain there, with Porter’s softening shaft in his mouth, breathing in the faint musk of male. From time to time he rolled his tongue around it, keeping it slippery, but when he did, Porter just shushed him, and motioned for him to subside.


  Eventually the cart came to its destination, and Porter carefully detached himself from Erik, redoing the ties with deft fingers. Erik hadn’t paid any attention to where they were going while they were travelling, but he looked up and around now with more interest. The surroundings still said city, but trees and small bushes dotted with white flowers ornamented the street, and the small alcove where the cart had stopped. Tall walls of roughly-hewn granite blocks lined the street; the walls stretched almost twelve feet high, completely obscuring whatever was behind them.


  Porter urged Erik out of the cart, apparently not caring when Erik wrapped the blue-and-green blanket around him. A small, human-sized (and when had that become small to him?) door in the wall opened up into a wildly florid garden. Tall red flowers on long, stiff green stems assaulted the walls, and the beds directly in front of them were full of smaller shrubs with a wide variety of colored blossoms. The path itself was thick green grass, wending around precise rectangles planted with a wide variety of herbs; Erik recognized several sages and mints, and caught familiar scents of other plants, as well as unfamiliar, but oddly pleasant, vegetable odors.


  Beyond the kitchen garden was the back of the huge house, practically a small palace, Erik thought to himself. The four of them walked towards a small door to the side of what Erik guessed was the kitchen. The time he’d spent in the cart, with Porter, had been restorative to Erik in a way the long lone hours in the cell had not, the constant bumps and jerks of motion notwithstanding, and Erik was easily able to keep up with the others.


  His attention turned to the house, or at least the back or the side or whatever portion of the house he faced. The side was lined with small blue and red bricks, and more of the vines grew up and over them so that the first two floors were almost completely overrun with green. Windows ran up and down the side, impressively paneled with clear glass. There was more glass here, and perfectly clear and colorless, than Erik had seen previously in his entire life. The thought that this wasn’t even the front of the house, but merely facing the kitchen garden made him wonder at the wealth of his new owner. Or … perhaps the minotaurs had some process for creating the huge sheets of clear glass that the Empire lacked. Either way, though, Erik found it dauntingly impressive. He glanced at his companions, but either they were used to it, or did not find it remarkable.


  The windows themselves were set in blue brick, and several of the windows on the lower level were in actual danger of being grown over by the green vines. Given the fastidious attention to detail elsewhere, he found that peculiar, but he had little time to think about it. They entered into a huge kitchen, floored in rough granite with polished stone counters. The sudden cacophony of clatter and cooking made Erik wince. Ovens, made of iron and with open fires burning on top, were in a state of flux. At least ten, and probably more, humans were busy, peeling, mixing, scraping, cutting, and cleaning. He did notice that all of them wore far more clothes than his escorts, and certainly more than he did, being naked save for his sandals under the covering blanket.


  A woman dressed in black and white shouted loudly and angrily in Greek at … not Erik, but the men with him. No, with Porter. She pointed emphatically to a door, and Porter led their little group through it while trying to respond to the woman. Porter led them hurriedly to the door, and shepherded them through it, closing it in the furious woman’s face. Porter said something to his companions that made them laugh briefly, and they continued on.


  Two hallways led to what Erik guessed was a bathroom, even if most of the polished stone  pottery? That was a sink, and that looked like a tiny bathtub meant for a single person (and it certainly wasn’t large enough for a minotaur). Only it was a strange sort of pottery, somewhere between fine clayware and opaque glass. The final thing, of the same stuff, was a chair … a latrine of some kind, Erik guessed, only how the small bowl, filled with a tiny pool of clean water, was emptied he couldn’t guess. The surfaces were a light blue, and smooth, almost slippery to the touch. Erik growled with frustration; he wanted to ask Porter so many questions! He had to learn Greek!


  Porter had, while Erik looked around, twisted knobs and started running water  steaming hot water, Erik noted with surprise  into the small one-person tub. Porter offered Erik a small jar of soap, and pointed to the tub. Well, thought Erik, at least that was clear enough.


  Bathing, even though Porter was there, was a pleasure. The water was hot, and the soap had a deep floral scent, even if Erik couldn’t identify it. Porter gave him a huge shaggy blue towel to dry himself with. When Erik had finished, Porter gestured to follow him, and had him leave his sandals  the last piece of clothing he had.


  Porter took Erik through a narrow corridor whitewashed  well, bluewashed, somehow  and a steep set of stairs up to a middling size room. There they sat on wooden chairs. Porter spread his hands, and said something that really needed no translating  they were waiting on Lord Green’s pleasure, and he would see them when he was ready, and not a moment before. Erik spent the time quizzing Porter about the names of objects in the room  chair, window, glass, floor  he wasn’t sure he remember all of them, but he had to start somewhere. The light had faded from day to dusk, and Porter got up to light a glass oil lamp.


  Porter had started to help by pointing to something he’d named, and Erik was repeating it when another human, wearing a light blue skirt and gray slippers, came in. She said something quickly to Porter, and left. The human got up, and gestured to Erik to follow.


  Another interior corridor, this one thickly carpeted with a rug intricately patterned with tiny leaves and grapes on a starry background, led to a set of double doors. Porter opened one, and gestured Erik through.


  Lord Green sat behind a massive wooden table, in a huge corner room. Both exterior walls were mostly window, set between bookshelves. More carpet spread across the room with the same grape pattern. Erik paused just inside the door.


  The minotaur’s face tightened for a moment, and then relaxed. “When summoned, come to the center of the room,” he instructed, gesturing to a point on the floor.


  Erik walked there.


  “Good,” said Lord Green. The black minotaur gazed at Erik, although he might just as easily been looking past him through the window. “You will learn Greek. You will be rewarded for learning, and punished for speaking Latin, although at first, I will overlook it.” The minotaur looked at Erik expectantly.


  “Yes, Master.”


  A soft snort echoed through the room. “I see your reward has worn off,” the minotaur said softly.


  Erik said nothing.


  “There was the matter of your not calling me Master earlier,” the minotaur said softly. “Do you remember that?”


  “Yes, Master,” Erik said, a sense of dread growing.


  The black minotaur nodded slowly. “Do you have anything to say?”


  “I don’t understand, Master. What would I say?”


  “You failed to obey me,” said the minotaur. “Is there anything you wish to say to explain or defend your failure?”


  “No …” said Erik slowly, deciding that this creature would have little patience for explanations even if he had any. “No, Master. May … may I beg for mercy?” That, Erik found, was almost as hard as calling the creature in front of him ‘Master,’ but somehow he got the words out.


  “You may.”


  Erik sank slowly to his knees, more to give himself time to think than anything else. “Please, Master, forgive me. I am new to … to being a slave.” he managed to say. “I know I was captured, and it is your right to do with me what you wish. I was … I failed to acknowledge you properly, Master, and I will not do it again. Your slave begs your forgiveness, Master.” Erik dropped his forehead to the ground as he stopped talking.


  Lord Green was silent.


  Erik waited.


  “Did someone coach you in that little speech,” the minotaur asked finally, with a hint of anger in his voice.


  “No, Master.”


  “Explain it, then.”


  “Master? I …”


  “Explain why you said that,” Lord Green said, the anger becoming clearer.


  “I … Yes, of course, Master.” Erik paused to gather his thoughts. “The Varingean code holds that an apology consists of an acknowledgement of failure, and an oath not to repeat the fault. That’s … that’s what I was thinking. It wasn’t exactly a Varingean apology, but … but that’s why I said that, Master. I didn’t mean to anger you, Master, and if I have, I don’t know how I have erred.”


  The minotaur paused. “Varingean. Are you Varingean? North-of-the-Empire Varingean?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Well. Yes. An apology does have certain elements, and yours contained them all, very nicely,” the minotaur said, thinking. “Varingean. How did you come to the Empire  do you speak Var  what languages do you speak?”


  “I worked as a mercenary with the Gaels, Master, and then went East. I speak Varingean, Gaelic, and Latin.”


  “You do!” exclaimed Lord Green. “Excellent. My Gaelic is poor, and I have no Varingean at all. Excellent! You are a better acquistion than I thought. But … hmm, I can’t use you as broodstock like that …” he fell silent. “There are ways around that, I suppose.”


  The minotaur rose. “You are forgiven. But you will attend the next punishment.” There was silence for a moment. “Speak.”


  “Thank you, Master.”


  The room turned abruptly gold, and Erik felt something stirring within him again. He looked up at the minotaur  he could feel the heat radiating from the glossy fur from where he was. Erik was confused for a moment, and then he realized that … whatever his new master had done to him earlier, was happening again. The feeling of warmth grew, making him feel almost as if he were drifting in quiet pool of molten sunlight. Deep within him, he felt the emptiness expand. It was all he could do not to crawl to the minotaur.


  “Come over here,” Lord Green said.


  Erik wanted to crawl over to the minotaur, he realized. And his Master was calling him. He scurried over to the minotaur, and, boldly daring, he kissed the forward hoof. A blaze of golden warmth poured into him through the momentary connection, and Erik heard himself moan.


  “Yes,” murmured Lord Green. “I think you’ll be a very good human.”


  4


  A Green Rain’s Gonna Fall


  

  Erik groaned softly as he came to. He hadn’t been asleep, but the intense sense of needing to be taken and used was its own strange kind of stupor. He started to think about what has happened to him in the study, only to realize that he had blurred memories of events since then. Dreamlike memories, no more than brief images, flashed through his mind – images of the minotaur towering over him, the minotaur taking his pleasure in Erik’s mouth, Erik forced beneath the powerful creature, tearing him open. Only … only … although he remembered screaming, he was pleading – begging – Erik shook his head, trying to shake the thoughts from him. He couldn’t have done those things … could he have?


  And … how long had he been … more memories came flooding back to him. He was on his hands and knees, taking pieces of sauce-soaked bread from the fingers of his Master, licking the furred fingers, begging for them, whimpering when his Master withheld them. Another memory; in Lord Green’s study, lapping up stew. Another memory; a room all in green, suckling happily on the massive penis as the minotaur held him motionless between the massive furred thighs, happily swallowing the thick white salt-pine seed.


  A powerful arm held him to a furry body, taut and firm, and the powerful scent of pine resin almost drowned out the sticky, salty slightly pine taste in his mouth. He was naked, laying – held, really – against Lord Green, and he could feel the warmth of the minotaur’s torso against his entire body. They were laying on a bed of some kind – it must be a big one, Erik thought, to accommodate the huge Lord Green. The bed wasn’t feather-stuffed, it felt firmer, tougher, but still softer than anything Erik had ever slept on. A light blanket, thin, of the same fuzzy stuff covered the minotaur and him. For all that it was thin, it was surprisingly warm. The room was dark, but some light crept in through the curtained windows. The blanket was just enough to ward off the chill of the air.


  Erik could hear the soft, rhythmic breathing of the minotaur, and realized he had been cuddling up against the furred minotaur. He was strangely disinclined to pull away, even now. There was something comforting about his presence, something that just made him relax. Erik forced himself to pull away, slowly, carefully, so as not to wake Lord Green. The minotaur shifted as he did so, but remained asleep. Erik hoped he remained asleep, and he glanced at the massive furred body to reassure himself that his Master still slept. That … that might have been a mistake, Erik realized, as he fought down a sudden urge to return, the absolute conviction that he belonged at the minotaur’s side.


  He lifted his head a little to look around the room; he had a good impression of Lord Green’s study, but by the time the minotaur had taken – led? He had a brief impression of a leash and halter, but he quickly put that out of mind to concentrate on his new surroundings.


  Lord Green’s bedroom – presuming this was his bedroom, which seemed likely enough – was a little hard to make out in the darkness, but there were a few menacing shadows that Erik thought were furniture. There was a rustle, and something was coming toward him. At first Erik thought it was a dog, but then he realized that it was crawling – it was another man. He watched, realizing that the human quietly coming towards him was wearing nothing, and it was followed by the almost instant realization that his own clothes had vanished.


  The bed itself was almost four feet off the floor, and the figure became more visible, and more familiar as he … Wait! Erik knew this man! The shaved head


  Mikal!


  Mikal had been a legionnaire, and had been reported as dead following a vanished patrol. Obviously they’d been captured … and …


  “Mikal?” he whispered.


  Erik wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but it certainly wasn’t a horrified, cringing flinch, followed by an almost furious shaking of his head no. “It’s me,” he whispered. “Commander Erik!”


  Mikal let out a whine, and dropped completely to the floor, eyes holding some remnant of barely-remembered terror.


  “Mikal!”


  The supine man just shook his head desperately, and began to shake.


  “Don’t do that,” a deep voice said sleepily from behind him. “It took him a long time to forget his name. You’re reminding him.”


  An almost desperate whimper came from the floor. Erik watched him shake for a moment, and then turned back to the now-awake minotaur. He swallowed, realizing that he hadn’t had permission to speak.


  “Dog! Up!” The man who had once been Mikal got up, and leaped up onto the bed – still apparently fearful of the minotaur, but obedient. Lord Green tapped the mattress, and the man crept over to the minotaur’s side. “Good boy,” he said, “good boy.” Lord Green continued.


  The man began licking the minotaur’s hooved feet.


  “Good boy,” said Lord Green. He closed his eyes. “You can sleep up here, Dog.”


  A happy yip answered him, and Mikal – Dog – curled up on the other side of the minotaur.


  Lord Green’s head – eyes still shut – turned to Erik. “Forget the names from your previous life.”


  “But …” Erik shut up, remembering that he hadn’t been invited to speak.


  For some reason, Lord Green didn’t seem to take offense. The murmured “Hmm?” was barely audible, a mere wisp of breath, but it still invited him to continue.


  “Master … I don’t understand. Why … why aren’t you punishing me? Haven’t I spoken out of turn?”


  The minotaur barked a short laugh. “Not when you’re in bed with me. You do not even to have call me Master.”


  “Yes, Master,” Erik said.


  “Call me Xavien, when you sleep in my bed,” Lord Green continued, and yawned.


  “Yes, Ma – Xavien. May I ask why?”


  “Humans,” Lord Green sighed. “Always questions. One. One question. Why are the rules different. Very well. Because your being in my bed means that you and I are being intimate.”


  “Does that apply to …” Erik paused, not sure what to call the other.


  “Dog. Yes. But Dog is not allowed to speak at all.” the minotaur said simply. “Now. Go to sleep, Slave.” The minotaur took a short breath. “Oh. No. I’m not planning to do that with you.”


  A moment later, the minotaur turned over to face the human. “I haven’t decided. Your behavior will influence the decision.”


  “I wasn’t going to ask, Ma … Xavien.”


  A grunt, and then. “Humans. Here.” Lord Green reached out, and slid Erik back to him, and then down. “Since you woke me up,” he said, rolling onto his back, and caressing the human’s head. “Let’s see how well you remember your lessons.”


  “I …” Erik started.


  The minotaur’s grip tightened around Erik’s heard. “That is not how I want your mouth used, Slave.” The voice had lost what little amused tone it had.


  “No,” Erik said.


  There was a short silence, followed by a sigh.


  Something picked Erik up, and threw him – hard – out of the bed. He tried to speak, but something slammed his jaw together so hard it hurt. He lay stunned for a moment, and then something came crushing down on him. “Bad.”


  Dog whimpered.


  “I ought to punish you now,” Lord Green continued sleepily, “but it’s the middle of the night.” There was another whine from Dog, followed by a slurping sound. “Perhaps you will be properly contrite in the morning.”


  Erik struggled against the something for a moment, and discovered it got – harder, more restrictive, more crushing. It weighed down on his arms, crushing them into the thick carpet. Even breathing was difficult, as the something pushed down on him


  He could hear the minotaur sighing with pleasure.


  “Good Dog,” the minotaur whispered, “Yes … I’ll have you teach my latest acquisition. You’ll like that, won’t you, boy? Won’t you? Good boy, oh yes,”


  The something got stronger, and Erik started fighting to breathe, as the weight on his chest forced the breath out of him, inch by inch by inch, and the pressure on his arms. He concentrated on breathing, in, out, in, out, all the time listening to Lord Green’s blandishments. And. As he lay there, he realized that someone else was pleasuring his Master. Erik jerked, almost uncontrollably, as a terrible sense of loss swept through him: he, Erik, and no one else should be there, between Lord Green’s legs. And he thrashed again as the realization that he wanted to be with the powerful minotaur; he longed for the pine-salt flavor of the minotaur’s juices. Erik sagged against the carpet, and gasped as the something pushed the last of his breath out him. He fought to suck air into his lungs with air, but it was hard, fighting against the crushing pressure of the something weighing him down.


  A low, deep, bovine moan filled the room as Lord Green’s pleasure was complete. “Yesssss…” he moaned. “Good boy. Yes. There.”


  A moment later the pressure eased; air burst back almost explosively into his lungs in a shuddering gasp. “Ah. Perhaps a bit too hard,” the minotaur said sleepily. “There. Morning is coming, Slave. Consider carefully what you intend to do.”


  The night passed slowly. From time to time Erik could hear the minotaur’s breathing, before he quieted again. Dog – no, Mikal – no, Dog, now, that was all that was left, thought Erik, everything that wasn’t Dog had been whipped away. Anything that was – that had been – Mikal was just gone. Erik closed his eyes, and tried not to let despair wash over him. He could feel himself slipping away. Was this what had happened to Mikal? Even now he longed to be beside Lord Green; he wanted to feel the heat of the minotaur’s body against his own.


  He wanted to be with his Master. Erik burned with need for a moment, wanted to feel the strength of a minotaur crushing him to the bed, the sweet pain of entry and the long, slow, pleasure of having the creature inside him, and the sharp intensity of release. He wanted his Master, wanted to know he belonged to his Master, that his Master …


  No, Erik thought. No. He had to resist. He had to stay himself. He was Erik – Commander-of-Ten, Imperial soldier and before that, a Varingian clansman. He was not a freak’s bed-toy. He wasn’t. He wasn’t.


  No matter how much he might want to be …


  Erik put the thought out of his head. What he wanted, was to escape. Nothing but that. As he waited, he made a silent vow that from this moment on, everything he did would be towards that single goal, and that whatever it took to escape – he would do. Whatever it took. Anything. Anything.


  Did he really mean that, he wondered for a moment. Would he do … anything? Anything?


  Even … even serve Lord Green?


  

  Lord Green woke as the sky lightened in preparation for dawn. Erik was shivering from the cold, after spending a cold night motionless under the weight of the something the minotaur had conjured. The human couldn’t even say how he knew that Lord Green was awake; but he knew it. He tried to stop shivering, but he couldn’t, he was just too cold.


  And then the minotaur was standing over him, a dark silhouette in the cold blue light. The sharp resinous smell of minotaur, with some other deep musk, reached Erik before he turned his head. The human wondered briefly how the huge Lord Green had managed to get out of bed and walk over to him without making a sound, but that thought faded when he turned his head and looked at the black-furred minotaur. For a moment – an all too long moment – his thoughts disappeared as he took in the hooves and massive legs, the powerfully built body on top of it and not least, the soft but still impressive maleness hanging down over the minotaur’s bull-like testicles.


  “So, Slave,” the minotaur rumbled, and the pressure on him lightened, and vanished. “You behaved poorly last night. I was disappointed.”


  “Yes, Master,” Erik whispered. “Please forgive me.”


  “I have other things to do than discipline you,” the minotaur said, more to himself than to the kneeling slave. “You’ve waited half a night,” Lord Green continued, “you can wait another few hours. And…” the minotaur paused for a moment.


  From the pause, Lord Green fell silent, waiting. Erik wasn’t sure what he was waiting for, but something about the expectant stance of the minotaur told him that he wouldn’t be standing long, and he realized there wasn’t anything he could do but wait.


  Nor was it long before another human came in, almost but not quite running, with a round of bread – hot bread, Erik realized, from the slightly yeasty smell. The morning’s fresh baking. He couldn’t help but let out a small moan as the warm smell caressed him.


  “Good. Breaker, I have a task for you,” the minotaur said. “This one –” and somehow it was clear that Lord Green meant Erik “? is waiting to be disciplined. I am not hopeful, but perhaps he can come to some understanding of just what his place is between now and when I return.”


  “Yes, Master,” the human said.


  The minotaur nodded. “You’ve eaten?”


  “Yes, Master, thank you.”


  The minotaur looked down at Erik for a moment, brown eyes filled with thought. “There are rewards to obedience. Many.” He reached out, and Breaker gave him the dish. A single great hand ripped the still-hot round open, and Erik felt his stomach twist as the strong scent of fresh, hot bread reached him. “Food is not a reward,” the minotaur said, after a moment. “You will be fed, regardless of your obedience, or lack.”


  Dog whimpered, a simultaneously longing and despairing sound.


  Lord Green lowered the dish with the bread in it, and with his other hand, brought his penis to the warm bread, and Erik flinched as he realized just what the minotaur intended to do. He couldn’t tear his eyes away, however, and all he could do was watch as the bread was quickly soaked through with the minotaur’s golden fluid.


  Dog whimpered again, that same forlorn sound, and Erik’s eyes darted to the broken man who had once been his friend Mikal. Dog’s eyes were wide, and staring almost reverently up at the soaked bread.


  “Rewards come in many forms,” the minotaur said softly. “Dog. Come here.” Lord Green bent his knees, and set half the dish of now-wet bread down in front of Erik. He gave the other half to Dog, who looked up with a shocked – and pleased – expression. Dog began whining happily, kneeling and pushing his face gratefully against Lord Green’s leg. “Yes. You may eat.”


  A short yip answered him. Erik watched as Dog hungrily tore at the wet bread, eating quickly, and carefully, so as not to miss any of it. Erik felt Lord Green’s eyes on him, but Erik forced himself to watch Dog devour the soaked half-loaf. Occasional happy whimpers found their way around the dark bread, and when Dog finished, he simply lay at Lord Green’s feet.


  “Good boy,” the minotaur crooned. He looked at Erik for a moment, considering, and Erik wondered just what thoughts the creature had. “Breaker. If Erik declines his reward, you may have it, but you may not accept his decision until … the bread is cool.”


  “Yes, Master,” the human said, reluctantly.


  “But?”


  “He’s going to refuse it, Master, and … it’s warm now.”


  The minotaur shrugged. “You may decline it as well, if you choose.”


  “No, no, Master, that’s not what I meant,” Breaker said, almost too quickly.


  Lord Green let out a breath almost like a laugh. “Dog. Come. Breaker, you wait here with Slave.” The minotaur paused for a moment. “Breaker, Slave is not to go without food; if you claim his reward, feed him afterwards.” Lord Green turned, and walked out, and Dog scampered after him.


  Breaker watched the door gently close, and then looked back at Erik and the plate on the floor, and then back at Erik.


  Erik just closed his eyes, but that didn’t help much. The mingled odor of yeasty bread and salt-laden musk was too strong to ignore.


  Breaker didn’t say anything until well after Dog had followed the minotaur out of the room. “He must like you.”


  “What?” said Erik.


  “I said, he must like you,” Breaker repeated, and gestured at the bread. “It’s better warm.”


  Erik shook his head.


  “Really. It’s … good. He was telling the truth. That’s … that’s a reward,” Breaker said after a moment. “A big reward. And … it’s better warm. Really.”


  Erik looked at the wet half-loaf. A few wisps of steam still rose from it, and the smell … it smelled of salt and yeast and earth and minotaur and it smelled wonderful. Still. “Right. You can have it. Now.”


  Breaker shook his head. “He said I could have if you didn’t want it, after it was cool.” The human swallowed. “I’ll wait.”


  “So what would he do, if you disobeyed him?”


  Breaker just looked at Erik, with a disbelieving expression. “I don’t know,” Breaker said after a short pause. “I really don’t know. But …” the human paused again. “I don’t know if there’s a way to explain it to you. Listen. He’s a minotaur. That means he’ll win. You’ve got to have some memories from the past few days – don’t you?”


  “Some,” Eric admitted.


  “He got what he wanted, didn’t he.” Breaker said, after a moment.


  Erik said nothing; it wasn’t a question and … he didn’t want to discuss it. Didn’t want to remember it. Didn’t want to think about it. But … the minotaur had gotten what he wanted. Everything. Completely. Erik closed his eyes, as if shutting out the room around him might help him shut away what he remembered – what he couldn’t help but remember.


  “He will. Humans bend or break,” the other said after a moment, sitting down on the bed. “Dog broke. And if you take too long to bend … he’ll break you, too.”


  “Is that why you’re here? To break me?”


  The other human shook his head. “I don’t know. He ordered me here, and …” the human paused. “No. That’s not really true. I’m not here to break you; he’s chosen to deal with you himself. Don’t ask me why; he just does, with some. Dog, Waiter, First … and me. And now you.” Breaker turned to look at Erik, with an expression Erik couldn’t quite make out. “We do what he wants.”


  “And I should, too?”


  Breaker laughed. “Should? Should has nothing to do with it. Don’t you understand? A minotaur – any minotaur – is stronger than you are, faster than you are, smarter than you are – than any human. They know what you’re going to do before you do it, you can’t keep anything secret from them, you can’t deceive them, lie, … it’s hopeless. We exist to serve them. And …” the human fell silent.


  “And what?”


  “You wouldn’t believe me,” Breaker said, shaking his head. “You probably don’t even believe that is a reward.”


  “Well, no,” admitted Erik.


  Breaker just nodded. “So you wouldn’t believe me. You’ll find out for yourself anyway …” the other human broke off, his eyes returning to the urine-soaked bread. “You could try a small bite,” Breaker said, almost wistfully. “See what you’re turning down.”


  “And if I like it after all? Isn’t that what you’re telling me will happen? It means you won’t get any. Mmm. Cold minotaur piss! What could be better than that? Oh, right, I know – warm minotaur piss. On bread. Can’t hardly wait.”


  Breaker shook his head. “He wants you to have it.”


  “And you want what he wants?”


  “I want … I want to please him. If you eat … it will please him.” Breaker said, almost defiantly. “He … he wants you to know there are many rewards to obedience. Many.”


  “And that’s more important to you than a reward,” Erik said.


  Breaker just shook his head. “Pleasing him is the reward,” the human said, almost too softly to be heard. “You … I can’t … I don’t know how to explain it. But that’s the truth.”


  “Well, I can believe that pleasing him’s better than eating that,” said Erik. “Will that do?”


  Breaker just shook his head. “You don’t understand.” The other human shifted his gaze to the door, the bed, the window, the plate of cooling bread, and then back to the door. Anything, Erik thought, rather than try to meet Erik’s eyes. “You can’t. You can either just believe me blindly or …”


  “Or what?” asked Erik after a few minutes of silence.


  “Or find out for yourself, eventually, after a long struggle, like Dog did.” Breaker said. “He’s a minotaur. We’re human.”


  “I’d noticed,” said Erik.


  The other man just sighed helplessly. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I can explain it better than that.”


  Erik looked away, and then down to the bread, and he tried to keep his revulsion from showing. What kind of beaten-down, mindfucked slave would …


  An obedient one, his mind supplied. He closed his eyes, remembering just a few minutes ago that he’d said – if only to himself – that he was willing to do anything to escape. Anything. Was he? Really? Anything?


  Anything, he thought to himself, and reached down to the bread. He heard Breaker move, take a surprised breath, but he ignored it, not even looking up at Lord Green’s spy. Erik scooped up a small bit of the soggy bread, hesitated, and then popped it into his mouth. Anything.


  Salt; the first taste in his mouth was salt. Still warm, the texture was slippery but the bread wasn’t completely soggy; there was enough structure left that he had to chew a little. A suggestion of sweetness, and the faint pine-resin taste he’d come to associate with minotaurs. He forced himself to swallow, forced himself not to gag as he swallowed.


  The bread wasn’t bad, and it could be worse, Erik told himself, and reached out for another scoop when a potent pine-resin flavor coated his throat; the pine aroma nearly choking him, and a wave of warmth flooded through him, easing the soreness from the night spent motionless under the magical something Lord Green had prisoned him with. Caught by surprise, Erik gasped. It felt … good. Incredibly good, and then the wave of warmth passed as the powerful pine-taste faded, leaving only a faint residual warmth. The dull ache of soreness returned more slowly.


  With a certain amount of trepidation, Erik reached for another, larger piece, chewed, swallowed. This time the sudden warmth didn’t catch him by surprise, but it felt just as good, and now he was certain that it was easing the stiff ache of immobility. He looked down at the remainder, and thought, anything. By the time he’d finished, though, he was panting slightly. Warmth pulsed though him gently, easing away the last of the discomfort. Even the taste – salt, yeast and the hammering aftertaste of pine seemed pleasant.


  Breaker had just watched intently; Erik had glanced up at him to see what he thought, but Erik had been unable to decode the complex expression on the other’s face. Breaker didn’t say anything at all, until Erik had finished, and even then the single word, “Good,” struck Erik as ambiguous. Nor did Breaker say anything else while they waited; Breaker seemed to stare into space, leaving Erik to watch the window, and the gathering clouds darken the sky.


  Lord Green’s return was unannounced and sudden, just like the downpour that had started a few minutes ago. The door simply opened and then Lord Green was in the center of the room, looking down at Erik and Breaker. Erik looked up at the minotaur, reminded himself that he had to pretend Lord Green was his Master, and was silently grateful that Dog – who used to be Mikal – wasn’t there to remind him of the consequences of failure. “Well?”


  “Master?” asked Erik.


  Breaker replied a split moment later, “Erik accepted your gift, Master.”


  The minotaur swung around to focus his full attention on Erik. “Unexpected, but … interesting. Did it please you, Slave?”


  “Yes, Master,” Erik said.


  “And?” prompted Lord Green.


  “I’m sorry, Master, I don’t understand.”


  “Breaker?”


  “Thank him,” Breaker said, very quietly. “You didn’t thank him. And he’s given you the opportunity to correct the error.”


  Erik understood. He took a deep breath, and thought, anything. “Thank you Master, for the gift of your bread and for allowing me to thank you properly.”


  The minotaur said nothing, standing like some black-furred statue for a long moment, staring down at Erik without expression. Lord Green’s stare pinned him, and Erik could feel the weight of the minotaur’s examination bearing down on him. “It doesn’t matter why,” the minotaur said slowly. “It only matters that you have.”


  Erik wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so he just remained silent, waiting for Lord Green. The minotaur, however, said nothing. He just walked slowly over to a large green stuffed chair by the window, and sat. For a moment – just a moment – Erik got the impression of vast age from the minotaur mage, but the moment passed. Lord Green nodded, and then suddenly stiffened.


  “Yes. A moment.” the minotaur said, apparently to thin air. He turned to Breaker and Erik. “Be silent,” and his attention shifted back to – empty space, as far as Erik could tell. “Please continue, Ruus.”


  Lord Green was silent, listening to something only he could hear, although Erik could … feel … something, like a faint almost inaudible buzz. “Do you believe this? It sounds incredible to me.”


  “No, it’s not just that it’s Teodor, it seems like a long chain of guesses with a single fact at the far end. I …”


  “Yes,” agreed Lord Green, “very true. We need to investigate it. I’ll come over.”


  “He has? Yes, I suppose he is good at that. But … you don’t think this is a trick of some kind?”


  Lord Green sighed. “No, he doesn’t. It would be absurd. It’s just … hard to credit. I’d think you’d have …”


  “Perhaps we have relied too heavily on your gifts, Lord Chimes, but they have served us well.”


  “No, I can’t fault the logic, just the conclusion. I will come over, and … what?”


  “Over what area?”


  Lord Green’s face changed quickly from mild puzzlement to anger. “Did either of you consider just what that could do?”


  “You are dumping millions of barrels of water across everything. It has to go somewhere, and where it goes are streams. Rivers. Already high rivers at the moment.”


  “Yes, I expect flooding will be a problem!” Lord Green said with exasperation. “Of course it’s going to cause flooding – massive flooding. If this turns out to be a false alarm, please ask Lord Fog to stop the rain immediately. And I may need it stopped anyway!”


  “Flooding, I suppose,” said Lord Green sourly. “Yes. If.”


  “Yes, I can. Some. But not everything.”


  “Is anyone else there besides you and Teodor? It would help if I had some assistance.”


  “No, they’re all being used. Yes, I know, but …”


  “Yes, well, the Council didn’t complain when I proposed it, and it will keep the flooding losses down – indirectly, anyway. I just need more.”


  The minotaur sighed. “I know. I’m working on what I have now, it’s just …”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  “I’m still coming. I can be there in an hour or so.”


  “I’m in town, yes.”


  “I understand. He’s … well. I feel sorry for General Paracelk.”


  “He did?”


  “That’s … surprising.”


  “In an hour or so, then.”


  “Yes.”


  Lord Green took a deep breath, and looked out at the now-driving rain. “Idiot,” he muttered. “Maybe.” His attention turned back to the two humans. “Well.”


  “You, Slave, are still due a punishment from last night … but I can’t attend to it right now. I may not be able to attend to it for several days,” he said, thinking.


  “Yes, Master,” said Erik.


  “Come over here, Slave, and beg for my forgiveness,” the minotaur said.


  Anything. Erik crawled over to where the minotaur was sitting, and lay prostrate before him. “Master, your slave is sorry for his misbehavior. It will never happen again, and your slave begs for your forgiveness.”


  The minotaur sighed. “Good enough for now. You are forgiven, Slave. Breaker. Get him fed, cleaned, settled. Find him some task. I’d say outside, I think this rain will let up soon.” Lord Green stared almost tiredly at the ongoing rain, thinking.


  “Breaker, I’m going out. I’ll be back late, or … if the rain stops, expect me back sooner. Let the staff know.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  The minotaur rose in a slow, fluid movement, and paused at the door. “I am pleased, Breaker. Don’t imagine otherwise.”


  “Thank – thank you, Master,” Breaker said. “I … thank you. Master.”


  “And you, Slave,” Lord Green said, almost softly. “You will please me too.”


  5


  Glimmering Gold and Gray


  

  Dacien watched Lord Fog carefully as they rode through the twisty streets of Maze. From time to time he’d glance up at the pale section of wood up near the carriage roof, and then back to the withdrawn minotaur sitting across from him. The cobblestones made the ride jarring, bumping them back and forth on their seats. Still, Lord Fog seemed to be in no mood for conversation – not spellworking, he didn’t have that remote air that seemed to accompany a working mage, but just withdrawn, as if the gray minotaur was concentrating on particularly bitter thoughts.


  Perhaps half a candle elapsed before the carriage rumbled to a halt in a roofed tunnel. Dacien had tried to keep track of their progress, but the city, street and wall alike, seemed paved with a dull gray slate. One section seemed much every other, at least to Dacien’s sight. Lord Fog got up as Coachman opened the door, and turned to the door, still wrapped in own thoughts. The minotaur paused, gesturing to Dacien to precede him, and followed, still silent, through a walkway and into a small room – small for a minotaur, at least. It held no furniture, no pictures, noting but dark wood paneling across the floor, walls, and even the ceiling. The door shut, and Lord Fog absently latched it. Dacien looked around, confused, as the room held no other doors.


  “Master?” Dacien asked, and then the room shook, and began quietly quivering from side to side. “Master!”


  Lord Fog just shook his head. “We’re going up,” he finally said. “House Wide is at the top of this canyon; the view is spectacular. If you like views of canyons.”


  “I…”


  The minotaur breathed in deeply. “I’m sorry, Dacien-human. House Wide is nearly two thousand feet above us. It will take us some time to reach it. It’s on top of Wide Canyon. Second tallest cliff in Maze. It’s the house of a close friend, Osaze. Oz. Only you will not refer to him as Oz, of course, even if I do.”


  “No, Master.” Dacien looked around the little room. “Master? How does this work? Magic?”


  “Some, not much.” Lord Fog said. “There’s a cannister of rock suspended from a cable – a metal rope. The cable has a setting-spell on to keep it from snapping, of course. The cable goes through a winch-and-pulley system, and the weight of the cannister helps pull us upwards. There’s a mule at the bottom, working the winch. Roughly. It’s conceptually similar to a pulley, but the cable goes up and down several times, so the effort of pulling us up is easier on the winch. Pulley. Windlass. Whatever it’s called.”


  “What… what happens if the cable snaps?”


  The minotaur glanced down at the human. “We fall,” he said with a slight minotaur-grin of a muzzle-twist.


  “That sounds…”


  Lord Fog shook his head. “We fall no more than two feet,” he said. “There’s a grapple-hook that’s kept restrained by the weight on the cable. If the cable relaxes, the grapple-hook catches on the… well, it’s not an escapement, but I forget the correct term. They’re teeth, large notched teeth, designed to be caught by the grapple. Whatever the engineers call them. Really. These risers are very safe; nobody’s ever been more than inconvenienced by a broken cable, and ever since,” Teodor paused for a brief moment, “Lord Green figured out how to enchant the cables, there haven’t been any broken cables.”


  “I see.”


  The minotaur was quiet for a moment. “We disagree on some topics,” Teodor said, almost neutrally. “Practical matters.”


  “You threatened to kill him over a disagreement on practical matters?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. The minotaur looked down at the human. “You are forgetting the honorific, Dacien-human.”


  “Sorry, Master.”


  The minotaur closed his eyes. “It’s important. It reminds others around you that you are implicitly under my protection and authority, and not theirs. It proves that you are mannered, and well-behaved, and that they need not wonder about the… problems a feral human might cause, especially a feral human mage. And there are other reasons.”


  It was Dacien’s turn to be quiet, thinking. “Master. Would one of them simply be to make me think of you as my Master?”


  “Yes,” Teodor said, and glanced back down at the human. “You cannot – cannot – return to human lands. Few humans escape back, and we will not – cannot – permit a mage to leave. Ever. If you are to live in minotaur lands then you must acknowledge a minotaur as master, and you must think of him as such.” The minotaur exhaled softly. “Anything else would be unfortunate.”


  “Unfortunate how, Master?”


  Teodor shook his head. “Not now.”


  The remainder of the trip upwards was spent in a strained silence; Dacien occasionally looking up at Teodor, and the gray minotaur staring resolutely forward at the doors. Eventually, he room stuttered for a moment, something beneath the room clicked, and the doors opened, pulled back by two humans in loose shirts and trousers of yellow. Their sandaled feet clacked quietly against the polished stone slab floor.


  The one on the left dropped to his knees, followed quickly by the other, and began speaking. “Lord Fog. In the name of our Master, be welcome to his house.”


  “Thank you,” Teodor said gravely. “Your service does you credit. What were the Warlord’s instructions?”


  “Sir,” said the second one. “Our Master commanded that you be welcomed as his brother, and that your commands were to be treated as his.”


  “Again, thank you,” Teodor said, his head cocked as he considered. “Would there be… two adjoining guest suites? With a sitting room and dining room?”


  “Yes, Sir, but our Master offers his own suite for you.”


  “Kind as that is, I must decline it,” Teodor said. “I’m certain all is in readiness for his return?”


  “Of course, Sir!”


  “And I should not wish to disturb that. Simply open the two guest suites – one for me, one for this human.”


  “If you wish, Sir, but the guest suite has a servant-chamber.”


  Teodor nodded. “I’m very glad to hear it, but I do want two adjoining suites, one for me, one for Dacien-human. We will eat in our rooms, and I will require two servants on-call.”


  “As you command, Sir. Will that be all?”


  Teodor paused for a moment. “I should like a meal for myself and Dacien-human prepared… quickly. It will offend Chef, I’m sure, but tell her I look forward to her efforts at dinner. Both of us need to eat in the next hour.”


  “She will appreciate the challenge, Sir. Will that be all?”


  “It will. How long will it take to ready our suites?”


  “One is ready now, Sir, the larger one, with sitting room and dining room.”


  “Excellent. Oh, yes, one more thing. Is Osaze’s sitting room open?”


  “It can be, Sir.”


  “We’ll have dinner there, then, and… every night unless the Warlord returns, when of course we will wait on his pleasure.”


  “Yes, Sir.” The human waited for a moment, and then gestured. “If you’d come this way, Sir, your rooms are here. Your luggage will be brought up directly.”


  “Excellent,” repeated Teodor, setting off after the human, and Dacien followed him. The corridor opened up into a wider space, like an indoor atrium, lined with heavy wood door. Glass panels just overhead lit the space with heavy gray daylight, and Dacien thought he heard the insistent patter of rain. The atrium was a much larger space than Dacien had first realized; he was on the topmost floor, and he could see down to the bottom. Four other balconies ringed the atrium, and intricate stairs led from one level to the next. Teodor looked out, and stopped abruptly.


  “Steward.”


  “Sir?”


  “I have changed my mind. Have Cook prepare us a light meal, finger foods, small breads, and cooling draughts. Have our rooms aired and my things brought. I think a bath would refresh us.”


  “Yes, Sir. The bathing chamber…”


  “I know where it is,” Teodor interrupted, “thank you. Lay out clothes for myself and Dacien. And… no,” the minotaur said slowly. “Towels and robes in the bath. For when we get out.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “This way, Dacien,” Teodor said, and headed toward the first set of stairs. “I am sorry our first lesson was interrupted,” the minotaur said. “It’s always, hmm, frustrating when that happens.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  The minotaur chuckled as he led the way down to the first floor. “Believe me, I understand. But seeing Xavien – that’s Lord Green to you – well…” Teodor paused. “Let me rephrase that. I was not in a mood to teach anything with him present. That, my dear apprentice, has been remedied. I hope you’re still up for a lesson.”


  “I guess I am, Master,” Dacien said dubiously.


  “Don’t worry about it,” Teodor said blandly, and they continued down. “There’s no rush.”


  Once he was inside the bath, Dacien understood why it was on the ground floor. He’d been expecting a tub, like he’d seen at Mistingrise. This was… not that.


  Again, the room was huge – forty, fifty, sixty feet long, Dacien wasn’t sure and it certainly didn’t matter. Golden orbs at regular intervals shed a bright light through the wisps of steam coming from the three huge pools sunk into the tiled floor. This looked more like an Imperial public bath than anything Dacien had seen so far, except a public bath wouldn’t have anything so extravagant as the glassy sapphire-colored tiles covering the floor and walls. Teodor slipped out of his clothes, dropping them onto the tile, and dropped into the first pool. “Ahhhhhh,” the gray minotaur said. “Just leave your clothes on the floor; the servants will collect them.”


  Dacien was still staring around the room.


  “Dacien-human?”


  “Where… where…” Dacien turned to stare at the minotaur now soaking in the water.


  “Yes?” asked Teodor, clearly puzzled. “Is something wrong?”


  “How… Master, how many people use this room?”


  The minotaur looked a little taken aback. “At the moment, just us. Osaze uses it; I imagine he’s had a number of persons here. Regularly? Just Osaze and his guests. At the moment, that’s two. For all time? For the time Osaze has held House Wide? I don’t know either. And, I must admit, I am utterly baffled at the intent of your question.”


  “All this for just one person?”


  “Well… I suppose so,” said Teodor after a moment, looking puzzled again. “I believe Osaze’s slaves are permitted in here, if it’s not occupied. But yes, this is for the master of House Wide, and at the moment, that would be Warlord Osaze. Why do you ask?”


  “I… it’s… I… this – this is beyond what the Emperor has!”


  “Perhaps,” said Teodor, uncertainly. “This disturbs you?”


  Dacien just shook his head. “It just seems… wrong. I mean,… that is…”


  Teodor just looked at him.


  “You’re so rich!” Dacien finally got out.


  The gray minotaur turned towards the human with a look of confusion, and just stared at him for a moment. “I suppose so,” Teodor said, finally, still sounding puzzled. “We are richer – more productive and with more resources – than your Empire; we have a deeper understanding of things, both magic and the nature of the world. But we – I, Lord Green, Lord Chimes, and even Warlord Osaze are all great officers of Clan Lycaili; something like your Senators, as I understand it. Most minotaurs do not hold such great dwellings. But one of your Senators might have a bathing-chamber like this. I don’t understand why you’re so upset.”


  “I…” Dacien said, and then stopped. “I’m not sure I can explain, Master.”


  “Then consider it more thoroughly, at some later point. At the moment, I’d like you simply… enjoy this place. Remove your clothes, and get into the pool,” the minotaur said.


  Dacien just shook his head, and then just stared at Teodor for a moment. Finally, he unbuckled his pants, stepped out of his sandals, and shrugged off his shirt. He walked carefully over the tiles, and gingerly stepped down into the steaming water.


  “Hot,” he said.


  “Very,” agreed Teodor. “This is the hottest of the pool. That one –” and the minotaur gestured to the right – “is lukewarm, just a little cooler than body temperature. And yes, before you ask, humans and minotaurs have about the same body temperature. Well, we’re a little cooler, but it’s not really noticeable without a very sensitive thermomeh…” Teodor paused. “The Empire doesn’t have thermometers, do they?”


  “No, but I think I know what you mean, even if I don’t know how they work.”


  Teodor shrugged. “I don’t know how the really good ones work. The simple ones are just a drop of mercury in a sealed tube. So. The pool to the left of us is a cold bath. Supposedly, after soaking in this pool, one leaps into the cold bath. It’s supposed to be very refreshing.” Teodor’s clothing fell around him, and the now-nude minotaur descended quickly into the steaming water. “Ahhhh,” he sighed. “I forget how pleasant this is, especially after a long working session. I stiffen… more than I used to, I think.”


  “It is nice. Sort of like a sweat hut,” Dacien said, nodding, getting in deeper. “In the north, the Varengians build closed huts, fill them with hot steam, and then go throw themselves into a stream – very cold. Like ice.”


  “That sounds similar,” the minotaur said, sitting on one of the submerged seats. “Come over here, please. I think it’s time to continue your interrupted lesson.”


  “I…”


  “Are you warmer, now?”


  “Yes,” Dacien said, moving slowly through the warm water towards where Teodor was sitting. “But… I’m still a little nervous about this.”


  “I understand,” Teodor said quietly. “I was nervous my first time with Lord Ember. Of course, I hadn’t spent the previous night with him, either. In fact…” Teodor paused, and then looked at Dacien. “I was young,” the gray minotaur said quietly. “Very young. And… too young to know it.” Gray eyelids dropped down over his eyes.


  “Lord Ember didn’t know that,” Teodor continued. “A minotaur reaches what can be mistaken for maturity at about… hmm, twenty years. Fur hides a great deal, after all. But it is not maturity, neither physical nor mental, not for easily another thirty years. And sometimes longer. Physical growth is merely much slower, adding perhaps an inch or two.” The minotaur shook his head. “And… I did not come from a mage-rich clan line. I knew nothing, and – foolishly, perhaps, was determined to conceal it. I think I’ve mentioned how much I appreciate the maturity that allows you to ask what you do not know. I was young. Immature, yes. Inexperienced.


  “Completely inexperienced, yes,” Teodor said. “And nobody had bothered to tell Lord Ember that. My latent period started very early – just as I was supposed to start… yes, I suppose I can tell you.”


  Dacien reached Lord Fog, and sat down next to him, only to find the water came up to his chin. Teodor glanced to his side, snorted, and pulled Dacien up into his lap. The hot water diluted the pine smell of the minotaur, but something about the hot, humid air made it seem like he had dropped suddenly into a thick, warm, minotaur-scented cloud. The human took a deep breath, almost involuntarily. The woodsy scent, carried on the rising steam, was surprisingly euphoric.


  “There. These benches are at a good height for minotaurs, but they’re deep for humans,” Lord Fog said with a slight smile. “Besides… it’s as good an excuse as any to get you back on my lap. It’s a starting place.”


  “For lessons?”


  “Yes. And other things,” Teodor said, running a hand across the water-slicked skin of the human’s side. “The two are not mutually exclusive.”


  “You… you’ve made that clear. Master.”


  Teodor sighed, a burst of cooler air that sent the the wispy tendrils of steam coiling away from the two. He let go of Dacien, letting the human rest on him. “And was last night with me so unpleasant?”


  Dacien was quiet for a moment. “No.”


  The gray minotaur nodded, gently, so as not to disturb Dacien. “I enjoyed it,” he said. “I had thought…” and Teodor trailed off.


  “It’s not…” started Dacien, and then he stopped. “No. I enjoyed it.” He looked up, turning his head so that he was looking directly into the huge black eyes of the minotaur. He looked up at the minotaur, and repeated himself, more slowly. “I enjoyed it.” Dacien leaned back against the minotaur. “Thank you, Master, for last night,” he said, in an odd, almost testing tone.


  “I think you were involved,” Teodor said after a moment.


  “Was I? Master?” asked Dacien, again in that strange tone. “I mean,… no offense, but you’re not human.”


  “No,” agreed Teodor.


  “And you’re… well, you’re male.”


  “Very much so,” the minotaur agreed. “But… let me guess. You’ve never been attracted to, how should I put it, non-humans or males.”


  “No, Master,” Dacien said, with an edge. “I can’t think of a single time I’ve gotten all hot and bothered over a bull.”


  “Last night doesn’t count?” asked Teodor lazily, a hand drifting down to test Dacien’s own state of arousal. “Or now?”


  “I think there’s something you’re not telling me. I don’t… I don’t know why I’m…” the human paused.


  “Attracted to me? Any of the other minotaurs you’ve seen…” Teodor was silent for a moment. “Lord Green, perhaps? Your insight is occasionally disturbing, Dacien-human. I’m beginning to wonder if perhaps it’s less insight than the beginning of percipience.”


  “Percipience?”


  Teodor snorted. “Somewhat like Lord… Ruus’s ability to… know things. Or to know that a certain action should be taken. Never, never, never play cards with Lord Chimes.” The minotaur paused. “Your magic may be manifesting in the form of your insight.”


  “How… how can I tell?”


  A quiet silence broken only by the occasional splash of water against the side followed the question. The minotaur was unusually quiet, thinking. He finally slid another inch into the heated water, and shook his head, slowly, so as not to spray water over the human. “I don’t think we can. If this is an aspect of your gifts, then… it will become clear to you that this is so. I can’t think of any way to test such a thing. I’ll ask Ruus if he has any ideas about that.


  “Does that mean the insight is correct?”


  The gray minotaur stared at Dacien for a moment, and then just nodded, once.


  “Master, you said you’d treat me honorably,” Dacien said. “I don’t know what you’ve done, but I don’t think it was honorable.”


  “Decide for yourself,” sighed Teodor. “I didn’t actually do anything; if I’m guilty of anything, it would be a sin of omission, not commission… but…” the minotaur shook his head. “I don’t know that if I had it to do over, I’d change a thing. Very well. Understand, if you don’t stay within a few feet of me, I can’t suppress the effects of your waking magic. And that would be very, very bad – bad for you, bad for me, bad for everyone around you. Is that clear?”


  “So you’ve said,” Dacien said neutrally.


  Teodor nodded. “But if you do stay that close to me – you fall under my influence. Or more correctly, you are influenced by being near me. It’s not me. It’s you. I told you our creators designed us, didn’t I?”


  “Yes…” the human said slowly.


  “And you, as well.” Teodor continued. “Both of us, they created – built – both of us, minotaur and human. They designed humans to be influenced… to trust, love, and obey minotaurs. It’s built into you, just like the way apples taste, for example. I know you’re attracted to me – it’s another thing that’s built into you. Just as my attraction to you – and I am, I assure you – is built into me.” The minotaur paused for a moment. “Exactly how it works… well, the effect is triggered through touch and scent primarily, although there’s a visual aspect to it, too. It can be triggered magically, assuming you’re a mage and the spell works for you – it’s an earth-affinity spell, and doesn’t work for me. Although I can block it.”


  “Which you did with Lord Green,” said Dacien, suppressing a surge of gratitude. “But not for you.”


  “The spell doesn’t block the physical triggers. If that’s possible, and I don’t know if it is, it would be an earth-affinity magic. And it would probably leave you without a sense of touch or smell,” Teodor said. “And that would be very bad for you. It would… make you crazy, after a while. It would make any minotaur or human or wolven crazy, in time.” The minotaur paused for a moment, considering. “Or so our lore teaches us. I don’t know anyone who has been cruel enough to test it.”


  “Not even Lord Green?”


  “No,” said Teodor firmly.


  “Then just sitting here with you…”


  “Yes,” said Teodor.


  “And last night… it wasn’t about trusting you, was it?”


  “The effect causes you to trust me, and it doesn’t override your core instincts. So yes, actually, it was about your trusting me.”


  “Then why was Trand so surprised? Doesn’t he know this?”


  Teodor shrugged. “He does. It usually takes longer – much longer. It’s not thought control; it’s not even close. It’s gentler than that… more like the feeling you get when you look at an attractive human, and think, ‘I’d like to have sex with him. Or her.’” It doesn’t happen where your thoughts happen, it happens… below that. And so it can be overridden, if you’re feeling put upon or abused or poorly treated. For a while. Eventually it can become overpowering… sort of like having to piss. You can ignore it. For a while.”


  “I see,” said Dacien.


  “I doubt it,” said Teodor. “Please don’t forget it happens to me, too.”


  “But you can block it.”


  “No,” Teodor said. “Even if the effect can be blocked against the physical – as opposed to magical – triggers, and I do not know that it can, it would be earth-affined magic that I cannot use. Nor would I – or any minotaur – be exempt from the negative affects of having one’s senses truncated. What holds for you, holds for me, too.”


  Dacien nodded. “But why… why do that?”


  “I have no idea,” Teodor sighed. “Not even guesses. I see no good reason for designing minotaurs and humans thus, unless it was some plan that either went badly awry, or… or the reasons and intents of the creators lie so far ahead of us in time that we cannot yet guess their purposes. Or… perhaps they were irrational. Maybe it was some kind of joke perpetrated on us. I do not know.” The minotaur shifted in the hot water, running a hand down the human’s side. “And I have given up caring, to a surprising extent. The result is important to me, Dacien-human, not the unknowable purposes leading to it.”


  “But…”


  “Ah,” Teodor interrupted, putting a finger on Dacien’s mouth. “There.” The finger slipped in, gently. “Yes. I know. When you first encounter these mysteries, they seem to be of shattering importance, relating to the primal questions of life and purpose. I, too, saw them that way. And I will even admit that they have such a significance. The problem is, there is no resolution to them. They merely lead in circles, so that after expending much thought and cleverness, one is left exactly where one started, neither richer, nor wiser, not improved in any way.” Teodor smiled gently, and wiggled his finger. “Unless one counts intellectual frustration as some advantage.”


  Dacien had started suckling on the minotaur’s finger, almost instinctively, letting the scent of minotaur combine with the sensation of suckling. He was still listening to his Master, of course, but the words were quickly becoming of less importance to him.


  “Frustration comes in many forms,” Teodor said, softly, sliding his finger in deeper even as he pulled Dacien closer to him. A slight sigh escaped from the human, but Dacien didn’t even notice it. “Yes,” the minotaur whispered. “You’re feeling it now.” Dacien tried to nod around Teodor’s hand, and he felt Teodor becoming aroused beneath him. “Yes,” Teodor said. “Trust me, Dacien-human, this will be a most pleasant lesson, for both of us.” With his free hand, Teodor softly spread the human’s legs, slipping them around him so that Dacien was straddling the gray minotaur.


  Dacien’s initial feeling of reluctance faded as the heat and the sheer physical presence of the minotaur affected him. Teodor’s hardness lifted quickly into the cleft of the human’s legs. The touch of the tip against his opening sent a shock through him. Dacien pushed down, hesitantly, but Teodor felt slippery – almost oily – against him. The human drew a surprised breath, and Teodor chuckled deeply.


  Dacien swallowed nervously.


  “There is no need for fear,” Teodor said softly, holding him in the hot water. “This will be pleasant. I promise you.”


  “I’m… I’m not afraid,” Dacien said.


  Teodor chuckled again. “I honor your courage, Dacien-human. We will go at your pace.”


  “Thank you, Master… but… I’m starting to feel a little hot…”


  “Yes,” murmured Teodor. The water cooled noticeably, not to the point of chilled, but a pleasant coolness. “Is that better?”


  “Thank you,” Dacien said. “Yes. Master.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “Magic.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor.


  “Was that fire-related magic?”


  “Ah,” said Teodor, shifting gently, pulling the human down onto him – not forcing him, but just suggesting. “A most interesting question. The simplest way of heating – or cooling – water is, indeed, fire-related. What I actually did was water-related, and a little more complex than a temperature adjustment. Heat itself may be thought of as a sort of breeze, blowing from hot to cold. I… caused the flow of heat to… reverse itself, to flow away from us, making the water farther away from us hotter than it was, and the water around us cooler. Which, as I am a water-affined mage, was simpler than simply banishing the heat, which – as you correctly surmise – would be fire-magic.” Teodor paused for moment. “I do have a spell to cool water, and a spell to heat it, but this pool is magically maintained at its temperature, and such magics would interfere with the pool itself. Simply adjusting the local heat-flow, on the other hand, do not interfere with the binding-spells…” the minotaur paused. “This is too advanced for you, isn’t it?”


  “I think I’m following it,” Dacien said.


  “Good, but there will be time for lectures on the nature of magic and the world later,” Teodor said. “Right now I want you to get your own magic under control. And the best way to do that?”


  “This. Learning how to be a lens.”


  “Almost,” agreed Teodor. “It’s not so much learning how, as experiencing. Observing. Try to feel the way the magic flows; but not every mage get the feel of it the first time. Or the second. Or the tenth. It will happen when it happens, and no sooner. There’s no hurry, and it’s nothing about you, or even your magic – when you’re ready to step into your power as a mage, it will happen. And nobody, not me, nobody, can tell how long that will take.”


  “Not even Ruus?”


  “That’s Lord Chimes to you, Dacien-human,” Teodor corrected him. “Do not address a minotaur by name ever unless invited to do so. Not even after…” the minotaur stopped abruptly.


  “After, Master?” Dacien said once the silence had settled firmly over the interrupted thought.


  “Do not concern yourself with after, Dacien-human,” Teodor said firmly. “Now is your concern. After is mine.”


  The human nodded, and let his head rest on the gray fur of the minotaur’s chest, and simply lay there for a few moments, letting the now-cool water pull the excess heat out of him. This wasn’t like the previous night, with the minotaur pulling him over and forcing him… not, he guiltily corrected himself, that Teodor had really forced him… but the minotaur had definitely been – well, the aggressor. The male actor. Taken the man’s role. He’d told himself, at the time, and even today, that there was really nothing he could have done to stop it. That Teodor was stronger, bigger, and a mage, as well. Unbeatable, in any physical sense. And smart. At least as smart as he was, and probably smarter. Kind, surprisingly kind, not out of fear or weakness, but a kindness and concern that stemmed from the minotaur’s strength – no, thought Dacien, not just his strength, but his integrity.


  What, Dacien wondered, did that make his reluctance now? Strength? Fear? He’d reached a point where he just didn’t know what he doing. Was it even reluctance? Did he want… the human forced himself to think it. Did he want the minotaur to fuck him? What would Lord Fog – Teodor – say if he said ‘no?’ Could he say ‘yes?’


  “Dacien-human,” the deep, smooth voice interrupted his churning thoughts. “You are perturbed. What is troubling you?”


  “How…”


  The massive chest expanded and collapsed in a breath and a sigh. “Does it matter how I know? Or are you evading the question?”


  Dacien was silent.


  “So, Dacien-human, what is troubling you,” Teodor repeated, quietly.


  “I… it’s hard to explain,” the human said finally.


  Teodor sighed again. “Dacien-human,” he started, and then stopped. “Dacien-human, I have taken you as my apprentice, have I not?”


  “Yes. Master.”


  “Then is it not proper for you to come to me with these problems? Is not a master responsible to his apprentice in your empire?”


  “Not really, no,” said Dacien.


  “Then to whom would you – were you an apprentice in your empire – take your puzzlement?”


  “I’m not sure. My parent’s graves. A priest, maybe. Another apprentice. A friend.”


  “None of those are here,” Teodor said. “Save, perhaps, the last. If you cannot bring them to your Master – could you bring them to a friend?”


  A friend. Dacien looked up at the minotaur, wondering if perhaps Teodor was…


  The expression on the minotaur’s face was as perfectly serious as it always was.


  “You’re offering to be my friend,” Dacien whispered. “I don’t…”


  “I am your friend, and your Master. Both.”


  “I…”


  “What troubles you, Dacien-human?” Teodor repeated.


  “This.” The human lifted his head to the minotaur. “This isn’t done in the empire. Men don’t get fucked – they do the fucking. Women get fucked. Weaklings. They submit. I…”


  “I see,” Teodor said calmly. “So you fear that if I bring you pleasure and affection, you will be lessened. That being… fucked… degrades or shames you?”


  “Yes,” said Dacien, relieved that the minotaur understood.


  “This is a pernicious belief,” Teodor said gravely. “It is a severe error, and you must overcome it if you are to be a mage. Every mage starts as a lens – we know of no other way to train a potential mage than that, and if you believe that being fucked or desiring to be fucked lessens you, you will tear apart in this training, because you will want that, and it will happen. And if you hew to this erroneous belief, then your mind will be at war within itself. And you will die.”


  “Duh… die?”


  “I told you magic was unsafe, Dacien-human. You are gripping the forces of reality and shaping them. And if your mind is divided with doubt or self-hatred, then these forces will rip you apart.”


  “Then…”


  “Then we must tackle this fallacy,” Teodor said, thoughtfully, slipping a hand gently down the human’s side. “The solution is… straightforward.”


  “It is?”


  “Do I seem lessened? Do you seem smaller than you were last night?”


  “I…”


  Teodor leaned forward. “For tonight, apprentice, let your body instruct your mind. Do not think. Do. This lesson is about experience. Permit yourself that experience.”


  “I…” started Dacien.


  “No,” Teodor cut him off. “No more questions, no more talking, no more answers. Act.”


  Act, thought Dacien. It sounded… but… he…


  The minotaur was right, Dacien realized. He was going around in circles; and he could keep going around and around and around all night. And… and he had enjoyed last night. He could try to lie to himself, but how could he when Teodor knew better.


  And the minotaur would keep him honest. Teodor, at least, prized honesty. And honor. And… how could anything but the truth – whatever shame it might bring to him be a just return for everything that Teodor had done – had said. And… he did want it. He wanted Teodor in him; he wanted to pleasure the gray minotaur as the minotaur had been last night; he wanted to feel the powerful strength of the creature thrusting into him even as he welcomed the penetration into him. He wanted.


  That was the key, he realized. That was what he wanted.


  With almost a frantic haste, now that he’d found his intention, he positioned itself, and eased himself onto the minotaur’s hardness. Teodor held still, a faint, encouraging smile in his eyes as he watched the human.


  “I’m impressed,” the minotaur said very softly, not moving. “I have an idea of how hard this is for you. This is bravery, Dacien-human, as much as any you have ever shown. Your trust honors me.”


  “Thank you,” Dacien said back, working himself slowly, slowly, slowly down the minotaur’s shaft. Teodor waited patiently, giving Dacien time to adjust; letting the pressure within him work itself deeper even as his own acceptance opened him up to the minotaur. He wasn’t sure how long it was until he came to rest on the minotaur’s water-warmed thighs. “Am… am…”


  “Yes,” Teodor whispered. “Without the magic. Do you need more time?”


  “I… a little,” the human admitted. “You’re… you’re big.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “Minotaurs are both longer and thicker than humans. You’re fortunate that our creators didn’t include the bone.” He put both arms around Dacien in a careful embrace. “You feel so good,” Teodor sighed. “Warm.”


  “Bone?” squeaked Dacien.


  “Bulls have a penis bone, and we – minotaurs – are a human and bull hybrid. Mixture. Created from,” Teodor said in a slightly distracted tone. “Oh, sweet human,” he said, and shifted his legs slightly, and that minute adjustment sent a shudder of pleasure through the human. That additional movement intensified the pleasure; and Dacien began rocking back and forth on the minotaur’s lap.


  “Patience,” Teodor said with a slight groan. “Patience.” He panted for a moment. “And here I thought you’d have to exercise some self-control.” The minotaur grinned at the human. “So.”


  The sensation was so gentle that at first Dacien wasn’t sure of what it was; but something in him recognized it. Warmth – what felt like warmth, but the human knew, somehow, it wasn’t felt like it was seeping into him, starting at his toes, rising up into him, slowly, inexorably. Dacien shuddered, again and again and again in something that was almost but not quite an orgasm as the rising heat suffused him, reaching his groin, and an intense desire – need – boiled through him. He clutched at the powerful form of the minotaur, who was whispering something to him, but the meaning didn’t register. All that mattered was the minotaur, all that mattered was pulling closer to him, pounding himself onto the minotaur. He could tell, somehow, that the warmth – the feeling – whatever it was that wasn’t warmth – was coming from the male. And he wanted it. Teodor was…


  The minotaur was an endless source of power; a huge, massive solid pulse of maleness. Oh he wanted the minotaur, even as the minotaur forced him down, Dacien gratefully sunk into his Master. It felt so right; this constant flow of power, teasing through him. “Master,” he whispered, and for the first time, the human really felt like this creature was. “Master!” Dacien screamed.


  “I know,” Teodor said, and somehow the meaning got through. The other words meant nothing, other than their comforting tone. It didn’t matter; he shouldn’t expect to understand. This was his God, his Master, and he existed for Teodor’s whim. Dacien could feel the quiet echoes of pleasure as the minotaur fucked him slowly, deeply, and somehow, just the simple knowledge that he was pleasing his Master was more satisfying than the long, deep strokes that were teasing him at the very edge of release.


  Dacien tensed slightly, feeling the intensity grow to the point of release.


  There was no release; no orgasm, no explosion of pleasure, just the building feeling of it. More. More. And more. Dacien was whimpering now, wordless with pure need, almost oblivious to the soft stream of encouragement; registering it barely as tone, just mere proof that his Master wanted him, that he was pleased with the human. Dacien sighed as the minotaur’s movements into him seemed to prove how pleased the creature was. It was right, proper, good that he was here, being used by his Master. Dacien clenched down, moaned, anything to show his Master how grateful he was to be used like this. He, Dacien, was saying something, almost begging, but he wasn’t sure what.


  His Master was touching him, saying something, important, and Dacien felt a remote surge of guilt that he couldn’t understand his Master; his Master wanted something, but the only thing Dacien wanted – and want was such a weak term for the burning absolute need that boiled through him, forced his fervent convulsions against the meaty solidity of Teodor, pleasing him, and he realized that only – only Teodor’s own release would bring him, Dacien, over the edge to the intense pleasure of orgasm that he would do anything for.


  The minotaur himself was panting, moaning, as his own pleasure built, more slowly that the fires fed by the golden surge of…


  … magic…


  pouring into him from him. Magic! The magic! He could feel it, dripping into him, but it wasn’t enough, he needed more, to assuage, to bring this unbearable pleasure to climax, and he reached out, into the minotaur, into his Master, and pulled on the source of the burning golden power. Teodor screamed as orgasm hit him unexpected and unannounced, and the minotaur’s legs convulsed as he pulled the human down onto him. Pulse after pulse of the white essence of minotaur maleness pounded into him, launched by both Teodor’s internal contractions and the mechanical thrust of the minotaur against him.


  The minotaur’s howl was matched by Dacien’s. Fire burned through him as he felt his own body clench, and his seed explode out of him, and it hurt – burned – every bit as much the release felt good. Power, uncontrolled, burned, dissolving him in burn and hurt and when the blackness swallowed him, Dacien welcomed it gratefully.


  

  Consciousness returned slowly; Dacien cringed at first, expecting the stinging ache of the burns, but all he felt on his bare skin was the crisp feel of ironed cloth. The room was dark; but a little light seeped in around a window. He could make out the foot of the bed, and the minotaur sitting by the bed – Teodor, he knew without even thinking – and a dresser, and several other odd pieces of furniture. Dacien tried to speak, but all that came out was a rough grunt.


  “Please don’t try to speak,” Teodor said, and his voice sounded tired, almost exhausted. “You’re fine. I’m… I’m fine. Or I will be, once I can rest. Which, I cannot, as long as I’m maintaining the rain spell. You’ve been out for three days. Something… something went wrong in your lesson, Dacien-human, and I’ve been pondering it in between my arguments over whether the rain will continue or not.”


  “Argch… u…”


  “Water first,” the minotaur said, and held a glass of water to his mouth, and Dacien drank, slowly. Swallowing hurt at first, his throat was so dry, but the cool water seemed to soak into the parched tissues of his mouth. The faintest taste of orange lingered in his mouth after he’d finished the glass, and Teodor set him back down, tenderly, into the bed.


  “Arguments, I think you were saying – just nod, it’s fine,” the minotaur continued. “So. The Imperial Army has four mages with it – reasonably strong, but they don’t seem to understand weather magic as well as I do, so… I’ve been able to outmaneuver them. It has kept me on my toes, certainly. And… whatever happened in your lesson didn’t help. Food’s coming, I’ve got something warm for you. Are you hungry?”


  Dacien nodded.


  “Good. We’ll talk about what happened later; I have a few ideas but… I would very much like to hear your story. It will help. And… ah.”


  The door opened a moment later, and a human presented the minotaur with a bowl.


  “Thank you, that will be all,” Teodor murmured in a polite dismissal, and almost immediately began to spoon the contents into the human. It was a hot mush of bread, made soft with milk and flavored with honey and some spice Dacien didn’t recognize. The conversation ceased while Teodor spooned the stuff into Dacien, until the human felt full.


  Teodor stood, and took a that was hanging from the bed – no, it was hanging from the ceiling, Dacien saw. “Here. You need to go back to sleep – I’m not sure if what happened was classical lens burnout or not, but… you’re tired, you need and you need to sleep. I’m thinking you should be tired… yes?”


  Dacien nodded. A wave of exhaustion had rolled over him as he lay back down.


  “Then sleep, Dacien-human. All the things that have happened… will keep. I could use some rest myself,” and the minotaur grinned.


  6


  Five


  

  As Dacien improved, Lord Fog got visibly worse. The human was starved and thirsty from his experience, and he hadn’t noticed just how tired the gray minotaur looked – to a great extent, the gray of the minotaur hid the graying of his skin and eyes. But after the first day, Dacien realized that even standing up was trying the minotaur, and the next day, Lord Fog gave up pretending entirely, even as the human regained his strength.



  Teodor laid in the bed, with Dacien sitting next to him, almost but not quite sleeping. Dacien could… feel… something; he thought it was the magic that the minotaur was working. Occasionally Teodor would grow particularly still, and Dacien felt the cold pulse of magic more strongly. The minotaur sometimes chuckled during these events, but other than that, he said little. He didn’t want to discuss the lensing lesson, not yet, because “I cannot yet give the matter the attention it deserves,” and “it is not a matter of immediate concern, Apprentice,” presumably because “there will be time for this later.”


  On the fifth day, though, Dacien began to worry. The gray minotaur lay motionless, clearly concentrating, and now Dacien was certain he could feel the magic – cold, chilly, clammy – emanating from the still form. He even thought he could feel the opposing forces, one like a fine wind etching away at the minotaur’s power, another hot, radiating like a fire that was slowly weakening its confinement, and a third as a determined buttressed opposition that impeded the minotaur’s magic like a thick dark tar. Teodor said almost nothing, other than asking for water – but Dacien gave him honey-laced milk, which the minotaur accepted with nothing more than a comment of, “Interesting water, Apprentice.” He still drank it, and asked for another glass.


  The staff kept away from their suite – the two adjoining suites. Dacien had recovered in the smaller room, and for some reason, Teodor had joined Dacien when he himself grew weak. Dacien would have worried more, but Teodor had told him that this was the normal course of a contest of magic, and… once it was over, he’d recover, however tired he looked now. Even so, the minotaur looked so exhausted that it just seemed wrong to Dacien. This wasn’t how his Master should look, or act, or be. His Master was strong, vibrant, with a deep enduring wisdom that mirrored the power and endurance of his own powerful form.


  Watching that power laid low… hurt.


  Being unable to do anything but watch… hurt more. Somehow, being able to sense the battle, watch the alien forces slowly crushing the life and will of the minotaur was even worse than simply watching a tired minotaur become more tired.


  Sometime during the next night, it grew too much for Dacien. Teodor’s calm power had dwindled even as the others had redoubled, and rain faltered into a sporadic series of light sprinkles. Dacien reached out to his Master, and let something… everything, he thought later, flow into the gray minotaur.


  Teodor himself had barely started on his alarmed shout of, “No!” before the magic poured into him, and then out again, shredding through the dark impedance like scythes through wheat, stilling the sharp wind, and quenching the radiating heat. Teodor’s form crackled with power – visibly sparking blue as excess magic changed to power. The sheets, crisp white, faded to gray almost instantly as a wave of magic expanded around the mage; Dacien watched with surprise as a seeming circle of gray exploded away from Teodor, pulling the color out of the rug, the furniture, the walls… even the human himself in what felt like the faintest tickle.


  Teodor looked surprised, but then he… did something, the magics folded and twisted in a complex way that Dacien couldn’t follow, and the flow stopped. The minotaur looked at the human. “That… No,” he said, either correcting himself or changing his mind. “Foolish. Could have hurt yourself.” He paused. “Come. In,” he said, gesturing to the bed.


  Dacien slipped between the light bed linens, and Teodor put an arm around him, firmly. “There,” the minotaur whispered. “If you’re not tired now, you will be, as soon as that… catches up with you. Now. Sleep.”


  “I…”


  “I’m too tired,” Teodor said softly. “I have not slept in five days. Please, Dacien, just… sleep.”


  Dacien sighed, and relaxed, waiting for the tiredness to catch up to him, and he felt the minotaur’s breathing change subtly from waking to sleeping almost immediately. He waited, extended that new sense of flow somewhat, and could feel the relaxing presence, a cool gray – yes, it felt gray – wash of magic out of the minotaur. The exhaustion that Teodor had predicted never arrived, but he did, finally, slip into sleep, Teodor spooned up against him, the scent and now the subtle gray presence of minotaur surrounding him.


  

  When he woke, Teodor had already risen – and, to both Dacien’s eyes and his new sense of flow, he seemed much, if not entirely, recovered, and with that, a fear he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying dissipated. “Master!” he said, happily. “You’re OK!”


  “Apprentice,” the minotaur said gravely, dressed and seated in a huge chair set across from the bed. “I am… unhappy, Dacien-Apprentice,” Teodor said quietly. “I am most unhappy. Against my warnings and cautions you have touched magic, and in such a way that you threatened not only yourself, but me as well. Simply because the results were not catastrophic is no excuse. I have warned you, repeatedly, that magic is dangerous. I have warned you that you risk death in learning its use. Do you remember my so saying?”


  “I…” Dacien faltered, his pleasure in seeing the minotaur fading in the face of the rebuke. “Yes, Master,” he said.


  Teodor shook his head. “For this discussion, you must use my name, Teodor.”


  “Yes, Teodor,” Dacien said.


  “You heard these warnings?” the minotaur said intently.


  “Yes, Teodor,” Dacien said, “but I could feel you losing, and… and,” he fell silent.


  The minotaur looked surprised for a moment. “You could. Well, and hadn’t I told you that I would lose… that it was inevitable, and I would recover?”


  “Yes,” Dacien said.


  “So what non-sane impulse prompted you to… to… I don’t even know what you did!” the minotaur burst out. “Whatever it was! Magic is dangerous! You could have killed me! You could have killed yourself!”


  “I… I didn’t realize that,” Dacien said, biting his lip. “I… I just couldn’t watch you, well, fade like that. Master. Teodor.” The human was quiet for a moment. “Master Teodor.”


  “I want your word and promise, Dacien-Apprentice, that never again, not until and unless you are confirmed as a mage in your own right, you will you touch magic without my explicit permission.” The minotaur paused.


  “I’m… I’m sorry Teodor. Master Teodor.” Dacien swallowed. “I… won’t. You have my word.”


  “Good,” said Teodor, looking a little less grave. “Thank you. I want you to understand, Dacien-Apprentice, that I think any other mage on the council – any of them – would have slain you while you slept. I thought long and hard about it, and… had difficulty convincing myself not to. I think, if this ever becomes known, the Council will censure me.” The minotaur’s expression twisted into an unfamiliar expression. “I certainly would, if such a report were brought to me.”


  “Master?” asked Dacien.


  “Teodor,” the minotaur corrected. “Still Teodor. I… believe you can bring this recklessness to an end. I believe you will. And because I believe that, because I believe you will understand just how non-sane your actions were, I will put my own life in hazard to continue teaching you. But I want you to understand what a serious thing you have done, and… I hope, learn from it.


  “You have tremendous insight, and a surprising maturity and humility that deeply impresses me – or at least, did. Your potential is vast. But…” Teodor shook his head. “I am one of the mages of my clan. My responsibility to my clan is far greater than my responsibility to you, Dacien-Apprentice. Do not place these responsibilities at odds… again. The next time, I will take the path of prudence – it will be my duty to do so. And however hard it is to carry out, however personally painful I find it, I will do so.”


  “I know you will, Master Teodor,” Dacien said quietly, realizing just how serious the minotaur was. “I’m… I’m sorry, Master. Teodor. I didn’t think. I… just acted. It was… I just felt the flow, and then… I don’t know, Master, that I even thought. It… happened. I should have… I should have held back, Teodor. Master. Master Teodor. But…”


  “I consider the subject closed,” Teodor said. “I appreciate your courage, and I am… touched deeply by the concern you have shown me over the past few days. Indeed, that is one of the things that… mitigated for you.”


  “Thank you, Master Teodor.”


  “Master, now,” the minotaur said. “We do not need to stand on such formality.”


  “Thank you, Master,” The minotaur looked puzzled for a moment. “For a second chance, I mean,” Dacien explained.


  Teodor shrugged. “I have come to hold you in some esteem and affection, too. And, I think you represent… enough mysteries that even that alone might suffice. We will discuss your recent lesson, and last night’s, hmm, events, after breakfast.”


  

  The minotaur kept the conversation light through the meal of an egg-pie with cheese, ham, onions, and spinach, but once Teodor had the house-slaves clear the table and withdraw leaving only a large pot of tea, the minotaur asked Dacien for his perception of events, first the peculiar culmination of the lensing lesson, and then for his version of the previous night. Teodor said little during Dacien’s description, asking a question here and there, or having him go back to something previous for a further explanation.


  When Dacien finished, Teodor was quiet for a few moments, and then said simply, “Thank you, Dacien-Apprentice.”


  “Can… can you tell me what happened?”


  “No,” Teodor said mildly. “I can’t.”


  “One of those things I’m not supposed to know?” asked Dacien.


  “No,” the minotaur said lightly. “It’s just that I have no idea.” The gray minotaur smiled beatifically down at the human. “Never heard of such a thing. A lens actively drawing magic from a mage? I’ve never heard of a lens doing that before; I’ve been a lens.” The minotaur took a deep breath. “I can’t do that. It’s unique, Dacien-Apprentice, to my knowledge. Unique.”


  “As for… the… I’m not sure what to call it. Antilensing, perhaps, that you performed last night. That, too, is something I’ve never heard of. And… I think, as I consider what happened, that perhaps if I hadn’t been so tired – you were right, I was at the limit of my endurance – and if I hadn’t been so surprised, I might have been able to make use of your strength.” The minotaur looked at Dacien, thinking. “And… I may have been too hasty to call you reckless. I keep forgetting – because it is no part of my gifts – that you seem to have some level of percipience. I wonder if perhaps that could have been operating last night,” the gray minotaur said softly.


  “Really?”


  “It was still… most unwise,” Teodor said. “I take back nothing I said. It is one thing to act on a percipient intuition once you are certain you have percipience; it is another to act without it. Still. If you know it is the right action,” the minotaur trailed off. “Regardless. When I said another council mage would have… acted differently, I was not jesting.”


  “I understand, Master,” Dacien said. “I… am sorry.”


  “Yes, and I have accepted your apology, and if I seemed to criticize you again, then I am sorry. It is, as I said, over.” Teodor stretched. “I spoke with Ruus this morning, when I woke up.” Teodor grimaced. “He may not know when I want to speak with him, but when he wants to speak with me, well, he seems to know the very moment I wake. Percipience. And he knows of no way to test for such percipience, other than to test your intuitions. Eventually, you’ll either come to know whether such a presentation is percipience, or not.”


  “That’s not very helpful,” Dacien said.


  “No,” Teodor said. “I am… sorry. And… I admit I am baffled by your ability to draw power while lensing. You were in lens euphoria – believe me, I know what it is, every mage knows what it is, and… no mage expects a lens to control himself once the lens has slipped into euphoria. But if you have the ability to draw power while acting as a lens, then acting as a lens is not going to teach you to manipulate the flows of magic properly. I’m not certain, Dacien-Apprentice, how to instruct you when you have this gift.”


  “Master, I did mention that I felt the magic you were doing, last night.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor wryly. “Another unique quality, Dacien-Apprentice. I have never heard of any mage not directly involved in a spell being able to sense it.”


  “Wouldn’t that let me understand flow?”


  “It may be,” Teodor said after a moment. “But… do you sense the flows now? What… no. What do you sense now?”


  Dacien extended, much as he had last night; expecting – yes, he felt the cool grayness that was Lord Fog’s presence. “You, Master. I sense you.”


  “Sense… well, that doesn’t do much good,” sighed Teodor. “You’d need more that that.”


  “I feel you as, well, a cold grayness. Well, not cold. Chilly. No. Cool. Like a cool breeze on a hot day.”


  “Interesting,” said Teodor. “I perceive you as a powerful source of magic, but… nothing more. Well, perhaps a subtle source. Usually there’s… some flavor to magic, but… nothing that strong.” He paused. “Maybe I should…”


  “Teodor? May I have a word with you?” said a deep voice, echoing like a bell.


  “Yes, Ruus?” Teodor said, interrupting himself.


  “Are you recovered? I wouldn’t think so, but I had a feeling you might be. And that would be convenient.”


  “Yes, actually, pretty much. I’ll be fine tomorrow. What do you need?”


  “Doze and Lash are with our forces, with General Osaze, Green is still dealing with the repercussions of the rain, and I was wondering, if you were recovered, I’d like you to join with an Ouroborous army. You’ve met the Lord of Tongs before, haven’t you?”


  “Yes, I like him. Good mage.”


  “He’s an earth mage, and they were hoping we had someone who could do the veiling you did at Mog Ford. But Doze is needed with Osaze.”


  “Yes. As long as they don’t need any magic done until tomorrow, I could. But the human would have to come with me, at this point. We just started lessons, and… well, he’s showing some signs of sensitivity. I don’t think it would be safe to leave him alone.”


  “That’s up to you,” the voice said. “Trand’s told me your relationship with him is atypical, but if you could convince him to wear a leash, that would keep him safe.”


  “No doubt,” said Teodor. “That might be a little too much, too soon.”


  “It’s your slave. But if I were taking one of mine into an Ourobouros army, I’d have him leashed. Easier all around.”


  “Probably,” sighed Teodor. “Where should I join them? Say, if I left tomorrow morning. No rain.”


  “Xarsen, if you could be there in two days.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “Might I ask a favor?”


  “Certainly.”


  “Contact me again, every noon and sunset, until you have confirmation I’m with… is the Lord of Tongs leading the army?”


  “No. General Orox has overall command, and he’s got Taxx and Anthante with him. I’ve met Anthante, he’s an officious ass. Met Orox at a reception – for the Lord of Tongs, actually – and he seemed fine, but I didn’t spend time with him. Taxx I know, and he’ll be easy to work with.”


  “I appreciate the intelligence; I’ve spent an evening with Orox. I can work with him.”


  “Really,” said Ruus.


  “Yes,” said Teodor blandly. “Can you contact me until you have confirmation I’ve joined up with General Orox?”


  “Of course. Sensible. I’ll let the Lord of Tongs know you’re coming, and Doze and Lash to expect you, too.”


  “Thank you. Oh, and have Doze tell General Osaze I’ll be with the relief force?”


  “Yes. Anything else?”


  “No. Thank you again.”


  “Thank you, Teodor. This really simplifies things. I was afraid I was going to have to recall Lord Winter.”


  The gray minotaur shook his head briefly, and turned to Dacien. “Well. I’d hoped we’d have some time to work some of this out, but it looks like I’m going to be busy. We’ll have to leave tomorrow, I’m afraid.”


  “Yes, Master. I heard.”


  The minotaur stopped, narrowed his eyes, and said, “Did… of course you did. What did you hear?”


  “Your conversation with Lord Chimes, Master,” Dacien said. “Why… was I not supposed to?”


  “That would be one way of putting it, yes,” Teodor replied. “The spell was to allow Ruus and I to talk; you should not have been able to hear Ruus’s side of the conversation, but… you did.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  Teodor shook his head. “That’s three things that seem… well. New. Unique. This will require some careful thought, Dacien-Apprentice, before I am certain how to proceed. So. I regret that my teaching you will again be interrupted by Clan duties, but Lord Chimes needs me as a mage and liaison with our allies.


  “Ouroborous, yes, Master, I heard. Master?”


  “Yes?”


  “What did Lord Chimes mean by leash?”


  The gray minotaur nodded. “Exactly what he said. Clan Ouroborous is, more conservative, you might say, as regards humans. If you are wearing a collar and leash, it is a signal that you are my private property and I am not willing to share you, or have you run errands for others. It would cut down on any misunderstandings.” The minotaur looked Dacien directly in the eye. “It would simplify matters, Dacien-Apprentice, if you would wear my leash.”


  Dacien swallowed. “What… what would I have to do?”


  “Obey me, which you already do. Speak only when directly spoken to. You take orders only from the one holding the leash, and me, although I doubt I would hand your leash to anyone to anyone else. If I drop the leash, you may speak to other slaves, quietly, if it does not disturb anyone.”


  “That doesn’t sound hard, Master.”


  Teodor smiled, the grin twisting his muzzle. “I doubt it will be.”


  One of the servants walked in with a heavy leather collar and polished iron chain. “Thank you, that will be all,” and the minotaur held out the collar. “Some practice is in order. Remove your clothes, and come over here.”


  “Wait, I… I have to be naked?”


  “Yes,” Teodor said patiently, and waited while Dacien disrobed. The human walked over, and stood still as the huge gray hands fastened the collar around his neck. It wasn’t tight, but it felt… confining, and when the minotaur fastened the chain leash to it, Dacien felt a blush of humiliation redden his body, showing pink against his now-gray skin.


  “Excellent,” the minotaur smiled. “Very good. Now, I want to show you some specific commands that you’ll need to know how to obey precisely – heel, sit, wait, come…”


  

  Dacien sat in Teodor’s lap, cuddled up against the warm fur, in Lord Fog’s carriage the next day. He still wore the collar, since Teodor had insisted he get used to it, but Teodor had let him put his clothes back on. Learning how to behave on the leash had been hard, but he’d never expected that Teodor would make him perform for all the servants in House Wide. It was, without any doubt, the most humiliating experience of his life, bar none. But Teodor had insisted, saying “You need to know what this will be like in front of others.”


  The human had to admit there was a lot of truth to that. He’d been so flustered that he’d confused two commands; sitting when he should be kneeling. He’d even had to ‘beg,’ although Teodor had said he would not have to do that one again. He sighed, and moved in closer to the warmth of the minotaur, and just inhaled the light resinous scent.


  A deep chuckle sounded, and he felt Teodor caress his head, running his fingers through his hair. “There. You did well, you know, Dacien-Apprentice.”


  “Thank you, Master.”


  “It usually takes longer for a human to get used to a leash,” the minotaur said.


  “I’m not sure that’s a great achievement, Master. And I’m not sure I’m used to it. I’m not looking forward to wearing it.”


  “No,” sighed Teodor. “I wish it weren’t necessary as well. You will do fine, though. And…” the minotaur reached down, and lifted Dacien up a little, closer to him. “Here,” he whispered, shrugging his shirt aside to expose his pectorals, and the small jutting nipple. Dacien looked up, a little confused. “We’re all alone in here,” Teodor said slowly, smiling. “And it’s a long trip. We have to find some way to make the miles pass, do we not?”


  “I suppose,” Dacien said.


  “Good. Let me…” and the rest of the minotaur’s answer was lost in a sigh as the human took the nubbin of flesh in his mouth. “Yes…” Teodor hissed. “Perhaps this trip will not be so tedious, after all…” Teodor carefully, slowly undressed the human. “This,” he said in a low voice, “is not for a lesson, Dacien-Apprentice. This is for the sheer pleasure of the thing itself. Yes,” he said, as the now-naked human repositioned himself on the furred thighs of the minotaur, taking the other nipple on Teodor’s firmly muscled chest. The minotaur just moaned softly, and held the human to him tightly. “Yes,” the minotaur murmured. “Harder. Aahh!”


  Dacien let his hands wander over the hard flesh of the minotaur. The tickle of fur against his skin was arousing; the soft pine-resin smell was intoxicating, and exciting. He rubbed himself up against the larger minotaur, tracing the muscles under the pelt up, from groin to chest, from chest to the neck, and up to the minotaur’s bovine face, and then up to the cheek, and eye, and finally to the tightly angled horns. “Be careful,” Teodor said, holding his head still. “The points are sharp – very.” Teodor let out a low sound – not quite a lowing, but there was no mistaking the pleasure in it. Dacien could feel the minotaur hardening, his shaft lengthening and expanding. The human spread his legs, and let it ride between the cheeks of his ass. He could feel his pulse quicken in anticipation…


  Anticipation of being fucked? Somewhere in the back of his mind, something howled in protest, but he ignored it. Teodor was waiting – waiting for him, and he sighed in completion as he welcomed Teodor into him. His own soft moans joined the minotaur’s as they completed the rituals of pleasure together.


  Between interludes of relaxed lovemaking, Teodor tested Dacien’s ability to sense magic, and discovered that, although the human couldn’t seem to cast spells, he could empower them, almost precisely opposite to working as a lens who served as the focus for another mage’s spell; Dacien could serve as the power behind it, allowing Teodor to concentrate on the spell itself. Dacien could sense spells too, although – and this baffled the minotaur – he couldn’t actually tell what the spell was doing. He could tell the strength, and the direction, and sometimes he could even tell where the spell was, and he got the overwhelming sense of Teodor with it – a cool refreshing grayness that pervaded everything the minotaur did – but he couldn’t tell warming spell from a waterproofing spell.


  “Very well,” Teodor said that evening. “Dacien, you have my permission to use your ability to sense magic as you wish. But nothing beyond that. We will encounter the Lord of Tongs, who is an Ouroborous mage, and… I’d like to see what you sense of him.”


  “But not to touch him or his spells, of course,” Dacien said.


  “Yes.”


  “I understand, Master.”


  “Yes…” said Teodor. “And… there is another thing, Dacien-Apprentice.”


  “Yes, Master?”


  The gray minotaur sighed. “It is not customary to address a slave with a name.”


  “I know, Master,” Dacien said. “But…”


  “It would cause complications while we are with Ouroborous,” Teodor said, overriding him. The minotaur looked at Dacien. “I am not asking you to surrender your name to me, not today, but I am asking that I may call you, until we are back at Mistingrise or House Wide, by a less controversial appellation.”


  Dacien looked away. “Master,” he said.


  “I know,” Teodor said. “It is a much bigger thing than the collar and leash you have accepted. A name is the core of identity and ego. To surrender it is a terrifying thing, and requires trust – great trust, and I hope to earn that level of trust. I do not imagine I have it now.”


  “I trust you, Master,” Dacien said. “It’s just…”


  “There is trust and trust,” Teodor said. “I do not ask you to surrender your name. For the next few days of weeks, I will know you are Dacien. But for your safety, I will call you Slave.”


  “Not… not even Apprentice?” whispered Dacien.


  “Again, it is not customary for a minotaur to take a human as an apprentice, although… it is not unheard of. There is… precedent,” Teodor said, “but it is not precedent I care to remind anyone of just yet. I am not ready for my Clan – or our allies – to know that I have chosen a human as apprentice. There are reasons, historical and tedious, why this will be a problem and I propose to deal with them by first making you my Apprentice, and then presenting it as a done deed.”


  “It’s easier to ask forgiveness than permission,” Dacien said.


  The minotaur considered for a moment. “Apt, but…” the minotaur looked a little concerned. “I approve of initiative, Dacien-Apprentice, I do, but… the more I think about that, the more I think it is a maxim to be applied with great restraint.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  

  The next day’s travel was much the same; Teodor working small spells, and seeing how Dacien sensed them, and asking if Dacien could sense anything else – the breeze, for example, or the earth beneath them, or a stream they were crossing. Only once did Dacien feel something, a long thin river of power – too clear and clean to be a spell, and when he described it to Teodor, the minotaur just shook his head. “Yes,” he’d said, “there is something like that there, but… it’s not something…”


  Then Teodor had looked at Dacien thoughtfully, and Dacien knew, just knew, that the minotaur had thought of something, and Dacien also knew that Teodor wouldn’t discuss it until he’d finished thinking about it. The minotaur kept asking questions, though, asking what different spells felt like, or trying to see if Dacien could distinguish one from another. “Your gifts are still developing,” the minotaur had said. “It may be that although you have difficulty today, you may find yourself able to do this tomorrow. And… your gifts are unusual, without precedent, to my knowledge, although I do wish to spend some time in the council archives. It is most frustrating to be denied the resources of the Council when, for the first time, I truly need them!”


  “But you’ll be back, Master, after this, won’t you?”


  The minotaur threw a sharp glance at Dacien. “Dacien-Apprentice, if I shared what I now know about your burgeoning magics, the Council would order your death as the path of prudence. They would see clearly the danger you pose, and, although they would agree that we might learn much about magic from you, they would not consider that learning to balance the threat. Nor would I disagree with them on that.”


  “But,” started the human, growing cold. “You said…”


  “The difference is that I do not consider you a threat,” Teodor said, reassuringly. “I have come to know you, and I judge you are not such a danger. And, since you were given to my keeping as an official Council act – by Lord Chimes, guided by his own gifted percipience, I must act as I think best for Clan and Council, and… what that you said earlier? Simpler to beg forgiveness than obtain permission?”


  “It’s a human saying,” Dacien said.


  “It is an alarming phrase,” said Teodor. “And yet, here, it would seem to apply. So, then, Dacien-Apprentice. Have I made sufficiently clear how inconvenient it would be if anyone – anyone – were to have an idea of what your waking gifts are? I do not wish to defend my actions to the Council until you are confirmed as a mage. Until that point, the Council can order any action it deems prudent in regard to you.”


  “A human can be confirmed as a mage? Master?”


  Teodor didn’t say anything for a few moments, clearly considering just what to say. “That condition will not bar you from confirmation, Dacien-Apprentice.” The minotaur glanced out the window, and sighed. “I won’t dissemble, Dacien-Apprentice, I do not like armies, nor battles, nor even the day-to-day work of soldiery. Armies are loud, confused, and full of interruptions while one is working, bringing yetmore work, or worse, tedious papers to sign, send, read, full of obfuscatory admonitions and vague prescriptions…” The minotaur trailed off. “And that is as one of its masters. How much more unpleasant would it be to be enrolled in such an enterprise as a soldier?”


  “Not that bad,” Dacien said. “At least, not on the Imperial side.”


  “And after they are defeated and enslaved?”


  “Well, they won’t be in the army anymore, Master.”


  Teodor just stared at the human for a long, long time. “I am not certain if you meant that seriously, or as jest,” he said finally.


  “Being in the army is often like that.”


  Teodor merely shook his head, and went back to staring out the window, watching the road drift by.


  

  Xarsen turned out to be a small town, if only by minotaur standards, and Dacien had only a brief view of it. The carriage pulled into a small inn, and Teodor snapped the leash onto Dacien’s collar. It took him only a moment with the innkeeper to get a private suite – the finest such in Xarsen, the huffing minotaur proprietor promised. After the unbelievable luxury of Mistingrise and House Wide, the much plainer three-room suite suited Dacien well. The linens were still finer than Imperial fabrics, and the feather-beds (and cushions!) luxurious, but it was, at least, luxurious to Imperial standards, not the much more expansive minotaur ones. The walls were whitewashed wood, the floor made of old polished planks the color of old honey. The rooms did have the ingenious minotaur indoor privies and tubs, but at least they were old. Clean, but old. Dacien felt far more comfortable here than he had before.


  Teodor seemed not to even notice, giving curt orders that dinner be brought up. The gray minotaur ate quickly, and then started for the door, and stopped. He walked back over to Dacien, picked up the leash, and looped it around a chair. “There. Technically, Dacien, having the leash looped is as if I were holding it – you need not obey or notice others.” Teodor loosed it, and handed it back the human. “If anyone enters the suite, loop it like that, and you won’t be troubled. Do… stay within our rooms here, please.”


  “That’s… yes, thank you.”


  Teodor snorted. “Yes, it is sort of odd, I suppose.” He headed back towards the door. “I’m going out; I’ll probably be back in an hour or three. Oh. See if you can track me. The range won’t be that far, and it may not be difficult, or it might be very hard. We’ll see.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  Teodor smiled briefly at his apprentice. “I am sorry these first few days of ours have been so interrupted. You, my apprentice, are my highest priority and my most vital task… but these other matters, too, must be dealt with.”


  “Yes, I know.”


  “Thank you,” sighed the minotaur, stepping out of the door, and letting it close on a suddenly emptier room. Dacien stood, leash in hand, staring at the door. Just seven days ago – just – he’d let Teodor fuck him. Seven days. One week later, he was wearing a leash, and expected to sit on command. He laughed, a harsh sound, in the room. And he would, he knew. If – when – Teodor walked back through that door, picked up the leash, and said, ‘Sit,’ he would.


  “How,” he breathed, barely audible even to himself. How had that happened? It seemed so… impossible. On one hand Teodor was promising him – had promised! – to make him an apprentice mage; teach him magic, make him a mage – somehow, although Dacien still didn’t understand how that could work. Minotaurs treated humans like… like… talking dogs. Good for menial service, good for repetitive drudgery, but not much else. He didn’t see how minotaurs would or could ever accept a human as a mage, much less when being a mage seemed to coincide with clan rank.


  The minotaur was clearly concerned that the upcoming battle – humans against minotaurs – would upset him, or… something. Try to rejoin the Imperial Army? The army that had sent him and his fellows to certain death or capture as a feint? No. Whatever loyalty he’d felt to the Empire was really just loyalty to his friends. Some of whom, even now, were slaves, working in mines, houses, fields, wherever the minotaurs needed them. More of whom, he thought, were dead, killed in the battle or butchered afterwards by the minotaur’s wolven allies. Sliced up and dried as jerky. He couldn’t help them, not now, maybe not even if he were to become a mage. But maybe he could, too.


  Dacien twitched in remembrance of smoke-pork smell he’d marched away from at Mog Ford, and the wolven watching him as he’d limped off with the other prisoners. What had they thought? That Teodor had cheated them? That those last few human survivors were lucky? Unlucky? Only spared temporarily?


  And was that about to happen to this new army? A moment ago, he’d felt nothing for them, his loyalty to the Empire worn away by apathy, the outright deception and sacrifice of his friends – and himself. But… what about the soldiers?


  The men? What would happen to them when the Ouroborous army and the Lycaili forces met? Of course, Dacien knew pretty much what would happen… he’d been through it once already. Unless it went differently. With that with that many minotaurs, Dacien was expecting a grim repeat of the disaster at Mog Ford. But if they had mages… he didn’t think his army had been equipped with mages. Maybe they knew something the minotaurs didn’t? It seemed reasonable, as Dacien thought about it. The human generals knew as well as the minotaurs just what was and was not a favorable battle, and they wouldn’t seek an unfavorable one, not with the real army. Would they?


  If the humans won, then he – Dacien – would be free to return to the Empire. He could live with that. And if… the minotaurs won, then… then he’d continue to be here, with Teodor. Lord Fog. Master. And that… he could live with that, too. In fact, the longer he thought about it, the more he thought that maybe, just maybe, that was the path he’d prefer.


  He’d prefer to live as a slave to a minotaur, held on a leash, commanded to sit, stay, heel, wait… even beg. Where was his pride? Was that what Teodor had meant, that a human mage wouldn’t be a problem, because by that time he’d be so totally under Teodor’s control that… that he wouldn’t even be him anymore? Only… that just didn’t seem like what the minotaur would do. Or mean. Or look towards. That moment, in Ruus’s office, when Teodor had seemed almost giddy, telling him he wasn’t a mere slave, but an apprentice. His Apprentice. That he, Dacien, would be a mage.


  Except… the more he saw of minotaurs, the more that Teodor explained, the less likely it seemed that a human could be one.


  Dacien was still turning that over and over in his mind when he heard steps and the door opening; he looped his leash quickly around the bedpost.


  Entering were his Master, and another minotaur, with a deep golden pelt and wearing dull brown clothes. His horns, however, were long – long enough that he had to twist his head sideways to enter – they had to extend at least three feet from his head in each direction, and they were tipped with gold. Lord Fog’s were short, wickedly sharp and pointed, but close to the head. These were…


  Of clan Ouroborous, Dacien guessed. The golden minotaur glanced once around the room – and Dacien felt his eyes linger on him for just a moment.


  “Hardly up to your usual standards, Te.”


  The gray minotaur shrugged. “It’s what was here. It’s far better than my accommodations at Mog Ford were.” He turned. “I don’t have a tent.”


  “You don’t…” the golden minotaur shook his head. “Te. That’s so…”


  “The power came on me early,” Teodor said, almost apologetically. “I had to get it under control. And by the time I had, all my agemates had already left Tancresos. And I had… duties. Taking over for Lord Ember. I suppose I could have gone back, but…”


  “It would be hard to move from being Lord of Lycaili to a cadet?”


  “Yes,” admitted Teodor. “In retrospect, I wish I’d taken the time, or… or perhaps gone to Zargalos. If you would have accepted me.”


  “Zargalos is a much harder school than Tancresos,” the other said.


  Teodor shrugged. “I could have been anonymous there, simply a washwater-gray minotaur named Teodor. I could hardly do that at Tancresos.”


  “Truth,” said the other. “You brought a lens, I see.”


  “He is in training; I do not expect him to be of magical assistance to me on campaign,” Teodor said dismissively. “But he’s at that sensitive part of his schooling… I did not want to leave him alone.”


  “So give him to Lord Chimes.”


  “I do not want another using him; I wish him to answer only to my hand.”


  “I never thought you were that sort,” the golden minotaur said, almost disapprovingly. “You sound like some of the olders of my clan.”


  “Do I?” asked Teodor, softly. “Well. My reasoning is different, I think. I do not think of a human lens as an interchangeable and replaceable tool. He is mine, I have trained him, and I have a responsibility to see that he is maintained properly. Slaves are entitled…”


  “To shelter, food, security, yes,” the other said. “It’s just an odd way to do that. I thought you were against using humans as lenses?”


  Teodor stiffened; Dacien could see it, although he wasn’t sure if the other minotaur could. The motion was subtle, little more than a hesitancy in the graceful stride of the minotaur, but unmistakable nevertheless. “I was,” the reply came, the hesitation gone. “My opinion is now different. I would certainly welcome a better solution, of course. All my objections to the practice stand.”


  “But?”


  “What changed your mind?”


  “I have become convinced the alternatives are worse,” Teodor said. “Using a human as a lens seems the least unpleasant path. As I said, I’d happily adopt a superior plan. Pardon me, Luzeil, but… this really isn’t what I expected to be discussing.”


  The gold minotaur grimaced. “Te, please call me Tongs. Or Luz. I…”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “I’m sorry. It’s… partly that… well, I wasn’t Lord Fog the last time. It makes me feel… very strange, to be here. As if I’m someone else. As if you’re someone else. We aren’t of course.”


  “We are,” the other minotaur said.


  Teodor’s expression grew still. “That’s a disturbing thing to say, Luz. In… in what way?”


  “We’re both more than we were, and… you’re hiding something from me, Teodor. And… it’s my duty to find out what it is, before I let you into camp.” The golden minotaur’s face turned towards Dacien. “What is that, Teodor?”


  “My business as Lord Fog. A human, come into magic, placed in my hands to train.”


  “You said you’d never take one.”


  “Never,” said Teodor, “is a long time.”


  “Your views on human mages haven’t changed enough for you to do so.”


  “Not willingly, no.”


  “Explain yourself, Teodor Lord Fog Lycaili.”


  “You are being… difficult,” said Teodor, after a moment.


  “And you are diverting the conversation, Lord Fog.”


  The gray minotaur nodded, and sat down. “You are aware that Lord Chimes has an unusual gift.”


  “Percipience. Yes.”


  Teodor shrugged. “He had a presentiment, that this human should be in my care. And he so ordered, as Council Speaker. I am Lord Fog; I am duty-bound to obey the Council. And… it is hard to argue with a presentiment. There is no logic, no understanding, nothing to argue. Lord Chimes has had a glimpse of the future, and the most beneficial future pairs this human with me. To override Lord Chimes on such a matter would require a Council vote, and… to what point? We all know Lord Chimes, if he says such-and-such a path must be taken, then so it is. I would lose the vote, zero to eleven.


  “I see. And… pardon me, Lord Fog, but I’ll just come out and say it. I know you’re smarter than I am.” The golden minotaur paused.


  “I am?”


  “You, Lord Fog, are the most brilliant minotaur I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing,” Luzeil said sincerely. “I learned more about magic from you in two years than I learned during my entire apprenticeship. And you weren’t even Lord Fog.”


  “Well,” said Teodor. “I chose to put off my mastership trial.”


  “Yes, I know about that. Now.”


  “You do?” Teodor said, sounding displeased.


  “Yes. You left… abruptly. To return to Lord Ember, who retired from public life at that time.”


  “Yes.” Lord Fog’s voice had the clear tone of finality to it that indicated he did not intend to continue the conversation.


  “You must understand, this caused some curiosity. You were clearly ready for your mastership trials, indeed, it was clear to the Lord of Bones that you would be well-suited to give mastership trials.”


  “I’m pleased to hear he thought so well of me,” Teodor said after a moment. “But I fail to see how…”


  “So it was very odd that you retreated for studies with a now-retired mage.”


  “He still had much to teach me,” Teodor said. “If there is a point to this discussion – which I admit is personally painful to me, I would ask you reach it quickly.”


  “It is thought by some – not I, I should say – that you manipulated and used Lord Ember during that time.”


  “A lie,” Teodor said.


  “Then you have a different explanation?”


  “I owe Ouroborous no explanation,” Teodor said. “And I see no reason to provide one.”


  “Anthante – forgive me, but you did ask for blunt – and Orox fear you might… affect their minds. If you would do such a thing to your mentor.”


  “I did not do so,” said Teodor, stiffly. “I trust that is satisfactory?”


  “To me. Not to Anthante and Orox.”


  Teodor was silent for a moment. “If my word of honor is insufficient, even when vouched for by another mage…”


  “Don’t, Teodor,” warned Luzeil. “I know you can appear honest even when lying. I know I can’t vouch for you as another mage might, because…”


  “I see. Then can you vouch for me as Luzeil, and is that…”


  “They demand I vouch for you as the Lord of Tongs.”


  “So exactly how may I satisfy you, My Lord of Tongs?”


  “Tell me the truth. I’m certain there’s an honorable explanation, I just need to hear it.”


  “I want your word that the story goes no further – on your word and theirs – than your fellow mages. As of now. That it will not be committed to paper, nor passed down to apprentices, or even shared with new Lords. I will make my explanation, and then – I want it forgotten and lost.”


  “I will hear the story under that condition, but I do not know that it will satisfy my honor to do so,” Luzeil replied.


  “If it do not, then I want your word to share it with nobody, ever. And you may contact Lord Chimes to tell them I am not acceptable as a liaison.”


  “Agreed,” said the other minotaur.


  “Lord Ember fell to a sudden attack of dementia,” Teodor said. “My extended apprenticeship was in fact the first part of my Council service, for his magic remained intact.” Gray eyes closed. “We – I – wanted to spare him and his memory that knowledge. Only the Lycaili Council knew. Knows. We wanted to leave him… the dignity we could.” Gray eyes opened again, and Teodor took a deep breath.


  “Does that satisfy you? Is your curiosity satisfied? Do you want the details of how a truly great minotaur…” Teodor broke off. “No. I am sorry. You do not inquire out of prurience.”


  “I do not,” the golden minotaur said. “We… your secret was well kept. Of all the scenarios discussed, that was not one of them.”


  “Good,” said Teodor, with a finality. “Is the Lord of Tongs satisfied?”


  “He is,” Luzeil said, and sat in one of the chairs. “Luz, on the other hand…”


  “What?” asked Teodor, as if he didn’t trust himself to say more than that.


  “You left.”


  Teodor turned away. “I left,” he echoed. “Without saying a word, without sending word, without… yes. The immediate departure without explanation I can lay on Lord Chimes, for so he commanded. That I did not send word… I did not trust myself to write you. It… it was not an easy time for me, Luz. I’m sorry. And then… I was Lord Fog. At the time of those border incidents. Do you remember?”


  “Oh. That was when you were recognized… yes. I do.” Luzeil turned his head slightly, until a golden horn tapped the wall. “You were behind them, then?”


  Teodor looked up. “I? Personally?”


  “No, I mean your Clan.”


  “Not that I was told,” Teodor said. “And I think I would have been, given the situation. I’d – we’d – assumed it was Ourobouros, but if you’re asking me…”


  “Well, somebody fooled us good, then,” Luzeil said, reminiscing.


  “Nearly!” said Teodor, more angrily.


  “Calm down, calm down. It was long ago.”


  “It was,” Teodor said, but without the other’s calm. It sounded almost brooding, and Dacien started, realizing he’d forgotten to, as Teodor had asked, try to keep track of him while the gray minotaur was gone. He extended his senses, now, something that seemed that much easier every time he did it. The golden minotaur exuded a powerful sense of fragrant smoke, a spicy and almost tantalizing aroma, but the cool gray chill of Teodor overwhelmed it easily. It was harder to follow their conversation, but not too much harder. Interestingly, the feel of their magic changed subtly as they talked.


  “I wasn’t sure what to think, when Lord Chimes told me you were coming,” Luzeil continued, the black-smoke-spice rushing out into the cool gray. “I hoped… and then you showed up at camp this evening. I was hoping…”


  “That I’d come back to you?” asked Teodor, very quietly. “If only I could, Luz.”


  “But you haven’t,” the other minotaur said regretfully.


  “I have responsibilities,” Teodor said, and Dacien could hear – and feel, in that strange gray chill, too, the pain in his words. “The thing is impossible. A Lord of Lycaili, and a Lord of Ourobouros? Bad enough Lycaili and Ourobouros, but lords? I don’t have to ask you to resign, and come to Mistingrise. You wouldn’t.”


  “And you wouldn’t resign, and come to Labryrinth, would you?”


  “Would you respect me if I did?”


  “Yes,” Luzeil said intensely. “I would.”


  “And would the other Lords? Or would the whispers start, that I’d entranced you as I entranced Lord Ember, that you were my eyes, ears, hands in Ourobouros, that my true loyalty was to Lycaili, that I was secretly plotting your downfall?”


  “No,” said Luzeil.


  The gray minotaur just smiled, sadly. “Ah. You still haven’t figured out my trick, have you?”


  “No,” the golden one said again. “I haven’t. You’re right.”


  “I’m sorry,” Teodor said. “And… I couldn’t leave my clan, anymore than you could. Before I was Lord Fog, I might have dreamed that I could but now, that I am, that… my clan depends on me, I know I could never do it. I’m sorry again, for thinking I could.”


  “Oh, I knew you wouldn’t,” Luzeil said more briskly. “I never took that seriously. I knew you meant it, I just knew… it would change.”


  “Ah,” said Teodor. “Good. That… that was one of the things, the many things, that was bothering me. I… I wasn’t sure what I felt, when Ruus said you were the army.”


  “I’d hope that would please you!”


  “It scared me, actually,” Teodor admitted. “I almost told Ruus to send Lord Winter, that I was too tired after dealing with the weather.”


  “Really?”


  “Almost. I couldn’t do it, though.”


  “Why not?”


  “I have recently had a lesson – a series of lessons, actually – about integrity. I would have been ashamed of myself to avoid you.”


  “You?” Luzeil asked almost incredulously. “You found someone with more… integrity than YOU? I’m astounded! Who is this paragon? Is it Osaze? I’d heard you and he were together.”


  Teodor said nothing, and finally Luzeil continued. “Well. You deserve someone… like that. Osaze is… respected in Ourobouros.”


  “I am not with Osaze in that sense,” Teodor said, “although he would be a fine mate. But he is not ready for that, and…” Teodor paused.


  “And?”


  “The next time I see my friend with the integrity, I will make a very particular point of telling him that I now deeply understand just how incredibly hard it was to make the admissions he made to me. I’m not sure I have the same strength.”


  Dacien wanted to shout out, you do, but he didn’t.


  “You obviously want to tell me,” Luzeil said lightly.


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “I would not be with Osaze because the one I long to be with is you, Luz. Still. Always. However impossible it is.” The gray minotaur smiled.


  Luzeil just stared at Teodor. “I’m sorry, Teodor,” he said. “It is impossible.”


  “I know,” agreed Teodor.


  “I’m with Jervais. You know that, don’t you?”


  “I know,” Teodor repeated. “And I wish you – and he – great joy. I would actually like to meet him, sometime.”


  Luzeil shook his head. “You’d like him. You have a great heart, Te. I can’t believe there’s room in it only for me.”


  Teodor smiled. “I’m certain I would like him.”


  The golden minotaur glanced back at the bed, and sighed. “I don’t suppose…”


  “It would not be a good idea,” Teodor said. “I offered you the bath.”


  “And I promised to help bring your stuff. So… you pack.”


  “I haven’t unpacked,” Teodor admitted. “I just came in, and went out again.”


  “So that’s just decorative,” Luzeil said, pointing towards Dacien.


  “A feral,” Teodor said. “But a quick learner. He came from Mog Ford.”


  “You broke a human mage to the leash in… what, ten days?”


  “Eight days, and… he’s only been a mage for,” and Teodor was quiet for a moment. “Seven days, yes.”


  “You broke…”


  “Enough,” said Teodor. “He’s at a sensitive point in his training, and I do not want to leave an uncontrolled mage alone.”


  “No,” Luzeil agreed. “Of course not.” He stared at Dacien, who quickly lowered his eyes. “He’s not used to a leash, is he?”


  “Of course not,” snapped Teodor. “Didn’t I just tell you he was feral nine days ago?”


  “And still a little bit feral, I would imagine.”


  “Of course he is,” said Teodor.


  “Doesn’t know how to behave on a leash.”


  “He knows the basics,” said Teodor. “Which is all he’ll need. I have no intentions of showing him. Ever.”


  “That’s what you think. Anthante is an enthusiast. Even if you don’t put your slave here through his paces, Anthante will still want to talk shop with you.”


  “Oh,” groaned Teodor.


  “Ever been to a show?”


  “No. Nor a fight. Orox still…”


  “Yes. It’s how they met, actually.”


  “Oh,” groaned Teodor again.


  “S’not so bad,” Luzeil said, with a grin. “Takes the edge off Anthante, when Orox is done with him. He’s practically friendly, afterwards.”


  “The point to the leash was to make certain he wasn’t bothered,” Teodor said, teeth gritted. “Go. Take your bath,” and he pointed to the washroom.


  Luzeil rose gracefully, and his clothes – fell off him as the non-scent of fragrant smoke billowed out from him. “There,” he said. Dacien, eyes down, glanced quickly up – trusting that Luzeil would be watching Teodor. The minotaur was golden, from the fringe around his hooves up his massive legs to an orderly golden snarl of pelt around his penis. His stomach was flat, almost concave, with a hint of the muscle beneath it obscured by the soft golden pelt. His chest was massive; huge pectorals limned in the fine gold fur that covered all of him. The bovine head was – as Dacien had expected – looking straight at Teodor, the horns reflecting yet more gold from the candles in the room.


  “Am I…”


  “Yes,” Teodor said, interrupting. “Do not tease me, Luz. Please.”


  The golden minotaur dropped his pose, and walked into the washroom. The door closed, and a moment later, the soft sound of running water started.


  And faded, in a blast of gray chill, to silence.


  “Dacien-Apprentice,” Teodor said. “We will join the Ourobouros force tonight; I have been invited to stay in Luz’s tent, and I have accepted. You will stay there, too, tonight. The army is where it should be, and we will be staying tomorrow. After that… we will see. I had thought to keep you with me in camp, but… that may not be the wisest course of action.”


  “Shows, Master?” Dacien said.


  The minotaur sighed. “Yes. Humans are exhibited, judged in their form and obedience. It is not something I participate in, nor something you will have to endure.”


  “Fights, Master?”


  Teodor frowned. “They are not permitted in Lycaili. But other clans will match humans – usually feral humans – against one another in combat. Injuries are common, and the losing human often suffers some predetermined punishment for losing, as an incentive to win. It is a barbarous and dishonorable practice.”


  “That both Orox and Anthante indulge in. Master.”


  “Yes.” The minotaur glanced at the washroom door. “I did not know that Orox was involved in bloodsports. Or perhaps he wasn’t, when I knew him. Or perhaps he hid it, knowing that I felt strongly about them.” Teodor shrugged. “It matters not at all to me. I do not want either of those two near you.”


  “No, Master,” agreed Dacien. “I… I know what Lord Tongs feels like.”


  “The Lord of Tongs,” Teodor corrected. “Feels like?”


  “His magic, I mean. It’s… like smoke. Spicy smoke. It smells… well, earthy, with a sting to it. It’s hard to describe, but it’s… well, distinctive.” Something made Dacien blurt out, “Very male,” in addition.


  “Yes,” agreed Teodor, looking at him carefully. “He’s… hmmm. Could you tell if he tried to do something, do you think?”


  “Like when he dropped his clothes off?”


  “That… yes. You’re saying you can, then.”


  “Yes, Master. Clearly. It’s… well, I can.”


  “Isn’t that interesting,” said Teodor, more to himself. “Do you know what his signature is?”


  “No, Master.


  “It’s the scent of smoke. Everything gets… infused with heavy, spicy smoke. And… do you smell any smoke now?”


  “No, Master. But…”


  “I’m right, I’m certain of it,” Teodor said, with a satisfied smile. “That’s your signature, Apprentice.”


  “What?”


  “You suppress our signatures. Nothing went gray at Osaze’s house – well, not counting the incident, which was clearly a special case. You’ve been suppressing my signature ever since that carriage ride. And Trand’s. And Lord Chimes. And now… the Lord of Tongs. Excellent.”


  Teodor grinned. “Do you remember when I told you I was a particularly glorious roan?”


  “Vaguely…”


  “I’m going to be roan again!” Teodor said with a broad smile. “Maybe.” The smile dropped. “It’s a strong possibility, anyway. Have I mentioned how much I hate washwater gray?”


  “Several times, Master.”


  Teodor snorted. “Heh. I could have color in my house again, and not just the tiles. I could read books without having the ink bleach away.”


  “All good things, Master.”


  “Yes, well,” Teodor said, visibly getting control of himself. “If I’m right. If. I might be wrong. Not that I think I’m entirely wrong, but… some aspect of your signature is the suppression of others. There might be more to it than that.”


  “That doesn’t sound bad to me, Master.”


  “Bad?” said Teodor. “Most mages hate their signature. The bells drive Lord Chimes wild. I hate the bleaching I cause. The Lord of Tongs doesn’t even smell the smoke anymore… but when we get to his tent, you’ll see what I mean. Yours is… wonderful, both in that it isn’t some awful curse you just have to live with, and… will make you a very popular guest with most mages, trust me.”


  “Thank you, Master.”


  “And if that’s not enough…” Teodor paused. “No. I still am not sure of that. We must experiment, verify. But…”


  “Can’t you tell me?”


  “Noooo,” said Teodor. “The problem is, if I tell you, then… it shapes your expectations. So much of magic is subjective. If I’m wrong, I could confuse you and your perceptions and that in turn would shape what you do, and it would take much longer to back out of a bad guess. Guessing is very bad in magic, very bad indeed. A guess can shape what you see to the point where you see what you want.”


  “I’m not sure I understand that,” Dacien said, after a moment.


  “You needn’t, not yet. All right. I need to release the spell of quiet,” and the hush that had gripped the room faded, replaced by the sounds of insects, and some splashing from the next room. “There aren’t, unfortunately, baths in camp.”


  “That’s fine,” Dacien said. “There aren’t any in an Imperial army either.”


  Teodor shook his head. “It won’t matter, Dac… ah. Hmmm. It won’t matter. I am a water-affined mage. I can rig something up for us.”


  “I’m actually more concerned about being cold, Master.”


  Teodor shook his head. “I have a spell for that, too,” he said. “Years with Lord Ember.”


  The door swung open, and Luzeil walked out, toweling himself off vigorously. “Years with Lord Ember? Is that the punchline of a joke?”


  Teodor waved a hand languidly, and the water – streamed – out of the other’s fur. “No. It was a question about temperature.”


  “Elegant,” said Luzeil, watching the water pool around his hooves. “Talking isn’t allowed on-leash, though.” Luzeil walked over to Dacien. “It’s not going to work. You should have left him with one of your fellows.”


  “Lord Chimes had a presentiment,” Teodor said tonelessly. “I have to have him.”


  “Why you?”


  “If I knew that, perhaps I wouldn’t have to have him,” Teodor said. “And… his name is Dacien.”


  “Name…” Luzeil shook his head. “He still responds to his name? And you’re dragging him around on a leash? Are you crazy?” The golden minotaur’s voice edged up, and up, and up, until the sound echoed off the walls. “Are you crazy?”


  “Don’t shout at me,” Teodor said, “or him. My Lord of Tongs. This human is mine, and you will not shout at him, nor offer him threat, nor even the suggestion of such.”


  “I…” Luzeil fell silent. “This is… he’s totally feral, isn’t he. And he’s a mage. You’ve got a feral mage following you around.”


  “You could describe the situation that way, if you wanted to be alarmist.”


  “I, too, have responsibilities, Lord Fog!” He pointed at Dacien. “That is…”


  “Mine,” Teodor said again. “Mine.” Teodor closed his eyes for a moment. “Very well. My Lord of Tongs, you will either assist me in keeping Dacien-Human concealed in your camp, or you will inform Lord Chimes that I am not acceptable as liaison. And you will not mention – to anyone – that this feral mage human still has a name. Ever. To anyone. I warn you, though, Lord Winter cannot be here sooner than sixteen days, and we have no other air-affined mages.”


  “He will not enter Ourobouros lands.”


  “I will not bring a feral human mage into Ourobouros lands, nor knowingly permit such a thing,” agreed Teodor.


  Luzeil looked at Dacien. “A mage. You are so… well. It’s your business. Yours and Lord Chimes, I suppose. You’re the only one I know crazy enough to try something like this.”


  Teodor shrugged nonchalantly. “I do not need to defend myself or my actions to you, My Lord of Tongs. But to calm you, please remember that he is still an uncontrolled mage. His powers are not yet manifest. He has had, so far, a single session as a lens. And he will not have another, not until this is over, simply because I do not have the time. Does that reassure you, somewhat?”


  “I can’t believe you let him keep his name,” Luzeil said.


  “It was a spur of the moment decision, much like telling you what it was,” Teodor said. “Sometimes one must trust one’s intuition.”


  “Percipience is not your gift.”


  “I did not speak of percipience, but intuition. I think it was the right decision. Besides…”


  “Besides what?”


  “He has the option of surrendering his name to me.”


  Luzeil stared at Teodor for a moment, and then laughed. “Ah. I see. That explains everything. Sure, I’ll help you. Why not?” Teodor just looked at him questioningly. “You are crazy,” the gold minotaur explained calmly. “Totally, absolutely, mad. What chance do I have against that?”


  Teodor sighed. “Thank you, Luz. Besides…”


  “Do I want to know?”


  “Sometimes intuition does supply a right answer.”


  Moving from the inn to the Ourobouros camp was, between the two mages, simple. Teodor’s (and by extension, Dacien’s) luggage consisted of a single chest, and the Ourobouros mage simply gestured at it, and it hoisted into the air, and followed them the mile or so down the road to the camp itself. The Lord of Tongs had no trouble passing the sentry, even with Teodor and Dacien. Dacien felt exposed, naked but for leash and sandals (he hadn’t asked if he could wear them, and neither Teodor nor Luzeil had commented). He did draw a glance or two from minotaurs, both in town and now in camp, but he was ignored other than that. If that was due to the leash, then he was grateful for it. Somehow, though, wearing the leash in front of minotaurs – rather than other humans – was easier. Dacien wasn’t sure why, but… the intense sense of humiliation he’d felt back at House Wide was lacking.


  Once he’d gotten used to the almost contradictory sensation of warmth that emanated from Teodor’s spell – which came along with Teodor’s usual gray chill – Dacien realized that the ‘chill’ sensation had nothing to do with temperature. Still, if he wasn’t paying close attention, it was easy to confuse them. Here and there, he could sense the spiced smoke scent of Luzeil’s – the Lord of Tongs’s – various spells.


  Most of the minotaurs in the camp – almost all longhorns, like Luzeil, ignored all of them, but two came toward them with intent. Dacien guessed that one of them was the General of the camp, Orox, and the other might be Anthante. They, like the Lord of Tongs, wore fairly simple brown uniforms. Dacien didn’t see any rank insignia, and wondered how the minotaurs could tell who ranked who, and then he wondered if the minotaurs even had ‘rank’ the way an Imperial army might. They had to have something; the force was called an ‘army’ and it was led by ‘generals,’ but he’d never heard Teodor refer to any other ranks.


  He glanced at Teodor, but… he’d have to ask later. The gray minotaur was watching the approach carefully.


  “Tongs!” said the first one – a deep brown pelt mottled with darker, almost black blotches that faded into his pelt. The other, his pelt a light brown stippled with white, shook his head and slowed down. Teodor whispered quietly to Luzeil. “Is that General Anthante?”


  “Yes,” the golden minotaur said, quietly.


  “Tongs!”


  “Not very polite,” murmured Teodor.


  “No. He’s not very popular, actually.”


  “Tongs!” The brown minotaur yelled again.


  “General Anthante,” Luzeil said. “I can hear you, General.”


  “Did you get his word? Are you satisfied?”


  “I did, and I am.”


  “As the Lord of Tongs?” insisted Anthante.


  “Yes.”


  “Good,” the minotaur said, and shifted his attention to Teodor, and Dacien. Unlike the other minotaurs Dacien had seen, this one looked at him like… like he was for sale. He risked a peek at Teodor, and saw the gray eyes glittering with anger.


  “Excuse me, My Lord of Tongs,” Teodor said, no hint of that anger seeping into his deep voice. “But we were going to your tent?”


  “So we were, Lord Fog,” Luzeil replied. “This way.”


  “Wait,” Anthante said. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to the mindbender?” Luzeil stiffened, and the white-on-brown one flinched. Dacien felt chill gray start pouring off Teodor, and the gray eyes held only decision.


  “If you are referring to me, General Anthante, I suggest you draw a circle, or retract your last words.”


  “Anthante, apologize to our guest,” the white-on-brown one said, with an undertone of urgency.


  “Allow me, as the Lord of Tongs, to say what a remarkably prudent course of action that would be,” Luzeil said quietly.


  The brown-and-black minotaur grimaced. “Huh. Don’t like the truth, eh?”


  “I do not practice coercion,” Teodor said softly. “It is dishonorable. As are your words, when your own mage has attested to you that the slander you accuse me with is merely slander, borne on jealous tongues. Or do you offer him disrespect as well? And, General Anthante, I repeat my request. Draw a circle, or retract your accusation.”


  “I’m not convinced he’s entirely unbiased, Teodor,” said the brown minotaur.


  “I am Lord Fog, and for the last time, General Anthante, draw a circle or apologize.”


  “To a mindbender?”


  “Slave, close your eyes, and cover your ears, please,” Teodor said softly, and Dacien obeyed.


  “Please…” Anthante said, in a biting tone, but his statement was cut off by a curiously muffled boom and a flash of blue-white light that burned Dacien’s eyes even through his closed eyes. The human blinked them open, trying to clear them of the sudden tears. The white-on-brown minotaur had been knocked down, and Luzeil was shaking his head. Where Anthante had been was a smoking pile of… fur? Burnt meat? It was roughly the shape and mass of a minotaur, and… the horns, oddly, looked like they hadn’t suffered any damage at all. Dacien took a step back, stunned, as the stink of burnt flesh and hair assailed his nostrils. The smell reminded him of Mog Ford, and he concentrated on not throwing up.


  “May we proceed to your tent, My Lord of Tongs?” Teodor asked. Luzeil tapped his ears, and shook his head. The gray minotaur nodded, and gestured around the camp, where other minotaur were starting to stare. Luzeil tapped Teodor gently, and made a beckoning motion. The looks and stared turned increasingly hostile as they made their way to Luzeil’s tent. It was bigger than Dacien expected, and a dark hanging screen obscured the back.


  “I can’t believe you did that,” Luzeil said, finally. “That was rash, friend.”


  “He was looking for a confrontation,” Teodor said, after a moment.


  “I don’t think he was looking for that.”


  “Undoubtedly not,” said Teodor. “But why was an Orobouros general looking for a confrontation with the Lycaili liaison in the first place? I confess that worries me greatly.”


  “You don’t look it,” Luz said.


  “Practice,” sighed the gray minotaur. “Far too much practice sitting in council meetings listening to the most rabidly nonsense passing as policy discussion…” he broke off as a knock sounded at the door.


  “Lord Fog! My Lord of Tongs!”


  Teodor nodded at Luzeil’s tilted head, and the golden minotaur called out, “Please come in, General Orox!”


  “I would like an explanation, Lord Fog,” said the white-on-brown minotaur.


  “As would I,” Teodor replied coldly. “Whatever would possess a presumably sensible minotaur to walk up to a clan lord not of their clan, and, after accusing him of practicing mental coercion, ignore a formal challenge three times? I had thought I was a guest here. I had thought I was due some level of courtesy, and quite truthfully, from my previous encounters with Orobouros, I would have told anyone that I would doubtlessly receive as honorable and gracious a welcome as anyone might expect. And this is not by a drunken or battlemad warrior, but a warlord – the second in command of your forces, if I am told correctly. I might be inclined to overlook this boorishness, but I am – as you pointed out, Lord Fog. I am here not as myself, but as a representative of Lycaili, and so the insult is not merely to me, but to my Clan.


  “However,” Teodor continued, “in the interests of political amity, I will overlook the incident. I will not banish you from Lycaili territory. Such is not in the Lycaili interest, nor Orobouros interest, if I judge correctly.”


  “You just killed my second!”


  Teodor was silent for a moment. “He left me no choice, General. You are, as perhaps he was, laboring under the recollection of Teodor the apprentice. I am Lord Fog, and what Teodor was happy to overlook, a clan lord cannot.”


  “You go too far, Lord Fog.”


  “Perhaps we could leave this topic,” Teodor said, “and return to it when both of us are less angry. Because I assure you, General, I am furious that I should be forced to act so upon setting foot in your camp!”


  “Tongs,” started Orox, but the golden minotaur shook his head.


  “We both saw it, Orox,” Luzeil said. “Anthante pushed him. And he’s right. He is Lord Fog, it was an inexcusable thing. If a Lycaili warlord did that to me, I’d… well, I couldn’t hit him with a lightning bolt, but I’d kill him.”


  “No. Contact Lord Chimes, and tell him… I cannot have this one. He is… not acceptable.”


  Teodor sighed, and, for a moment, was looking directly into Dacien’s face. A great gray eye snapped shut and open again – so fast Dacien wasn’t even sure he’d seen it. “General Orox, I… I apologize.”


  “What?” said the white-on-brown minotaur, the quiver of his horns stilling. “You what?”


  “Clearly,” said Teodor. “I must have – inadvertently, please believe me – have offended your second-in-command, General Anthante.”


  “I can’t see how,” Orox said, pausing.


  “Such treatment of me could scarcely be explained any other way,” Teodor said. “So… I apologize. If only General Anthante had explained, I’m quite sure this misunderstanding might have been avoided. Surely you cannot claim it was not a misunderstanding?”


  The General looked like he was working through the double negative carefully before committing himself. “It certainly was a misunderstanding,” he said, finally. “At the very least. I…”


  “No, no,” said Teodor, somberly. “I apologize. I was hasty. I misconstrued General Anthante’s repartee of calling me a mindbender as a serious insult. I’ve never heard it used otherwise, after all.”


  “No,” said General Orox.


  “And he in turn must have misconstrued my formal challenge,” Teodor said. “Unfortunate. I give you my word as Lord Fog, General, I will not permit it to happen again. Can you forgive me, General?”


  “I will consider it,” the General said, after a moment.


  “I can ask nothing more,” Teodor said. “Perhaps… I could leave my slave here, and accompany you to your tent. And we could discuss this in more detail. I know while I was with General Paracelk there were a number of small things his force needed – clean water, dry roads… all straightforward matters for a water-affined mage. Perhaps there are other things. Veils, for example.”


  “I see,” said General Orox. “Yes. Tongs, bring a bottle of brandy. We’ll… discuss this in detail. My tent. Five minutes.”


  “Thank you,” Teodor said, with a slight smile, as the General left the tent.


  “We better follow,” Luzeil said, sounding worried.


  “By and by,” said Teodor calmly. “Is there food here? My human hasn’t eaten.”


  “In the back room,” the golden minotaur said, thoughtfully. “He’s welcome to whatever is there.”


  “Thank you,” said Teodor, and he turned to Dacien, took a step forward, and unfastened the leash. “There. If you need me for any reason, put the leash back on. Hold it in your hand, and go to General Orox’s tent. There is a green flag with a snake swallowing its tail marking it – that flag follows the General, and I will be with him.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “It would be better if it could wait, of course,” Teodor said.


  “I understand, Master,” Dacien said.


  Luzeil sighed. “Since I’ve agreed to help Teodor in this nonsane ruse, the right response to your master, when in company, is simply ‘Yes, Master’. Or ‘No, Master.’ Please don’t get creative.” The golden minotaur glowered at Dacien for a moment. “It’s disturbing.”


  “Thank you for the pointer, Luz,” Teodor said. “If all goes well, I will be back late – very late, and we will likely be marching tomorrow – you’ll be in a baggage cart, of course, don’t worry about it.”


  Luzeil ostentatiously suppressed another shudder. “Te, can we go?”


  The gray minotaur sighed. “Yes. I am sorry, Luz.” Teodor turned around, and followed the other mage out of the tent. “It is that I am being…” and his voice faded. Dacien could feel, however, a chill gray something wrap itself quietly around the tent. The effect might have been his imagination, but he thought the sound from outside the camp was muffled. Apparently, Teodor was not leaving him completelyon his own. Somehow, that made him feel a little better.


  The tent itself was fabric, neatly tied around a complex set of interlocking wood poles. Although it blocked the light almost completely with the fine, dense weave Dacien had seen in other minotaur fabrics, it was nowhere near so thick as Imperial canvas would have been; more the weight of heavy winter gear. The entrance itself was a single panel of fabric, tied against another of the wooden support poles. A second fitted sheet of fabric – not quite so heavy as the exterior – sectioned off the front, from what seemed to be a bigger section. There wasn’t much in this part; a heavier, rougher brown tarp as floor, a small desk that looked like it collapsed, and a couple of chairs that were constructed much as the tent: fabric suspended between poles. Camp furniture, if a little better constructed – and larger – than what Dacien would expect to see in an Imperial camp.


  The door, such as it was, was just another panel of fabric, and Dacien untied it, stepped through, and refastened it. This section was a little larger, but not much. It had room for a pole-and-fabric bed, a table with a number of napkin-covered dishes, a chair, and a rug.


  Facing him and kneeling on the rug in a position that Dacien recognized all too well as sit, was a naked minotaur with a heavy leather collar similar to his own. The minotaur’s pelt was a pristine white mottled with several large black blotches, and his horns – they looked they should have been long, like Luzeil’s horns were, or Anthante’s, or Orox’s. His horns, or what was left of them, started straight out from his head, for about a handlength. At that point, they looked like they had been sawed off, and then the ends rounded off and polished smooth. Something about the truncated horns deeply disturbed him.


  The minotaur’s face lifted slowly into a smile as Dacien looked at him. “Welcome. Are you hungry?”


  “Uh,” said Dacien. “Yes. Yes, I am. Sir.”


  “I am not a Sir to anyone,” the minotaur said quietly, the smile not changing. “Please do not call me such. Both of us could be punished for that.”


  “What should I… are you a… I’m sorry. I don’t want to offend you, but…”


  The minotaur’s shoulders shook in an expression Dacien did not understand. “I am past the point of offense, human. The Lord of Tongs calls me Five and I call him ‘Master.’ It is probably best if you call me Five too, but I am no longer invested in a personal designation.” The minotaur stared at the human for a moment, and then continued. “Yes, I am his slave.”


  “I’m…” started Dacien, and then stopped.


  “Hungry? Not hungry?”


  “A little hungry,” he admitted.


  Dacien was looking directly at Five, and he still didn’t see the minotaur rise; he thought he saw the minotaur moving to the table, though. “What and when did you eat last?”


  “Lunch, sandwiches. Why?”


  “Meat, cheese, bread,” murmured Five. “What would you like? There are apples, black bread – it’s pretty coarse, though. Maybe some cheese… soft? Hard? It’s good with the apples. There’s water, but brandy would be a bad…”


  “I can get that…”


  “Yes, of course you can,” Five said, almost puzzled, and then he stopped. “Ah. That’s what my Master meant. You were… recently captured by Lord Fog?”


  “I was captured about two weeks ago, at Mog Ford. I’ve been with Lord Fog for about… ten days.”


  “Oh,” said Five. The minotaur glanced at the table, and then back at Dacien, and then back at the table. “Would you rather get your food yourself?” The minotaur smiled. “Our masters are both out, and… neither of us have duties. I thought… I was thinking we might get better acquainted. But I was also thinking that… well, that you would be more accustomed to this. Even if you’d never seen a minotaur slave before.”


  “It was that obvious?”


  Five just lifted his hands in a gesture Dacien interpreted as a yes. “I’ve seen the reaction before. There aren’t many minotaur slaves.”


  “How…” and Dacien paused, unsure how to ask the question. “May I ask how a minotaur came to be… in your position?”


  “A slave, you mean,” said Five, shaking his head a little.


  “Well. Yes,” Dacien said uncomfortably.


  Five looked at the table. “Eat, if you’re hungry.”


  “Right,” said Dacien, walking over to the table. Under the first napkin was a plate of precisely cut cheese wedges laid out in the form of an intricate flower arranged around several tiny red-green apples. Another revealed thick cuts of hard-cured sausage. Under another were slices of thick black bread. Dacien took bread and the apples – surprisingly tart – and a bit of the sausage.


  Five watched the human eat for a few minutes. “Enslavement varies by clan; some clans don’t permit it at all, others will use it as a punishment, and others… do it for their own reasons,” he said, after a while. Dacien wondered which one applied to Five. “I haven’t thought about this in a long time,” the minotaur continued. “It was long ago. I’ve had four owners, since…” he fell silent, either thinking or remembering, or deciding what to say. “I was at my clan’s college of war,” he said. “I wasn’t the most outstanding student, but I don’t think I was the worst, either. One day toward the end of my fifth year,” and the minotaur broke off.


  “You wouldn’t know what that means. A minotaur usually goes to a war college, again, usually his clan’s, for five years to become a warrior, and another eight years to be a potential warlord. Not everyone who goes for thirteen years ends up a warlord, but… many do. Close to my becoming a warrior, then, for a clan that…” he paused, and then continued. “For a clan that I do not belong to,” he said firmly.


  “I was called to see the master of the school – a warlord. A General, actually. I went into his study, and there were three minotaurs, not of my… of my old clan. Former clan. And the General. And he told me that I had been sold, that I was not of… my former clan anymore.”


  “It took them very little time to restrain me,” Five said, his voice growing distant. “And then they took me to my first Master who… who taught me how to be a slave.” The huge brown eyes refocused on Dacien. “And you?”


  “I… I was captured at Mog Ford,” Dacien said, “and… given to Lord Fog. Who… who is teaching me to be a slave, I suppose.”


  “How long have you been with him?”


  “Uh,” Dacien paused to count the days. They came to surprisingly few; that first night at Mistingrise, five days in Maze, two on the road… eight? “Eight.”


  “Eight years? That’s… a long time for a human. Or are you just new to a leash?”


  “Eight days,” Dacien said. “Not years. And yes, I just saw a leash… three days ago.”


  “Oh,” the minotaur said, blinking in surprise. “Your master brought you on campaign after eight days. He must really like you.”


  The thought of explaining the entire complex situation to someone who… who might understand it from his point of view was tempting, but Dacien decided against it. “Something like that,” he agreed. Teodor did like him, after all; the gray minotaur had said as much. If there were other reasons, then there were other reasons, too. Teodor did like him.


  He’d known, of course. Teodor did like him. But… suddenly he felt like he knew it in a way he hadn’t before. “He does, doesn’t he,” Dacien said, almost awed as he thought about the risks the minotaur had – was – running for him.


  “I’d say so,” Five said, wistfully. “It’s really good when you have a master like that.”


  “You don’t?”


  Five looked at him for a moment, and smiled again. “Not at the moment. The Lord of Tongs brought me on campaign because I can keep up with a minotaur army; a human servant couldn’t, and… he wasn’t willing to expose any of his humans to an army. But I have had Masters who… were good. Really good.”


  “Who?”


  “My second master was Vidius, Warlord of Clan Nepenthe. And my third master was the Lord of Tongs, of clan Ourobouros. He left me to the then-Lord of Dolmens, Master Luzeil, along with his title.” Five looked pensive.


  “Only eight days. I remember my eighth day,” Five said. The minotaur looked across at the human, almost worried. “Are you… all right?”


  “I guess,” Dacien said. “I mean, it’s… it’s been strange. And it’s been… no, it’s just been strange. Really strange.”


  The white-and-black minotaur nodded. “What’s strange?”


  “It’s…” Dacien thought for a moment. The mage stuff was strange, but he’d already decided not to discuss that. “Everything’s different, even the stuff that’s the same. The food; I mean, we eat pretty much the same things in the Empire, but… it’s different. Even the apples,” he held up the apple he was eating, “tastes… different. Not worse, just…”


  “Different,” said Five, thoughtfully. “That makes sense, I suppose.” He got up out of his sitting position, and walked over to the bed. “May I ask a blunt question? I don’t want to offend you, but I am curious about something.”


  “Sure,” Dacien said. “Is there some water, or…” he broke off, as the minotaur – moved, somehow, faster than Dacien could see, from the bed to the table. It was almost as if he’d vanished from the one place to reappear in the other. Five pulled a shiny blue pitcher covered with drops of water from under the table


  “Water and pomegranate juice,” Five said, pouring it into a mug, and holding it out to the human. “Chilled.”


  “How do you do that?” asked Dacien.


  “I don’t know, really. The Lord of Tongs did something to the pitcher, as long as it’s touching the ground it chills down and cools…”


  “No, I know how that works. How do you move like that!”


  Five paused, hefting the pitcher. “You know how this works? How do you know that?” the minotaur said, intently. “I don’t know how it works. It just does.”


  “Uh,” said Dacien, suddenly aware of all the things he didn’t want to talk about. “Lord Fog explained it to me. In a… hot pool. He did… pretty much the same thing.” He took a drink of the watered juice – it was mostly water, but with a pleasant light taste of pomegranate, and the cold was refreshing; both in and of itself and how it reminded him of Lord Fog.


  “Oh,” said the minotaur. “Your Master must really like you,” he said. “The old Lord of Tongs never explained anything to me.” He stared at Dacien, almost broodingly, for a moment, before the smile came back. “And that’s good for you.” Whatever had disturbed Five seemed gone.


  “The speed. It’s a… warrior art. Tempus.” Five paused for a moment. “I’m not sure I can tell you the how of it. It’s a… kind of way you move.” He blinked. “My instructors at school had a lot more to say about it, but… I think I’ve forgotten it. I was just starting to learn when… when my course of instruction changed. Tempus masters can move like that much longer – I can do it for a second or so. Masters can sustain that speed for minutes. They can even fight like that,” Five said. “My first owner was a tempus master, but he wasn’t interested in teaching me.” He looked up. “Does that answer your question? Your Master might tell you more, if you asked him.”


  “No, that answers… a lot of questions, actually,” Dacien said. Certainly it explained how the minotaurs had just cut through the humans arrayed against them. They hadn’t had a chance. Any more than the current force had a chance. Only…


  Dacien thrust the thought away. “But you wanted to ask me something.”


  “Yes,” Five said. “Are you adjusted to sex with minotaurs?”


  “I…” started Dacien, and then he just stopped, frozen by the question. “What… do you mean by adjusted.”


  “Maybe it’s the wrong word,” Five said. “But humans who… aren’t in day-to-day contact with minotaurs often have some issues with it.” The minotaur turned his smile onto Dacien, full-force. “And you’ve only been with Lord Fog for eight days. But from what you’ve said about your Master, it sounds like… you’ve made that adjustment. So I thought I’d ask…” the minotaur faltered as he saw the expression on Dacien’s face. “Maybe I shouldn’t have. I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m sorry.”


  “It’s…” Dacien said. “It’s complicated.”


  “That’s fine,” said Five, “I shouldn’t have asked.”


  “No, I don’t mind,” Dacien said. “It’s just that… I suppose I’m still getting used to it. I mean, you – minotaurs, I mean – seem to have a more, I don’t know, more…”


  “We’re more open about sex than humans,” the minotaur said. “Yes. Sex between two minotaurs doesn’t have the consequences that sex between humans can, and our creators apparently wanted it that way. So we’ve adjusted to it… differently, I guess.”


  “What do you know about the creators?” Dacien asked eagerly.


  “What everyone knows,” said Five. “They created us, humans, wolven, jaguen, centaurs,… created the world, set us here. And left.” The minotaur lifted his hands in a gesture of ignorance. “And that’s it.”


  “What are jaguen? Centaurs?”


  “I’ve never met one,” said Five. “Minotaurs are a bull-human hybrid. Jaguen are a cat-human hybrid, like the wolven are wolf-human. Centaurs are horse-human hybrids, but… they’re a little different in that they’re hexapedal – they sort of look like a very small horse with a human torso.”


  “So the base of everything is human?”


  “As far as I know, yes,” said Five, cautiously. “You’d do better to ask your Master about it. He’d know much more than I do.”


  “One more question. Sometimes Lord Fog wants me to call him Teodor. It’s very specific, so… what does that mean, when I’m supposed to use his name?”


  “Oh,” said Five. “There are three different times when you should use his name – and he’ll let you know. The first is when you’re being intimate – an intimate conversation. In that case, it means you’re together as two males, and that rank isn’t meaningful in that relationship. It also means that you have the right to say ‘no’ to him if you want. He’s looking for… someone willing to be intimate. Intimacy isn’t something that can truly be forced. The second is for very formal occasions, like being called in front of a tribunal. No ranks are used, again because rank isn’t supposed to matter in a tribunal. That’s a formal conversation. The third would be for,” and Five paused. “I’m not sure how to describe it. Very important conversations. When the matter at hand is so serious that there must be no question or doubt in anyone’s mind. Like when I was sold. That’s called a nominal conversation.” Five paused. “In each case, the conversation starts when the higher-ranked one invites the lower-ranked to address him by name.”


  “There’s a fourth, now that I think about it. Friends can call each other by name. But we don’t have to deal with that one.”


  “Why don’t we…”


  “Because slaves don’t have names,” Five said softly. “You probably think of yourself as – whatever name you were called before, but you don’t really have a name now. You’re the slave of Lord Fog, and that’s who you are, just as I am the slave of the Lord of Tongs. And that’s who I am.”


  Dacien nodded. “So a minotaur using my – what was my name – would be, unusual.”


  “Unusual? Impossible. It would never happen,” said Five, shaking his head. “Slaves have to know what they are – property of their master, and a name would interfere with that.”


  “I understand,” said Dacien, and for the first time, he thought he did, or at least… he thought he was starting to understand. “So. About the… sex.”


  Five turned his head away. “I said I was sorry.”


  “I’m not upset,” said Dacien. “I… it’s complicated.”


  “Yes,” agreed Five with an odd fervency, although Dacien doubted that what Five meant what he meant.


  “I meant,” Dacien said, “that I’d like to. It’s just that… I’m still getting used to this… well,…”


  “Getting fucked?” said Five.


  “That too,” said Dacien.


  “Yes, that can take some time to get used to,” said Five, looking back at Dacien with a sly grin. “But, chances are, you’ll come to like it. I did. A lot.” He gave Dacien a half-moment to think about that before following with, “So how would you feel about fucking a minotaur?”


  Dacien just stared for a minute. “I’ve…”


  “You’ve never thought about it,” Five said, “have you?”


  “No,” Dacien said, shaking his head in surprise, “I haven’t. I mean… I’ve been… trying not to think about it…”


  “Oh,” said Five, looking a little disappointed. “All right. I was just hoping, since, my Master is gone, and your Master is gone, we could… but if you don’t want to, then, we…”


  “It’s not that,” Dacien said. “I guess… I’m not sure.”


  Five looked up at the ceiling. “Let me help make up your mind…” the minotaur said, getting up and walking over to Dacien. “Please. I think you’ll like this. I’m not a master, and… I don’t have to act like one.”


  “What do you mean,” asked Dacien, nervously, as Five started untying his shirt. “That you’re not a master?”


  Five hmmmmd as he continued to disrobe the human. “I mean I don’t have to worry about maintaining a proper relationship. I can do whatever… pleases me.” He slipped Dacien’s trousers down. “And this pleases me,” he murmured, stroking the human gently. He lifted Dacien easily, up into his arms. “As long as it pleases you. Of course.” The minotaur walked back, over to the bed, and set the human down. Dacien was about to get up, when something hot, wet, and rough ran up his leg, from the top of his toes to his waist. “Mmmmmm,” said the minotaur happily.


  The minotaur lapped at his other leg, and then continued up in a hot wet tickle up his chest. Five had the same pine-resin smell that Lord Fog did, but he had a sweeter sense to him, a soothing green chlorophyll smell that tickled his nose. “Salt,” murmured the minotaur. “And…” he kept lapping, until the Dacien was laughing. “There,” the minotaur said. “Here. Turn over,” and Five rolled Dacien over. “No, I’m not trying to seduce you… well, I am, but not like that,” Five said. “I just…”


  Strong fingers stroked his back experimentally. “Want to relax you,” he said. “I’m good at this; my first master had me trained. I got pretty good; used to practice on humans all the time. Really. I’m good.”


  He was, Dacien had to admit. Strong palms ran up and down his back, and strong fingers pressed down on tight muscles. “There,” he whispered. “How’s that?”


  “Really good,” sighed Dacien. “That feels… really good. Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome,” the minotaur said very quietly. “Just relax; let me do the work here. Think of this as my turn.” The minotaur continued working, down his arms, kneading his ass, and he continued down, working on the back of the human’s legs.


  “You are good,” Dacien murmured.


  “Thank you,” Five whispered. “You can turn over, when you’re ready.” Somehow Dacien managed to flip over.


  “Ahhhh,” sighed Five. “It looks like you are enjoying this.”


  “Yes,” Dacien said.


  The minotaur began running his hands up and around Dacien’s chest, gently rubbing the firm muscle around his nipples. The minotaur licked the very tip of the human’s glans, and made a happy growling sound as Dacien’s shaft jerked in response. The human moaned, and Five responded by diving down on the hard flesh, wrapping his long tongue around it. Dacien gasped as the minotaur’s tongue began sliding up and down around him; Five had him thrashing on the bed in short order.


  The minotaur brought him to the edge – and stopped. “Five,” Dacien gasped. “Oh, Five, don’t stop,” he said.


  “Stop?” asked Five huskily. “We’ve just started.” The minotaur laid down on the human, holding him, kissing him, his tongue still tasting of pine and chlorophyll and Dacien’s own salty fluids, and Five rolled himself over, so that Dacien was on top of him. The minotaur pulled his legs back, letting the human settle between them. “I want you,” Five said. “Please. Hard. Take me. Fuck me!”


  Dacien positioned himself carefully, and slowly eased himself into the minotaur. “Harder,” begged Five. “I want to… YES!” he howled. “Oh, yes,” he moaned. “Fuck me. Fuck me.” Dacien thrust; his first tentative pushes growing harder and deeper under the urging of the moaning Five. The minotaur moved back against up, moved up to meet him, panting harder and harder. Sensation rushed through Dacien; the feeling of thrusting, it was as if all the masculinity Dacien had feared he’d lost was there, ramming into the minotaur, making the minotaur for these few glorious moments his.


  The minotaur was hot, burning hot, as Dacien slipped in and out of his tight opening. Five must have greased himself, or done something, as he slipped almost effortlessly in and out. “You feel great, wonderful, oh… hot, tight,” Dacien said. “Take it, you beautiful bull, yessssssssss!”


  “Take… my… horns,” panted Five, bucking up onto Dacien. “Grip them… hard! Hard!”


  Dacien grabbed the two truncated horns, and pulled the minotaur up into him.


  Five lowed; that was the only word for the deep low loud moan; his eyes were glazed with pleasure and desire. The minotaur was somewhere beyond words, just the hungry low sound of lust, mixing with Dacien’s own growls. Beyond the pure physical joy of the exercise, Dacien just felt male, pounding himself onto the soft pelt and strong muscles of the minotaur, tugging Five’s head up to him, and somehow, Five managed to reach out with his huge tongue, and lick the human’s chest. The rough, raspy flesh teased at Dacien’s nipples, licking up the droplets of sweat and leaving a chlorophyll-pine scent behind. Five gasped something out, that might have been ‘salt,’ but it might not have been. The minotaur’s eyes were open, wide open, the pupils dilated as the human forced his head down, away, as he tightened his loins in as he neared the point of climax.


  Five’s loud panting increased, and with a howl, the minotaur’s hard shaft pulsed, sending white, piney minotaur essence up and across Five’s chest. The minotaur spasmed; his innards gripped Dacien’s shaft with a tight, spasmodic convulsion that brought Dacien over the edge. The human’s eyes closed momentarily as Dacien’s entire body tightened as his own male seed burst out, into the minotaur. Five just let an almost pitiful low whimper, collapsing back onto the bed, his breath hard and puffing hot against Dacien.


  The minotaur just looked a little dazed as Dacien rested on him, the human’s hands still tight on Five’s horns. “Huh… please…” the minotaur said. “Ho… hold me, just… hold me. Please. Tight,” and Dacien realized that the minotaur was crying.


  “Yes,” Dacien said, “are you… was that…”


  “Wonderful,” the white-and-black minotaur said, “but, please, please, just…”


  Dacien released the short, slick horns, and wrapped his arms as far around the furred torso as he could, gripping the minotaur, who was starting to shake, crying silently. “Are…”


  “It’s fine,” Five said, between sobs, “just… just let me, please, just let me cry, it… it will pass,” and then the minotaur howled again, a long sad sound that faded into a whimper, and then, finally, the minotaur was still. “Thank you,” the minotaur said, finally, after he’d caught his breath.


  “What… what happened?”


  Five rolled over on his side, gently moving Dacien off him. “It’s… just something that happens,” the minotaur said. “Really.”


  “It’s not,” Dacien said softly. “Is it?”


  “I…” said the minotaur. Five looked away, almost ashamed. “No.”


  “Tell me,” Dacien said.


  “When… when I was being trained. I was… tied down. Chained down, to a bench. So that I couldn’t move. And they were… teaching me to… enjoy…”


  “That doesn’t sound like teaching,” Dacien said.


  “It’s wrong to question our Masters,” Five said softly. “Wrong. But… I… sometimes. Often. When I’m… fucked. Which I like – I do, I really, really, really do, but… I have flashbacks. To that. Or…”


  “Or?”


  Five reached up, and touched his left horn. “Or this. Master took off my horns, right at the head. They’ve grown out since. But…”


  “That was an awful thing to do.”


  “No,” Five said quickly. “No, Master was right to take them. I did something very bad.”


  “What did you do?”


  “I gored my Master,” Five whispered. “He was very angry.”


  “Sounds like he deserved it,” Dacien said.


  “No!” said Five, sounding shocked. “Don’t say that! Attacking your Master? It was very, very wrong!”


  Dacien opened his mouth to disagree, and then paused. Five… Five seemed so convinced. And… a slave. Five was a slave, couldn’t think of himself as anything but. He decided to take another approach. “Maybe,” he said, not agreeing, but not disagreeing, either. “But he punished you for it, didn’t he.”


  “Yes,” Five said very quietly, not quite whispering, but soft enough that Dacien had to strain to hear him.


  “And it hurt?”


  “Yes,” the minotaur said in that same quiet, submissive voice. “Very much. You don’t have horns, so… it wouldn’t have hurt, if he hadn’t done it so close to the root but it’s like having a limb cut off,” Five said. “It hurt. I don’t think anything has ever hurt that much.”


  “So he punished you,” Dacien said again.


  “Yes, yes,” said Five. “He did.”


  “So… doesn’t that mean you’re forgiven? Since you were punished?”


  Five blinked, and just nodded.


  “So it’s fine,” Dacien said. He put an arm around the minotaur slave, and pulled next to him, rocking him gently. “You’re fine.” He paused, and forced himself to speak calmly, hating the words and still knowing they were the right ones for Five. “You’re… you’re a good slave.”


  “I try,” said Five. “But it doesn’t work.”


  “Why… what do you mean?”


  “Nothing I do pleases my Master,” Five said. “I’m not… I know he’s trying to sell me.”


  Dacien stared at the minotaur for a moment. “That’s him,” the human said. “Not you. The lack is his.”


  “Do… do you think so?”


  “Yes,” Dacien said firmly. “I do. Come here,” and the minotaur cuddled up against the human; Dacien tried not to laugh at the thought. Five had to be three feet taller than he was, and weigh at least four times as much – and the minotaur was trying to curl up next to him. Dacien put an arm on Five’s side, and patted him.


  Dacien and Five fell asleep together, and, several hours later, that is how Lord Fog and the Lord of Tongs found them.


  7


  Not Quite Anything


  

  Crack! “Fifty-five.” The coppery taste of blood in his mouth.


  Crack! “Fifty-six.” Another white-hot burn on his back.


  Crack! “Fifty-seven.” Jaws clenched shut, he would not scream!


  Crack! “Fifty-eight.” Two more! Stay focused. Silent!


  Crack! “Fifty-nine.” Just one…


  Crack! “Sixty,” Breaker finished with relief. Erik said nothing, not trusting himself to speak just yet, and certainly not the howls of pain he’d repressed. He hung between the two posts, his full weight suspended on his arms and shoulders. That didn’t hurt as much as his back – not yet, but he thought it might, in time. Somehow, he’d managed not to scream during the whipping. Lord Green had ordered Breaker to skip the last fifteen strokes if he could manage to stay quiet.


  The posts themselves looked innocent; he’d passed them a hundred times in the garden, framing the entrance to a small open area set about with tall flowerbeds. He’d thought they were decorative, until Lord Green had ordered Breaker to flog him. He’d had no idea where Breaker and the other two servants were dragging him, until they’d slipped the chains onto the restraints and then around what he’d thought of as decorativepainted posts.


  He’d left a significant amount of blood there, and it certainly felt like he’d left a lot of his back, too. Erik had nearly bit through his lip, but somehow, he’d managed to take the blows. He’d never been whipped before, not in Celtia, not in the Army, and he spared a moment to hope it never happened again.


  “You need to stand, if I’m going to let you down,” Breaker said. “Otherwise you’ll just fall down, and you don’t want that.”


  No. He didn’t. Breaker lifted him – carefully not touching his back – back upright, and began unbuckling the heavy cuffs on his arms. He hoped he was imagining the trickling feel of blood oozing down his back, but the sensation was too strong to be his imagination. He brought his left arm down, grateful that the weight was off it. The cessation of pain was almost pleasurable itself, and he groaned a little as his right arm joined it. One of the other servants began wiping the post down – the droplets of blood came off the pale green paint easily. Once the chains were removed, there’d be little trace left of the whipping.


  “Come on,” said Breaker. “Let’s get inside, and I can get your back cleaned up. Let me…” and the human got under Erik’s left arm, and hoisted him up, taking at least half his weight. “There.”


  Erik accepted the support silently; he needed the help to get back into the house.


  Breaker didn’t say anything more until he was halfway through cleaning Erik’s back; Erik was sitting facing the back of chair in a bathing-room, and Breaker was using a soft cloth and a basin of lightly salted water. It stung, but Breaker was taking it slowly.


  “I promised myself I wouldn’t say anything,” Breaker started. “But… it’s really hard.”


  “I know,” Erik said to the man behind him.


  “But running away…”


  “I think of it as escaping ,” Erik said quietly.


  “Breaker, what are you doing?” the deep voice of Lord Green interrupted. Both Erik and Breaker jumped; Erik grunted as the sudden movement sent new waves of pain across his back. How did he just appear like that? The room only had one door; it hadn’t opened. Had it? Usually Erik could tell when Lord Green was nearby… maybe his back had him distracted?


  “Seeing to…” started Breaker, but the minotaur interrupted him.


  “Did I ask you to do that?”


  “No, Master,” said Breaker, and then – bravely, Erik thought, at least for Breaker – “You didn’t need to.”


  The black minotaur nodded. “Good answer,” he said approvingly. “But I will tend this one myself.”


  “Yes, Master,” Breaker said, moving away from Erik.


  “You are not needed,” Lord Green added. “Find something useful to do.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  The minotaur watched Breaker leave the room, and then – he was where Breaker had been, standing behind Erik. The human braced himself – but Lord Green’s touch was at least as careful as Breaker’s had been – and…


  The burning ache of the welts, the sting of the broken skin and salt, began to fade, welt by welt as the minotaur’s surprisingly gentle touch traced the welt marks. Here and there Erik felt a tickle, and then nothing as the minotaur’s attention moved on.


  “How did you break your ribs?” the minotaur finally asked, in a curious voice. “It looks like a fall,” he added. “Except… did you fall on your side, perhaps?”


  “Yes,” said Erik shortly.


  “It didn’t heal correctly,” said Lord Green, disapprovingly. “It wasn’t splinted properly.”


  “It was splinted,” Erik said.


  “Then the splint came off too soon,” the minotaur answered. “Or it wasn’t put on correctly in the first place. There’s a crack, and it will break again if you hit it the wrong way.”


  “I’ll be careful,” Erik said.


  The minotaur just grunted, and kept doing… whatever it was he was doing to Erik’s back, which was feeling better and better as the pain of the whipping ebbed away. “There,” Lord Green said. “I’m going to fix the rib. Hold still; this is going to feel strange, and if you jerk at the wrong time, it complicate matters unduly.” Erik felt a pressure within him, and then – it felt like something was pulling on his lungs, and there was a faint twinge, of bone grating on bone.


  “There,” Lord Green said, sounding satisfied. “It may be a little sore over the next day or so, that’s a consequence of its having healed wrong originally.”


  “What did… what did you do? Master,” Erik added, suddenly remembering the honorific, but unable, at that last moment, to keep some of the bitterness from leaching through.


  Another grunt answered him; and the minotaur sighed. “More to the point is what am I going to do with you, Slave. You’re fortunate that I caught you before you ran away.”


  “Escaped. Master,” said Erik.


  “Escaped? Escaped what?” growled Lord Green. “You’re not…” the minotaur stopped suddenly. “So you think you’re imprisoned,” the minotaur continued, more thoughtfully. “Odd.” He sat down on the commode. “Why do you think that?”


  “What?”


  “Why,” the minotaur said, with a touch of irritation, “do you think you’re imprisoned?”


  “I… I can’t leave, can I?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Then how is that not imprisoned? Master?”


  The minotaur sighed. “Were you imprisoned when you were in your Army?”


  “No,” said Erik.


  “No,” repeated the minotaur. “And could you just walk off and leave?”


  “No,” said Erik again.


  “No,” repeated Lord Green. “So… is there some difference that seems… different between here and there?”


  “I chose to join the Army.”


  “And did you know, at that time, the Imperial Army practice for defeated prisoners was enslavement?” said Lord Green.


  Erik was silent for a minute. “I guess.”


  “Is that a yes or a no?”


  “Yes.”


  “So… did it not pass your mind that you might be treated similarly?”


  “No,” said Erik defiantly.


  The black minotaur’s nostril’s dilated. “Whether you thought of it or not – is it reasonable?”


  “I gue… yes, yes it was. Is.”


  “Good. Are you going to start acting like a slave instead of a prisoner?”


  “I’m not a slave!”


  The minotaur’s nostrils dilated again, and he stood. “Enough. Understand, slave, if you had run, you would be tracked down, even if I had to do it myself. Even if I had to ask another mage. And when I had you, you would be altered so that you would find running to be impossible. Consider life with your tendons cut, so that walking becomes impossible. Or imagine yourself blinded.” He paused for a moment. “I would not have to ask with any other slave, but you do seem to have the strangest ideas, even for a feral human. Do you doubt anything I’ve told you?”


  Erik shook his head.


  “I require an explicit yes or no.” Lord Green said.


  “No. I… believe you.”


  “Is mutilation a sufficient motivator for you to remain where you are instructed to be?” the minotaur continued.


  “Yes,” Erik said.


  The minotaur looked at Erik steadily, and reached out, taking the human’s head in both hands.


  Erik didn’t feel anything; the light just vanished.


  “I will restore your vision at some point,” the deep voice rumbled, “when I think the reality of the consequence is clear.” There was a long pause; and then an irritated sigh. “No, that won’t do after all, will it? Here,” and Erik felt the minotaur’s hand brush against his forehead, and the light returned.


  Erik said nothing.


  Lord Green just shook his head. “Stronger steps are required.”


  Erik looked at the minotaur with alarm. The minotaur just smiled at him, a tired, weary smile that did nothing to relieve him. “Yes, you’re scared. Not withstanding that I’ve fed you, sheltered you, protected you, healed you,… you still react to me with fear and alarm, abnormally so for even a feral…” the minotaur’s voice trailed off. “You still expect hurt ,” the minotaur continued. “You’re going to need to unlearn that.”


  “How?” Erik said.


  “Hush. I’m thinking out loud, not talking to you.” Lord Green said, after a moment. “Winter… but that could be months, and…” the minotaur paused. “No. Fog, maybe… but…” The black head shook slowly. “No. And the worst part of is that he’d be right.” The minotaur got up, turned around, looked at Erik, and then looked back at the door. “But even so…”


  “No,” the minotaur said, again, shaking his head. “If I’d been a little less attentive, just a little less distracted, I wouldn’t have noticed your squirreling away food. Or the missing road pass.” His muzzle twisted in frustration. “A bothersome dilemma.”


  The human said nothing.


  Lord Green merely stared, out the window towards a tree. Erik heard a faint buzzing sound in his ears.


  “Lord Green?”


  “Hush,” the minotaur said distractedly, not even objecting to the use of his name, and the buzzing continued. Erik wasn’t sure of how much time had passed, but it seemed like a while before Lord Green shook his head and glanced back at the human. “All will be ready,” he said. “Come.” The minotaur rose, and, when Erik didn’t immediately move to follow, cast an irritated look backwards. The human rose into the air, and drifted after the minotaur.


  Lord Green walked quickly through his home; Erik drifting along after him. They quickly reached a door near the minotaur’s study – one that had always been locked when Erik was wandering about the house. It opened with a soft click for Lord Green. Stairs led steeply down; the passage was wide for Erik, but Lord Green filled it almost completely as he descended with the human in tow.


  “Where… where are we going?” Erik finally asked, as the minotaur faced a heavy black stone door at the bottom of the staircase. “Master,” he added, because he hadn’t said it for a while.


  Lord Green ignored him as the stone door opened, and the minotaur stepped out into it – into air; the door opened almost twenty feet above the floor. The room was a huge spherical bubble, the upper walls and ceiling rough stone, and the floor and lower walls carefully polished. Ten heavy bookshelves were set against the wall on a wooden ledge built out from the stone walls about a quarter-way up the bubble, leaving a fair amount of space in the bottom. Gnarled knobs of polished glass or quartz, placed strategically around the chamber, gave off a strong whitish light.


  The stone in a twenty-foot circle directly at the bottom had turned bright, daffodil-yellow in a rough circle, and Erik found himself descending directly to the center.


  “Stay,” Lord Green said, as he himself descended almost regally to the wooden ledge, and immediately pulled out a couple of the books. Erik got back onto his feet, looking around the room, and –


  “I said stay!” snapped the minotaur, angrily. “And take that breechcloth off.”


  Erik only considered not doing it for a moment, but whatever the minotaur was doing, Lord Green seemed pretty intent, and this didn’t seem like a good moment to press the minotaur. A moment later, Erik stood naked on the cool yellow stone. Lord Green had replaced one book on the shelf, and taken out two others, checking something intently before putting them both back, turning around. A clicking sound, and other noises. Every now and then Lord Green peered over the edge, as if to be certain Erik was, in fact, staying in the center.


  “There,” the minotaur said finally, and walked calmly off the ledge. Erik expected him to fall for a moment, but Lord Green simply sunk slowly to the bottom. He was carrying a number of things – candles, a long, polished sword, and a golden cup. “Slave. I need you to hold this – you’ll be expected to drink from it. Don’t spill it.”


  Eric took the cup dubiously. “What’s in it?”


  Lord Green just sighed. “Well water, violet oil, rose oil, and euphoric essence. Now, do you know any more than you did before?”


  “Not really,” the human said.


  “Exactly. So be quiet and let me get this ready.” The minotaur put the candles around the rough outline of the yellow blotch, and lit them. “There.” The minotaur paused. “Do you know what cedar smells like?”


  “Yes,” said Erik.


  “Good. Tell me when you smell cedar – the candles are scented with it. I can start then.”


  “Start what?”


  The black minotaur just looked at the human disapprovingly. “Questions. Always questions. As if the answers would mean something to you. They wouldn’t. Just be ready.”


  “Well, if I’m supposed to drink…”


  “You’ll know when you’re supposed to drink.”


  “All of this?”


  The minotaur just shook his head. “Yes, no, it doesn’t matter. Drink as much or as little as you want. Probably all of it. Maybe not. You’ll know. Trust me.” The minotaur groaned. “Yes, I know, you don’t, can’t or won’t. Pretend you trust me.”


  “Well, could you pretend I’d understand what you’re doing?”


  The minotaur just shook his head. “No,” he said, taking off his own shirt and trousers. The breechcloth came to the minotaur as he reached for it, and all the discarded clothing flew up to the wooden ledge. “Do you smell cedar yet?”


  “A little,” Erik said.


  “Good.” Lord Green said. He brought the sword up slowly until it pointed directly at the human, who backed away. The minotaur held it pointing at Erik for a moment, and then dropped it, walking to the left two steps, raising the sword again, dropping it, taking two more steps to the left, raising the sword, and continuing to work his way around the circle, patiently.


  Erik could feel something building. He shifted, facing the minotaur and the pointed sword, shifting a tiny bit each time Lord Green moved a little. He could almost… almost hear something. Something low, something like the buzz he’d come to associate with Lord Green’s magic. A silence, like the silence of rocks about to fall, or the quiet of… of… no, it wasn’t quiet, it was a not-sound, almost deafening.


  And it just got not-louder and not-louder until E rik’s ears felt like they would implode under the terrible weight of the building silence. The very air shimmered under the overwhelming quiet of… of whatever it was. Maybe Lord Green was right not to have explained whatever this was to him. Erik wasn’t sure he wanted to know.


  He was suddenly aware – very aware – of the heavy golden cup in his hands. The cool liquid in it. It seemed to ripple with the not-sound of Lord Green’s steps, the rise and fall of the sword, the slow progression of the black minotaur around the circle, the dimming of the lights… it wasn’t his imagination. The room was dark, the minotaur proceeding around the circle barely more than a dark blotch against the darker stone wall.


  What was this in his hands? A cup? It was…


  It was important, somehow. He had to…


  Had to…


  Had to drink. Yes. He remembered, now, he had to drink.


  Erik lifted the golden cup to his mouth, and spilled a little of the liquid into his mouth. The liquid was cold, almost freezing, even though the metal of the cup was warm in his hands. At first it tasted like water, and then like flowers and then… like something else, that stirred a faint memory in his mind, fresh-cut pine and something smokier, muskier, something exhilarating. He swallowed, and let more flow in. It was the same – and different. Stronger, more powerful, and yet more ephemeral at the same time. He swallowed quickly, drinking more, gulping the liquor down, until the cup was empty, and then it dropped from his hands.


  The light had returned; and it was brighter – much brighter. It dazzled his eyes, twisting around and somehow he’d lost his sense of balance – the floor rushed up to hit him – or it would have.


  He was caught, warm black-furred arms surrounding him as he heard a metallic clang from… from… he knew what it was from, he just… it was…


  He had a moment to look into the black minotaur’s face before darkness swallowed it, and him.


  * * *


  He awoke in a familiar place; he didn’t remember it, nor how he got there, nor… nor anything, really, and that should have bothered him, and he knew it should have bothered him, but it didn’t, and that didn’t bother him either. A warm arm, covered with fine fur, cradled him, and he could hear a rumbling deep sound. A voice, someone’s voice, someone… someone important. He cuddled up closer to the smell of pine and musk, felt another arm fold around him.


  Safe. He felt so safe. He reached out, tried to take hold of what was holding him, but he couldn’t quite reach it. More rumblings, something reached out, put his arms down by his side. Safe. That was… different. He hadn’t felt like this in…


  In…


  When? He couldn’t remember. It didn’t matter, either. He just relaxed, and let himself enjoy the rhythmic up and down motion… oh, that was it, he realized, in a far away not important kind of way, he was being carried. Him! Carried. He tried to say something, say how much he liked it and wanted to thank… but all that came out was a garbled sound, more like a loud contented coo than the words… what words? What did he…


  It slipped away again, and he squirmed a little, just to feel the strength and – yes, the arms tightened a little, not to hurt, not to crush, not even to restrain, but just… just to be certain he wouldn’t fall, or get loose. He wanted to cry; nobody had ever done that for him. It was overwhelming; he tried to talk again and found he couldn’t. Something wiped tenderly at his face, a wet cloth, getting wetter.


  He was crying, he realized, he was shaking with his tears, and somehow he managed to choke them back as the deep rumble soothed him, told him… told him… he couldn’t understand what is was saying, but ultimately it didn’t matter; the voice was there, he was there, and he was safe. That made him cry again; he couldn’t help it. He’d never, never felt safe before. Not when…


  But the memory slipped away, and he blinked, suddenly aware he couldn’t see. Shouldn’t that… no. Blurry images appeared, eventually, of a dark, black muzzle, huge brown eyes looking into his, and… this was the source of the voice, the soothing… yes. He relaxed as he heard it again, speaking, not to him, but to… to… ordering… commanding… but… the words all tangled in his head; he couldn’t understand them. He should, he realized, he should understand them. He knew them! They were familiar, words he used – or at least he thought he used – every day! Only… he couldn’t actually remember using them. And… if he used them, shouldn’t he know what they meant? He tried to shout, but all he heard was a howl. He flailed around for a moment, before the arms tightened gently again, and the low soothing voice made those worries go away. Worries were silly. Silly. He was safe. Safe. Safe. Safe. The arms cradled him, the pine-musk of minotaur surrounded him, and a wave of exhaustion crashed over him, dragging him back down to sleep.


  He woke back up as the black minotaur – Lord Green, his mind whispered – laid him down on the huge bed in the minotaur’s sleeping chamber. “Ah,” whispered the black minotaur. “Good. Waking back up? Feeling better after your nap?”


  He – Erik, Erik! – struggled to understand the words. It was still hard, very hard to make sense. The minotaur talked so… quickly. Even… even if he was speaking Latin. No. It wasn’t the minotaur that was fast, it was Erik – Erik – that was slow. Yes! He was Erik. Slave Erik! Yes!


  No… slave Erik wasn’t right… but… it would do…


  “Here,” the minotaur said, scooping Erik up into his arms. “You’ll be hungry; you’ve been asleep for quite a while.”


  Slave Erik tried to say something as a warmed rubber nipple – a bottle? – gently wedged his lips apart. “Here,” the deep rumble said.


  No, he said, or tried to say, but what came out was just a burble. And… a drop of milk hit his tongue. It was sweet, with an unusual heaviness that tasted… good.


  Really good.


  Really, really, good.


  He began suckling at the bottle; and was rewarded with more warm milk. It was satisfying in a way that… that he didn’t want to think about. Just as he didn’t want to think that he was being held like a baby in the huge minotaur’s arms, and the minotaur was feeding him from a bottle. He didn’t need to think about that.


  He could just enjoy the feeling.


  The minotaur leaned over him. “Xavien,” the minotaur whispered in low, soft tone. “Until I say otherwise, I am Xavien to you.”


  That meant something, slave Erik remembered, something important, something that he needed, but, but, but… it slipped away. He concentrated on the milk, finishing the bottle. “Good Baby,” Xavien said.


  Baby? Baby? Baby? Was that… was that what he was? A baby? Had… he wasn’t one before… before…


  Wasn’t he a slave? Was he? That had seemed wrong…


  Was he baby Erik? He was drinking out of a bottle. He was being held. Was this… he was oh he was… wearing a diaper. He flushed red. Why was the minotaur doing this to him?


  “What is it, Baby?” the voice wasn’t accusing, wasn’t anything but the same deep rumble that had been so soothing a moment ago, and it still filled Erik – baby Erik – with terror. The grip on him tightened, the minotaur – Lord Green – Xavien – peering down at him with something like concern. “Still hungry?”


  He might not be able to speak, but he could shake his head.


  “Stomach ache?”


  Baby Erik shook his head no .


  “Wet diaper?”


  Baby Erik shook his head no… and then realized that he was wet. The red flush turned into a bright scarlet.


  “No, I think that is the problem,” Xavien said quietly. “Or at least part of it. If it helps, Baby, you won’t need the diaper for long, another few days, no more.”


  Hearing that made Erik feel… strange. On the one hand, he certainly wanted control of his bodily functions back, but on the other, he felt the loss of something important, something that he wanted. While he was trying to figure out exactly what he thought, Xavien had expertly laid him out; and was – Erik looked up in utter humiliation as the minotaur calmly cleaned him, tossed the soiled cloth away, and wrapped him anew in a clean blue-dyed cloth. “There.”


  It was too much for him; Eric – baby Erik, his mind supplied – started crying again. Xavien sighed. “I should have expected this,” he said softly. “It’s all right, Baby. Everything will be back to normal in a few days. This doesn’t last that long.” He smiled down at the human, and picked him up, cradled him against his shoulder, and patted his back. “It should be long enough, though.”


  How long Xavien carried him Erik wasn’t aware; he’d drop off to sleep, and then awaken and find himself – and Xavien – somewhere else. Lord Green’s study; the gardens, once – horribly – a room full of other humans – men – who had watched silently when Xavien changed him.


  In front of them.


  Erik wanted to die; anything to avoid this. At least… at least there was no laughter; perhaps they were as intimidated by the black minotaur as he was. Or something. Or… was he? Intimidated by… Xavien? Lord Green? Why… why was his Master doing this to him? What… what had he done? Had he done something? There was something… his Master was angry… but… why couldn’t he remember?


  Lord Green had simply done what he’d done so many times before – lay him down on his back, and he’d found himself not-quite able to move, arms at his side, not quite responding, not able to roll over, barely able to thrash his legs – although the minotaur had just grabbed them and lifted to clean him, and re-diaper him before lifting him back up to carry him. And Lord Green – Xavien – just picked up where he’d been instructing them, and Erik drifted off to sleep again.


  He woke briefly in the evening for another change, and a bottle of warm milk. He wondered briefly, in some half-asleep corner of his mind, why he was sleeping so much… he shifted, in Xavien’s arms. There was something comfortable, comforting, about the minotaur, about the pine-resin tang surrounding him. Xavien reclined in a deep chair, talking to… somebody that Erik couldn’t hear. He didn’t follow the conversation; it was all Greek, and far to fast for his muzzy mind to follow. All he had to do was suckle at the bottle, and enjoy the feeling of the warm, creamy, slightly sweet milk, and the fond caress of the minotaur as he drank. Erik lay there, content and happy, and again drifted off to sleep as the minotaur read papers.


  He woke again to darkness outside the huge glass windows; the inside was lit with the same crystal knobs that he’d seen… he’d seen…


  Where had he seen them? Somewhere… not just in Lord Green’s – Xavien’s – chambers. Somewhere…


  A chamber…


  A yellow circle…


  The memory slipped away as Lord Green changed him yet again. He still blushed, but it was easier, certainly much easier than with the audience. Why… Baby Erik wondered suddenly, why would Xavien do this himself? Wasn’t this why Xavien had slaves? Hadn’t… hadn’t he been one? He had, Baby Erik knew suddenly. A bad one. He’d been bad . Baby Erik didn’t remember why, or what, but… he twitched, as an almost-memory came flooding back – hanging in space, his back on fire, blood spattering across – across something… he’d been punished. It had hurt. Baby Erik felt his eyes tearing but somehow he choked back the sob that would have started him crying again. His brief hope that Xavien – Master – wouldn’t see it was quickly dashed.


  “What’s wrong,” asked Xavien, surprised. “You’re dry, clean… fed…”


  Baby Erik nodded, still swallowing the sob, but… it burst out. The memory of the agony on his back flooded back to him, along with the shaming certainty that he’d deserved the punishment. He’d been bad… Master – Xavien – was so good to him and… and… he’d been bad.


  The sob burst out, and baby Erik began bawling, the memory of the pain combined with the shame of being bad. And… Master knew it. He had to know, had to…


  Have had him punished. He must have disappointed Master badly. He didn’t even notice Xavien holding him, telling him it would be all right, that it was all right for him to cry but nothing was going to hurt him, not now, not now, all was well.


  Eventually it was the tone, the deep, comforting rumble, that penetrated baby Erik’s misery and allowed him to stop crying. The soothing reassurances continued while Xavien wiped his face, and then kissed him.


  And after… after… oh, he wanted to remember what he’d done, almost as much as he wanted not to know what he’d done, to deserve that. But obviously Xavien – Master – had forgiven him. Forgiven. Erik sighed as the crying bout finally receded.


  “There,” said Xavien quietly in a voice that, however soft, still vibrated in baby Erik’s bones. “All better. No need to cry. You’re starting to remember, that’s all. It will all come back, don’t worry. It’s just that you needed some time without it. I just hope… I hope it will be what Baby needs.” The minotaur smiled at him, and baby Erik hoped, too, it was what he needed. Master thought so. Master Xavien. The thought relaxed him; Master wouldn’t let anything hurt him. He’d said so.


  Master Xavien patted him one more time, then lay him down on the bed, and got in himself. He pulled baby Erik over to him. “There,” he whispered, the rumble sending a thrill down the human’s back, and Erik curled up next to the minotaur. He was sleepy still, and the warm milk had just made him sleepier. The minotaur next to him was warm, but not quite as hot as Erik was, making him wonderful to snuggle against.


  Erik squirmed up to Xavien, found his hand, and worked his mouth over the minotaur’s index finger, and began to suckle gently on it. The minotaur let him, resting his hand on Erik’s head, and just waiting for Erik to fall asleep. “Goodnight, Baby,” the minotaur said under his breath, so low that only baby Erik could hear it.


  When he woke, the finger was gone, and so was the minotaur – Erik whimpered, and found that Xavien had just rolled over, onto his back, and Erik rolled over, too, nestling his head into the minotaur’s arm. The rich smell of minotaur musk and pine made him feel awake, truly awake, for the first time in… he wasn’t sure. A day? Two days? What was in that milk that Master Xavien kept giving him?


  Or was it the milk? He remembered something else. But it didn’t matter; he was here, Master was here, and for the first time, he could… he moved gently, not wanting to wake Master. Xavien, he was Xavien. Master Xavien.


  Erik sighed as he managed to move quietly down the front of the minotaur, the smell of musk and pine getting stronger until he found the source of it between the minotaur’s spread legs. Erik breathed in the scent; it was intoxicating. He wanted to rub his head into his Master, he wanted his Master’s scent on him.


  He wanted to taste it…


  He needed to taste it…


  He couldn’t stop himself; he touched his tongue to the tip of the huge length laying against the minotaur’s thigh. The taste was better than the scent; rich, pine, salt, seed, musk, and male, achingly potently male… Erik began to lick the length, slowly, cautiously, making his way up, towards the base, smelling the maleness of his Master’s sack, touching it gently with his hand, lifting it to his mouth.


  The taste, the feeling of the thin skin against his cheeks, on his lips, against his tongue. He wanted Master so badly, he wanted Master’s flesh in his mouth, wanted to please Master – anything. Anything, to please Master. Xavien was responding, even in sleep, the softness of his flesh filling out, becoming harder, slowly, as Erik continued to worship his Master with his tongue. The scent and taste of his Master filled the human slave; he couldn’t imagine not having this, not being able to touch the strength and majesty of the minotaur. Even sleeping – and perhaps even more, sleeping, the powerful form of the male was laid out for him to adore.


  Xavien was fully erect now, and the minotaur was growing restless as Erik’s slow worship had its effect. Crystal fluid gathered at the tip of Xavien’s shaft, and Erik touched his tongue to it. Salt and pine rewarded him. A long, thin line glistened in the moonlight as Erik drew back, looked up into the still-sleeping face of his Master. Erik bent back down, determined to show his Master just how much – just how grateful he was. It was a struggle, but if he tried, he could manage to get his mouth around his Master; just barely, but he could. Slippery with Erik’s own hunger and the slick crystalline drops now leaking from the hard shaft, he took inch after inch, slowly working his way down.


  He wasn’t quite sure when Master woke; but by the time he reached halfway – and as far as he could go – he knew the minotaur was aware. He paused, and started back up, trailing his tongue on the sensitive underside.


  Xavien gave out a low rumble of pleasure. “Good boy,” he said softly. “That’s… that’s very nice. Very nice indeed, Baby. No. Not Baby. Boy. Yes.”


  Boy, thought Erik, pleasuring his Master. He lay down, resting his arms on the minotaur’s massive legs, concentrating on pleasing – he wanted his Master to feel good. He wanted his master to be proud of him. He wanted…


  He wanted his Master’s seed; proof that his Master was truly happy with him; proof that he had something to offer his Master who fed him, who changed him, who protected him, who…


  Erik almost stopped suckling at his Master when the thought hit him.


  Who loved him.


  It struck like a thunderbolt; it explained… it explained… he couldn’t remember what it explained, not everything, but he knew, he knew, he knew why Master had carried him and fed him and changed him when he was soiled, and held him when he was crying and reassured him when he was afraid and embraced him while he slept. Master loved him; Xavien loved him, and this was how he was showing his poor human boy who wouldn’t, couldn’t have believed the words. Maybe this was the only way Master could show his Slave, his Boy, any human.


  It made Erik want to redouble his efforts, to bring his hands over, to hold his master’s tightening sack with its two precious fleshy orbs with reverence. Xavien himself, unaware of his Boy’s new understanding, groaned happily under his ministrations nevertheless. A hand placed itself gently on the back of his neck; not hard, not pressing him down, just acknowledging him, acknowledging the gift Erik was giving his Master, the gift of his own desire to please his Master.


  Seed erupted into Erik’s mouth with a quiet, deep, heartfelt sigh from the minotaur. Hot, pine-salt laced with musk and a metallic edge flooded the human. He drank reverently, deeply, not too fast, not even as fast as it poured in strong heartbeats, jetting into him, small trickles running down the length into the heavy hair of the minotaur. Erik let them; concentrated on savoring the moment and his Master’s pleasure that, somehow, wonderfully, was his own. And then, as Xavien softened, Erik licked down the shaft, tracing the remainder of the seed, taking it into himself. This was his Master’s pleasure, his Master’s essence, and Erik wanted Xavien to know – to see – the deep respect he had for his Master, the love he’d discovered for his master, reflected in him.


  He crawled to the side, up to the waiting minotaur, and tried to tell him. I love you. But the words wouldn’t come; his tongue was still tangled in whatever the minotaur had done to him.


  “There, there,” Xavien crooned. “What a wonderful boy you are,” and smiled at him.


  It was torture; knowing, and not able to say it. Xavien, Master, thank you! Too complex; all he could manage was a slight cough.


  “Words will come, Boy, don’t rush them. It’s all right; I know. It can wait,” Xavien said, and of course Master was right, of course it could wait but… but… Master had done so much. Erik was almost burning with the need to tell him it had worked; he understood; he was sorry he hadn’t known; how could he, Master, how… how…


  “Da…” Erik managed to force out, and the smile dropped from the minotaur’s face.


  “What?”


  “Dah…” he tried again. “Da… Daddy!” Erik managed to get the word out, and having said it once, it was easier to say again. “Daddy! Daddy!”


  Xavien looked utterly baffled ; Erik wanted to cry, wanted to laugh; he set his head down on the minotaur’s broad chest, shaking with all the things he wanted to say, wanted to confess, but all he could do was whisper “Daddy!” to his protector and god. He was sure it wasn’t the right thing; but… but it was the best he could offer. Please, please, he thought. Please…


  It took a another moment or two for the understanding Erik hoped for to reach the minotaur, but the smile on Xavien’s face was everything Erik had hoped for. The minotaur sat upright, pulled Erik up into his arms, and kissed him, the huge minotaur tongue questing deep into the human. Erik just wanted to melt against his Master; melt into him, let his Master take him, become part of him.


  “Daddy,” he managed to say again, with a breath of air following the kiss.


  “Yes,” the minotaur said. “You understand. Good.”


  Erik snuggled up, truly happy, for the first time, against his Master…


  No.


  Against his Daddy.


  8


  The End of Peace


  

  “Explain this, please.” The over-controlled voice of Lord Fog penetrated Dacien’s light sleep, but he was really woken by Five, who had disentangled himself from the human to take the position of sit in front of the Lord of Tongs. The gray minotaur stood like a threatening storm cloud next to the Lord of Tongs. Dacien wasn’t sure whom Teodor was talking to – it might have been Luzeil, or Five, or even Dacien himself. He rose as quickly as he could; it wasn’t as fast as Five might move, but it was fast for a human. Almost without thinking, he, too, took the position of sit in front of Lord Fog.


  “I didn’t say sit, I asked for an explanation,” said Lord Fog, in a level, over-controlled voice.


  “What’s to explain? We left two slaves together, without explicit instructions, and I don’t see a problem,” Luzeil said calmly, breaking into the conversation much like the sun his coloration resembled. “Other than that they were in my bed, of course.” The golden minotaur stretched out his arms, and yawned. “My, it’s late,” he exclaimed in a falsely expansive tone.


  Teodor looked down at Dacien, and then the motionless Five, and was silent. The Lord of Tongs shook his head – careful, as always, not to catch his horns on the tent walls.


  “Master,” asked Dacien hesitantly, after the silence had lengthened, “did I something wrong?”


  A pained look shadowed Luzeil’s gold-burnished muzzle, but the question seemed to cause the tension to drain out of Lord Fog.


  “No,” said the gray minotaur heavily. “You did nothing wrong. I presume… this one did nothing wrong either.” Teodor turned to fix his intent stare on the golden minotaur lounging to his side. “Luz. This falls on you, Luz. Why didn’t you tell me you had a minotaur slave?”


  “You didn’t ask,” Luzeil said lightly. “Can we go to bed?”


  Teodor just looked at him.


  “It’s not that important,” the golden minotaur said, with a hint of exasperation in his voice. “Besides, I thought it would be funny.”


  “Funny,” echoed Teodor, humorlessly. “Yes. Hilarious.”


  “Five’s a slave. Your human is a slave, however poorly behaved.” Now the golden muzzle twisted in sincere irritation. “Both were at leisure. I do not see a problem here.”


  “No,” sighed Teodor. “No. There is no…” he paused, and looked over at Five. “This is designated Five?”


  “Yes. Yours?”


  “Slave,” Teodor said shortly. “I do not…”


  “Yes,” said Luzeil, interrupting him. “For once, that’s exactly correct. You have absolutely no right to come in here, upset Five, bark at me for a perfectly reasonable question, or in general any excuse for this exercise in petulance.”


  “Petulance?” said Teodor angrily, and then the gray chest expanded in a deep breath. “Petulance?”


  “Petulance,” repeated Luz. “Consider. What’s happened has happened; no matter how upset you are, that won’t change. If you want to change how these two interact – so instruct Slave. Anything else, Te, is petulance. As you’re well aware.” The Lord of Tongs tilted his head. “And… it’s unlike you,” Luzeil continued. “Anthante, apologizing to Ox… and now this.” He stepped carefully over to the bed, sat, and then lowered himself to a laying position. “Not the Teodor I remember, at all.”


  “Perhaps the demands of my position are causing me to misjudge my actions,” Teodor said.


  “No they’re not,” Luz said, staring up at the ceiling of the tent. “Or rather, I find that unlikely. You, my friend, never panic, never take alarm, you’re always ten moves ahead of everyone else.”


  “I’m flattered at your belief in my imperturbability, but I fear it is somewhat exaggerated.”


  The golden minotaur laughed, a loud oddly bovine snort. “No, my friend, it means… there’s still something you’re not telling me.”


  “Many things,” said Teodor, with a hint of irritation. “Mostly trivial. Are you interested in what I had for breakfast? For the color of the walls in the solarium at Mistingrise?”


  “Not gray?”


  “Of course gray,” snapped Teodor.


  “And now… you’re diverting me. Offering me bait.” Luzeil smiled.


  “I am? I had no idea I was so manipulative.”


  The golden head rose a few inches, and all traces of amusement had vanished. “Bullshit. You don’t use coercion, but you use it to tell you exactly how to direct a conversation. You’re a consummate manipulator, Teodor Lord Fog. Whether you do it consciously or not is irrelevant. I’m afraid I have lot more experience being… misdirected, now that I’m the Lord of Tongs, and I’ve gotten quite good at not being sidetracked. Why… or rather, what agenda do you have that connects killing Anthante, apologizing to Ox, and being upset at finding your…


  “A minotaur slave,” Luzeil said suddenly. “You asked, not why I didn’t tell you I had a slave, but why not a minotaur.”


  “If I am so brilliant, why am I so confused? What agenda? What are you talking about?”


  “Oh,” said the Lord of Tongs. “You know, as a Lord, I see a lot of manipulation. I know when someone’s pulling on my nose ring. And you, beloved, are.”


  The gray minotaur just stood there. “I appreciate… your…” he paused, searching for words. “Confidence, yes, that I’m so adept at this. But what can I do to convince you I’m not?”


  “Tell me what you’re hiding. What’s so upsetting about this human laying with a…”


  The Lord of Tongs stopped, and got up, slowly. “Teodor. I just had this nonsane idea.”


  “Your honor is pledged to your silence, and I would expect that to hold doubly for nonsane speculation,” Teodor said. “Whatever it is. I admit to some curiosity, but… can it not wait until we are private?”


  “Five is reliable; yours?”


  “Yes, of course, but that’s not relevant.”


  The Lord of Tongs turned to look at Dacien, carefully. “I can think of a reason it’s relevant,” he said seriously. “Teodor, you can’t do that. You can’t.”


  “I daresay I have no idea what you’re discussing, and I’m equally certain that I do not take direction from Ourobouros.”


  “You gave me your word you’d bring no feral human mage…” Luzeil said. “How remarkably specific.” He looked back at the gray minotaur. “Teodor! You cannot do that.” He paused.


  “My Lord of Tongs!” interrupted Teodor. “I must ask you to cease this speculation. It is distressing me.


  “I’m right,” whispered Luzeil, with almost a look of shock. “How… it hasn’t…”


  “Luzeil!” shouted Teodor. “For your honor’s sake, be silent! If you must think, then do it silently!”


  The golden minotaur shot Teodor a hurt look, and then, without a word, walked out.


  Teodor watched him go, and sagged down onto the bed, and just sat, motionless. He put his hands onto his horns, and slowly rubbed them.


  “Sir?” asked Five.


  “Yes?” sighed the gray minotaur.


  “I… I’m an accomplished masseuse, Sir.”


  “Thank you,” Teodor said heavily, and then said nothing for another long pause. Dacien felt the strain of the position start to tell on him, but… if Five could stay like that, so could he.


  Finally Teodor spoke, but without raising his head.


  “Five. It would please me if you would clean Da – my human. He is covered with seed… is… it his?”


  “No, Sir, it’s mine.”


  “Do you have a basin? Bring…”


  Five was standing respectfully by the gray minotaur. He finally put his hands down, and stared at the empty basin. Gray snaked out from the minotaur, eddied around the tent and reached outside as the basin filled slowly with water.


  “Is that sufficient?” asked Teodor.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Proceed, then. Stand. Slave.”


  “Yes, Master,” Dacien said, standing to let the black-mottled minotaur clean him.


  “Slave, this is… did you… I must know,” Teodor sighed. “Did you take any of… Five’s humours – fluids – within yourself? Seed? Anything… else?”


  “No, Master.” Dacien said.


  Teodor seemed to relax a little, but only a little. “It is my desire – command – that you do not do so. Not Five, nor any other minotaur, save myself. Do you understand, and will you comply?”


  “I understand what you’re saying, Master, and I will do as you desire,” Dacien said. “But… it would help if I understood why, Master.”


  “It would,” agreed Teodor softly, finally raising his head. “But,” he sighed. “It is not that I do not trust you. It is that I trust no one else. And… and I know I ask much of you.” He paused, and turned to the other minotaur, carefully sponging the human clean.


  “Five.”


  “Sir,” the minotaur acknowledged him.


  “It pleases me that you do not share fluids with my human. I lay that on you, as well as him.”


  “Yes, Sir,” the minotaur said, and then again, “Sir.”


  “It pleases me that you shall not speak of my conversation with him, or you, excepting your Master’s explicit pleasure, and your duty to him.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “You wanted to say something?”


  “Sir. I heard you…” he paused. “Let your human know your desires. I would not…”


  “No,” said the gray minotaur said. “I didn’t think you would. I am sorry if I seemed to question that.”


  “Thank you, Sir. Sir.”


  “Yes, Five?”


  “Is it permissible if I share his fluids, Sir?”


  The gray minotaur blinked, and looked a little taken aback. “I… let me think, Five.” The gray minotaur was quiet for a few moments, his hand twitching somewhat. “Honor,” he said softly. “Five, I need to know two things. First, do you wish to… share his fluids? Or is it only that it would please me – or My Lord of Tongs?”


  The black and white minotaur did not stop his work while replying. “It would please me, Sir, and him.”


  “Very well. Secondly, I assume that My Lord of Tongs treats you well.”


  “Of course!”


  “That said, are you pleased belonging to My Lord of Tong?”


  Five stopped cleaning Dacien, laying the basin and cloth aside. He moved gracefully to his knees, and bent his head to the floor. “Forgive me, Sir, but that is not a question I should be asked, nor should I answer it.”


  “True,” said Teodor. “I know. Answer me.”


  “I will not, Sir.”


  “You will,” the minotaur said inexorably.


  “No, Sir.”


  Teodor nodded, as if the answer had been expected. Again, it happened at that peculiar minotaur speed that Dacien couldn’t quite grasp – one moment, the gray minotaur was Teodor, relaxed, comfortable… not threatening, or at least as nonthreatening as five hundred pound minotaur could be. The next, he’d dropped to one knee, and had hold of Five’s truncated horns, and twisted – Five gave an involuntary cry as he flipped on his back; Teodor’s – no, Lord Fog’s, Dacien thought – knee at his throat and Five’s head held forward by the gray minotaur’s grip. “I find you disobedient, and that displeases me greatly, minotaur slave. Have you given your name to My Lord of Tongs?”


  “No, Sir,” Five said, his breathing a little strained from Teodor’s weight. He wasn’t, Dacien noticed, fighting at all, and… he’d – yes, he’d have had to turn himself over, when the other had started to turn him.


  “Has he asked you for it?”


  “No, Sir,” the pinned minotaur said, tonelessly.


  “Would you give it to him?”


  “Yes, Sir.” The answer sounded almost defiant.


  And then Teodor was standing again, Five still on his back, on the rough green fibers of the flooring. “Don’t just lay there. Carry on.”


  And then Five had the cloth in hand, and resumed cleaning the human, as if nothing had happened. Dacien wondered, briefly, what really had happen, but he had no time to consider it, since Teodor turned to him immediately.


  “Dacien,” Teodor said.


  The black and white minotaur stiffened – a momentary thing that Dacien noticed only as a slight hesitation, a stroke of the cloth that happened too slowly.


  “I must ask – beg – you to continue to trust me,” Teodor said softly, either not noting, or, more likely, ignoring, Five’s reaction. “It is difficult; I have not been forthcoming, and I will be… less so, I think, in the near future. I will explain… more, when we are back at Mistingrise. But until then, everything is perilous. For you, for me, for us. My first concern, of course, is for my clan, always, that is the first responsibility of every clan member. Do not doubt that you are my second, Dacien.”


  “I don’t, Master,” Dacien said. He paused. “I’m supposed to say yes or no, in public, I mean.”


  “Generally, unless the question calls for an explanation.”


  “Then… how would I answer something like that?”


  “Ah,” said Teodor, regaining a little of his former lightness. “You wouldn’t. There was no question there.” Lord Fog began to take off his clothes. “It’s a little warm in here, do you think?”


  “A little, Master,” Dacien said.


  “Do you mind if I cool this tent down, Five?”


  “No, Sir.”


  “Let me rephrase that. Would you be more comfortable if it were cooler, Five?”


  “Yes, Sir,” Five said, putting the basin down. “Sir.”


  “Yes?”


  “May I dump the water, Sir?”


  “Yes.” Teodor paused. “And going forward, if you wish to ask me a question, please just ask it.”


  “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” Five rose and made his way over to the door.


  “Come back quickly, please,” Teodor added.


  “Yes, Sir,” and the minotaur was gone.


  A burst of gray and chill and something filled the tent; expanded around it just slightly, and Dacien did feel the late-evening heat fading gently. “There. We’re private now,” Teodor said briskly. “I’ve been thinking about how best to train you. Lensing is clearly not a good solution, given the, well, whatever it was. I would like to experiment more with that, but… not as a starting point. I think your ability to sense magic, however, is interesting. I’d like you to try more of that, sensing. I don’t want you to touch anything, or attempt to interfere with anything you sense. Just look. Get used to the feel of magic, I suppose. Let us see what happens with…” Teodor paused. “Dacien? I feel that I do not have your undivided attention.”


  “I didn’t know there were minotaur slaves,” Dacien said, staring after the departed minotaur.


  “There aren’t many,” Teodor said. “It’s an option for captured warriors, in an inter-clan fight, but… it’s unusual.”


  “He said he was sold from his war-college, before he graduated.”


  “Really,” breathed Teodor. “Did he say which clan?”


  “He said he didn’t belong to a clan. And…” Dacien paused. “I don’t know if I should tell you this, Master. He talked to me about… his relationship. With Lu – the Lord of Tongs.”


  Teodor nodded approvingly at Dacien’s self-correction. “It’s up to you. Do you feel he was talking in confidence to you?”


  Dacien shook his head. “I don’t know. I mean, when you asked him, he got…” Dacien’s voice trailed off.


  “It was an improper question to put to him,” Teodor admitted. “He behaved admirably. I was impressed. But you are not he, and he knows that you are mine, so he would have to expect that what I asked, you would answer.” The gray minotaur paused. “Although he might not have expected that I would ask. Few do.” The minotaur stretched. “Let me resolve the issue for you: I already know he is not pleased with his current master.”


  “How did you, well, know?”


  Teodor smiled sadly. “He told me. If he were pleased, he would have said so. There would be no dishonor to his master in admitting that, nor dishonor to him.” Teodor explained. “That’s the reason the question was so improper – there was no honorable way to answer it negatively and still be truthful. It… clashed directly with his honor.”


  “Slaves have honor?”


  “Of course,” Teodor said, sounding surprised. “How could they not have honor? It is, I grant, a different kind of honor. A slave is bound to obey his master, and his honor is how well he does that. Five is, as far as I can tell, very honorable. I shall test him, later, and see… just how pure that honor is.”


  “Master? Why?”


  “Because, whether he was aware of it or not, he asked me for help.” Teodor’s muzzle twisted into an expression Dacien could not read. “And I… I must grant that help, if it is within my power. He asked, if you recall, if he could…”


  “Share my fluids,” Dacien said.


  “Yes. Please try not to interrupt, Dacien. I understand that it’s a typical convention among the Empire, but here, it’s rude.”


  “I’m sorry, Master.”


  “Not to worry,” said the minotaur, glancing at the door. “There’s some time yet before you will need to be adept at negotiating formal etiquette. I intend to hold you to higher and higher levels of behavior; so that you will learn it. As each new custom becomes habitual, you’ll find yourself civilized in a surprisingly short time.” The gray minotaur glanced at the door, as if afraid the minotaur under discussion might return unexpectedly. “Five asked me for something that, strictly speaking, his master ought to have provided him. It might be taken that way, it might not. There was certainly no intended slight to the Lord of Tongs, and there might have been none. And so I… probed.”


  Dacien nodded, and received an approving smile from the gray minotaur. “And discovered he is not happy with his current owner.”


  “Exactly,” said Teodor. “But not willing to admit it to me. Very proper. Perhaps a bit too proper, actually. If he doesn’t…” Whatever else the gray minotaur was planning on saying stopped as the door parted, and Five returned, empty basin in hand. He walked over the to bed, and resumed the kneeling position.


  The gray minotaur quietly stripped his clothes off, and got into bed. “Dacien?”


  The human crawled in beside Teodor. “Uh, Master, what about… um, the Lord of Tongs?”


  “He will get in on the other side, I presume,” Teodor said. “Use the, as in ‘the Lord of’ when you’re discussing him in the third person. My is used when addressing him directly. Although you can just say Sir.”


  “Thank you, Master.” Dacien waited for a moment, but Teodor seemed actually interested in sleep. “Master?”


  “Can it wait until tomorrow?”


  Dacien took a deep breath, redolent with the pine-resin scent of the minotaur next to him. “I was wondering about Five. Master.”


  “Five’s disposition is the responsibility of the Lord of Tongs, not mine. Sleep well.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  The Lord of Tongs returned – later, and woke Dacien. Teodor either didn’t wake, or didn’t say anything; Dacien was unsure. As Teodor had predicted, Luzeil got into bed – on the other side after dismissing Five, who went out into the other section of the tent. Dacien felt sorry for him, and drifted off to sleep, wondering why Luzeil would be so dismissive of him. Maybe, he wondered, that was typical – or more typical, anyway – of minotaur treatment of slaves than Teodor’s considerate care.


  

  Morning came soon, as bells were rung before dawn. Dacien, Teodor, and Luzeil got out of bed to find breakfast waiting for them – or at least for Teodor and Luzeil. Dacien ate from a plate on the floor, to the left of his Master, and Five, he noted, was not invited to eat at all, simply standing behind Luzeil as he ate.


  “We’ll be moving,” was all Luzeil said to his slave. “Pack the fragile things,” before he turned to Teodor.


  “I do want to apologize for last night,” Luzeil said to Teodor. “I got a little… upset. I don’t approve, but of course… you are perfectly free to ignore my disapproval.”


  “Thank you,” Teodor said gravely. “I know. I’m not sure I would be quite so daring if not for Lord Chimes’s presentiment, and… other events.”


  “I trust you had a pleasant evening, and slept well?”


  “I slept well. I must report I found your slave disobedient, and willful.”


  “Five?” asked the golden minotaur, with almost a stunned expression. “Five! Is this true?”


  “Yes, Master,” the black-and-white minotaur said from behind him, very quietly.


  Luzeil turned to stare at him, disbelief in his eyes. “You disobeyed Lord Fog?”


  “Yes, Master,” repeated Five, eyes downcast.


  “Knowingly?” added Luzeil.


  “Yes, Master.” The black-and-white minotaur’s voice was even quieter than before.


  “You know he’s my personal guest as well as the envoy of Clan Lycaili?”


  “Yes, Master.” Five dropped to both knees, and bent forward until his head touched the ground.


  “Teodor, I don’t know what to say,” Luzeil said, in a deep voice that mixed bafflement with just a touch of anger. “I apologize. I cannot believe that Five would… fail me so.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes!” Luzeil closed his eyes. “I’m deeply ashamed. Especially after lecturing you last night on the proper deportment of slaves.” He paused. “What can I do?”


  “Sell him to me,” suggested Teodor coldly.


  “What?” The golden minotaur sounded surprised.


  “Sell him to me,” Teodor repeated, in that same emotionless tone. “I’ll add him to my collection of imperfectly trained slaves.” Only Dacien saw Five’s flinch.


  “I can’t sell a willful, disobedient slave!” The golden minotaur looked almost frantic.


  “Certainly you can. It’s not as if I don’t know what I’m buying. Did he even offer you his name?”


  “No,” Luzeil said, sounding upset. “But still! It’s… not done!”


  Teodor sighed. “You asked me what you could do; I told you.”


  “Ah,” said Luzeil, reluctantly. “I’d love to please you, but… the old Lord of Tongs left him to me.”


  “And?”


  “And Basil was a good friend, and a mentor, and… he was rather fond of this one.” Luzeil shot a frustrated glance at the still-kneeling minotaur. “Perhaps his favor was mistaken.”


  “Regardless, he deserves someone with the time to train him,” Teodor said implacably. “Sell him to me.”


  Luzeil looked back at Teodor. “Perhaps after I’ve punished him properly.”


  “You intend to punish him?”


  “I think so!” exclaimed the golden minotaur.


  Five quivered on the floor, his stubbed horns sinking down a bit lower.


  “Well, I’ll take on that, too,” Teodor said calmly, looking at Five. “His behavior does require some response, and… I think I am as well situated to give it as anyone. I will pay… whatever you think he’s worth.”


  The gold minotaur just shook his head. “You’ll buy him, you’ll punish him, and… take full responsibility?”


  “I will take full responsibility,” Teodor said. “And I will punish him as he requires, and reward him as he deserves.”


  “Very well,” Luzeil said. “Ten thousand suns?” Dacien saw Five’s shoulders droop again, as hard as the black and white minotaur was trying to remain still.


  “So little?” said Teodor, sounding surprised. “If I owned him, I wouldn’t let him go for ten times that. Reconsider.”


  “Twenty, then,” Luzeil said. “He is a minotaur, after all.”


  “So he is. A willful, disobedient one, I believe you said.”


  “Yes. I won’t go higher than twenty,” Luzeil said.


  “Fifty? Not even fifty?”


  The golden head turned slowly as Luzeil looked down at his slave. “If… no. I’m cheating you at twenty.”


  “You said twenty, I won’t let you back down,” Teodor said, softly. “I was not jesting when I said I wouldn’t let him go for even a hundred thousand suns. You are severely undervaluing him.”


  Five stilled at that, all but a slight shake to his horns.


  “Twenty then. Say twenty, and it’s done.”


  “I’d say fifty,” Teodor said.


  “Well, twenty thousand and fifty suns.”


  “Twenty thousand and fifty suns,” Teodor said. “But he’s worth more.”


  “Disobedient.” It was a curse word, Dacien realized as he watched Five twitch at it.


  “Five, how were you disobedient?” said Teodor.


  “I refused to answer a question, Master.” Five’s voice was hesitant, coming up from the floor.


  “Get up, please. What question?” Teodor’s voice had changed from cold to matter-of-fact.


  “I don’t remember the words, Master,” said Five, rising to look at his new Master. He was staring pleadingly at Teodor – Dacien realized he knew what Teodor was about to do, and… didn’t want it done? Dacien wondered why. Teodor had been pleased with Five’s reaction last night, and now… what?


  “Paraphrase, then,” the gray minotaur said, denying the unspoken plea.


  “You asked me if I were pleased to belong to the Lord of Tongs, Master,” Five said, sighing.


  “And did you answer me,” Teodor continued.


  “No, Master.” It was almost a whisper, and a proud declaration at the same time. Dacien watched the expression drain from Luzeil’s face.


  “I believe I threatened you physically,” Teodor said lightly. “Was that your recollection?”


  “Yes, Master,” Five said, admitting nothing more than that.


  “What did I do?”


  “You turned me on my back by my horns, Master.”


  “And you did not resist. And what did you say? A paraphrase, if you can’t remember the exact words.”


  “That… that you should not ask me that question. Master.”


  Luzeil had been looking back and forth from Teodor to Five during the interchange, and when Teodor turned to the now-silent Lord of Tongs, the golden minotaur looked away from him. “I’ve bought him. And I assure you, I would not part with him for twenty times what you said he was not worth.”


  “I’m a fool,” said Luzeil, facing away from Teodor.


  “No,” said Teodor, almost reflexively. “I don’t think you’re suited to him.”


  “I’m a fool,” Luzeil repeated, shaking his head and almost hitting Five with his horns. “I can’t believe I was lecturing you yesterday on the proper care of slaves!”


  The gray minotaur sighed gustily. “No hard feelings?”


  “No,” sighed Luzeil. “It’s fair. More than fair. I’m such a fool! Would you sell him back to me for a million suns?”


  Teodor smiled, and shook his head. “No. You don’t need him, Luz, and… I do. For my little project.”


  “You’re going to go through with it?” Luzeil asked, and then answered himself. “Of course you are. You’re… well. You’re you. And you will.” The golden minotaur considered Five broodingly. “Damn you. If you weren’t such a brilliant manipulator…”


  “Five asked me – inadvertently, to be sure – for help,” Teodor said. “What could I do?”


  Luzeil sighed. “All right. But… I want to know how it’s done. You owe me that much, Teodor Lord Fog Lycaili. You owe me that!”


  Teodor shook his head, and then paused. “After I’ve done it – if I succeed – I’ll tell you how. And how I figured it out. But… I haven’t tested it. I don’t know that I’m right.”


  “But you think you are.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor confidently. “I would not gamble so if I were less certain.”


  The golden minotaur sighed. “You always loved your mysteries,” he said. “I see you still do.”


  “I prefer to dazzle with the finished solution,” Teodor said, with a faint smile. “And it would. Dazzle. Will it not?”


  Luzeil just shook his head. “I think you may end wishing it were less dazzling, old friend. We should head on over to Orox’s tent to see if there’s anything last-minute.”


  Teodor nodded. “As you say.” He turned to the two slaves. “Five, please prepare the tent for packing. Dacien, please assist Five; he’ll let you know what he needs you to do.” Teodor paused for a moment. “Five, you and I will talk when events press me less closely; perhaps later today, perhaps tomorrow. I dislike putting it off, but… events press me, and I lack the leisure I need to attend to you. Be assured that I will make the time.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  The gray minotaur turned to look at the human. “Please take direction from Five. I expect I’ll be back shortly, but I distinctly recall saying that when we left Mistingrise, too”


  “Yes, Master,” Dacien said, remembering the departure with a grin.


  “Shall we?”


  “Yes,” sighed Luzeil, stepping through the divider, after Teodor. “I do want to talk to you privately about Orox’s plan to…” and his voice faded as the two minotaurs left the tent.


  The moment they were out of the tent, Five turned to Dacien. “Is he always like that?”


  “Like what?”


  “Like he knows everything, and what you’re going to do next, and what everyone around him is going to do next? Is he really a… you know.”


  Dacien just looked a little confused. “Well, he’s kind of like that, I guess. I… don’t know, really. And I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “He’s an air-mage, isn’t he?”


  “Yes,” said Dacien. “That, yes, he is.”


  “So… is he a… does he…” the minotaur looked at Dacien, not wanting to finish the sentence.


  Dacien just shook his head. “I’m really sorry, Five, but… all this magic is new to me. I didn’t know that there was such a thing as air magic.”


  “Well, you know what air magic does, don’t you? Does he, use it on us? Although I can’t imagine him using on Ma – the Lord of Tongs.” Five grimaced. “I can’t believe I’ve been sold. I can’t believe he bought me.”


  “Lightning bolts? Weather?”


  Five frowned. “No, that’s – well, weather magic is water.” Five started putting the plates into a straw hamper. “Lightning.” He put a few more plates away. “I’d guess that would be fire magic. Air magic is the magic of the intangible. Mind-magic. Knowing what others are thinking. Putting thoughts into their minds. Controlling them, although…”


  “That’s why Anthante called Teodor a mindbender,” Dacien said, suddenly enlightened.


  “SHHHH!” said Five, suddenly rigid with alarm. “Don’t – do you want to be whipped!”


  “What did I do?”


  “General Anthante. Master. Not – it’s not right to address him by his name. Not unless…”


  “We’re being intimate, right,” Dacien said. He sat back down on the bed. “Sorry.”


  “And that other word – what you said General Anthante called Master – it’s offensive.” Five paused. “I’m not sure I can explain it, but it implies the mage is using his magic irresponsibly to the detriment of his clan. That the mage is too weak and incompetent to act honorably. And that the mage is practicing – well, controlling someone’s thoughts is…” the minotaur paused again. “It’s a dishonorable thing. There are some exceptions, but I guess that sort of magic is like using poison. In some very rare circumstances, poison is medicine. But most of time, it’s just poison.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien, absorbing that. “I guess I thought… but why wouldn’t weather magic be air? Why water? Do you know much about magic?”


  “Just what everyone – or at least, every minotaur knows,” Five said. “You don’t?”


  “No. Tell me,” Dacien said, interested.


  Five hesitated. “Will you tell me about our Master? What he likes, what he dislikes?”


  “I…” Dacien paused. “I would. I’m… I’m not sure I know. He… I can tell you how he’s treated me.”


  “That would do,” said Five. “Hold on. Let me…” and the minotaur sprang into a blur, things vanishing, then the black-and-white haze would resolve itself into a minotaur again, going a little more slowly, and then back into the blur until everything was boxed.


  “There. Master – I mean, the Lord of Tongs – will collapse the tent himself, so… we’re done.” He looked regretfully towards the bed, and then back at Dacien. “I don’t know much about magic, we were just taught – in college, I mean – a little so we could understand what a mage could and could not do. Earth magic has control over things – if you can touch it, then it’s the realm of earth. Making things stronger, or weaker, or floating them. Moving them. That’s all earth magic.”


  “Like making steel rope stronger,” Dacien said, remembering.


  “Maybe,” said Five, dubiously. “Although… that might be changing something, too. Earth is good for healing, too, if you’re weak or tired. Or sick. Water magic is the magic of change and changing – changing the weather, that’s the example we got in school. Healing traumatic damage, like a cut or broken bones. Altering something’s shape, that’s change. I’d think that making something stronger would be change, so it sounds like water magic to me. Not that I’d know.”


  “Okay,” said Dacien.


  “Fire magic is all about creation and destruction – creating fire, or cold, or even small objects. There’s some overlap with earth magic in that fire magic can also move things, but… it’s different, somehow, although we weren’t told how. It wasn’t important, we weren’t doing it, just noting the results, so it was important to know that both could move things.


  “Air magic involves things that can’t be touched – thoughts. Visions. Illusions. Intangible things, like honor or love or fear.” Five tapped a finger thoughtfully against the table. “So air magic can make you perceive things that aren’t there, or hide things that are. Or… to affect your mind. Make you forget things, or remember things that didn’t happen as if they did. Make you feel emotions you don’t really have. But those last – that’s,” Five swallowed, and whispered, as if he were afraid he’d be overheard, “mindbending. Rape of the soul.”


  “And… there are the rumors about Master,” Five said. “I… I’ve heard some awful things. What really happened with General Anthante? I know… I know Master killed him after challenging him to a duel, but…”


  Dacien told him what happened, briefly.


  “Oh,” said Five. “I thought Master was an air- and water- mage. That lightning had to be fire magic.”


  “He know some of that, too,” Dacien said.


  Five looked impressed. “That’s… most mages just have a single affinity. He must be very powerful. He lives in Mistingrise House.”


  “Yes,” said Dacien.


  “You’ve been there,” said Five. “What’s it like?”


  “I spent one night there,” Dacien admitted. “We left in the morning. It was… I don’t know. Big. Square. Three, four levels, I’m not sure. Pretty nice. Really nice – well, it’s better than anything in the Empire. Comfortable. I liked the beds. And the bathing-rooms. Everything was gray, though.” He looked up at the minotaur. “Lord Fog hates the color gray. He sometimes refers to himself as ‘washwater-colored.’”


  “So he really does bleach everything around him?”


  Dacien opened his mouth to say, yes, but… and stopped. “That’s his signature, he says.”


  “Sort of like how the Lord of Tongs makes…” and Five paused. He sniffed. He sniffed more deeply. The minotaur picked up the light green blanket on the bed, and held it to his nose, inhaling deeply. “That’s odd,” Five said, after putting it back down. “Usually… usually everything smells of smoke.”


  “Master said that was the Lord of Tongs’ signature,” Dacien said, feeling a sudden pang of guilt. It didn’t seem right, somehow, to mislead this minotaur, even if he wasn’t really lying.


  Five looked down at his pelt, with its strong black and white markings, and then back at Dacien. “You’re… you’re a little gray,” he said.


  From the night… the night he’d tried to help. “Yes,” Dacien said. “I’m hoping it will wear off.” He paused, not sure of exactly what to say. Had – no, the other humans at Mistingrise hadn’t been gray. It must have just been the proximity to that one spell. “I was really close to him while he was working very powerful magic,” Dacien said. “I don’t think I would have bleached if… if I hadn’t been there. None of the other slaves at Mistingrise were gray, although all their clothes were.” He looked over at Five. “This – this was a fluke. I think it’s even wearing off.”


  Five just sighed. “It shouldn’t matter to a slave,” he said, almost wistfully. “I really should learn to stop trying… to control anything. That’s… that’s what being a slave means. Relinquishing control. If… if I turn gray, I turn gray.” He paused. “It’s actually becoming. I’ve never seen that color before, except…” He paused as a slight tremor shook him. “Except on a very old minotaur. And… he was so old he didn’t look healthy. Lord – I mean, Master looks healthy.”


  “I suppose,” Dacien said. The human looked around the tent. “Is this really… packed? I mean,…”


  “Yes,” admitted Five. “It doesn’t look it, but Mah – I mean, the Lord of Tongs, just collapses the tent. It all folds together, and he lifts it onto the care – by magic, I mean, not himself.” He grimaced. “Anything the Lord of Tongs needs that I could do – or any slave could do – he can do himself, faster, and more to his liking,” Five said regretfully. “And he does.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. “You won’t have that problem – I mean, we don’t have that problem – with Lord Fog – our Master. He…” the human paused. “He’s been very kind to me,” he said, finally. “I don’t think…” Dacien groped for words to explain himself, without touching on any of the things he oughtn’t say. “I don’t think… he’s been more considerate to me than anyone else. He’s the most… I don’t know,” Dacien said. “I can’t explain it. I mean, I like him, and… I’m attracted to him, but… I don’t know. If it’s more than his being just a minotaur, I mean.”


  “He… he told you about that?” Five sounded surprised.


  “Yes,” Dacien said, and then added, “I kind of guessed. And I asked, and he… he told me about it.”


  “You guessed?” Five sounded confused. “How… how could you guess?”


  “It just, I don’t know, seemed strange. Somehow. I mean, I’ve never been attracted to males, or… uh, well, I’m not sure how to say this, but I’ve never really wanted to get intimate with a cow, either, and certainly not a bull and… suddenly I was all… well, wanting to get intimate with a bull.” Dacien paused, and forced himself to be honest. “Or wanting a bull to get intimate with me. I suppose. So… so I asked him, and Te – Master, I mean, explained.”


  “Oh,” said Five. “Were… were you mad?”


  Was he? Dacien hadn’t even really thought about it. Was he mad? No, but… should he be? Should he have gotten upset? Would he have gotten upset? If what Teodor had told him was true – and Dacien had no doubt that it was, could he have been upset? Only, he had been upset, he realized. Teodor had told him, in part, to make him less so. Did that matter?


  Dacien somehow managed to truncate all that down to a “No,” and then he added, “I wasn’t angry. I… even if he’d told me earlier, I don’t know if I’d have believed him. I mean, it works both ways, doesn’t it?”


  “It does,” Five said. “It’s the way the creators wanted it. But it makes sense. I don’t…” he broke off. “I…” he paused. “I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t be talking to you.”


  “Why not?” asked Dacien.


  “Because… because Master hasn’t said we could,” the black-and-white minotaur sighed. “And since I don’t know… I don’t what he expects from me, I should assume nothing.”


  “He won’t mind,” Dacien said automatically. “He’d have said so.”


  “I knew the Lord of Tongs wouldn’t mind, and… well.” Five said. “I thought you’d know if Lord – Master, I mean, would mind. But… I don’t know.”


  “Didn’t he tell me to take direction from you? To help you pack?”


  “I’m done packing,” said Five, and then paused, shifting his head. “That’s odd.”


  “What?”


  “I don’t hear… the sounds of a camp being stowed,” Five said. “If we’re going to march out, then… tents should be coming down, boxes and carts and crates – and I don’t hear anything like that. It takes a lot to move an army.”


  “It does,” said Dacien, listening. And then he extended those new senses of his, outwards, encountering eddies and knots but… there. The gray coolness of Lord Fog, mixed with the sweet-scented smoke of the Lord of Tongs, intertwined. “They’re…” doing magic, he would have said, but that would definitely be things he ought not talk about.


  “Yes?”


  “It is quiet,” Dacien agreed. “So we just… wait?”


  “Yes,” said Five. “You get used to it. Or you find things to do while you wait. It’s worse in a tent like this; there’s not all that much to be done. In a house, there’s always something that needs attention. Woodwork. Cleaning. Gardening. In a tent, once everything is put away, there’s really not much else to do at all.”


  “What did you do for the old Lord of Tongs?”


  Five smiled in remembrance. “He loved to have guests over,” the black-and-white minotaur said. “He gave parties, two, three times a week. He invited everyone. The house was always busy – I was his personal servant. So his butler and I argued over place settings and napkins and menus and wines and…” Five shook his head slightly. “He was a very good Master.”


  “The current Lord of Tongs?”


  “Doesn’t entertain,” said Five. “He goes to a party, maybe once a month. He and his partner, Warlord Jervais, they were – are, really, stay-at-home. Quiet dinners for two. One footman – me. And then they’d retire for the evening, and… the rest of us would clean the house. Not even a big house; three suites, servant’s quarters, living rooms. Hardly even a room to give a party. Tiny little music room, tiny little dining room, tiny little parlor. Big study, for the Lord of Tongs, and a library. The Warlord didn’t even have a salle there.”


  “How… how many slaves does he have?”


  “In town?” Five paused for a moment, counting mentally. “Six. Five now, of course, since…” the minotaur smiled somewhat grimly. Dacien wondered momentarily at how he’d started to read the expressions of the bovine minotaurs. “Since he doesn’t have me. So without Five, he has five.”


  Dacien shared the grin, if not the amusement. “That… is that a lot?”


  “Very few,” said Five, “especially for a great lord like the Lord of Tongs. On the other hand, the house belongs to Warlord Jervais, not the Lord of Tongs. It’s about right for a Warlord of… moderate distinction. Not a general, I mean, or a great lord. Not that the Warlord isn’t successful; he’s young. He’s only been a Warlord for about thirty years.”


  “And the Lord of Tongs lives with him rather than the other way round?”


  “Yes,” said Five. “The old Lord of Tongs has – had – a much larger house, but… as far as I know, the Lord of Tongs doesn’t have a house of his own.”


  “So we just wait?”


  Five nodded, and lay down on the bed. “Armies are like that, in my experience.”


  “Mine too,” Dacien said, and lay down beside Five. The pine-resin smell of the minotaur next to him was oddly tempting, but Dacien forced the desire down; he knew what it was, nothing but sensation, and Dacien had found, over the past few days, that he could resist the smell.


  However wonderful it was.


  Instead, Dacien relaxed, and decided to do what Teodor had encouraged him to do. He didn’t need to close his eyes, just… concentrate. It was a different way of seeing, a different kind of sense that was a little like vision, a little like hearing, a little like tasting and not really like any of those. It was just… Dacien gave up trying to categorize it, and focused on experiencing it.


  Every time he did this, it seemed like he could see – taste – experience – something – more. He was sensing the same things, but familiarity seemed to let him see – only it wasn’t seeing – understand – only it certainly wasn’t understanding – sense, he supposed, that was the only word that worked, sense more of what was there. He didn’t pretend to understand it.


  That Teodor himself didn’t understand it – the thought worried him at first. But then he just let the thought go, and felt… he could feel whatever it was that Teodor and Luzeil were doing, in the distance. Here and there… he could sense something. Small, faint, blots – no, not blots, more like patterns, or movements in patterns, or… like a hole, through which a pattern shows, but the…


  Five was such a… a… Dacien wasn’t quite sure what to call it. It was like a window into another realm, one filled with patterns and lights and, well, magic, Dacien supposed. But Five wasn’t the pattern itself, nor was the magic leaking from him… it was just… just…


  Just a perception. As Five moved, the edges of the view changed, too, like seeing a different section of patterned tile, or looking through a window from the left, rather than the right. It was a little strange, and stranger still to realize that every one of those moving – views, portals, whatever they were – must represent a minotaur.


  Dacien decided to focus on Five. The sense was fuzzy; confused, like staring at a forest through a thick rain, or through rippling water. Could he… Dacien extended his senses through the…


  Dacien felt some kind of resistance give – a pop, as something not seen or sensed or even present except that…


  He pulled back.


  “Five?” He said suddenly.


  “Yes?” The minotaur said.


  “Are you all right?”


  “Yes,” and then a silence. “Why do you ask?”


  “Nothing,” said Dacien. “I’m sorry… I… I thought… I don’t know what I thought.”


  “Sometimes that happens to me, too, when I’m drifting off to sleep,” Five said with a hint of a laugh in his voice.


  “Sorry,” Dacien managed. “I’m sorry.”


  “For what?” Five dismissed the apology.


  An excellent question, as Teodor might say, Dacien thought. What had he done? He slipped back into his focus, not without difficulty, and looked again, not touching anything this time, not reaching, not… anything. Just looking at Five, at the patterns and flows behind…


  Oh.


  The patterns weren’t behind the minotaur, but flowing through him now, magic seeping into the supine minotaur, draining into the whatever beyond. Dacien’s mind flashed back to Teodor’s long-ago – was it only ten days? Nine? – lecture about latent mages. No, no, not latent – potential mages. Mages who were absorbing magic, mages who would at some point become… what? Something that let magic seep out into the world, or pour out. How had he done that? And how would he tell Lord Fog?


  Especially after… Dacien thought about the lecture he’d received two mornings ago. Teodor had warned him in clear, unmistakable terms that if he were to use magic without permission, it would not be forgiven again. He could almost hear the anger – and now, suddenly, he understood the fear in his Master’s voice, again. He could have hurt Five. He could have…


  He might have unknowingly killed the minotaur, instead of just…


  Turning him into a potential mage. Had he? Could he? It seemed… impossible. Nobody knew what or why or how a latent mage might transform into a potential mage, just that… being around magic did it. Could it be that magic somehow… cracked or popped or broke open whatever separated magic from the world? Was the difference that thin? It had parted like wet gauze, like a bubble popping. Was it different for others?


  Dacien resolved not to experiment with that. This would be… would be hard enough to explain. What should he do? Tell Five? Tell…


  Except Teodor would notice. And…


  He’d have to tell his Master. It had been an accident. Why had he even been looking, Dacien cried to himself. He should have known better! He should have waited…


  No, he was doing it because Master told him to look. That’s all he was doing, looking, he didn’t realize that some kinds of looking might be touching… oh. Dacien’s heartbeat slowed down a little. Teodor had told him too. He had been following directions; Master had thought it safe for him to look. He’d simply been wrong. No, not wrong, Dacien simply hadn’t understood where looking went. Surely… surely that must be common?


  Dacien tried to calm himself, failed, and tried again for the next twenty minutes, and when Teodor finally trudged back into the tent, he was almost desperate.


  “Master,” he said, the moment the gray minotaur walked in – and then looked at him. Teodor looked exhausted; and he recalled belatedly that the two mages had been doing… something.


  Five was already on his knees, and a subtle shake of his head was clearly meant to indicate that Dacien shouldn’t address his Master. But…


  “Teodor,” Dacien said, hoping this was a matter formal enough for that address. It certainly got the minotaur’s attention, and Five actually stared at the human in amazement.


  “Yes – quickly!” said the gray minotaur, apparently giving Dacien the benefit of any doubt.


  “Five, please go outside.”


  “Do it,” the gray minotaur said, almost instantly. “In fact – go assist the two helping the Lord of Tongs here. Insist they go slowly. Go! Go!”


  Five rose, and vanished.


  “We have some few seconds, no more, perhaps less,” Teodor said.


  “Master, you told me to watch magic flows – yes?”


  “Yes,” the minotaur said. “Did you see… no, tell me.”


  “I accidentally touched Five, Master. Master Teodor. I thought I was looking but something happened and…” Dacien paused. “It was an accident, Master.”


  “So I will assume,” said Teodor. “Did… did he notice anything? What – what effect did you have?”


  “He did not notice, Master. And… he’s a potential mage. Now.”


  Teodor’s face went slack, and the minotaur just shook his head. “You… you think you converted Five into a potential mage?” he asked. “I… no. This is not…”


  A shuffling from outside was all the notice they had before three minotaurs came in, carrying the unconscious Lord of Tongs.


  “Yes. Set him on the bed. Leave. I will tend him,” Teodor said. “Five, Dacien, remain. No, the Lord of Tongs will be fine. It’s just a very difficult spell; he will recover in some few hours. Please. Go. I can help him, I have Five, and the Lord of Tongs would prefer privacy while he recuperates, I am certain.”


  Once the golden minotaur had been laid out on the bed, the gray Lord Fog chivvied the others out, despite the mistrustful look from a red-and-black brindled longhorn. “No, it is a matter for magic-workers, really. Didn’t you hear him say so? Please. It has cost us – me and my Lord of Tongs – much to show you what we have. Go. Plan.”


  He paused as they left, and then the cool chill that Dacien guessed was some kind of privacy spell wrapped the tent. Teodor went over to a chair, glanced over at the apparently sleeping Lord of Tongs, and took a deep breath. “One thing at time. Five! I should like a glass of the strongest liquor in the tent. Doubly distilled brandy would be a very nice treat.”


  “It’s packed…”


  “Unpack it, then. We will not be leaving until tomorrow,” Lord Fog said. He waited until Five had pulled open a box and decanted a small glass of dark brown liquid. Rather than sipping it, the gray minotaur just poured it into his mouth and swallowed. The minotaur shuddered. “You’re drinking paint varnish, Luzeil. Yes, I know. I am sorry. I… I need a moment. I am sorry. I know the wait is torment; I will be as brief as I can…” Teodor’s gaze focused on Five for a moment, and then passed back to Dacien.


  Grey chill touched him briefly. Dacien; this is your Master. Do not discuss this matter of… potentiating Five with anyone. Nor concern yourself with an accident; such things happen, and I, not you, bear that blame. Simply nod to acknowledge me.


  Dacien nodded, a tiny, brief lowering of his head. Teodor’s gaze turned back to the still motionless golden minotaur. “Dacien. Five. Attend, please. Five, have you heard of the term, lens euphoria? I’ve mentioned it to Dacien, but never… never explained it fully.”


  “No, Master.” Five said.


  Teodor nodded. “Quite understandable. Handling magic in certain ways has in turn definite effects, physiological and psychic both. One of the most common is for two mages to work together to craft a spell beyond their individual powers – a vision, a far-seeing spell, where the sight is made visible to all, rather than just the mage, is such a working, and Luzeil was good enough to assist me in that. I worked the spell; he served as lens. Five, have you heard the term lens, and if so, do you think you understand it?”


  “I’ve heard it, and… it means that one mage serves as a focus for the other?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “Exactly. Doing so, however, has a strong effect on the lens. Lensing is intensely pleasurable, strongly intoxicating, and it inhibits the facility of judgment; or perhaps it would be better to say that is disinhibits one at the same time it causes a most intense sexual craving. Repeated exposure, without certain… disciplines, lead to a condition called lens euphoria, where the lens, after an experience, loses self-control entirely.” Teodor waved at the recumbent minotaur. “I should point out that in some clans – Ourobouros, to take one not entirely at random – it has been the custom to induce the most addictive form of lens euphoria in one’s apprentices. The masters are subject to the condition, so they pass it on to their students as some debilitating rite of passage. My own master, Lord Ember, was subject to lens euphoria, but he felt it was counterproductive. He chose not to inflict it on his apprentices.” The gray minotaur closed his eyes. “The Lord of Rain chose otherwise.”


  Teodor turned back to Five and Dacien. “At the moment, Luzeil is caught in a spell of mine, feigning sleep, to conceal his condition from the rest of Ourobouros. I have shrouded our tent in privacy, none will hear nor see what occurs within. I believe, Dacien, I have mentioned that magic has its perils and inconveniences.”


  Teodor reached down, and ran his fingers through the fine golden mist of hair on Luzeil’s muzzle. Cool gray magic dissipated, and the gold minotaur gasped. “No more lectures. Just…”


  “Yes,” said Teodor, unbuttoning his shirt. “But it would be easier if…”


  The buttons practically exploded from Luzeil’s clothes, the trousers hurling themselves off him. A second glance, and Teodor’s clothing did the same.


  “Do it!” said the Lord of Tongs, rolling onto his back. “Teodor…”


  “Yes,” said the gray minotaur, stroking the golden pelt. “I’m sorry, Luz. This is not… not how I wanted a reunion to be.”


  “It’s fine,” panted Luzeil. “Teodor, please fuck me. Now!”


  The gray minotaur parted the gold-furred legs, and pushed into Luzeil, slowly, and clearly not fast enough for him. The golden minotaur reached out, grabbed at Teodor’s hips, and pulled him closer. Luzeil moaned. “TEODOR!” he howled.


  “Here,” said the other, now ignoring the other two, and beginning to slam into the golden mage with more force than he’d ever fucked Dacien; reaching down – taking Luzeil’s horns in his hands.


  Dacien felt, rather than heard, Five’s gasp of breath, at that, but Luzeil just held his head back, taking the pull down his spine, and Teodor’s breathing became more ragged as he pounded the gold minotaur. Luzeil himself was throwing his body against the gray minotaur, almost desperately – no, Dacien decided, no almost about it; the golden minotaur was desperate; his expression one that mingled fierce desire with a frantic need. Luzeil was screaming, suddenly, his entire body convulsing as his thick white seed spattered over Teodor, over the bed.


  The human expected Teodor to pull out, that the coupling would be finished, but Teodor continued fucking the gold minotaur almost grimly, and Luzeil was cooperating just as enthusiastically as before, and perhaps more so. Dacien spared a glimpse at Five, who was looking – shocked? Horrified? Aroused? Maybe it was only Teodor who was becoming easier to read? “Five?” he whispered.


  The black-and-white minotaur just shook his head.


  Luzeil came three more times, the ejaculate thinner each time, as Teodor relentlessly fucked him. And then suddenly Luzeil made a strange sound, something like a cross between a whimper and a howl, and collapsed, the gray minotaur still on top of him, bringing the session to an end.


  Teodor sighed, whether in tiredness or in pain Dacien couldn’t tell. More cool gray magic whispered around the two, water dripping from them, and the matted fur quickly cleaned itself, the fouled water sinking through the floor. The gray minotaur pulled the golden one up – still sleeping? Luzeil’s unconsciousness seemed more profound than mere sleep, however, as Teodor gathered him in his gray arms, and held him.


  Then, and only then, did he look up at his audience, and smiled, almost wistfully. “Lens euphoria addiction,” he said, softly. “Luz will wake in control of himself again.” His eye wandered to Five. “This is obviously something that is not discussed by slaves.”


  “No, Master,” said Five.


  “I take it you’ve never seen an example of lens euphoria addiction?”


  “No, Master,” said Five and Dacien.


  “Few non-mages do,” said Teodor, laying himself – and Luzeil – back down on the bed. “It is not something most mages are eager to make known, but… with the exception of myself, Lord Chimes, and Lord Lash, all the mages I know are subject to it.” Teodor paused for a moment. “I intend that my apprentices, as I gain them, will be taught how to avoid it. Lensing is a vital technique. Mages serving as lenses permit spells that are otherwise impossible, as the Lord of Tongs did today. But… it is often possible to avoid addiction.”


  “Master?”


  “Yes, Dacien?”


  “Often possible?”


  “Often,” repeated Teodor. “Lord Doze was not intentionally addicted. He was shown how to avoid it, how to prevent the worst effects, but… he is fully subject to it. I do not think he’s weak, I suspect there are some persons who… will always be subject to euphoria addiction. And, of course, only the last four mages were trained to avoid it.”


  “Master?” whispered Five uncertainly.


  “Yes, Five?”


  “Forgive me, Master, but I don’t understand why you’re telling us – me, this.”


  “Ah,” said Teodor, gently stroking the sleeping minotaur, “I tell Dacien because – and this is a secret, my Five, not to be divulged – because he is a mage. And I tell you because it pleases me that you know. I will tell you many things, my Five, that you do not strictly need to know to serve me, but will give you insight on how I am to be served. And… I do think I promised a discussion with you, did I not?”


  “Yes, Master,” said Five.


  Teodor was silent for several minutes. “And so we shall,” he said. “I cannot – dare not – send Dacien out, as I should, so this will be short, and cover… not everything, my Five, and when we are at Mistingrise again, I shall do this properly, and we will spend a day and night.”


  “Yes, Master!” Five said.


  “For now…” Teodor sighed. “I have great need of you, Five, or rather, I will have great need of you. The small difficulties you pose at the moment are nothing, nothing, when I think of the benefit ahead. I am delighted that you have come to me, Five.”


  “Thank you, Master.” Five sounded reserved to Dacien.


  “Now, as to what I expect from you. I do not know how good a master I am; I promise that I will spare nothing to be so. And I expect that if I seem unfair, or overly demanding, or assign a task beyond your strength, that you will tell me. Politely, of course.”


  “I will, Master.”


  “Good,” Teodor said. “Good. I am an accomplished air mage, and one of the things an air mage can do, Five, is to read thoughts. It is a tricky, delicate, demanding, exercise, best done in absolute quiet, with the subject drugged or magically restrained. Even then, success is uncertain, depending much on the resonances between mage and subject, and other imponderables. Such a thing works perhaps no more than eight of every ten times it is attempted. Do you know why I tell you this?”


  “No, Master,” said Five.


  “It is to explain precisely why I do not expect you to read my mind. If you have a question, or a doubt, or a concern, or a thought – or you think that some other option might better serve me, it pleases me that you voice it.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “I expect you will have many questions at first, and it pleases me that you ask them.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  The gray minotaur nodded, and looked at Five expectantly.


  The black-and-white minotaur looked back with an almost hunted look. “Please you, Master, I… I can’t think of any.”


  “Not even one?” Teodor’s deep voice sounded almost amused to Dacien.


  “No, Master.”


  “I see,” said Teodor, in an absent tone. “So be it. Do not concern yourself with such things, then, my Five. It pleases me that you eat, sleep, groom yourself – in short, you have permission to do all the small tasks of living; you need not run to me for such things. I will not fault you for taking initiative, even if the result is other than what I might have commanded.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  Teodor sighed. “Five, what you like me to do to you?”


  “I… I don’t know, Master,” Five said.


  “You don’t know,” said Teodor slowly. “I see. Five, if you did know, what would it be?”


  “Master?”


  “Go on,” Teodor said, almost coaxingly. “If you did know, what would it be?”


  The black and white minotaur shook himself, as if trying to understand. “I’d like to be held, I think. Master.”


  “Good enough,” Teodor said, slowly disentangling himself from Luzeil. He stood. “Come here, Five.”


  “Master, I…”


  “Hush,” said Teodor. “Come to me. No words, my Five.” Gray arms enfolded the black spattered minotaur, who held himself tense against Teodor. “There. I have you, my Five.”


  “Master?” The word was choked, barely audible.


  “Hush,” said Teodor, stroking the other’s head, holding him, slowly sitting on the bed. Five folded, knees on the floor, his head on Teodor’s lap. Gray hands petted the white-and-black fur, running down Five’s head to his back.


  Eventually Dacien finally saw the tenseness fade from the hard muscle of the black-and-white minotaur under Teodor’s touch. The gray minotaur glanced up at Dacien, and smiled briefly, nodding at the minotaur crouched at his lap. “It was a hard question,” Teodor murmured to the other minotaur, his hands continuing their gentle caress. “And there will be harder, my Five, much harder questions.”


  The other minotaur tensed instantly, locking into a rigid stillness, a pelt of white and black stretched over a statue of a minotaur. Teodor didn’t pause, his hands locked down around the slave.


  “I’ll give it to you, Master. Willingly.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “But I will take it, nonetheless.” Teodor looked across to Dacien, somehow sensing his mounting confusion. Later, he mouthed. Dacien nodded, acknowledging the minotaur, and Teodor turned his attention back to Five. “You’re afraid, I think.” The gray minotaur shook his head, and stroked first one truncated horn, and then the other. “Whoever did this cut at the base, didn’t he.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Was it the old or new Lord of Tongs that repaired it?”


  “The old Lord, Master.”


  “And your back is clear, too… did he heal whip marks, too?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Very tricky, as I understand such things,” Teodor said softly. “Why were your horns cut?”


  “I… when I was… before I was fully trained. Master. I… I gored my Master. My first Master.”


  “Did it kill him?” Teodor asked in a level tone.


  “No, Master,” and Dacien thought he heard a suggestion of bitterness in the minotaur’s voice, the first hint of dissatisfaction with slavery Five had revealed.


  “Did you mean to?”


  “Yes, Master,” Five said, clearly, almost forcefully. “I meant to kill him. It should have killed him; I cut the femoral arteries. Both of them.”


  “Yet he survived,” Teodor said.


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Does he survive now? Do you know?”


  “I do not know, Master. He sold me. For…” Five’s voice broke. “For gold.”


  “But that was after, of course.”


  “Long after, Master.”


  “And will you try to kill me, Five?” Somehow, Teodor asked the question in the same calm voice he’d said everything else in. “I will be your Master, whether the answer is yea or nay.”


  “I… I don’t think so, Master.”


  “That is not an answer,” Teodor said.


  “I don’t know, Master.”


  “You’re welcome to try,” the gray minotaur said after a long pause, and Dacien looked at him with confusion.


  “Thank you, Master,” said Five, sounding almost grateful, which only confused the human more.


  “There is worse than this,” Teodor said, running a finger over the horn. “Much worse, Five.”


  “I… I’d rather not find out, Master.”


  Teodor’s smile was thin and cold. “No. Will you try to kill me, Five?”


  The kneeling minotaur sighed. “No, Master. It’s nice to imagine, sometimes but… I haven’t even tried, not since…” he shuddered. “And… being a slave isn’t… isn’t what I thought it would be, when I was being trained.”


  “Good,” Teodor said, more warmly. “I’ll try not to give you a reason to change your mind.”


  “The Lord of Tongs never asked me, Master,” Five said, face down. “Not for my name, not for my choice.”


  “Probably not,” sighed Teodor. “Sweet as he is, he’s a bit… blind. Never mind.” Teodor moved Five gently off his lap, and stood, surveyed the tent, and stared at the sleeping Luzeil. “He’ll be out for several hours.”


  “Master?” asked Dacien hesitantly.


  “Questions,” sighed Teodor. “Humans and questions. It’s almost a cliché. Not now, Apprentice. Still…” he looked at Five for a moment.


  “Five, is there… no. I think Luz needs some company. On the bed.”


  Five obeyed, although he looked confused.


  This time, Dacien felt the gray cool of his Master’s magic wrap around the other minotaur with the speed of an executioner’s axe. Five collapsed onto the bed into – no, just sleep. Just sleep, and Teodor turned to Dacien with almost a relieved look.


  “Not that any of the troubles are over, but at least I have a reprieve to try to understand some of this,” Teodor said. “Most interesting thing first, I think. How did that happen?”


  Dacien told Teodor the story, ending with, “and… that’s it. I don’t know… I didn’t mean for that to happen.”


  “No, of course not,” Teodor said, thoughtfully. “But it sounds as if you catalyzed the transition from latent mage to potential mage. Either that, or the most unlikely coincidence I’ve ever heard of. I think I understand it; it makes sense, although I never would have guessed in my wildest dreams that you might be able to do such a thing.”


  Teodor looked at Dacien. “I think… I think I would like to keep this power secret, even when I do reveal you to my fellow Lords. Do not mention that you perceive others as… portals to the realm of magic. Or however or whatever it is that you do.”


  “Yes, Master,” Dacien said. “Er. Master?”


  “Yes?”


  “You said you understand it?”


  “Yes,” sighed Teodor. “I… I have a theory. Magic tends to align itself along certain paths, elemental affinities being the most common, but not, by any means, the only such. Mages have had affinities for wood, for metal, for the ocean, for fish, in one peculiar case. I think… I think you have such an unusual affinity. Perhaps a unique one, if I have guessed rightly, but… I hesitate, Dacien, because my guess is audacious in the extreme, and… and it is possible I have misunderstood your gifts. If I were to tell what I guessed, then it might influence the development of your gifts. There is time, Apprentice, there is time, and all of these things will unfold in time. This is a place where hurrying can lead to error, and error is hard to undo. I might limit you improperly, prevent you from understanding the fullness of your gifts.” Teodor sighed. “Humans are impatient, much more now-oriented than minotaurs, and I think that is just the way humans perceive time; differently than we do. I know it is hard to wait, and I suspect it is harder than I understand, but… please, Dacien. Wait. Don’t be in such a rush to put a name to your magic; let it find its own name.” Teodor sat back down on the bed, carefully avoiding the two sleeping minotaurs.


  “That… that makes sense. I understand. But… it is hard to wait.”


  “The waiting is really more a byproduct of this ridiculous invasion,” Teodor said, sounding a little frustrated himself. “I can think of all kinds of things I’d like to experiment with if we were just back at Mistingrise, where… where I could do things without worrying about our privacy. But as it is… if Luzeil, here, knew you had the potential to… create mages, then he’d probably kill me to get at you himself.” Teodor looked pensive. “Understand, Dacien, there are no more than a few hundred or so of us, spread out among all our clans. This is… this is a power we’d always thought was reserved from us by the creators themselves. Lycaili is fortunate to have so many mages. Lords Winter, Green, Chimes, Doze, Lash. Myself, of course. Trand, who should be Lord Run. You. Lord Clear, perhaps. Seven. Eight, if I count you. Soon nine, when he is trained,” and Teodor gestured to Five. “Perhaps. We shall see if… if he can adapt again, from warrior to slave to lord. If it can be done.”


  “Can it be done?”


  Teodor shrugged. “I don’t know. But I don’t have a choice.”


  “What if… what if he can’t?” said Dacien, thinking of the minotaur’s rigidity, and suddenly worried for what he’d done.


  Teodor turned towards Dacien. “What do you think, Apprentice? What else can we do? If he cannot handle the power responsibly, then he must die. This is no different than the strictures on me, or you, or anyone.”


  “But… he shouldn’t have been…”


  “You don’t know that,” said Teodor. “He may have been a latent mage all along. He might have been close to becoming a potential mage. You don’t know how much – or little – you contributed. You did, I’m sure, some. But how much is questionable, and… and mistakes happen, Apprentice, especially in new ground.” Teodor focused his attention completely on the human. “Consider this is not the first time you have placed others in danger, and in all likelihood, this will not be the last time you place others in jeopardy. Get used to it; you will make mistakes, no matter how cautious you are, and if you are a mage, and a Lord, then others will die for those mistakes. All you can do is try to make as few as you may, and redeem those you can.” The gray minotaur sighed. “What else is there?”


  “I… I don’t know,” Dacien said. “I suppose that seems reasonable. But…”


  “But?”


  “I guess this is more serious than I thought,” Dacien said. “I just don’t understand, though, how I’m supposed to be a Lord. I’m not a minotaur!”


  Teodor shrugged. “I think we need your magic,” he said. “And a mage, in our clan, is a Lord. And so must you be, if we are to benefit from your skill.” Teodor hesitated. “Or perhaps… you would have reservations about aiding our clan? Would that be an issue for you, Dacien?”


  “I… I hadn’t even thought about it, Master,” Dacien said. “This has all been so… well, I don’t know.”


  “It has been sudden and surprising, I am forced to agree. I do not expect you to have any great loyalty to my – our – clan, especially since you were taken in battle. It is enough, for me, for now, that you feel no hatred to us. That you could, perhaps, feel comfortable thinking of yourself as belonging to a minotaur clan, rather than some human empire. Clans are about family, and bonds of blood. And we can add to our clan, if we see an honorable person.”


  “Even a human? It would feel weird.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor, thoughtfully. “It would.”


  “May I ask about… Five? Master?”


  “If you must,” said Teodor.


  “What did you mean, take his name. And why did you say he could try to kill you? I mean, it meant something, I understood that,” Dacien said. “But…” he trailed off.


  “Questions.” The gray minotaur merely shook his head. “A full explanation would take days, but… briefly, simplistically, and inaccurately, minotaurs as slaves came from captured warriors, enslaved by their captors. Strictly speaking, only warriors could be enslaved; non-warriors had to be ransomed, for tedious historical reasons. Thus, it became a question of honor, honor in turn required that a captured warrior have a chance – a single chance – to overcome his captor if he had not been taken by that warrior on the field. Some might choose not to take it, and enjoy a kind of parole – certain rights granted to putative slaves. But to take the chance, and lose, meant losing everything. All rights. And that is what is meant by taking a name; the very core of honor and reputation is one’s name. For a slave to lose his name means he is entirely his master’s property. So a name may be ‘taken’ in battle, or ‘given’ in surrender. Since few minotaurs sleep easy thinking a slave can regain his freedom and honor by killing them, they prefer to take – or be given – the name. The entire process…”


  Teodor was interrupted by a voice calling. “My Lord of Tongs? My Lord Fog? Is anyone here?”


  “I am here,” Teodor called back into the outer room. “Pardon me,” and he vanished through the partition. “Ah. Warrior. Orestes?”


  “Yes, My Lord Fog. I called, but, there was no answer.”


  “That would be my fault; I put a quiet around the tent so as to keep the Lord of Tongs undisturbed,” Teodor said. “I had hoped we would not be needed.”


  A deep voice answered him. “General Orox’s regards, and he hopes you could rejoin him in his tent if the Lord of Tongs is well.”


  “I see. Yes.” For a moment, Dacien thought, Teodor actually sounded harried. “Please return to the General, and tell him I will be there presently. There are one or two things I need to see to ensure the Lord’s comfort, and… and I would be appreciative if someone could be stationed outside to prevent interruption to the Lord while I am absent?


  “Yes, My Lord Fog, I will arrange that.”


  “Thank you, Orestes,” Teodor’s voice was calmer. “And bear word that I shall join the General as soon as honor permits.”


  “Yes, My Lord Fog.”


  Teodor came back through the curtain, glanced at the two slumbering minotaurs, and then Dacien. “I scarcely know where to begin,” he said, “and I’ve scarcely begun, when I am torn away to some other task that likewise I know little of and feel poorly matched to. I’m a mage. I understand magic. I understand training of apprentices. I am asked to comment on military strategy and tactics.” He put his hand to his forehead, and rubbed the soft gray pelt. “Please let the Lord of Tongs know I’m with General Orox when he wakes.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Dacien cheerfully.


  “And have Five get lunch and dinner for you. Both,” sighed Teodor. “Expect to move tomorrow, not tonight.” The gray minotaur shook his head, and walked out quickly. The remainder of the day passed slowly. Luzeil woke before Five, and, after ascertaining from Dacien that Lord Fog was with the General, left. Five, when he woke, didn’t want to talk.


  The evening passed similarly; Lord Fog and the Lord of Tongs returned together, and said nothing; nothing to each other, and nothing to Dacien or Five. Teodor shook his head at a whispered ‘Master?’ from Five. Luzeil refused even to look at Teodor; the gray minotaur, for his part, took the silence calmly.


  That night, though, Teodor curled on the bed with Dacien. Dacien, the cool gray thought came, I want to speak with you. I expect I shall be able to hear you back if you subverbalize your thoughts. As if you were going to speak, or mentally following along with another speaker. Can you try that, please?


  Yes, Master, thought Dacien.


  Ah, but this is magic, shared magic, so you must call me Teodor, the amused thought came back. We will move tomorrow, and, if all goes as the General has planned, engage the Imperials in battle the day after. I admit I am not looking forward to that. I have been thinking more on what you triggered in Five. I would like you to keep a close eye on him, magically speaking. I know nothing about how a mage moves from potential to actual, and I am very curious to see if you, with your perceptions, can see anything.


  Yes, Teodor. Why isn’t Luzeil talking to you? Is it because of Five?


  No, and the thought was almost rueful. It is that I know very little of armies or logistics or strategy or tactics, and so I asked many questions at the strategy meeting that Luz feels I should not have asked. But… I am a Lord, I am assigned to help with these strategies, and I cannot fulfill my duties if I do not understand the context of them. Or so I believe. And if I truly believe that, does not my duty require I ask all those questions until I do understand? We quarreled over the point. Luz thinks I am deliberately embarrassing him, and that I should have just asked him afterwards. But then, if I perceived a problem – and I did, twice – it would be too late to do anything about it. The minotaur gave a mental shrug. He will be less angry in the morning. Or he will not.


  Okay. I mean, Yes. I mean…


  Do not concern yourself, beloved Apprentice. Once this is done, we can begin your instruction in earnest.


  What does Five have to do with it?


  Surprise came through the thought. How… no. Yes. I do need Five for you. You must learn a great deal of minotaur culture, how to dress, act, speak, why we do things the way we do, and Five knows all these things. And will explain them to you when I cannot. Now, enough. All I can offer you tonight is a true spell of sleep; anything else would probably irritate Luz, and he is sufficiently irritated with me already. Do you wish to sleep?


  Yes, please.


  A cool ocean of gray swallowed him almost instantly.


  

  The next day, Dacien didn’t really get another chance to talk to Five or even Teodor. He woke up last, and the two mages had already left the tent. Five was busy repacking, such as it was, and Dacien barely had time to get out of bed and eat some kind of heavy baked bar – travel food, Five called it, and a wineskin. When he and Five left the tent – finally! – the entire camp was being packed. Luzeil glanced at the two, Five nodded to his former master. The fragrance of sweet burning cedar filled Dacien’s senses as the tent just collapsed in an orderly fashion, the walls falling in on themselves and then folding into a small, compact bundle.


  Five started towards it, but the Lord of Tongs just said “Don’t bother,” and the bundle hurled itself onto a cart. “You may, however, pull the cart.” The golden minotaur looked disapprovingly at Dacien. “You. On the cart.” The human decided against asking where Lord Fog was, and just got onto the cart, filled with what were – presumably – bundled tents. Teodor did come a little later, to fasten his leash and provide a blanket. Lunch was another travel bar, brought to him by Five.


  Still, Dacien had never seen a minotaur army before. It was smaller than a human force might be. They did use carts, but instead of horses or mules, the carts were actually drawn by the minotaurs themselves, in some kind of rotation. Only Five had to pull a cart without rest; the other minotaur took turns of about twenty minutes of so. At lunch, when he asked Five about it, Five told him that the idea was to keep from wearing out the warriors, so they’d all be ready for an ambush or attack. He, Five, was not permitted to fight, so there was no need for him to rest unless he couldn’t pull the cart – and Five’s tone left no doubt that that would not happen.


  Dacien wasn’t sure how the minotaurs decided to stop; he would have expected some shouting or directions or something – but instead, the cart just stopped. Luzeil extracted – by magic – his bundled tent, set it up, and hurried Five and Dacien inside again, where they shared yet another travel bar.


  “What’s in these, anyway?” Dacien asked.


  “Flour and ground dried fruit, mostly,” Five said, rubbing his arms. “Oil, I think. Some spices to make it taste less boring.”


  “It’s not bad,” Dacien said.


  Five looked at Dacien dubiously. “Really?”


  “Well, compared to Imperial Army food. All we – they, I mean, have is bread.”


  “This is really just bread, just a little… specialized,” Five said. “I think it’s pretty dull, though.”


  “I trust you’re not referring to me,” said Teodor, who had – silently – entered the tent. Five again used that strange minotaur speed to drop into sit.


  “No, Master,” Five said. “Dacien had asked me about the travel-bread.”


  “It is dull,” agreed Lord Fog. “But filling. Tomorrow morning will bring a real breakfast, however.” He looked apologetically at both of them. “I imagine it’s exceedingly confining to be kept in this tent, for both of you. I do apologize, but… it’s safer for Dacien, and, Five, I want you with him.” The minotaur looked uncharacteristically uncertain for a moment before his usual confidence resumed. “Five, Dacien is a mage; just beginning to come into his gifts. Were you aware of this?”


  “Not specifically, Master, but it was obvious you were not treating him as one might expect a feral human slave to be treated.”


  “No,” said the gray mage after a moment, and then nodded decisively. “I cannot think of a better buffer between a human mage and minotaur society than… well, you, Five. I cannot do it, and yet it must be done until Dacien has mastered those skills he needs. And you will assist him to do so.”


  “Yes, Master,” asked Five. “Master?”


  “Yes, Five?”


  “Forgive my presumption, Master, but… how is a human mage going to join minotaur society?” Five asked.


  “Ah,” said Teodor, taking a breath in, and the then releasing it. “Yes. An interesting question. It would certainly be a significant departure from tradition. And yet, Five, I believe we need Dacien’s gifts as a mage. I daresay I can resolve these contradictions, and believe they, they weigh heavy on me. Even Dacien has asked that question. The way through is… not yet clear, my Five, not at all. Please consider it my problem, and that I will deal with it. Which is to say, there is no need for anyone other than myself to worry about that.” A flash of – something – flickered over the minotaur’s face, too quickly for Dacien to identify, although he resolved to ask Five about it later. “I assure you the problem is my constant companion.”


  “Yes, Master. Forgive me if I was impudent.”


  “When I find you impudent, my Five, I shall let you know.” Teodor smiled softly. “You will find that I value initiative. You will never – never – be punished for speaking truthfully to me, nor for seeking to serve me as best you can. Never, my Five. These are things I prize. And I will reward them. As I will reward your question now. I regret, I truly do, that I do not want Dacien exposed to your fluids, but the converse is not the case. You may, within that stricture, play with Dacien as pleases both of you.”


  “Thank you, Master!” said Five.


  “It is little enough, and something I would be inclined to grant regardless,” Teodor said sincerely. “If you had some other reward in mind, something else I could grant, you have but to make the thing known to receive it. I do not have time to treat you as you deserve, my Five, but I will.” The minotaur’s voice took on a determined ring. “And I shall.” Teodor retrieved a small book from his case, and left, as quietly as he had arrived.


  The next morning felt similarly rushed. Luzeil and Teodor vanished as fast as they dressed, taking Five with them. Fortunately, Five reappeared in a few minutes with a hot breakfast – oatmeal, mostly, with dried fruit and hot bread, and a large basket of the maligned travel bars. “Just in case we’re stuck here for a while,” Five said.


  Although neither Dacien nor Five had felt any doubts about the result of the upcoming battle, neither was happy at being ordered to stay in the Lord of Tong’s tent, and not to leave for any reason. The reason was clear to Dacien, as he felt a now-familiar grayness steal over the tent exterior.


  Lord Fog glanced at Dacien, and cool gray words formed in his mind. It is a protection; I have erased the presence of this tent; sealed it away from notice. Much like what I did that first night to the various accessories of my bedchamber, if you recall. However, should you leave the bounds of the spell, it is unlikely you will be able to find it again, and even less likely you could re-enter the bounds.


  “It will displease me greatly should you leave before I return,” was all that Lord Fog had said, and the still-taciturn Lord of Tongs had said nothing at all.


  Neither of them – Five or Dacien – had much to say. Dacien lay next to the minotaur on the bed, saying nothing, just enjoying laying next to him, enjoying the faint pine-resin scent and the subtle warmth. He lay barely an inch away, on his side, facing away from Five, but he could still feel the body heat of the minotaur slave on him. Dacien just lay there, he wasn’t sure for how long. He wasn’t sure what he thought about the battle, or what he wanted to happen; earlier, he’d thought himself indifferent but now… what would he lose if the minotaurs won? What would he win if they lost? He wanted…


  He knew what he wanted. He wanted the Imperial Army to leave minotaur lands, and he wanted to learn magic with Lord Fog at Mistingrise. He wanted to see what kind of magic Five would manifest; he wanted – he really – wanted to be certain that Five survived the transformation from slave to mage, and… he wanted to see it. He wondered if it would feel like his own. He’d been a slave, looking for nothing more than…


  Had he?


  The very quiet was distracting, and the scent of minotaur sent warm tingles down him. He understood it, and yet the experience was still a little unsettling. At least they had Teodor’s permission, and he nudged just a little closer to Five, who nudged just a little closer back. But Five, apparently, was content to just enjoy his presence, much as Dacien was enjoying Five’s. He wondered briefly if the smell of human affected Five the way smell of minotaur affected him; yet another thing to ask. Eventually. If they got back to Mistingrise…


  No, not if. The humans were going to get thrashed, Dacien admitted to himself, and a sick feeling started in the base of his stomach; the thought of all the humans who were going to be hurt – killed – to appease some insane Imperial edict. He didn’t – couldn’t – blame the minotaurs. Lycaili, really, since this was their land. The Empire was the invader, threatening the minotaurs, except it really wasn’t threatening. Inconveniencing, maybe.


  Dacien breathed a sigh, almost silent. Only because Five was laying so close to him did the minotaur hear it, and murmur, “I’m sorry.”


  “What for?” asked Dacien. “It’s not your fault.”


  “No,” said Five quietly. “It’s not. But that doesn’t mean… I don’t know how you have to be feeling, waiting for friends and… perhaps even family, to fight. And die. And you might never know who you’ve lost, because you’ve already really lost them. This is just the last step of losing them,” the minotaur said. “I’ve… I’ve done that. Been there. Waiting. Not being sure if I wanted my… those I knew, to lose. Or to win. Or to wish that all of them might lose.”


  “I was really wishing both sides could win; if the Army would just withdraw. Would have retreated. They made their point; what more could they be after,” Dacien said slowly, and then turned to look at his companion. “Five? You were waiting on a battle between your, well, former clan, I guess, and new Master’s clan.”


  The black-and-white minotaur shook his head. “No. That’s… that’s not what I meant to say. You won’t tell Master I said that, will you? It was an accident!”


  “Uh,” said Dacien, suddenly taken aback. “No, of course not. But… why… why would saying that – assuming you had said it, which you didn’t, I think, not quite – but if you had, why would that be bad?”


  “Because I never belonged to any clan,” said Five, tonelessly. “And it is an offense to claim to belong to a clan when you don’t. I have never belonged to a clan. Not for a moment. Never.”


  “But weren’t you training to be a warrior? For your clan?”


  “I was training to be a warrior, for the clan I mistakenly thought I belonged to,” Five said, biting the words off. “Slaves do not belong to clans.”


  “Then how… how am I supposed to be a mage for Clan Lycaili?” Dacien had wanted to ask Five more about the clan he apparently hadn’t really belonged to, but the questions were clearly bringing up painful memories for the black-and-white minotaur.


  Five had been ready to say something, but that, apparently, was not what he’d been expecting. “I don’t know,” he said, sounding grateful for the change of subject. “I… I haven’t known Master for very long, but he seems to take his personal honor very seriously. I doubt he’d lie.”


  “Even to a slave?”


  Five shook his head. “Especially not to a slave,” he said, almost surprised. “Dishonesty is… well, not honorable. To our way of thinking, it… dirties you, makes you shameful. It’s immoral. And to be dishonest to a slave – that’s low, very low. The only possible excuse would be that it’s for the slave’s own welfare, but… very few minotaurs would bother even then. And being caught lying to a slave,” Five shook his head. “Very embarrassing. I get the feeling that Lord Fog wouldn’t be embarrassed by anything he’s ever done. That’s… that’s how the Lord of Tongs described him to Warlord Jervais.” Five looked like he was remembering something. “Repeatedly.


  “Anyway,” Five continued, “he just wouldn’t even have to talk about it. Which is pretty much what he did – he said he recognized the problem, had a solution, and was still trying to figure it all out.” Five paused, thinking. “Or almost had a solution,” he added. “He’s… you know, he is evading the question, isn’t he?”


  “Are we supposed to notice that?” Dacien joked.


  Five apparently took him seriously. “I don’t see why not,” he said. “Master said we’re supposed to use our initiative to serve him as best – well, he said I was to. I assume he already said that to you.”


  “Something like it, yes,” Dacien agreed.


  “Then I don’t think it’s inappropriate. Although trying to second-guess him would be,” Five said.


  “I was joking,” Dacien said.


  “Oh,” said Five, quietly. He smiled a small, intensely private smile that lasted for no more than a moment. “It’s been a long time since anyone joked with me,” he said, directly to the human, very, very quietly. “It’s… I hadn’t realized I missed it.”


  “You never joked with other slaves?”


  Five shook his head. “No. To them, if I had reason to talk to them at all, I was a minotaur. And of course my Masters…” his voice trailed off, although not with the same unpleasant edge he’d had earlier, talking about his previous experiences as a slave. “They didn’t joke with me,” he said. “Not even the good ones. Does Master ever joke with you?”


  “Er,” said Dacien, caught off-guard. “Not… not often. I think he did. Once. But it was in a lesson and… he’s told me, privately, that I should think of myself as his apprentice. Not…” the human stopped, not wanting to finish the sentence.


  But Five heard as a slave anyway. The reaction was tiny, the smallest tremor, but… but Five apparently could not hide his body’s reactions. The thought came unbidden: just how brutal had his retraining as a slave been? Dacien remembered, suddenly, the excised horns and Teodor’s question as to whom had healed the scarring… brutal, he thought, might be an understatement if the minotaur was still reacting like this. And… was that tiny flinch resentment? That he, Dacien, might somehow escape the status of slave when he, Five, could not? Or just the implied renewal of the deep loneliness that Dacien sensed from Five? He wished, suddenly, that he could tell Five that he, too, might be a mage. He wanted to offer something. Hope, he supposed, that whatever personal peace Five had found with what sounded like his own personal hell from the few glimpses Dacien had seen, that maybe, there might be a way out.


  Only he didn’t know if that was true. Would a minotaur slave who became a mage – was a mage, a potential mage, be truly welcome in Clan Lycaili? If they could accept a human, why not a minotaur slave? From what Teodor had said, mages were rare enough that they would be welcome no matter what their circumstance or bloodline. Would that hold true for a human? Could he hope it would? Only… if that was the case, why hadn’t Teodor said so. He could ask Teodor, he realized, about Five. The gray minotaur might have his own reasons for being less than forthcoming, and, Dacien was slowly realizing, Teodor was just secretive by nature. Maybe he’d bend a little for Five’s peace of mind.


  And maybe he wouldn’t. That in turn reminded him of what he had wanted to ask Five. And… maybe he could distract the minotaur from his thoughts, whatever they were. He could almost feel Five withdrawing, and that wasn’t what he wanted. He liked Five. It was hard not to like Five, Dacien thought, and wondered at Luzeil’s apparent indifference to him. Another mystery, and one he probably would never be able to answer.


  “Five?”


  “Mmm?”


  “I was wondering… it’s not something I would ask Master –” and Dacien carefully substituted Master for Teodor – “but what’s the big deal about fluids? What does he mean?”


  “Semen, sweat, urine, and blood,” Five said, instantly. “Corresponding to fire, air, earth, and water. They have magical significance.”


  “What significance?”


  “I don’t know,” Five said. “It’s just something we were taught. Four fluids, four elements. I remember –” he broke off suddenly, and then continued, “another student asked about spit, and snot. And…” he paused again. “But he didn’t get an answer, so I don’t know.”


  “That… that wasn’t really what I wanted to know,” Dacien said. “I was asking why he wouldn’t want me to share your… fluids.”


  “Because they’re addicting,” Five said. “Not semen, so much, and I don’t know about blood, but sweat and urine are very addicting.” He grimaced. “Very. He probably doesn’t want you to get addicted to me.”


  “Addictive? That’s… what does that mean? I’ve never heard that before.”


  “Lucky you,” said Five, and then he reached out to touch Dacien for just a moment. “Ever been hungry?”


  “Yes.”


  “Really hungry, I mean hungry enough that you’d… you’d attack someone who had food, so you could eat?”


  “No.”


  “Lucky you,” Five said again. “But could you imagine being that hungry?”


  “Easily,” said Dacien.


  “Then imagine… imagine wanting to smell or taste Master so bad you’d do anything to be with him. Just to be in the room with him.” Five’s voice took on a faraway, almost haunted quality. “If he told you to… to kill your best friend, your only friend, and he’d let you come near enough to smell him, to taste him, to taste his urine, and… you’d do it. Gratefully. Thanking him, begging for another chance, just another minute with him.” Five’s voice was hollow, all the presence gone from it, like it was just an empty husk and Five himself was back in his memories.


  Had that happened to Five?


  “That’s… that’s hard to imagine,” Dacien forced himself to say, pretending not to notice Five’s distraction.


  “Good,” said Five, coming back to himself. “Yes. But… but that’s what it’s like.”


  “Doesn’t sound good,” Dacien said, stalling. This wasn’t the direction he’d wanted to take the conversation.


  “Oh, it could be worse,” Five said, his muzzle twisting in what Dacien could tell was meant to be a joke, but Dacien felt a terrible certainty that it wasn’t a joke. Not to Five.


  “I can see why… why Master wouldn’t want that,” he said, trying to find some way to segue into something less problematic. “I didn’t know that.”


  Five just snorted. “It’s not a secret.”


  “I meant, I didn’t know it had that effect on minotaurs, too.” Dacien said. “Does… do humans affect minotaurs that way, too?”


  “Hmm?” said Five, still lost in his own thoughts.


  “Well, not addict them, not like that, but… just being next to you… I mean, you smell. Good, I mean. Kind of like pine. It’s… it’s a nice smell.”


  Five just looked at him. “I was wondering if… you… if minotaurs thought… well, humans smelled good. So to speak.”


  Five was silent for so long that Dacien thought he might have inadvertently offended the minotaur again. Dacien was about to speak again, trying to figure out what to say, when the minotaur said simply, “Yes.”


  Dacien waited, and when it became clear Five had no more to add on the subject, Dacien somehow continued with, “I mean, we’re here. And… nobody’s going to come in, not with the spell Master put around us. The tent, I mean.”


  Five curled up, away from Dacien.


  “Five? Is… have I said something wrong?” Dacien carefully put a hand on the minotaur’s shoulder. He wasn’t prepared for the way Five went rigid with distress. “Five?”


  “Don’t, please don’t,” Five said, almost groaning, curling up on the bed tighter.


  “Don’t what, Five?”


  “Tease me!” the minotaur burst out. “It hurts, I’m already aching for you, all right? If you want me, take me! Just… just don’t tease me like this.”


  “I’m sorry,” Dacien said. “I didn’t realize that. So minotaurs can become addicted to humans?”


  A snort followed, and then, “I can,” said Five dully. “I have.”


  “So fast?”


  “Oh, I’m not addicted to you,” Five said. “No. I’m addicted to humans.” He paused, and sighed. “And minotaurs.” Another pause, followed by, “I don’t think I’m addicted to you,” more slowly. And then, very quietly, “I might be. It happens… fast. To me. Because… because I’ve been addicted. So often.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Dacien said, stroking the minotaur’s muzzle, watching Five’s eyes widen. “You can have me any time you want.”


  Five didn’t move, but the huge brown eyes opened a little wider. “I…” and then he shook his head. “No. You’re not… you don’t understand, do you? The only way I can ‘buffer’ you is if the world thinks I’m you. Which means… Master is going to make me, yours. Eventually. I don’t think it will work for long, but maybe… maybe it will work as a fiction. I don’t know.”


  “You think that’s what he has in mind?”


  “It’s the only thing I can think of,” Five said. “Which means… I don’t know. But it means we’re not going to be… like this. Two slaves. I’m going to be yours. And Master’s, of course. But… yours. Mostly. I think.”


  “Is that bad?” asked Dacien, softly. “If you want me? I said you can have me, anytime – and I meant it.”


  Five rolled over and stared into the human’s face for a minute, his expression intent with an emotion Dacien didn’t recognize. It wasn’t something he’d ever seen in Teodor’s face, he was sure of that. Desire? Lust? Despair? Hope? It could have been any of those, and perhaps all of them. And then he moved, in the blurring speed of minotaurs, his muzzle at Dacien’s crotch, not-quite-just touching Dacien.


  “Order me,” Five said, his voice pleading. “I… I need to hear it. Commanded. Want to hear it. Please!”


  “Order…” Dacien said, confused for a moment before he understood. “You do?”


  “It… yes,” said Five, his expression begging Dacien not to press for an explanation. “Just… please.”


  “Taste me, Five,” Dacien said, firmly. “No more than that!”


  The minotaur groaned as he complied, his tongue reaching out to lick – gingerly, the rough surface barely flicking across Dacien’s shaft, lightly dancing over his sack, touching Dacien’s inner thighs with a feather touch. Five was shaking, saying nothing, but providing a delicious light pressure against Dacien. Almost without thinking, Dacien reached down, grasped the rough fur on the minotaur’s head firmly, pressed Five’s face down against himself, feeling the warmth of the minotaur’s skin against him. “Good,” breathed Dacien, deeply, not quite sure how far or how forceful he should be, but trusting his intuition that this was what Five wanted. “Take it,” he said. “Pleasure me.”


  That was all Five needed; Dacien’s maleness was deep in the hot, warm muzzle, surrounded and almost milked by the long flexible tongue and the human gasped from the sudden sensation. Five let out a low squeak, of contentment, of his own pleasure, Dacien wasn’t sure, and for a brief moment; he didn’t care, overcome by the hot sensation of lust. Five… he thought furiously for a moment about what Five had told him. He pushed the minotaur’s head down onto him, gently, but Five offered no resistance, pulling himself down, up, down, up, and Dacien’s own movements became harder.


  Five’s ministrations became, if anything, more emphatic, as he responded to Dacien’s unspoken demands. Dacien felt… he wasn’t sure. This wasn’t what he’d been expecting, but… it seemed to be what Five wanted. Maybe. He’d… he’d have to talk to Five.


  Afterwards. Dacien was hard, and, after the days of waiting, of enforced nakedness, after wearing the leash, sitting, begging, laying there on the bed, forcing a minotaur up and down on his shaft felt good. More than good. He stroked Five’s head possessively, not letting up on the pressure.


  His eye fell on the stubby horns. Dacien took it, firmly, and heard a whimper from Five. It was a strange thing to hear from a minotaur; Five weighed easily twice what Dacien did, and could probably have thrown the human through the tent if the minotaur tried. And yet this powerful, beautiful, male creature, that could have killed him in a moment, was doing – begging, really, for him to hold him, to force him to do all the things… That he couldn’t admit he wanted to do? That being forced made it… better for him? Was that how Five had survived whatever had been done to him? Had that been the point?


  “Do you like that?” Dacien drawled, trying to sound nonchalant. “Well?”


  Five nodded. Submissively, Dacien noted. “You are good at it, I’ll admit,” Dacien said. He lay back, enjoying the tongue, the mouth, the heat, the slick pressure of flesh on flesh, the sweet need rising in his own loins. He would… he would surprise Five, he vowed. Somehow. The minotaur seemed to crave some kind of strange combination of caring and domination, like a… Dacien searched for an analogy. But the only one that came to him was… like a slave. He sighed, partly in pleasure, partly wondering what, if anything, he could do to this lovely minotaur that was so determined to please him. He suspected the answer way, practically anything. He stared down at Five, the rippling muscles of his back moving up and down, back and forth. He really was beautiful, Dacien realized; the large not-quite-circular black splotches against the pale white attractive in a strange, cow-ish way.


  It was some time later – some unknowable time later – that Dacien pulled up on Five’s head, pulling it back, off of him, and the minotaur looked up with an almost shocked expression; as if he were afraid that Dacien was angry. Dacien met Five’s gaze with as an impersonal stare as he could manage himself. “Turn over,” he ordered. “On your back. Now.”


  It didn’t surprise Dacien at all that Five did as he had directed; and now Five could watch Dacien. His expression had changed; the bovine eyes were glazed; he didn’t seem to be focusing quite on Dacien, but on something else, something that only Five could see. Dacien got up, pulled the minotaur to the edge of the bed, slapped his legs apart.


  Five just stared, glassy-eyed, dazed, panting.


  “Say it,” Dacien said, his need to hear the minotaur’s submission warring with his sympathy for Five’s condition. Only… only this was, Dacien was sure, what the minotaur needed, wanted. “Say it!” Dacien repeated, louder.


  “Wh… what?” Five panted, looking confused.


  “I’m going to fuck you,” Dacien said, slowly, slapping the minotaur’s still-limp shaft back and forth with each word. “And I want to hear you say it.”


  “You’re… you’re going to fuck me,” Five said, blinking muzzily.


  “No,” said Dacien, slapping the minotaur’s heavy sack – carefully, very carefully, the last thing he wanted to do was actually hurt Five, but… but the minotaur’s seemed to crave the threat, if not the thing itself. “Tell me you want it.”


  “I want it,” the minotaur said.


  “No,” said Dacien again, his open hand slapping the minotaur’s sack again, just a little harder. “Tell me what you want.”


  “I… I want you to fuck me,” Five said, hopefully.


  Better. “Ask me,” said Dacien, one hand lifting the minotaur’s sack, the other playing with the slowly growing shaft.


  “Please fuck me,” the minotaur said.


  “Did you say something?” Dacien asked, his grip teasing Five, tightening oh so very softly.


  “Please fuck me,” the minotaur said, more loudly, a faint hint of fear in his voice. And the minotaur’s shaft was harder still. Dacien didn’t look at it directly, but he smiled. Inside. Outside, he frowned at the minotaur. “Not good enough.”


  “Not…”


  Dacien gave the two orbs a quick squeeze, and Five’s eyes widened, almost touched with panic. “Not good enough, slave .”


  “Please fuck me, please, I want it, I want…”


  “What?” Dacien said, leaning into the minotaur.


  “To be fucked.”


  “By?”


  “You.”


  “By?” asked Dacien again, and he could see Five struggling to find the right answer.


  “You, please, you,”


  “It will please me,” Dacien said back. “Very much. A human fucking a minotaur,” he was perfectly willing to give Five a hint. “Fucking his minotaur.”


  “Yes, please, fuck me,” begged Five, but that still wasn’t what Dacien was looking for.


  “Say it,” Dacien hissed coldly.


  “I want a human to fuck me. To – to make me his.”


  “You are mine,” Dacien corrected, tightening his grip, and this time, not releasing the pressure.


  “Yes. Yes! I’m yours,” Five gasped out. “Please, human, fuck your minotaur!”


  Dacien needed nothing else; his hardness found Five’s opening and slipped in. Forced in; Dacien forced himself in harder than he would have – than he had earlier. Five said nothing, just shivered, the dark minotaur shaft pulsing with Five’s own excitement. Dacien said nothing, content at first to fuck the minotaur, slowly, enjoying the slick, warm, feeling that the tight grip of Five’s body on his length, his own hardness forcing the minotaur open. Five was quiet, too, but the dazed happy expression on his face made Five’s own enjoyment clear. That pleased Dacien; he liked the minotaur under him. It wasn’t just that Dacien felt sorry for him, although he did, or that Five was convenient, although he was, but… Dacien genuinely liked the submissive minotaur.


  And the feel of Five wrapped around his shaft was ecstatic. He leaned down, putting his weight on the firm stomach of the minotaur, reaching up for Five’s horns – and this time, he felt the little spasm that went through the supine minotaur as Dacien’s hand closed on the cool, slightly rough horn. Dacien pulled up, gently, really nothing more than a half-expressed desire that Five would lift himself up to meet him – yes, he did, and Dacien’s other hand caressed the white muzzle. He moved his head down, not interrupting his thrusts at all, but meeting the minotaur’s eyes. His tongue touched the minotaur’s lips, tasted them. Pine, of course, and a sweet herbal taste and beneath that a salty must. His tongue forced Five’s lips apart, and he invaded Five a second time, his tongue tracing Five’s teeth, Five’s tongue welcoming his, sucking on his tongue even as his shaft pounded into Five’s guts.


  Dacien was close, and from the shivers in the minotaur’s body, he thought Five was close as well. Simultaneous orgasm was tricky, difficult, and… probably not possible, but Dacien decided to try anyway. He began whispering to Five, telling the minotaur what a good fuck he was, how tight he was, how eager for him. How that pleased him. How he enjoyed the minotaur, how Five was a good minotaur. Five’s whimpers just grew louder, and more excited, and more frantic.


  Dacien was there, right on the brink and tipping over into… into… he forced one last phrase out before he had to howl out his pleasure. “You are my slave,” he said, the words rough with his own concentration, and even his hope that this would…


  Five spasmed under him; jerking in the grips of his own orgasm, hot seed coursing from him in long pulses, leaving wide trails of thick white on Five’s pelt, on Dacien’s chest and stomach. Five didn’t cry out, though, the only voice raised in joy was Dacien’s. Five’s own exaltation was silent; its only evidence the quiver of the minotaur’s frame, the spasming tightness on Dacien’s shaft that intensified his own pleasure.


  It wasn’t quite a whim, and yet something far from well thought out, but Dacien grasped the Five’s head in both arms, pulling the minotaur into his own chest, gripping him tightly in the aftermath of their pleasure. Dacien was content to lay there, on Five, and he was a little surprised when Five squirmed – gently, ever so respectfully, out from under him, turning him over.


  Licking him clean; no rag, no cloth, just Five’s rough tongue against him, licking him clean.


  “What… what are…”


  “I am cleaning my Master,” Five said huskily. “As a slave should. If… if I may.”


  “You may,” Dacien said gravely, waiting until Five had finished to motion him back to Dacien’s side, and letting the minotaur cuddle up against him.


  “Thank you,” Five said, after a while. Dacien said nothing, merely let his hand play with the short pelt on Five’s head. They lay like this for a while, until sounds – like the distant cracking of thunder – reached the tent. And not just one, or two, or three strikes, but… a hundred. More. Both Dacien and Five looked anxiously at the tent walls, anticipating the bright flash of lightning, but there was nothing. Just the short sharp cracks of thunder – only not quite thunder, different, lacking the terrible echo that true thunder had. And then, a few minutes after the thunder had started, it stopped, and the last crack vanished into the quiet that had preceded it.


  

  It was in that ominous silence that Lord Fog, his tunic ripped and still dripping with blood, came back carrying another minotaur. The two of them were soaked in blood, and Teodor staggered as he entered.


  Five blurred across the floor, suddenly there and offering support to both Teodor and the unconscious brown-and-black minotaur he was carrying. “Master?” he asked.


  “We… we were surprised,” Teodor said, his voice full of pain and exhaustion. “It seems the Imperial Army has a new weapon.”


  “What sort of weapon?” asked Dacien, even as Five asked “Are you hurt, Master?”


  “I do not know, and yes, I was hurt,” Teodor replied. Five helped Teodor over to the bed, where the gray minotaur set the other one down. “And this one… may be too far gone. Let me work.”


  “Oh,” said Five, sinking to his knees. “Who… who is he?”


  Teodor shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t even know if I can save him; he’s been hurt badly.” Dacien felt the familiar gray cool of Teodor’s magic, focused, carefully on the wounded one.


  “The Lord of Tongs, when he gets back, is very good at healing,” Five started, but stopped at Teodor’s abrupt head shake.


  “Luzeil is dead,” Teodor said, with almost brutal directness. “Along with Orox, Taxx,… and I don’t know how many others. I survived… partly by luck. This warrior survived, because he was still alive, and I could carry him.” Teodor looked away from the minotaur he was working on. “I am sorry, Five.”


  “Dead?” said Five. “But…” A look of terrible loss crossed his face, the worse for being unexpected.


  “I’m sorry, Five” repeated Teodor. “But our duty is to the living.”


  9


  Knife-edge


  

  The tent was quiet; the black-mottled minotaur Five was silent with shock, the gray minotaur Teodor Lord Fog’s attention was entirely on the wounded unconscious minotaur bleeding onto the late Lord of Tong’s bed, Dacien himself was wondering at the news. He’d seen minotaurs fight. He’d watched them roll over his legion. And now the Imperial Army had some weapon that had crushed them? He hadn’t had it, hadn’t even known about it. And so his men hadn’t had it.


  Betrayal. They had been thrown away. Sacrificed. Dacien clamped down a bloody, raging anger that consumed him so fast and so furiously that he actually missed what Teodor said to him, registering only that the gray minotaur had said something. “I’m sorry, Master, I… could you repeat that?”


  Teodor looked up for a moment, before transferring his attention back to his patient. “I said this was an interesting sort of magic that I don’t believe you’ve seen before, and that you and Five might wish to watch, if you’re not squeamish. This will be bloody.” He paused. “Actually, Five, I might be able to use your assistance; would you be willing to gift this warrior with some of your blood? It would strengthen him, in a way that… that I cannot do, magically, but I can draw on your strength to bolster his. This is… not something I command as your Master, or ask as a Lord. I ask only as Teodor, and if you decline, there will be no repercussion nor penalty nor even ill-will on my part.”


  “I… will it hurt?” asked Five.


  “No,” said Teodor. “It may make you dizzy, and you may feel a little weaker for a day or two, but you will recover completely within five days. You should probably avoid tempus for that period, too.”


  “I’ve never heard of this,” Five said cautiously.


  Teodor nodded. “It’s not much used, anymore. However, I have no earth-affinity, only water and air. I can heal the traumatic damage, stitch the muscle and skin, join the bone, but overcoming the shock to the body is not within my purview. Much of that shock is exsanguination, internal and external, and your blood would help overcome that.”


  “Oh,” said Five. He stared at the bleeding minotaur for a moment.


  Teodor interrupted Five’s quiet. “I am sorry, Five, but the sooner I start, the better his chances of survival, and I would to set the infusion first.”


  “No,” said Five, tentatively, and then, more confidently, “No.”


  Teodor blinked, and Dacien thought he was surprised, but the gray mage said only, “Very well. Thank you for considering it, Five,” and moved to the bleeding minotaur.


  “Here we have traumatic damage caused by, I think, a sling stone,” started Teodor, ripping – or what looked like ripping – the blood-clotted tunic away from the minotaur’s shoulder. It came off in strips, and Dacien could feel the quiet gray magic that was steadily unweaving the fabric. The wound itself was small and deep, like a spike had been hammered into the minotaur right below the shoulder.


  “A sling stone?” Dacien asked, surprised. “But…”


  “A sling stone,” confirmed Teodor. “Cast of lead, moving very, very fast. They do grievous damage. They were thrown magically, I think. They are so fast that… even crossbow quarrels may be avoided in tempus, but not these. They burst through the flesh, and then inside, as they slow, the wound becomes bigger. There’s bleeding directly into the lungs, and,” he took a breath, “the muscles are… mangled. He will be crippled, losing most of the use of his arm, no matter what I do. The damage is… like flesh struck with a hammer, crushed beyond my ability to…”


  “Master Teodor,” whispered Five.


  “Yes, Five?”


  “I… may I change my mind?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor, “but you may not change it again. I cannot interrupt my healing to undo the infusion.” The gray minotaur looked at Five steadily, saying nothing more.


  “I will. I’ll do it. Master.”


  “Very well,” said Teodor, sounding a little confused, but grateful of the change of heart. “We’ll do that first. Dacien, please attend. This is really quite an unusual piece of work, and one I don’t know many other mages could do.


  “Five,” said Teodor, “please get down on the bed – on the other side of him. Put your arm in contact with his – your right, his left, yes, that’s it. And your leg, your right – exactly so.” Teodor moved down, and placed a hand on the warrior’s left leg, and the other on Five’s right. “This may… tickle a bit.”


  “Where was I… yes. Manipulation of flesh, a water art. Please note, Dacien, that this minotaur is enspelled into sleep. His waking during the procedure would be unfortunate, and I’m enspelling Five, as well. For success, their heartbeats must be – not matched, but offset, and tied together. Like so. Yes. Another spell to keep Five motionless – he can still talk, to alert us to problems, but…”


  Teodor concentrated. “The difficult part. Merging bloodstreams, from Five into… our Ourobouros friend here. In through the leg, right there, routing… through the muscle… yes, and now… back out… through the arm. Like so.”


  Dacien watched as the flesh actually came together, and… he thought he could see it pulse in time with their matched heartbeats.


  “There,” whispered Teodor. “Five’s health now supports…” he paused. “I don’t actually know this one’s name. But he will serve as a stabilizer, much as an earth-mage might, had I been clever enough to prevent getting ours killed.” Teodor got up, inspected the connections. “Not as desirable as an earth-mage, and it will task Five’s strength and health. Were this one more sorely wounded, I would not dare to do this, because this one’s failing life could threaten Five’s.”


  Teodor glanced up at Five, who was looking… calm. “Not the case here. Even if something were to go wrong, there would be enough time to part them before endangering Five.”


  “I see,” said Dacien, who, despite his initial revulsion, was beginning to be interested.


  “Excellent,” said Teodor, returning to the minotaur’s chest. “Now,” he said, “this is the gory part,” as he plunged his fingers into the minotaur. “Here I’m moving… there, the… lung and… yes.” His other hand touched the soft brown fur, and disappeared into it, like a man reaching into a pool of water. “The lung was simple; trying to put this pectoral back together,” Teodor made a frustrated sound. “It’s like trying to reassemble ground meat,” he said.


  Dacien found himself fascinated as Teodor described what he was doing, and… yes, he could feel the subtle gray of Teodor’s magic pooling around the mage, rendering the flesh malleable. He couldn’t see the tissues beneath the skin, but he could see how the gray magic spread out, defining the muscle and lung, and how Teodor was patiently putting the wound back together.


  “I much prefer swords,” sighed Teodor, peering down at the wound. “Nice, sharp cuts. Easy to put back together. This is just dreadful. The bone is shattered, fragments slicing up the muscle, interim, everything.”


  “You said he’d be crippled?”


  “Until a mage can heal this properly,” said Teodor, in distracted way. “He’ll need an earth-mage to grow new tissue, and… another water-mage to open up the matrix for it to grow into. This is the best I can do, on my own. Unsatisfactory,” the minotaur said.


  “He’ll live, though.”


  “Oh, yes…” said Teodor, and then paused. “That’s odd…”


  “What?”


  “I am an oblivious trusting idiot, that’s what,” said Teodor, angrily. “Time… time…” he muttered, as he started moving faster. “This will all have to be redone anyway,” he said. “It doesn’t matter how poor it is… there, there…” he stopped. “There,” and moved on.


  “Master?”


  “Dacien, I want you to… try to sense any other magic, other than mine, at work in this minotaur. Tell me what you feel. But don’t touch it – be passive. Totally passive. I think there’s something hostile here, and… I think it’s earth magic, and I think I’ve been very foolish,” Teodor said grimly, still working on the minotaur’s shoulder.


  Slipping back into the focus of magic was easily done; Dacien was used to the strange half-world of things sensed one way but perceived another; sounds that were not sounds, colors that had no relation to light, sensations that were not touch. Overwhelming everything was the constant, cool gray flow of power from Lord Fog, and… almost invisibly, the magic flowing from himself. Five was drinking in both; he could watch the gray power swirl around the minotaur, interspersed with the clear-but-constant pressure of his own magic. Another magic, though…


  He swung his attention to the wounded minotaur, staring first at the wound, all suffused with… yes.


  A red, sticky heat was hiding under the cool grayness, and spreading, slowly, throughout the minotaur, like a fine web spinning itself through the blood. Through the blood? Dacien turned his gaze on Five – yes. “Master,” he said, alarmed. “I see it. It’s in Five, too.”


  “And have you examined me?” asked Teodor tightly, still working on closing the wound. “Check my legs.”


  “No…” Dacien looked. Now that he knew what to look for, though, he found it, spreading out from Teodor’s left leg and into his right, and another knot of red stickiness in his gut. “You too, Master. Your left leg, and it’s into your right, and… and your stomach.”


  “Cursed, the stones were cursed, and I never even considered it,” Teodor said. “And like an idiot I’ve infected Five. I’m so sorry, Five…”


  “Master?”


  “There was a curse on the stones; the wounds were cursed, and by infusing you and this fellow, I’ve spread the thing to you,” Teodor said. “And I have no excuse other than my own cursed idiocy!”


  “But… you’re a mage,” said Five. “Can’t you undo it?”


  “This sort of curse is an earth-spell, meant to weaken, degrade, and… no, I can’t touch it. I can’t even sense it, I only thought about it because… well, because my leg is numb. Both legs, now.” Teodor sounded angry. “At least it’s spreading relatively slowly…” he paused. “There,” he drew his hands out of the minotaur, and stared at them. Angrily, Dacien thought. More gray, and the blood began to drip off of them, slowly, and then faster, until they were clean. Teodor repeated the cleansing on the minotaur, and then the bedding. Again, the liquid – Dacien didn’t think it was all blood, just sank down through the floor of the tent, leaving not even a stain.


  “What… Master?” asked Five, his voice a little strained. “What will happen?”


  “If the curse isn’t removed, we’ll die,” Teodor said, remarkably calmly to Dacien’s ears, as he sat down on the tent chair. “The problem is that this kind of spell is usually invasive. A mage trying to break it may well contract it. And… if it weren’t invasive, I doubt it would have spread to Five, and – correct me, Dacien, it has, has it not?”


  “Oh, yes, Master,” Dacien said. “I can see it. Like a fine web of lines, all lacing his body, and… and starting to seep into Five.”


  “Delightful,” said Teodor, disgustedly. “And it’s likely that, having been infected with the spell, we can no longer break it. A simple feature of such things, and… it’s probably best to assume active malice with a curse. Troublesome.” He took a breath. “I could call for help, but… I’m not sure how much time we do have. There are things I could do to delay it… but… there are problems even there.


  Teodor’s hands twitched. “I do have an idea… Dacien. You can sense the spell. Don’t touch it, whatever you do… just… keep an eye on it. Now, watch me. I don’t know how this will appear to you, but I’m confident you’ll be able to sense it.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Teodor. We’re doing magic together. It’s Teodor,” the minotaur said.


  “Yes, Teodor,” Dacien said.


  “It’s important,” the gray minotaur responded. “It has to do with mindset, with understanding what is and is not appropriate to these matters. It helps, once you’ve mastered it. But… as I said Dacien, watch.”


  It was like watching a bubble of gray expanding out around Teodor, and Dacien said so.


  “Excellent,” Teodor said, his voice slurred. “Now. Touch it. Go into it. Project yourself into…” Teodor paused, fought to finish his sentence. “the center. It will feel… good. Don’t worry about me, or my reaction. Get… get used to the feeling. I will terminate the effect after a few moment. Moments.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Dacien uncertainly. He reached out; the gray bubble was… strangely welcoming. It had all the grayness he’d come to associate with Teodor’s magic, with the refreshing lightness of a cool breeze; it could not be more Teodor than any magic he’d encountered. And yet, somehow, it seemed more and less than that. More, because it drew him, as he reached out to it, he found it pulling on him, not demandingly, but… as if it were eager to offer itself to him. Less, because it lacked the sense of purpose; that undefinable but unmistakable drive all the other magic he’d watched. It was as if… as if… as if its purpose was only to welcome him.


  He reached into it tentatively, and it reached back to him; surrounding him – almost like a second skin. The sensation prickled at him; warm, welcoming, like a willing partner, the moment before entry, or the hot breath of a lover across his most intimate places. Dacien tried, as Teodor had bade him, to experience it; take in the feeling, understand it; but all his senses yearned to reach out, touch the spell, caress it, return the exquisite touch and use the power as it begged to be used.


  And it was over, like a burst of chilling air after a warm bath. Teodor was panting, his eyes glazed and unfocused.


  “Teodor?” Dacien asked. “Master?”


  The gray minotaur waved his hand, asking for a moment, and gulped air. “That was… harder than I expected,” he said. “Better. But… oh. This… this will task me, I can tell… you are… you are a most powerful mage, Dacien-human.” Gray magic trickled around the panting minotaur, and even from where he was, Dacien felt an icy chill.


  “There,” Teodor said, more in control of himself. “Yes. You… you know how it feels, so… it won’t take you by surprise.’


  “You were serving as a lens, weren’t you, Mah – Teodor.”


  “Yes,” said the gray mage. “This curse; you have to use a lens to destroy it. You can extend yourself through me; overwhelm it, but using me, it cannot reach you – only me, and because I am merely channeling your magic – it cannot touch me that way, either. It’s… it’s the safest way to deal with the spell. But…” The minotaur took a deep breath. “I… I have never been one to succumb to lens euphoria; I have always been able to resist it. I do not know… I do not know if I can resist you, Dacien. You… you have the most powerful effect. As a lens, you were unsuited, and I think you will be very, very hard on anyone serving you as lens.” The gray minotaur managed a smile, somehow. “It will be humbling for me, even if I can resist the full euphoria. I don’t know… I don’t know if I can. Not if merely starting the lens process affects me so strongly. Probably… probably a lesson I need in humility.”


  “Teodor – Master, I don’t want…”


  “You must,” said Teodor. “I have no ability to touch this earth-magic; you do. Perhaps you could do so safely without a lens, but… I do not want you to risk yourself. Speaking of which. If you are unable to destroy this effect, you must not touch me afterwards. It may spread sexually – and I may be in no condition to resist it. Do you understand?”


  “I believe so, Master Teodor.”


  “Just Teodor while we do magic, Dacien.”


  “I think of you as my mentor and instructor, Master Teodor,” Dacien said. “May I not offer you the honor you deserve?”


  The gray minotaur blinked, and then another smile spread across his face. “Thank you, Dacien. I… I am honored. Very much. Perhaps… perhaps, if you feel it appropriate to call me so, perhaps it is.” He turned to look at Five, and the other minotaur, still bound together. “The sooner you crush this vile thing, the better. When you have done so – or if you determine that you cannot – I need you to let me know. Pull in your magic; I’ll feel that, and release the spell.” The minotaur hesitated, and then added, “You are not ready for this, Dacien. I am sorry. Do your best; that is all I can ask, and it will have to be enough.”


  He certainly didn’t feel ready, that much was true. Dacien slipped back into his focus, back into the open embrace of the gray bubble, and then he let his attention wander outside the gray bubble. He was unready for the experience; the gray cleared, expanded, hurled itself outward at his thought; and… and as arousing as the sensation of merely being within the bubble had been, using it like this was more so. Much, much more so. Dacien was erect, and the pleasurable pressure against him wasn’t merely confined to his shaft, but over his entire body. Every not-movement in that strange other-space of magic he felt like he was driving his entire self deeper into the grayness – pulling in, pulling out – Dacien stopped, and for a moment he wasn’t sure where he was or what –


  Magic. He was doing magic. He fought to ignore the sensations, and looked for the magic he’d spotted before. Dacien could see the toxic red sticky magic and as he thought it, he realized that the gray was somehow amplifying it; holding it before him so he did not have to concentrate on seeing it. It was still hiding – and now he recognized that it was hiding; trying to lose itself in the warm flows of blood that carried it like a secret poison. The gray magic surrounding him, though, exposed it, responding to his own action.


  Supporting and carrying the spell, he recognized, and the thought nearly threw him out of the focus. And he nearly lost control again when he realized just what that would mean – he’d be terminating the spell, not Teodor, and that… that was bad. He couldn’t quite remember why, but… yes. Exit shock, he remembered. Trand had only been caught for a few minutes. Somehow, the realization that it wouldn’t be life-threatening to Teodor reassured him, and it was easier to put the intense sexual stimulation of being a mage using a lens aside.


  But now that he’d found the toxic spell – what? How did he destroy it? Why hadn’t Teodor told him what do next? He reached out tentatively to where the spell was slowly infiltrating Five, and the red stuff adhered to – not him, but the grayness, or at least it tried to; it didn’t really take hold, sliding off and back into itself. Teodor had certainly gotten that right, Dacien thought. But that didn’t help him destroy it, or cancel it, or anything else. Could he pull it? Push it? With more confidence, now that he’d seen the insulation he had, he reached out, touched it, started gathering it. It was like pulling a weed out of the ground, although a strong one. It ripped out easily, thankfully. If he had to pick out each individual strand, that would take him forever, pulling it away from Five strand by strand by strand. As it was, it came up all at once. He gathered it, and then kept pulling at the attachments to the other minotaur, and that was harder, much harder. The spell was far more entrenched, and Dacien felt himself struggling. Maybe… maybe he could weaken it?


  But how? Why hadn’t Teodor told him more? And what did he do with the glob of nasty magic that he had pulled out of Five? Rip it? No; it just pulled apart and reformed, like thick, viscous goo. Or – maybe that was the wrong kind of pulling it apart. Could he pull the magic out of it?


  Yes; yes he could; the red strands faded as he started pulling magic, his magic, or rather, the clear stream he associated with his own presence out of it, and as he did, the red stickiness of the strands shrunk, pulled back, to the original wound in the minotaur’s shoulder – and he ripped that out and added it to the glob he’d pulled from Five.


  He turned his attention to Master Teodor. The three knots of congealed spell were clear to him, and they had woven together. He pulled magic from them – but as fast as he did, more seeped in – from the other two knots, he realized. Whatever this spell was, it had fastened onto Teodor much more strongly – why – ah. The spell had set down strands – roots – into Teodor’s own magic, and was drinking directly from the bottomless well of the mage. Dacien had thought Teodor was being a little paranoid about this curse, but no longer. He couldn’t pull them out, he couldn’t drain them, he couldn’t rip or shred them… what was left?


  Dacien turned back to the strands of spell he’d pulled already, and concentrated on pulling more magic from it – more – more – more – until it faded away entirely. That took care of that, and he turned his attention back to the triple problem of Teodor. Each knot was spreading out, and… Dacien pulled one of the tap-roots up, very carefully, from the first knot, and set it into the second knot, and a tiny surge of his own magic to connect the one to the other, and it didn’t seem to see that it was draining itself. It took almost an hour to pull all the draining-roots up and embed them into the other parts of the spell, but if he could just keep the spell from pulling on Teodor maybe he could drain it then.


  And if he could do that… maybe… Dacien reached for the first knot, and slid his own magic around it, letting the foul red spell suck the power in but using that to disconnect it – lift it away from Teodor – like peeling the rind from an orange. It wouldn’t have worked if the spell was still tapping the mage, but now… it came up, slowly, bit by bit by bit, until… Teodor was free. He started pulling magic from it, like he had the previous one, draining it until finally, it faded and vanished. There!


  Now he just had to – to pull his own magic back in. Pull away from the grayness, without quite separating himself – pull in, pull in, hold himself still, stiller, wait for the grayness to


  Fade away around him.


  Dacien didn’t remember closing his eyes, but he must have, at some point. Teodor was slumped back in his chair, the fine gray pelt matted with sweat. His front was matted with seed and the clear slick fluid that preceeded it. The gray minotayr’s eyes were unfocused, half-closed, his mouth hanging open, and he seemed completely unresponsive.


  “Te – Teodor? Master?” Dacien asked.


  A groan answered him, nothing more.


  “Five? Are you all right?”


  “Yes,” said Five. “What did you do? That was…”


  “What happened?” said Dacien urgently. “Is he hurt? I got the spell, I think,”


  “Guh – guh – good,” came from the gray minotaur. “Dah.”


  “Master?”


  Teodor just shook his head slowly.


  “Five?” asked Dacien.


  “Well, you just got really quiet, and then I realized… Master was panting. Like… well, like I have, when I wanted… wanted to be used,” Five said, quietly. “When I was addicted. Am addicted.” The minotaur picked his head up a little, unable to move from where he was connected to the other one. “He was yelling something – but, it wasn’t very clear. I hope… I hope he put some kind of silence spell on us again.”


  Teodor grunted something, or tried to, and then he tried again. “Yes,” he managed. “Dacien. The…” he groaned, unable to finish the sentence. “I. Need.” He groaned again, and somehow, managed to get out of the chair, but fell, face-forward, onto the floor. “Dacien!”


  “Master?”


  “No,” the gray minotaur groaned. “No. Not. Teodor. Just.”


  “You… you need me to…”


  “Yes. Fuck. Me. Recover. Now!”


  Dacien hesitated, although he moved toward the minotaur. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Master Teodor.”


  “Time,” said the gray minotaur. “Time! You – you must! There’s no… no time!”


  “I…”


  “Explain. After. Dacien!” The last word almost sounded pleading. Dacien was hard, the intense pleasure of using Teodor as a lens still thrilling through him, but… this was his Master. It seemed… wrong, to take his Master this way. Master should be holding him, fucking him, not… not kneeling on all fours, face to the floor with his back up and exposed to… his apprentice. His slave. But…


  Maybe this was why Teodor had insisted that his name, not Master, was appropriate when they were intimate, or doing magic together? Because he might be called upon – might need to – fuck his Master?


  “Dacien!” The voice sounded almost desperate – and just a little angry.


  “I’m coming,” he said, cringing as he heard himself. He got behind Teodor, kneeled a little, and – and – just pushed himself into the gray minotaur. Teodor said nothing, just pushed back against Dacien, and Dacien began thrusting into him, softly, then harder. What the minotaur seemed to want wasn’t a gentle session of love-making, but hard, pounding sex. Teodor had been rough with Luzeil, he remembered, and the golden minotaur had enjoyed it. Dacien pushed a little, from side to side, and from Teodor’s panting, he thought the minotaur was enjoying. He reached out, stretched, and stroked the jutting curved horn, gripping it, pulling Teodor’s head back. It might have been coincidence, but Teodor shook with orgasm again, spilling yet more pearlescent seed on himself and the floor, and the convulsive tightness against Dacien’s shaft brought the human to his own moment of ecstasy. He pulled out, slowly, and sat down, back against the floor. Teodor rolled over, and looked at the human for a moment, but it brought Dacien very little joy. This wasn’t love, this wasn’t intimacy, this wasn’t the connection he craved with Teodor – and he was fairly certain it was as mechanical to Teodor as it was to him. Empty, vacant… an act without a meaning, compelled by sheer physical need. Perhaps something of that showed on face.


  A short grin crossed Teodor’s face. “Sleep,” he said, his voice closer to normal. “After. I’ll… be recovered when I wake.” The gray minotaur stumbled over to the bed, and lay down beside Five.


  Over the next few hours, Dacien watched impatiently as the muted shadows within the tent shortened, and then lengthened again. He considered waking the gray minotaur, especially when Five asked for water, and then for help with the chamberpot. It did give him a chance to examine the connection between Five and the other sleeping spell-wrapped minotaur; somehow the flesh had actually been connected; blood from the sleeper flowed into Five through the arms, and then back into the sleeper via their legs. There was some ongoing magic between them, but it wasn’t the connection, rather it looked like it was doing something to the connection that Dacien couldn’t quite figure out. He asked Five several times if he were all right, and Five said he was. Still, Dacien could tell that Five was more than a little disturbed by this, as evidenced by his asking – several time – if Master were awake, always with a great deal of hope in his voice.


  It wasn’t until well after dark that Teodor groaned, and sat up. “Dacien?” he said. “I’m sure there isn’t any tea, but… water, perhaps, if you would?”


  Now, that sounded more like his master. “Yes, Master!” Dacien said. “Are… are you…”


  “Better? Recovered? Quite… er, sated? Yes to all of those, but the water… ah.” Teodor accepted the ceramic cup, and drank. “Thank you.” The gray minotaur looked down with distaste at his matted fur. More of the cool gray, and water started dripping off him. “Not that I mean to be disrespectful of you, Dacien, so I do apologize,” and he actually sounded regretful. “So. Was your foray into magic successful? I don’t feel any worse, so I’m hoping you dealt with the spell?”


  “Yes. It’s gone. It was… pretty nasty.” said Dacien. “But – I didn’t really understand how to do it. Why didn’t you tell me?”


  The minotaur sighed, handing the cup back and motioning for Dacien to refill it. “I thought I’d done well coaxing you into using a lens, while being that lens. I really must give you some lessons on how to… minimize your effect on your lens. Xavien is gentler than you are. That’s not your fault, of course,” he added quickly. “Really. I don’t mean to criticize, you did what you did with minimal preparation, no training, no prior experience. Not at all. There was… is, much I can tell you about both being a lens and using one, things that… well.


  “There’s nothing I can tell you about how specifically to use your magic. I have no idea how things might work for you; I wasn’t even sure if you could deal with that spell. I’m most gratified that you could, of course.” Teodor got up, and looked, finally at Five and the Ourobouros warrior. “Five? How are you feeling?” He put his hand on the sleeping minotaur’s chest.


  “A little stiff, Master, it’s a… little hard to move,” said Five. “And… it seems a little strange. Master.”


  “If it helps, Five, this minotaur owes his life to you,” Teodor said, softly. “And all three of us owe Dacien, or, more properly, I put your life in danger, and Dacien redeemed it for me. He’s… well.” The minotaur lifted his hand. “And it seems this fellow has stabilized. Which. Oh.” Teodor shook his head. “I’m an idiot, standing here blathering…”


  “Master?” asked Five plaintively.


  “Yes?”


  “Could you… well, undo this? If… I mean, if he’s all right? It’s…”


  “Yes… I will, of course, Five,” the gray minotaur said. “But I need to report this to Lord Chimes, and… I’ve put that off too long, already, I really… well. No. Not really. He was in danger, I was in danger… we needed… and then. But.” Teodor stepped over to his chest, and pulled out a stone, and cracked it. “There…”


  “Now, Master?” asked Five hopefully.


  “I’m sorry, Five, it’s going to be…”


  Lord Fog? The voice echoed in Dacien’s ears. What is wrong?


  “I’m not sure where to start, Lord Chimes. We encountered the Imperial Army late this morning – General Orox laid an ambush. I’m not sure if the ambush succeeded or not, but the humans were more than ready for us. They had some kind of weapon – it may have been directly magical. A hand-held metal device that hurled lead sling stones at an unbelievable speed. I held a shield of air, but they punched through it without any difficulty. In the time it took for me to refocus and heal myself to rejoin the battle – Orox, the Lord of Tongs, and probably about a third of the Ourobouros force were dead, or dying.”


  I don’t…


  “I’m not done,” Teodor said. “There’s more. The humans continued firing these weapons, and I suspect… I suspect I and a warrior I grabbed as I fled are the only survivors. The sling stones were cursed, Lord Chimes, a noxious, infectious, paralyzing spell.”


  I see. Is that why you’ve taken so long to report this?


  “In a word, yes. The feral human was useful to undo the curse, most fortunately for me. But I’m still numb in my legs. I have an Ourobouros survivor – he was hit in the chest; I healed the damage, and I think he’s stable, and the curse is lifted, but…”


  How did you stabilize him? You’re no earth-mage. Your feral human? Again?


  “A rather obscure little water-spell. It’s nowhere near as good as such things as earth-magic, but when it’s all you have, it’s all you have.”


  How long until the human dies? Can you slow the spell?


  “The human is not in danger.”


  A moment of quiet, and then, How did you manage that?


  “He used me as a lens, of course,” Teodor said calmly. “How else?”


  There was another pause as Lord Chimes considered that. That must have been difficult.


  “Very,” agreed Teodor. “There are further issues. These Imperials have – unknowingly, perhaps – violated the Truces of Xarbydis. Now, of course, they weren’t in the Truces, but we’ve always applied them regardless. I want permission to parley with them, and I want permission to violate the Truces if the parley goes poorly.”


  That will require a full council vote.


  “If the Imperial Army does not agree to the Truces, what is Ourobouros going to do? Think no survivors, Lord Chimes.”


  You said you had one.


  “And that, I think, will be all. Anyone struck by those cursed stones will die, and… I suspect everyone was hit. I don’t think Ourobouros is going to see a difference. Or account for the human’s ignorance of the Truces.”


  No.


  “You must contact Lords Doze and Lash. They must not expose themselves to these weapons. And… I think you must contact the Lord of Bones next.”


  Yes, and I’ll sharpen and clean my sword.


  “Forgive me,” Teodor apologized. “Yes, of course you know what to do, better than I, I am sure. It’s simply been a difficult day. I have nothing further to report, but… I have no way to draw your attention again. Can you contact me at least twice a day until…”


  Of course. I’ll probably be back in an hour – you are safe where you are?


  “Safe enough for now,” said Teodor.


  Lord Chimes said nothing, but Dacien felt a slight pop as the magic faded. The gray minotaur looked at Dacien. “You heard that, I assume?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Another mystery… but not now.” Teodor turned back to Five and the Ourobouros. “Five, hold still. This might tickle a bit,” he said, working on the two. “This needs to be… ah. Yes. There,” and he moved down to the leg.


  “But it’s still…” started Five.


  “Yes, I need to undo this in stages,” Teodor said absently, as he worked. “Essentially, I routed his blood to you, and yours to his. Blood is the great stabilizer, blood carries strength and healing, cleanses wounds, it is the very liquid of life of the body. There are others, of course, but… there… but not all of them are easily shared. While you’ve been here, your strength has carried him, fed him, warmed him… you have given him life, Five. Without you, nothing I could have done would have saved him.”


  “But you’re a healer, Master.”


  “A poor one, without access to earth-magic,” Teodor said. “You basically took the place of an earth-mage, Five.”


  “I did?”


  “Essentially,” said Teodor. “And I thank you.” He pulled the two minotaur’s legs apart. “There.” He reached up, and separated their arms. “And there.” He handed Five a travel bar. “Don’t get up yet, Five. Have something to eat, drink. You may feel a bit dizzy when you get up; that’s to be expected, really.”


  “Yes, Master,” Five said.


  Teodor stared at the other minotaur, and sighed. “You’ll just have to stay asleep a little longer, my friend, I think. Dacien. Tell me… everything. What you saw, how you felt… what you did.”


  They were almost done when Dacien felt a high tone, like the whine of an insect flying by his ears. Lord Fog?


  “Yes, Lord Chimes?”


  I have alerted Doze and Lash. General Osaze agrees that the Imperials should be avoided at this point. Unfortunately, Lord Lash will be unable to assist you. The human army is directly between you.


  “I presumed as much,” Teodor said. “I think I can make it back to Xarsen. I hate to ask my carriage to turn around and return…”


  It will be there to meet you. The Lord of Bones is… well, as you’d expect. He’s demanding the extermination of the army, and a campaign to punish the humans. He wants to know who the survivor is, by the way.


  “I actually don’t know his name,” Teodor said. “He’s sleeping.”


  Apparently the Lord of Bones’ son – Vitoro – was with the army.


  “The chance of it being he are… minimal,” said Teodor.


  I know. The Lord of Bones knows. And yet… he says, and I agree, that at least someone will be thankful.


  “I will ask, but… he was unconscious when I brought him in, and… I’ve kept him asleep, if only to simplify his treatment and… deal with some of the magical issues.”


  Like breaking the curse?


  “Yes. I’ve had time to debrief my human; the spell was infectious – highly so, and designed to target mages. I’m certain that an infected mage would be unable to remove it – and a mage attempting to remove it would almost certainly be infected. I suspect if we can track it down, it will have come from mage-mage battles within the Empire – and I also suspect these Imperial mages lack lensing techniques.”


  Or else they’d not spend so much time on a feature so easily circumvented, yes, that makes sense. But does that give us an advantage?


  “It certainly tells us our understanding of magic is superior to theirs,” Teodor said. “What of my request to parley?”


  The Lord of Bones was not pleased. Doze thinks that putting you at risk is foolish; Lash is not so sure. Winter thinks we should gather – we mages – and deal with them, if we can convince Ouroborous, Aglacea, and Vafnir. Green, interestingly, thinks parley will prove unproductive, but agrees they need to be informed of their transgressions – and the story behind the Truces. He is completely against your conducting a parley in any way that exposes you to danger, and… so am I. That, by the way, is the word of the Council on this. Can you parley in a way that would not expose you?


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “Mostly. I would have to be close, but I could send an illusion in while I remain wrapped in nondiscernment. There is some risk, but… minimal, not much more than I am in now, hidden but close to the battlefield.”


  Acceptable, then, said Lord Chimes. When will you know who the survivor is?


  “As soon as I wake him. Which I will do directly after talking with my human mage.”


  Yes. You’ve had to teach him how to use a lens, and… I’m guessing you were the lens yourself?


  “Yes,” sighed Teodor.


  That must have been difficult.


  “Moderately so, yes,” agreed Teodor.


  And now the human knows he is a mage. Have you taken steps to assure his loyalty and obedience?


  “I keep trying,” Teodor said dryly, “but I keep being interrupted by these little pleasure jaunts you send me on.”


  You know what I mean. What you are doing is extremely questionable. I’ve concealed it from the rest of the Council, and from our allies, but between you and me, I’m very concerned. I’d feel better about if… you took steps.


  “I thank you for your concern, Ruus. I am guided in this by your own percipience, and my judgment. I would point out that my… avoiding a more traditional approach has very likely saved my life, that of two other minotaurs, and prevented the loss of this valuable resource to the Imperial Army. Nor would I have survived to have any conversation with you, so… Lash, Doze, and Osaze would remain unaware of the potential threat. I submit that following your percipient command has been most advantageous for us, and I see no reason to… distrust it when it has proven so valuable.”


  I suppose you’re correct in that you must do what you must do, Ruus said, dubiously. Still, it seems dangerous. Needlessly so.


  “I will not do what you are suggesting, nor will I permit it. The discussion distresses me, and I would ask we leave the topic.”


  As you wish, Teodor. Given that it’s late, I will contact you tomorrow, at noon.


  “Wait! Do I have permission to exceed the Truces? Ruus?”


  Only Doze voted ‘nay’ of our Council. Ouroborous and Aglacea give their permission; Vafnir is still debating. I can’t see why they wouldn’t.


  “Why did Doze vote no?”


  He says there is no reason nor excuse to violate the Truces, and that we may well find ourselves and the humans in some kind of escalating war of magic. There’s no way to win. He says the Truces are not a convention that may be set aside, but the only path of survival.


  “He has a point,” said Teodor. “Surprisingly. I’ll… I’ll think on it. I do agree that going beyond the Truces should be done… as gingerly and in as small a way as possible.”


  The Council wants to know what you intend to do before you do it, of course, and will retain a veto.


  “I’m pleased to have so many good minds to assist me in this difficult matter,” Teodor said. “I was thinking, actually, of enchanting them to sleep. They could be taken captive… easily.”


  Clever. Can you affect… thousands? Ruus’s voice sounded dubious. Before they have time to counter it?


  “Perhaps,” said Teodor. “I may have a surprise or two remaining.”


  Very well. I will see what the great minds have to say on your plan.


  “Thank you. Oh. Please make it clear that I would not do so unless I felt I did have a good opportunity to affect… all of them. I don’t intend to do some half-measure that would… alert them to our capabilities or intent.”


  Noted.


  Dacien felt a pop as the spell broke, and Teodor turned to him, a not-quite-question in the huge brown eyes. “You heard, yes?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  Teodor nodded. “Strange, so strange,” he murmured.


  This time, the spell was heavy, like a thick muffling blanket. Teodor? the voice was deep, much deeper than Lord Chimes, and felt a buzzing in Dacien’s bones. Teodor? Are you free?


  “Of course. This is My Lord of Bones, is it not?”


  You remember. It was so long ago.


  “You made quite an impression; I had no idea you knew me well enough to reach me like this.”


  I made sure of it. One never knows whom one may wish to speak with.


  “I have nothing more to report to you, My Lord,” Teodor said, respectfully. “I told Lord Chimes everything – and I’m certain he told you.”


  No doubt, the voice agreed. I would see – for myself – what happened this morning. You can show it to me?


  “As if you were there,” Teodor said. “Complete with being struck with those accursed stones, if you like.”


  Perhaps that part might be passed over profitably, and… perhaps not. There is some… debate about you, I fear. Luzeil explained your… actions, but that was not a matter for general debate. And I agree, by the way. I had the good fortune to know Lord Ember, and… he was a most formidable minotaur.


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “Thank you, My Lord. I left – fled – the field. But I am no warrior, and so take no dishonor from fleeing. Frankly, given the usage of proscribed weapons, I see no honor to anyone in staying, either.”


  I can reach no one that I know, the voice was heavy with regret.


  “I am deeply sorry, My Lord of Bones,” Teodor said formally. “Please accept my sympathy.”


  We shall talk more in Maze.


  “I would be honored,” said Teodor, and the spell – dissolved, like fresh air entering a musty room. Teodor shook his head.


  “Master?”


  “All I want is to return to Mistingrise,” the gray minotaur fumed. “Is that so impossible?” His voice grew louder, and louder, “But no, I am dragged to an army, dragged back to Maze, hurled hither and yon,” and Teodor was almost yelling, in a deep angry voice, “everywhere but the one place I can actually be useful!” He turned almost furiously to the still-sleeping Ouroborous warrior.


  “Wake,” he said, and Dacien felt gray uncoil from around him.


  He transitioned from sleep to full awareness almost instantly; moving from his prone position to a full guard position in a blur of movement – or he tried; he collapsed on the floor halfway through it.


  Dacien was grateful that he was too surprised to laugh; Teodor somehow managed to pull the tremendous dignity he had around him like some kind of cloak. “You were wounded, and are still weak,” he advised the minotaur. “May I help you up?”


  “Yes,” the minotaur said, his voice raspy.


  “I am Teodor, Lord Fog of Lycaili; these are mine, the slave Five and this human.” He paused.


  “I recognize you, My Lord Fog.”


  “Please call me Teodor; and… what may I call you?”


  “Benelaus of Ouroborous,” the minotaur said. “I was…”


  “You were injured in battle. The Imperial Army, unknown to us, has weapons proscribed by the Truces,” Teodor said briskly. “Weapons of distance, that cast small stones at high speed. And those stones were spell-shot, with a vile curse.”


  “I’m cursed, then?”


  “Not any longer. I took you from the battlefield – you were unconscious, wounded, and dying. I… I am sorry. I could only take one… and I judged that you would die if I left you, and that I had the greatest chance of restoring you… there was no more to my decision that that.”


  “It went poorly for us?”


  “I believe, Warrior Benelaus of Ouroborous, that you may be the only survivor,” Teodor said softly. “The General, the Lord of Tongs, and myself were all struck with a volley of the accursed things, and… by the time I’d fought my way out of the physical injury, all those around me were dead, or… dying of wounds past my competence. The battle was continuing, so I… I wrapped myself in nondiscernment, picked you up, and fled to my tent. I’d already wrapped it in nondiscernment and quiet, so that… although I expect the camp has been ravaged, we remain safe and undetected.”


  “Oh,” said Benelaus, sitting back down on the bed. “It’s dark.”


  “Yes. I held you in sleep for… perhaps twelve hours.”


  “I think I’d have to piss after that,” he said.


  “Ah,” said Teodor. “The slave Five consented to carry your life during that time.”


  “I’m sorry, My Lord Fog, I think I understand the effect of a ‘nondiscernment’ but that’s sounds like some kind of impenetrable euphemism.”


  “I am not an earth-mage; and so have no ability to support the subtle processes of life. I can repair trauma, bind wounds, repair rips, tears – all these are things of flow. But the underlying essence of life is an earth-mystery over which I have no say. And the insult to your underlying self was… profound. But there have been water-mages, cleverer than I, and they long ago had a solution; to let that fundamental essence flow from one – or more – whole minotaurs into the wounded one. Five consented – and for a magic of this sort, their must be consent – and he carried you for… the majority of a day. It is not a thing much called for, when healing is done by earth-mages, but… I learned the technique out of curiosity.”


  “I am grateful you did,” Benelaus said. “Although, My Lord, I do not see why that means, after sleeping for twelve hours, I do not have to piss.”


  “Ah,” said Teodor. “You are not distracted.”


  “If it is a deep occult secret, My Lord Fog, then I am content not to know.”


  “No. I am afraid you might be… upset or offended at the details, and so… wished to spare myself. A small selfishness. The process involves blood; the spark of life is blood, and so I linked you to Five, send his blood into you to lend you his strength, and… yours to his, to be cleansed and renewed and carry Five’s life back into you. It is not a subtle spell, although there are subtleties to the mechanics of it. And so, Warrior Benelaus, the slave pissed for you, the last twelve hours.”


  During this recital the Ouroborous warrior’s face seemed to freeze. “I… I see. Needs must. If you are telling me the truth, then I would have died without it.”


  “I think you would have,” said Teodor.


  “Then I have no right to complain, or indeed, do anything but…” Benelaus turned to Five. “I thank you, My Lord Slave, and I count myself in your debt for my life.”


  Five shot a worried glance to Teodor. “You’re welcome,” he said, “and I thank you, but… I am beyond debts.”


  Benelaus smiled, and turned to Teodor.


  “Really this is not necessary,” Teodor said, “and I’d rather…”


  “I thank you, My Lord Fog, for healing me and removing the curse from the wound. I count myself in your debt for my life.”


  “You are welcome, but… it was not I who lifted the curse. Such a curse is earth-magic. As for the debt – it is nothing, and I beg you not to concern yourself with it.”


  “As you wish, but I assure you my life is something to me. How, My Lord Fog, was the curse lifted, if I might inquire?”


  “I’d much rather you didn’t,” said Teodor, smiling. “Would that be too much to ask?”


  “You would deny me the chance to thank my benefactor?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “I am certain he knows of your gratitude.”


  Benelaus stared at Teodor for a moment, and then looked at Five, and shook his head. And then, for the first time, he seemed to notice Dacien. He looked back at Teodor with surprise. “I see.”


  “I wish you didn’t,” said Teodor. “But… it was that, or you died. And me, actually. And Five.”


  “Five? How did he get hit?”


  Teodor sighed. “My carelessness got him infected with the spell. Can we leave it at that, please?”


  Benelaus nodded. “It seems like a good place to stop the conversation. Did… no. Stop, right.” He looked around. “So… do we have a plan, My Lord Fog?”


  “Something like one. Perhaps, Warrior Benelaus, you might call me simply Teodor?”


  “If you would call me Benelaus ,” he replied.


  “Yes. I will be going to parley with the Imperial Army tomorrow morning, and see if I can convince them to… conform to the Truces of Xarbydis.”


  Benelaus shook his head. “I don’t see how you’re going to do that.”


  Teodor shrugged. “I was planning on doing it from a distance.” Dacien wondered if he were jesting.


  

  He wasn’t. A quick vision – without a lens, so no one but Teodor could see what lay outside the tent – convinced the gray minotaur it was safe. Teodor had asked Dacien to accompany him, on the grounds that the human would know more about the Imperial Army and human customs. He was not planning on needing a bodyguard, and Five would not be helpful. Benelaus, also, was resting, still not yet fully recovered from his wounds. From somewhere, Teodor had even found some clothes for the human, although they were a bit large.


  When Dacien stepped from the tent, it was like stepping though a blur – and then the tent he’d come from was simply not there. When he tried, he could feel the faintest, tiniest hint cold gray magic, but even that was insufficient for him to find it. Teodor watched him for a few moments. “A good trick, is it not?”


  The minotaur camp had, as Teodor predicted, been ravaged. Tents were torn and ripped, equipment lay strewn about, and Teodor’s face showed nothing but anger at the cavalier way the encampment had been ransacked. He said nothing, though, asking only about Imperial parley customs. They were simple enough, a white flag, and that was easy enough to procure – well, a gray flag, at least. “It will do,” Teodor said, taking a tent pole and a sheet of tent-fabric. A whisper of magic and it faded to pale gray, a passable imitation of white. “I never thought that would be useful,” he sighed.


  The human encampment was almost a mile away, but Teodor had wrapped them in another shell of nondiscernment almost as soon as they left the tent. Teodor stopped when they saw sentries, and around a hill and a rise was the Imperial Army, a huge encampment that dwarfed the smaller minotaur one.


  It was laid out in a standard arrangement of tents and avenues and carts and oxen, armed and patrolling sentries, and after years in the Army, it should have looked like home. All Dacien felt, though, was a strange sense of distance. If this had ever been his home, it wasn’t now, and he wondered if he’d just thought it had been. Had he confused home with simply familiar?


  “Are you ready?”


  “Perfect,” Teodor said of the rise, apparently oblivious to the military below them. He took them up it, and down a little on the army side, less than a hundred feet from the oblivious sentry, tramping a large circle in the grass. Gray magic flared around it, the metaphysical cool of the spell contrasting with the warmth of the sun on Dacien’s skin. “That’s the nondiscernment,” Teodor told Dacien.


  And then he trod a smaller circle, and more magic wove in and out, a much more complex spell. “This one,” murmured Teodor, “is more difficult. I wish you could support me as a lens… but I’ll need you in the parley. Essentially, this is a double seeming, I’ll throw our image – replicate what’s in this circle – out there, and replicate anything that enters the circle here. So we will appear to be walking down the road, holding this parley flag – but in reality, we’ll be here, safe within the hidden bounds.”


  “I’m not sure I understand,” Dacien said, looking out.


  “Watch,” said Teodor. “Right at the curve of the road, over there.”


  And right around the road walked a gray minotaur, accompanied by a human in poorly fitting clothes, carrying a gray flag. “I’m adjusting the image a bit, so we appear to be walking. Gliding would look funny. I won’t be able to do it when…”


  The sentries had caught sight, and now they were seeing action. A trumpet blew a series of notes – enemy parley sighted – and one of the sentries was running to the Commander’s tent to report in person. Teodor let the image advance a bit, and then halted it, in the road. “That seems close enough to be respectful, yet too far to threaten. Doesn’t it?”


  “Maybe,” said Dacien, watching an officer set forth from the camp. “They’re just sending a Commander-of-Hundreds, not Thousands, though.”


  “To determine our…”


  Watching the officer blink into existence in their little hidden circle as he approached the image far below was disconcerting, even if Teodor had warned him that it would happen.


  “I am Vigo, Commander of Hundreds, and I represent the Supreme Commander of the Sixth Army, Senator Josephus. Who are you, and why have you come?” Vigo spoke Latin, sharp with the accent of the western lands.


  “I am Teodor Lord Fog Lycaili, and I have been deputized to speak for Clan Lycaili to this armed force,” the gray minotaur said calmly, in the same tongue. “I would like to discuss some matters with your Supreme Commander.”


  “The Senator invites you to his camp, and would be honored if you would join him.”


  “Without expressing disrespect or distrust,” Teodor said, “I point out that this is, to my knowledge, the first parley between Lycaili and your Empire. I argued long and hard to gain it, and there are those in my Clan who do not think humans may be trusted.”


  Vigo started to look offended.


  “I am not among them,” Teodor continued calmly, “and yet they had to be mollified. I am sure you understand political necessity. One of the concessions I was forced to make was that any contact I make must be observed, at all times. To approach your camp closer than this is infeasible at this time. I apologize if it seems disrespectful. It seemed to me that a short conversation would be worth some inconvenience on the part of your Supreme Commander, and I hope I do not impose.”


  “I can relay your message to the Senator,” the officer replied. “And… anything else you might want to add.”


  “Yesterday you engaged forces of Clan Ouroborous; I do not know if you are aware of the differences,” Teodor said. “We are interested in any survivors, and are willing to pay ransom, or accept a parole while we discuss… future engagements.”


  “I don’t doubt that,” Vigo said, trying to repress his smile. “I will inform him. Is there more?”


  “Yes, I have a message for him. If he will not come, then I will deliver it to you, but… it is meant for his ears. And it is one that begs a reply. As I said, I think what I have to say will be worth the trouble of meeting me.”


  Vigo saluted politely, and walked back towards the tent; as his image passed the inner circle it vanished, and Dacien repressed a shudder. Teodor was content to wait, and it was almost an hour before a group of humans came back.


  “There’s Vigo with them, and… it doesn’t look like any senator I’ve seen. The one with the gold is a Commander of Thousands, though. He might be the second-in-command.”


  “Or the Senator himself?” asked Teodor, interested.


  “Probably not. A Senator would wear a red robe, or at least have a red sash.”


  “At least they seem to take this conference more seriously, although I would have liked to get some impression of this Supreme Commander. Perhaps that is why they hide him… do you think one of them might be a mage? I can’t tell from this distance. And a mage… might be able to identify these images as only images.”


  “I hope not,” Dacien said. “But… could they trace them back to here?”


  Teodor just shook his head. “It would take a mage far more skilled than I to find us. I think we’re safe, and if not, well, life cannot be lived in perfect security.”


  “No. But… you’d be in more danger than I would.”


  Teodor said nothing, merely giving the human an interested look.


  The blink as the group appeared again did not surprise Dacien this time. Vigo stepped forward. “May I introduce Commander of Thousands Nestor. Commander, Teodor Lord Fog Lycaili.”


  “Lord Fog.”


  “Commander,” Teodor returned, politely. “Commander Vigo has informed you of my proposed agenda? Were there items you wished to add?”


  “There may be,” the commander said. “Senator Josephus sends his regrets, but he’s not feeling well. I am deputized to act in his stead.”


  “Very well. First, the matter of prisoners. Minotaurs make poor prisoners. On behalf of Lycaili and Ouroborous, I am prepared to either accept parole or offer ransom.”


  “Yes. What are the terms of these?”


  “Ransom. The minotaur is returned to his clan without constraint. Parole. The minotaur is returned to his clan with the understanding he may not raise arms against your Empire for five years – regardless of circumstance. Which is to say, you will not meet him again on the field of battle.”


  “I understand, and…” Commander-of-Thousands Nestor sighed. “Unfortunately the minotaurs we took captive did not survive the night.”


  “Unsurprising,” said Teodor in a cold voice. “Your weapons are fearsome and deadly.”


  “They are,” the commander returned. “It must have been unpleasant to see humans with the same advantage in battle minotaurs have previously enjoyed.”


  Teodor blinked. “Fearsome and deadly, as I said. But, Commander, you are in some error. Minotaurs enter battle armed and armored only with steel weapons – I admit that we know steel is outside of your capability, but we do not use the arrows and weighted darts you employ. We pit muscle and skill against muscle and skill, no more than that.”


  “You claim that’s equal?” The commander said disparingly.


  “No. And if your fearsome deadly weapons have bought you anything, it is the right to parley with us on the terms of battle. We will listen.” Teodor’s voice turned much darker.


  “But you are wrong – very wrong – on one point. We do have such fearsome, deadly weapons. So fearsome and so deadly that all minotaur clans agreed – in a document known as the Truces of Xarbydis – that we not use them; that we would restrict ourselves to hand-held weapons and the skill and strength of their wielders. And we made that covenant, Commander, in the wasteland that had once been the Xarbydis Labyrinth – the great city of Clan Xarbydis. That clan is no more, and Xarbydis Labyrinth is still a wasteland, poisoned and wracked by the fearsome, deadly weapons of what was once Clan Scylla – they were not destroyed to the last minotaur, but they, too, took the brunt of Xarbydis’ fearsome, deadly weapons. And they did not survive Clan Xarbydis by more than a handful of years.”


  “We have never signed this, or even been aware of it.”


  “True,” said Teodor. “A point I pressed in conference. We never saw a need to communicate with you – your empire, that is, and I myself consider that little more than arrogance. We should be grateful that your experimentation with fearsome deadly weapons resulted in so little loss. And trust me, Commander, as painful as the loss of Clan Ouroborous’s army was, as terrible a state in places their clan in, you have wounded them; Clan Ouroborous is crippled and broken from last night.”


  “I cannot say I have much sympathy.”


  Teodor shook his head. “And do you think that Clan Ouroborous – any Clan – will refrain from using their terrible weapons against you?”


  “Is that a threat?”


  Teodor shrugged. “It is a consequence, Commander, of breaking a treaty – however inadvertently – that protected you. It is now broken. All that remains is for Clan Ouroborous to inform their neighbors of their intent to revenge themselves with these otherwise forbidden weapons, pledge they will be used only against you, and… we will see what horrors they have in store.”


  “And where does Clan Lycaili stand in this?”


  “I,” said Teodor, “am loathe to see these weapons unleashed on any target, for any purpose. I would ask the Senator to accept these strictures in principle, and refrain from further aggression until we – that is, human representatives and minotaur representatives – have had a chance to discuss the details, agree on what warfare is permissible, and who knows, perhaps even render this constant skirmishing unnecessary. Under those circumstances, Clan Ouroborous would find their intent to retaliate vetoed by their neighbors, I hope.”


  “You hope.”


  “I do,” Teodor said. “But I am a single Lord of a single Clan, a very progressive and peaceful Clan, who had to argue mightily and concede much merely to have the opportunity to talk with you. Many of my fellow Lords are aghast at treating humans or human institutions with sufficient gravitas as to negotiate with them. To them, your empire is no different than a tremendous herd of cattle gone feral, threatening a stampede.” During this, the Commander and his retinue had grown increasingly upset.


  “Maybe after we’ve stampeded a little, you’ll feel different,” the Commander said.


  “I didn’t say I agreed with the judgment,” Teodor said mildly. “I said only that many – perhaps even most – of my fellows consider it so. It does you no good to protest to me. I’ve wanted to open formal relationships with your Empire for years.”


  “I see,” the Commander said. “The Senator asked me to listen to you, and I’ve listened. I am in turn charged to tell you that the Senator is ready to accept an unlimited surrender.”


  Teodor blinked in surprise. “Ah. Well. Sometimes, even minotaur lords need plain speaking. Your actions yesterday will be seen as despicable,” and there was an angry murmur from the group, “cowardly,” and the Commander started to object, but Teodor rode over him, “and dishonorable. No minotaur would ever surrender to such. I do not say you were – I think your ignorance is a valid excuse, especially since we – all the clans – are complicit in keeping you ignorant. But you are ignorant no longer. Any further use of proscribed weapons will be considered a knowing provocation – and I guarantee you that you do not want us to respond in kind. Is that sufficiently clear speaking?”


  “Yes.”


  “That included your accursed weaponry. The use of any kind of lingering or debilitating curse is included in the Truces. There is an exception for fast-healing blades, but the curse on your…” Teodor paused, and took in the surprised look of the Commander. “Did your mages tell you that the curse was undetectable, or unstoppable, and would doom any mage who even dared to touch it?”


  The Commander said nothing.


  Teodor shook his head sadly. “We have explored these terrible weapons fully. I tell you, equal to equal, this is a path of destruction and using theses things guarantees only loss. We have proscribed them not out of weakness or fear – but because they are poison, and will as surely slay the wielder.”


  “I will convey your words to the Senator, but –”


  A thunderous boom cut him off – it was a loud, sharp, explosive sound that shocked Dacien. The fragile threads holding the illusion frayed and snapped as Teodor’s hand swept out, smashing Dacien to the ground even as the figments of the Imperial officers faded from the circle. Even from the ground, Dacien could see a huge cloud of gray-yellow smoke, and the confusion in the group.
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  Seeing Green


  

  Xavien’s room – as befit the Master of the House – was huge, with thick rugs of wool plush scattered lavishly over the polished wood floors. The huge windows opened out on the expanse of well-tended garden. Erik had realized, very quickly, that the gardens were a tremendous source of pleasure to his Master. Even inside there were numerous plants all neatly growing from pearly ceramic – Xavien called them porcelain – pots. Ferns, blooming roses, and other plants with bushy foliage added a deep, pleasing scent of wet earth and the subtle smell of plants to Xavien’s private chambers. The huge stuffed chairs, covered with soft blue-and-green fabrics and the huge, minotaur-sized bed just made it perfect for his Master and his favored humans.


  Erik had, gratefully, relinquished the diaper, and Master – not Daddy – had been pleased, as well. He knew, somewhere in the back of his mind, that it shouldn’t matter to him, it shouldn’t be important to please the minotaur, but it was. The minotaur loved him. And Erik loved the minotaur back; he loved the soft but firm touch on his skin, the slow caress of his back, the wonderful pine-musk scent that clung to the stiff, fine pelt and strengthened to a deeper, more animal scent around Master’s maleness. The soft texture of his sack, the firm orbs within, and the salt and pine taste of minotaur sweat. The yielding strength of his Master’s shaft, and how it hardened, grew, and the delicious fine slippery saltiness as he tasted him. He even loved knowing that he – his touch, his tongue, his body, when he offered it to the minotaur – he, Erik, brought his Master bliss. And himself.


  And when the memories started coming back – just flashes of recall, at first – of smoke, images of fire, of sword-wielding giants – when the memories started coming back, and Erik woke screaming, Master was there to hold him, to tell him that these things would not happen, that what he saw was long ago, and could not happen to him, that Master – Xavien – would not let them happen. Erik was doubly grateful to his Master, and loved him all the more.


  At first.


  The images and nightmares turned from a trickle to a torrent, a cacophony of fire and violence, hacked bodies, lingering executions, and the growing certainty that he – Erik – had seen all these things. The images were too strong, too detailed. What had he done? Why wouldn’t his Master – his wonderful, caring Master – tell him. Why was it all falling on him, random horrors hitting him like hurled stones, each terrible recollection leaving a mental bruise that had no time to heal as the next terrible thing buffeted him. Why was Master – Xavien – just leaving him to remember all this on his own?


  He finally asked on the fifth day, after waking from a horrible memory of coming on a village of impaled children as men – men he recognized, men he knew, men he… he…


  Men he worked with. His brigade. Laughing and stuffing the last little girl on a three-foot sharpened stake. Had he…


  Oh Great Ones he had.


  He’d been in command. He’d been ordered… He’d been ordered to do that. The villagers would… would have been next. After watching their children butchered. He himself had ordered it.


  He looked at the minotaur with horror, barely able to move. How could his Master – Xavien – how could he have asked anyone, much less Erik, to do that. And yet he must have, he remembered it, so clearly, and he wished he didn’t.


  “Why,” he croaked, somehow forcing the word out in Master’s preferred language of Greek, not the Latin he was more comfortable with.


  “Why what?” Xavien said drowsily, his eyes still closed.


  “Why… why did that village have to die? And the children?”


  Erik had seen Xavien move in that strange way before, once or twice, and he saw it again as the light bed sheet went sailing in the wake of the minotaur. “Boy, I don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s something you remember, yes?”


  “Yes!”


  “Tell me,” Master said. The command was soft, persuading, almost an appeal, although Erik knew enough to recognize it for the order it was, from Master, not from Xavien. It was a strange way to think of the minotaur who Erik clung to, but… sometimes he was Master, and sometimes he was Xavien and they were almost two different minotaurs in the same body.


  Somehow, Erik made it through the grim recitation without throwing up. The images came back, flooding into his memory with more detail and flashes of other things, the smell of burning wood, charred flesh, and the sewer scent of intestines. He’d known these men. He’d been friends with the legionnaire – legionnaire? – who had pulled the last girl onto the stake. This time, he remembered that that the legionnaire with the blood dripping on his sandals was also Markus, and also a father with a little girl and two not so little sons. And… and Erik had been his commanding officer, under…


  Only the minotaur didn’t command legions of humans, he remembered, another fact blossoming in his mind. “It wasn’t you,” he whispered.


  “No,” and Erik was pretty sure that was Xavien again. “A minotaur… well. A minotaur of our Clan would never give such an order, nor would a minotaur of our clan carry out such an order.”


  “But…”


  “I can imagine some clans, provoked sufficiently, might,” conceded Xavien. “And… even one or two where such an order would be followed, if not given, but… but where an order would be followed, it is like to be given. I do not trust…” Xavien trailed off, and the calm strength of Xavien faded into the colder tones of Master. “But that is not your concern,” the black minotaur said firmly. “Living with these memories, that is your concern.”


  “Can you… can you make them go away? Again?”


  “No,” Xavien said, with an almost merciful bluntness. “I’m sorry, Boy,… but that’s a severe thing. We are many things, but we are principally our memories. To lose your memory is to lose your identity, the uniqueness of experience. It leaves you foundering, uncertain, it is something that should be done… very cautiously. Perhaps not at all. And… consider this, too, Boy. You have paid a terrible coin to know just what honor and integrity protect you from. Would you discard what you bought so dearly?”


  “But…”


  “But I did that to you? Is that your question?”


  “Yes.”


  The black minotaur nodded. “That is exactly what I have not done. None of your memories are gone, they’re just… not available to you for a while. This is an exercise that many mages and occasionally warlords go through – when they think their previous experiences are getting in the way of their current situation. There are a number of different formulations, depending on… well, who is doing it.”


  “Master, that doesn’t answer the question of why you did it to me.”


  A slight stiffening was followed by a profound silence, and then, in a tight voice, the black minotaur said, “That is a… difficult question. To answer it completely might be to place you in the same situation you were in that caused me to… take such a drastic action. You were having extreme difficulty accepting your current situation, and your decisions had passed the boundary of unwise to self-destructive .”


  “I find that… difficult to believe, Master, although I don’t doubt that it’s true.” Erik said, after a moment.


  “Xavien,” the black minotaur said, softly. “Until I tell you otherwise.”


  “Yes, Ma – Xavien,” Erik said. “Can you tell me what I was having difficulty with?”


  “You resented the defeat of your legion, and that you were subsequently enslaved. You did not wish to be my slave, nor to serve me as I require.” the minotaur said, shortly. There had to be more to the tale, Erik thought, but… the black minotaur seemed not to want to discuss it.


  “How… how was I to serve you, that I did not wish to? Xavien?”


  “Like this,” the minotaur said. “I find you attractive, and I wanted you in my bed. And… from time to time, I had another need of you.”


  “A service?”


  The black minotaur shrugged, his shoulders twitching. “I will not discuss it, other than to say it made you desire me, and you appeared to resent it.”


  “But I didn’t?”


  “What?”


  “You said I appeared to resent it.”


  The minotaur shrugged. “So you did. I have no reason to think your resentment was insincere, but that was my interpretation. You might have had some other reason.”


  Erik thought about that, and snuggled up to the black minotaur. “Well, I won’t anymore,” he said.


  Xavien said nothing, merely drawing the human tightly up against him.


  “Xavien?”


  “Yes?” sighed the minotaur, in the tone he generally said ‘Questions ‘ in.


  “I’m sorry,” Erik said. “I didn’t mean…”


  “No,” said Xavien, interrupting him. “At the moment, your questions are reasonable, since I hid away your answers. Ask your question.”


  Erik took a breath scented with pine-resin, and said, “What if it doesn’t work?”


  The black minotaur was silent for a moment, and then shifted in the bed. “If this doesn’t work? If you are still – or rather, return to – angry, uncooperative, and self-destructive when your memory fully returns?”


  “Yes,” said Erik quietly.


  More silence followed, with a deep breath and exhale from the minotaur.


  “Something,” Xavien finally said.


  “Something?”


  “Something,” repeated Xavien firmly. “You are important… very important.”


  “I gathered that,” Erik said, “but I don’t understand why.”


  “You do not need to know,” and that was Master talking. “It’s better if you don’t, if you simply trust that you are.”


  “I… I don’t think I was very trusting.”


  A snort of laughter. “No. And you aren’t now, either.”


  “I’m not?”


  “No,” the minotaur said, with a hint of black humor. “You’re not. You don’t even trust yourself. After declaring your contentment, after declaring your commitment to that contentment, you ask what happens if it does not remain.” Xavien’s gaze lingered on the human’s for a moment. “You are remembering more, now, memories are intruding into your waking.”


  Erik thought about that for a moment. “Oh. I guess… I guess I am.” The human shrugged, consciously imitating the minotaur’s motion of a moment earlier. “I thought it would be more… I don’t know, dramatic. Like the dreams.”


  The black minotaur regarded him for a moment, thoughtfully. “No. A reasonable guess, but no. Dreaming is the way your mind puts itself back together, and sorts out your recollections. When you wake, it is simply that more comes when you reach for it. It’s much gentler than dreams.”


  “Good,” said Erik darkly, the raid on Klas Village – and others – now firm in his mind. He’d done them for…


  The Empire.


  His Empire.


  The one at war with the minotaurs… oh. Oh!


  Erik couldn’t help himself, he pulled away from the minotaur sharply. “I remember, now,” he said, angrily. “You’d just had me whipped.”


  “Yes,” the minotaur said, the cool tone of Master returning.


  “You…”


  “Perhaps you should think very carefully before you say anything further,” the minotaur said, in that same cool tone. “Running away is not something I can permit. If you had succeeded, I would have done more – much more. And if you try again, I will do more.” The gaze focused directly on Erik’s eyes. “That would displease me.”


  Erik closed his eyes against the memory of the beating – somehow so close to the impalings, and wondered for a moment just what he was fighting, what he’d done, or what he was becoming. Would it be so bad to just… just let it go? Give himself over to Xavien – Master? The last few days had been peaceful. More than peaceful.


  He’d been happy. Happy to be with Xavien, happy to please him. He wanted… oh, if he were telling himself the truth, he wanted to be with Xavien. Wanted Xavien to hold him, care for him, keep him safe… even from himself. Stakes with grisly slumped human decorations flickered briefly in his memory, and Erik forced them back out. That, he told himself, was the past. “No,” he said, more to himself than Xavien. He had been a butcher, and now… now he had the chance to leave it behind. He would. “I won’t do that again,” he whispered.


  “Disappointing,” the minotaur said, with a strange tone in his voice.


  Erik started to tell Xavien that he accepted, he was grateful, that nothing would please him more than to be Xavien’s slave, that he hadn’t understood just what the minotaur had wanted, he’d been blind, so blind, but…


  Xavien’s power had locked over him like an iron fist. He could breathe, but he couldn’t move, not even a twitch. Xavien shook his head, the light glinting off the black pelt like some kind doom. His voice, when he finally spoke, was conversational although that odd tone was still there. “I really had thought you would see…” and then he stopped, closed his eyes, and breathed, slowly, his huge chest filling and emptying, for a surprisingly long time.


  I have, I did, you don’t understand… Erik howled silently, unable to say the words, watching Xavien… breathe.


  “I’m so angry,” the minotaur finally said, with that same calm tone, “I don’t trust myself to deal with you. Which in itself is a clear sign that I’ve made an error… I’ve grown too fond of you.” Xavien Lord Green turned away from the frozen Erik, staring out into the garden. “Very fond of you,” he admitted. “Too fond,” he repeated, bowing his head. “I doubt,” and then he stopped, chopping off the sentence.


  “I’ve lost the distance I need to train you correctly,” Xavien continued. “I should have realized it when I couldn’t bear to see you scarred…”


  The pause was longer, and Erik stood motionless, trying to scream out that No, Master, please that’s not what I meant .


  “Foolish of me,” Xavien concluded. “And it’s foolish to be angry, foolish to expect a feral human to be civilized in a few weeks, foolish…” He turned back, facing Erik again. “Well. One is entitled to a little foolishness from time to time.” He smiled, almost gently. “No. I won’t permit you to say anything to make it worse; that much, I think, I can give myself.”


  It’s not worse, please, Master…


  The minotaur reached out, and caressed Erik’s throat, and he felt a soft warmth in his neck, reaching up to his tongue. The tightness around him relaxed, he could take full breaths, and he relaxed. Master, I under… Erik started to say–


  But nothing came out, and the grip on him remained, looser, but still unrelenting, and the minotaur turned and walked away, closing the door precisely behind him.


  It was a long time – an hour, maybe two, before he returned with a heavy steel ring – a collar, Erik realized, as the mage separated it into two halves, and then fastened around him. The chain, too, was melded directly into the collar – there was no lock to pick, just seamless metal already starting to warm to body heat. It was only after he’d been carried, motionless, down to the basement and five links of the chain had been embedded into the stone floor that Xavien released the spell. The human collapsed onto the thin straw mattress, his limbs tingling with the return of blood.


  Wait, Master, you don’t understand. Erik watched the minotaur walk heavily out of the room, and he began to convulse with silent laughter but Xavien said nothing as he walked stiffly out, not even turning around.


  

  Breaker came down, bringing breakfast and dinner, for two days. The human was silent at first, but on the second day, he sighed as he put Erik’s dinner down – coarse bread with thick vegetable soup – and said, “I don’t know what you did, but I’ve never seen him like this.” Breaker went back over to the door, and then added, “He’s even sent Dog away now,” before starting up the steps.


  In some strange way, it was heartening to hear that. After spending two days missing his Master, wishing he’d had some way to explain what he’d meant – that he’d wanted to serve Xavien, that he wanted nothing more than the black minotaur as his master, he’d begun to wonder if his Master really cared, the way he’d thought. This wasn’t punishment; there was no shortage of good food, the room was comfortable beyond the expectations of a captured Imperial soldier – it had begun to feel like his Master was ignoring him, and that thought hurt more than the whipping had.


  He would have laughed out loud if he’d still had his voice. Sitting quietly in a warm room, with a single manacle and twenty feet of free chain, was the most effective punishment Xavien had found, better than the escstatic affect of sex, or even the – and he shuddered, involuntarily, at the thought – of the whipping. That had been bad, worse than he’d imagined, but… he’d still take it over this.


  Erik sat in the cellar, on a bale of hay, – it wasn’t even that dark; light filtered in from tiny windows right under the ceiling, dust motes catching the gold light. He stared almost unseeingly at the empty bowl.


  The light had shifted almost across the room by the time the noises started – footsteps running, the lighter patter of humans and – yes – the heavier steps of the other minotaurs; doors closing suddenly, loudly as the passages through them increased in number and speed. It was dark before the door opened and Xavien, followed by Breaker, came into the room.


  The minotaur didn’t explain anything, however, simply pulling the chain back out of the rock, and handing it to Breaker, with the cryptic comment of, “Don’t dally.”


  “No, Master,” the human said, but Xavien, without even looking hurried in the slightest, had already left.


  Erik looked questioningly at Breaker, who shook his head. “I don’t know. Master got a message from Great Lord Chimes, and we’re going back to the estate, immediately. Master’s already sent messages – open the ballroom, trim the gardens, a full summer cleaning, open the Chorus Wing and get it ready for a visitor.”


  I thought this was the estate, Erik thought, stunned for a moment, and then, the Chorus Wing? Breaker just went on.


  “He didn’t say who was coming, but… I can’t imagine him doing this for anyone less that another Great Lord – probably from another clan.” Breaker thought for a moment, still looking a little stunned. “Actually, I didn’t think there was anyone he’d open the Chorus Wing for.”


  Erik managed to catch Breaker’s attention, and waved his arm questioningly.


  Breaker just stared for a moment. “I said I don’t know.”


  Erik shook his head, and made a backwards motion. The Chorus Wing.


  “I don’t know. He’s never opened the Wing…”


  Erik nodded his head fiercely.


  “Oh, what’s the Chorus Wing, you mean?”


  Erik nodded once, slowly.


  “Yeah,” said Breaker thoughtfully. “Come on, we’ve got to get ready to go,” he said. “We’re leaving tonight. Apparently this visitor is coming… really soon, and Master wants to be there when he arrives.” The human turned to the door. “Don’t ask me what he’s going to do with you; I have no idea.” Breaker paused, turned back, grabbed a blanket. “I imagine you – and me – are going to be riding on top of the carriage,” he said. “It gets cold. Master wants to leave at dawn.”


  Erik prudently grabbed a second and third blanket.


  

  He was glad he had. They were riding on top, on back of the carriage, and it was cold. Two minotaurs drove up front, and Dog rode in the carriage with Xavien. Breaker and Erik were the only other humans, and they huddled together during the trip. Even so, it wasn’t awful, just a little chill. The driver would stop the carriage every hour or so for a short break, and each time, Breaker would share some bread and tea with Erik.


  Even Xavien emerged from the carriage once or twice.


  It wasn’t until, an hour or so before dusk that Erik became alarmed. They had stopped – apparently for one of the short rest breaks – but while they were walking around, the team of horses was being replaced – where there had been four huge horses, there were now eight smaller donkeys.


  “He’s not stopping tonight,” was Breaker’s depressed comment. “I’d hoped…”


  Erik made a questioning gesture.


  “It’s about twenty hours from Labryinth to House Green,” Breaker said. “Master’s been known to go straight through, and… I guess I knew he would, after all the fuss in town. There’s another change of horses in about eight hours, and that team will get us home. It’s a long trip, though, and sometimes Master will stop and take it over three days.”


  “Not this time,” the deep voice of Xavien interrupted him, and Erik looked down, suddenly, on the black minotaur who was gazing up at the two humans on the back carriage bench. “There’s too much to do.” The minotaur glanced at Erik, and he fet hi heart leap. Remove the spell, let me talk, please, Master.


  “It doesn’t seem too cold,” Xavien said after a moment.


  “No, Master,” Breaker said. “The blankets are keeping us warm. We’re very comfortable, Master, thank you. Master?”


  “Yes?”


  “May I… may I know what the emergency is, Master? Are there things I should be ready for, when we return? I feel… I like I’m not serving you, Master, not like…” he stopped as the black minotaur shook his head.


  “The Imperial army is proving… troublesome, like… children with playing with fire,” the minotaur said. “Exactly like. And they have burned us, badly,” he said. “They nearly killed a councillor, and… hurt him, possibly severely, I cannot know. So he is travelling to House Green, and…” Xavien paused again. “He and I have quarrelled, often. And now he comes to my House, for my assistance. He will not find my welcome wanting; I wish him to have no reason to question my hospitality.”


  The minotaur looked up for a moment, away from the human, up to the night sky. “I’m sure he has enough, already. So, Breaker, other than let your fellows know that however displeased I am with impertinence or any form of misbehavior, anything… anything… that discomforts my guest will not be tolerated.”


  “Yes, Master, thank you.”


  “And. Those who please him will draw my favor.” Something like a grimace twisted the minotaur’s face. “Significantly so. Let that be known, too.”


  “Yes, Master. I will; thank you, Master.”


  The minotaur nodded. “I have great faith in you, Breaker. You will not disappoint me.” Erik knew that Xavien wasn’t looking him – very definitely not looking at him.


  “Thank you, Master.” Erik wondered if Breaker understood it; but he couldn’t ask, and the other human probably wouldn’t have admitted it if he had. Breaker did give Erik a strange look, after the minotaur had climbed back into the carriage and the two drivers got them on their way, but the human didn’t say anything, just wrapped the blankets around himself tighter.


  Erik had wondered how they’d drive in the night, but after a moment, the road itself began to flicker, and then the stones burst into a cool blue light.


  Erik tapped Breaker on the side, and pointed quizzically.


  “Master’s work,” Breaker said. “He lights the road up for about five hundred feet in front of us. It lets anyone know there’s a mage in the carriage, too, so… we’re not likely to be bothered by anyone.”


  They weren’t, and Erik even managed to fall asleep, waking when they stopped to trade the now-tired donkeys for a fresh team – more donkeys, Erik noted. Xavien didn’t bother getting out again, although Dog did. The slow vibration of the carriage put him to sleep, again, finally, when it stopped, the carriage was inside a carriage-house, the donkeys unharnessed and stalled quickly by human slaves. Two more minotaurs waited, and Lord Green vanished with them and the two drivers.


  Breaker looked puzzled, and then sighed. “He’s got other things to do before he settles you, I suppose,” the human said. He looked around, and then settled down on a hay bale. “Have a seat. It…” the human paused. “No,” he said more suddenly. “We’re to… oh. We’re to report to him in the field house.” Breaker looked worried for a second and then resigned.


  Erik tried to get Breaker to say more, but the human just fell silent, and pulled Erik forward, out of the brightly lit carriage house, through the darker stalls where donkeys were eating, and then outside. The stables themselves were behind the house, Erik judged, and they went quickly past what looked like extensive gardens. Erik hoped, briefly, he’d have a chance to see them in the light. Beyond the gardens were lower buildings, and the fresh-turned smell of earth that said farm to Erik. “Here,” Breaker said, finally, leading Erik to a set of steps that went down; Erik realized the house itself must be on a hill. He’d missed the climb up while he was sleeping, although he wasn’t sure he’d have seen much in the dark. He certainly wasn’t seeing much on the way down.


  They passed another couple of fields filled with large, low plants – a crop of some kind, although Erik wasn’t sure of what – and they reached the buildings that had looked deceptively close. Breaker was looking… a little upset, and Erik wanted to ask him questions.


  Breaker finally stopped outside a heavy wood door, and, uncharacteristically, stared at it nervously before knocking.


  “Enter,” a low voice said, and Breaker shuddered. Involuntarily, Erik thought. Where…


  The door opened into a low room, heavy with the smell of sweat and men – not unpleasant, not gone sour, but stronger than Xavien had ever tolerated. Two men – young, younger than Erik, certainly, were tied to the wall, and another was tied to some wooden contraption. A hint of deep gray fur, and then the shape resolved itself into a wolven.


  Smaller than minotaur, the size of a large human, with long, thick pelts of heavy fur, Erik had seen wolven three times before. Twice, when the Imperial Army had been chasing raiders – and hoping not to catch them. The last time was at Mog Ford, where the wolven soldiers had been systematically butchering their captives, in preparation for smoking them. Erik stepped backwards, in shock, eliciting a glimmer of amusement from the creature. What was a wolven doing here? And then, more numbingly, why would Master have sent me to a wolven? Had… had he been wrong about Xavien?


  Breaker had already dropped to his knees, head bowed low to the floor, and even Erik could see he was trembling.


  “My little arturan,” the wolven said thoughtfully. “What name has Xavien given you?”


  “Breaker, Lord.”


  “Sir,” corrected the wolven. “Xavien Lord Green of Lycaili is your Lord and Master. Not me.”


  “Yes, Sir.” Breaker said as close to tonelessly as he could.


  “Which you should know,” the voice continued, thoughtfully. “Now, I wouldn’t want to think you were being deliberately obtuse with me.”


  “No, Sir. Thank you, Sir.”


  “So then you’re not thinking clearly.”


  “I… I don’t know, Sir.”


  “Are you afraid, Breaker?”


  A half moment, and then, “Yes, Sir.”


  “Of me?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Vexing,” the wolven sighed. “And disappointing. You know that if you weren’t afraid, you’d have nothing to fear from me, don’t you, Breaker?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “But that lesson has not sunk into your heart,” the wolven whispered, and then it – he, definitely a he – was crouching by Breaker, whispering something into the human’s ear, too low to be heard.


  Erik noticed the trembling stop, though, and the wolven rose slowly to regard Erik. “You, I don’t know you,” he said.


  Erik shook his head.


  “Answer me,” the wolven said.


  Erik opened and closed his mouth, gesturing to his throat.


  “You can’t,” correctly interpreted the wolven. “Well. Breaker? Can you speak for this dumb slave?”


  “I don’t think so, Sir.”


  The wolven blinked once, and nodded. “What can you tell me, Breaker?”


  “Sir, my Master ordered me to bring this slave here, to you. Master told me nothing more.”


  “Not how it was to be trained?”


  “Sir, no, Sir.”


  “Then Lord Green must be intending to come in person,” the wolven said after a moment. His gaze returned to Erik. “You’re feral, aren’t you?”


  Erik shrugged.


  “Breaker?”


  “Sir, the slave was taken at Mog Ford in service to the group calling itself the Imperial Army, Sir.”


  The wolven looked surprised for a moment, and then angry. “Yes. Stupid, really. No good comes of dealing with those…” his voice trailed off. “D’kanathell-addu-d’kalay.” He shook his head angrily. “Vermin-by-choice.” He looked at Erik, the anger still in his eyes. “I heard,” he said, “that Redding Clave demanded the… right to harvest from the battlefield.” The wolven’s face twisted in frustration. “Euphemism. They demanded – and I’m sure they did – butcher, in the sense of chopping up as meat, the human wounded.”


  Erik nodded.


  “Vermin,” the wolven repeated. “All of Redding Clave. Addu-d’kalay vermin.” He moved past Erik, out into the night, glanced around, returned to the wooden room. “Come in.” He looked around, and pointed to a corner. “There. Sit.”


  Erik nodded, and sat down, and looked over at Breaker, who was staring at him with a stricken expression.


  “Ah,” said the wolven, with a slight grin. “I see where we need to start.” He turned to one of the two slaves tied to the wall, and tugged on a knot. The rope came loose, and the wolven carefully unwound it from around the male. Erik realized with a sudden dismay that, although the slave wasn’t bound anymore, he still wasn’t moving – he was holding himself in the same position he’d been tied in.


  “Left. Sit,” the wolven instructed.


  

  Erik wasn’t sure how long it had been when Xavien walked in. Breaker was still crouched on the floor, completely ignored by the wolven other than stepping around him. The wolven had concentrated on teaching Erik the postures that corresponded to his commands, and the positions the wolven had put him in had become progressively harder and harder. The other slave seemed not to have trouble at first, but there was a sheen of sweat on him now. Erik himself was dripping, since the wolven was dissatisfied with anything less than perfection. “Like that,” he’d say, pointing to One, although once he’d reached over and carefully adjusted the young man’s foot.


  Erik himself was now trembling with exhaustion, but after a moment of thought, he’d determined he’d best learn what Master wanted him to learn. He was here, after all, because Master thought he was still… difficult. The only way to change that was, well, to not be difficult.


  “Progress,” was all the minotaur said, walking in. “Where’s… ah. I thought you’d send Breaker back.”


  “I’d like to keep him for a week or two, if…”


  “Sorry, Talosh,” Xavien interrupted. “I need him right now.”


  The wolven looked taken aback. “He needs a refresher.”


  “Not now. Lord Fog is coming.”


  Talosh looked affronted. “All the more reason…”


  “No,” the minotaur said, curtly. “Breaker. Return to the House. The Chorus Wing is supposedly ready. Inspect it.”


  “Yes, Master,” and Breaker left, quickly.


  “He’s your slave,” the wolven said, finally, disapprovingly.


  “Yes,” replied Xavien, just as shortly. “I like him the way he is.”


  “He shows fear,” the wolven replied. “A…”


  “Only of you,” Xavien countered. “Most of the slaves are terrified of you.”


  “Because…” the wolven sighed. “You keep pulling them out of training before they’re ready.”


  “They’re fine,” the minotaur answered. “This one… I see you’ve already made more progress than I did.”


  “Really? He seems very willing to learn,” Talosh said. Yes, thought Erik. Please, Master, give me another chance.


  The look Xavien gave him was hard to decipher. “He does, doesn’t he. Don’t be taken in. He tried to escape – quite cleverly. A whipping did not make much impact, either.”


  “I see,” Talosh said.


  “I tried memory suppression, too,” Xavien said heavily.


  “You should have brought him to me,” Talosh answered. “That’s… there was no need for that.”


  “It seemed to be working,” Xavien said.


  “But?”


  “Once he regained most of his memories… he turned intractable again.”


  The wolven turned to Erik, still holding the difficult position of quarte. “Intractable.” Talosh’s tone was thoughtful, as if Erik’s performance for him made that hard for the wolven to accept.


  “Yes,” the minotaur said.


  “I see,” Talosh said, and then, staring at Erik, “Sit. Oure. Tawer. Parte. Anvil.”


  Erik carefully cycled through the positions, concentrating on getting them right rather than spped, and pausing as Talosh corrected Anvil, pushing his foot in a little.


  “Intractable,” Talosh said again.


  “Yes,” Xavien said angrily, and then the minotaur took a deep breath.


  “I see it’s made you angry,” Talosh said, neutrally.


  “Very,” said Xavien.


  “Distance,” said Talosh.


  “Exactly,” and it was an admission of… something, the way Xavien said it, grimly defiant.


  “It happens,” Talosh said. “Especially with the promising ones.”


  “Yes,” Xavien said. “No permanent markings on this one.”


  Talosh shrugged. “That would include modifications?”


  “Yes.”


  “You want him intact?”


  “Yes.”


  The wolven shrugged again. “That’s fine.” He looked at Erik for a moment. “Although a few scars…”


  “No,” said Xavien. “I do not want him scarred.”


  “I can confine myself to removable marks,” Talosh said. “Decorative. Only.”


  Xavien looked at Erik, and then back to the wolven. “Accidental. Only.”


  “As you wish,” Talosh said, sounding a little surprised. “Is there anything more?”


  “Yes,” the minotaur said. “He’s gifted.”


  “I see,” the wolven said quietly. “Lord Green, I believe I’d like to keep him dumb for a day or two, but… may I trouble you to return his speech at some point?”


  “Of course. His training is in your hands, Talosh.”


  The wolven just nodded noncommittally.


  “Are any of these trained acceptably?” Xavien asked, gesturing toward the others.


  “These two,” and Talosh indicated the one tied to the wall, and the other he’d released, “are well-trained – I’m calling them Left and Right for now. They’ll respond as they’re instructed.”


  “And him? Although if he’s chained to a breeding stand, I doubt he’s ready.”


  “Not ready, Lord Green, not for some time, and if I don’t have one of these two it will slow his training down.”


  Lord Green shook his head. “Lord Fog is coming; I need attendants for him and an Ourobouros warrior. Most of your trained ones have been claimed. All of them, actually. Your work is in high demand.”


  Talosh bowed. “Thank you, Lord Green. One does one’s best, but… is that really the best use of my trained slaves?”


  Lord Green’s expression didn’t even flicker. “They can come back to you for a refresher if you want,” he said. “I have to make clear to Lord Fog that he’s getting the best I can offer him. And it’s not a secret that you work for me, and slaves from your hands are simply the best.”


  “Thank you again,” Talosh said carefully. “But they are not the best, they are simply well-trained. There’s a significant difference. As you know.”


  The minotaur simply stared at the wolven, dispassionately. “We will make do with well-trained, then.”


  “As you wish, Lord Green. You will need both of them?”


  “Yes.”


  “As you wish, Lord Green. Left. Set Right loose. Both of you will attend Lord Green; he is now your Master,” Talosh said with a light sigh.


  The black minotaur simply stood as the young man was freed. “Come,” he said, and left.


  Talosh watched the door close behind Lord Green and the two slaves with a curious alertness. “It seems that Xavien has… well.” He turned to regard the remaining human. “One always thinks one will have more time…” and then he returned to Erik, a speculative glimmer in his eyes. “Sit. That position should be comfortable for… a while. It’s not a stress position, after all.” The wolven himself relaxed back into the pile of furs in the corner. “So. We have Xavien turning you over to me.” Talosh glanced over to the slave tied to the breeding stand. “I break humans.” The yellow eyes examined Erik closely, and there was a slight smile on the wolven’s muzzle. “But… Xavien comes down, in person, to tell me to treat you gently – in front of you, odd that, when he ought to have told me with a farspeaking spell. It does me no good if you know I have limits to what I can do to you. Interesting, also, that when I put you through your paces, you simply go through them. No fighting, no hesitation, and you picked up quarte quickly; more quickly than most. Now, quarte is a stress position…”


  The wolven paused. “Where does that leave me? I think… well. I think… I think… I think,” and Talosh paused for a moment. “I think I’ll keep my opinions to myself, that’s what I think.” He stared at Erik for a moment. “I just can’t call you slave, or you there .”


  Erik would be acceptable, Erik thought, but he doubted that could happen.


  “I’m not going to get to keep you,” the wolven went on, his eyes fixed on Erik. “Not for long, no.” Was the wolven reading his expression? Erik tried to make it more neutral. “I may not even have long enough to train you properly… I’m sure I won’t, really, not if…” he fell silent again.


  “But that…” and then he was quiet, just watching Erik. A claw tapped sporadically against the floor. Tap. Tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap. Tap. Tap. Tap-tap.


  “Pink,” Talosh said finally. “You will respond to Pink.”


  Pink? Pink? Couldn’t it have been… Of course not. Erik nodded, once, and Talosh smiled. “Good. Now, Pink, come over here. Kneel.”


  Erik did. “No, on both legs. Tuck the feet in behind you, yes, you can rest on them – good. This is kneel. It’s not actually a formal position, but I expect you to learn it nonetheless.”


  Erik nodded.


  “I like this speechless thing,” Talosh said after a moment. “It’s relaxing. Now, this isn’t, strictly speaking, a stress position, but if you’re not used to it will become uncomfortable fairly quickly. That’s all right; it won’t actually hurt you. And it pleases me that you obey.”


  I don’t actually care about you, Erik thought.


  The first blow caught him unaware as Talosh slammed his arm across Erik’s face, knocking him back and into the wall. “Bad,” Talosh said calmly. “Bad Pink. Disrespect to me will get you punished. Get up,” the wolven said, conversationally.


  Erik saw the next blow, but couldn’t manage to avoid it, and he slammed into the wall again. “I’m not your newest friend,” Talosh said, and his foot slammed into Erik’s testicles. Erik doubled over, gasping for breath. “Not your best friend,” he continued, as Erik tried hard not to vomit. The wolven bent over to whisper. “I’m the only other person in the world, Pink. There’s nobody else, just you and me. Get used to it.”


  Erik groaned, still not recovered, as Talosh returned to the piled furs, and settled back down. “Ah,” the wolven said, stretching out. “Now, let’s try this again. Kneel.”


  Erik struggled back into position.


  “Back straight. Slumping will hurt, and take some of the weight on your legs – not all, just some, on your heels, that will be easier. Yes, like that. As I mentioned, this isn’t a stress position, although it’s a little hard at first,” the wolven said, closing his eyes. “Now, don’t move. If you’re very, very smart, you’ll think very hard about how good it is to please me, how that’s what you want to do.”


  The wolven’s eyes opened, and the pupils were focused on Erik’s face. “Because until you do, you’ll stay like that. There’s an alternative, of course – you move without my permission.” The wolven stared at Erik. “The result of that would be worse than you can imagine, I think.”


  Oh. Erik tried hard to remember that the only way back to Xavien was by pleasing this wolven. And… and he’d rather not be punished, not if he could avoid it. He settled in to wait for the wolven to declare himself satisfied.


  It didn’t take long. “Stand.” The gray wolven waited patiently as Erik moved, and shook his head. “That won’t do, either. There’s a correct transition from stance to stance, and… well,” Talosh trailed off. “Not everything at once. Please bend your knees slightly – unlock them, yes, that’s right. I don’t want you falling face-forward onto the floor.”


  The wolven shifted himself upright, and then began walking around the human. “Eyes straight forward. This is not a stance for you to relax in, this is a stance for examination, for presentation.”


  Not a stress position, at least.


  “It shouldn’t be hard to hold, however.” the wolven mused, uncannily close to Erik’s thoughts once again, circling around the human again. “No visible scars, no visible markings, no skin deformations…” Talosh trailed off. “I detect the subtle hand of Lord Green there; your skin is simply too perfect. The posture is wrong, though, not quite, something is…” Clawed hands touched both shoulders, gently, and then pushed down with a surprising strength. “A broken left leg? Badly?”


  Erik was astonished; he had broken his left leg – it had taken months to heal.


  “You may nod for yes, shake your head – once only – for no,” Talosh instructed.


  Erik nodded.


  “Beyond my help, then… Lord Green could correct it, if he choose, but it’s minor, very minor, and if he’s not planning on showing you…”


  Showing me Like a horse?


  “… he probably won’t bother.” Talosh continued. “It’s minor, requires a trained eye, and… the defect is neither congenital nor noticeable in any service you might render. And fixing it would be unpleasant at this point.” The wolven was behind Erik now, he could feel the heat of his breath against his neck. “And I wonder just how unpleasant Xavien could bring himself to be to you,” the wolven added.


  Hard claws drew themselves lightly across Erik’s back, in just the way the whip had landed, and Erik couldn’t control the flinch.


  “The skin may have been repaired, the muscle below soothed, but the mind… the mind still bears whip marks,” Talosh said quietly. “Did Xavien have you whipped?”


  Nod.


  “He’s got a dreadful temper,” Talosh said reflectively. “He calms down quickly, and he’s the first to admit he’s got a dreadful temper, but… it does get the better of him from time to time. Did you infuriate him to the point of his having you whipped, and he healed you after he’d calmed down?”


  No. He’d come by the whipping honestly. Shake.


  “No?” For the first time, Talosh sounded a little surprised. “Well, then. I won’t ask if he had a valid reason to have you so treated – but, do you think that he considered himself to have a valid reason?”


  Oh, yes. Nod.


  “Interesting! Did you do something worth being whipped?”


  Yup. Nod.


  “So… Xavien does have some legitimate concerns,” Talosh sighed. “Pity…”


  Shake.


  “That wasn’t a question, but I’ll let it pass,” the wolven said magnanimously. “For now. I’ll let you know when… when that forbearance ends.” Erik felt the tickle of fur against his back, and hot breath in his ear, and he had to fight to stay standing. “I’m enjoying this little game of questions…”


  “You had intercourse against Xavien’s expressed desires,” the wolven said


  What? Erik thought. Where did that come… and then, Oh. My misdeed, for being whipped. No. Shake.


  “Well, then, you were violent, and harmed another slave.”


  Shake.


  “No? No, then… thieving, you stole…”


  Shake. Well, he had, sort of, but that wasn’t why Xavien whipped me.


  “Not thieving. Good; I despise thieves,” the wolven said. The wolven stepped around, into Erik’s straight-ahead gaze, interposing himself between the wood-plank wall and the human, and Erik found himself looking directly into the golden eyes of the wolven. “But I’ve rather run out of offenses serious enough for whipping.” He muttered something to himself, too low for Erik to hear.


  “Or perhaps,” Talosh suggested slowly, “you were attempting to steal yourself? That is, run away?”


  No point in denying it. Nod.


  “Ah,” the wolven said triumphantly. “Well. What I despise of thievery is the overall pettiness of the offense; attempted flight from one’s Master is serious, serious… but… you did not actually do it, did you? Just… a thwarted attempt. Yes?”


  Yes. Nod.


  “Someone sold you out?”


  Shake.


  “Poor preparation?”


  Shake.


  “Just… bad luck?”


  Pretty much. Nod.


  The golden eyes stared into his, and Erik fought the compulsion to look down, look away, look anywhere but into them. “Good luck, really, for you,” the wolven said, without blinking. “If you had managed to escape, it would have been brief, very brief, with Lord Green hunting you down personally. And then… he would have made certain you’d never do it again.”


  Yes, he made that clear. Very clear.


  The wolven sighed, blinked, and finally turned to face the other human. “And you… whatever will I do with you tonight?” He approached the breeding stand pensively, prodding the tightly-bound man with a foot, softly. “Can’t do what I’d planned, no, not without Left and Right. Can’t overlook your behavior, no, not with your previous offenses. Can’t have… no.”


  The wolven walked over to a shelf, and took down a small sealed jar. It was glazed brown, with green streaks, and the wolven looked at it thoughtfully for a moment. “I’ve never really been that fond of this,” he said. “It’s more a substitute for poor planning, I’ve claimed.” The wolven chuckled for a moment. “Or a great thing to have on hand when one’s employer drops in and disorders one’s night’s… entertainment.” With a twist, he broke the wax seal, and carefully poured a fine thread of golden syrup out onto the human’s back, creating a wavy line from the top of his shoulders down to just above the cleft of his rump. “There…” he said, and used a claw to smear the stuff – clearly a little sticky – across the man’s back. Talosh was careful not to let it touch his own skin, Erik noticed, keeping it just on the black claw. He wiped it off carefully on the young man, and then took a quick two steps over to Erik.


  Without saying anything, he just tapped his finger against Erik’s mouth, and – knowing what was expected, Erik just swallowed his pride, and remembered Obey. That’s what he wants, and that’s what will get me back to Xavien. Erik parted his lips, licked the claw. A faint residue of honey and pine filled his mouth for a moment and he realized with a start what the wolven had just done, and what he’d just swallowed. The only question was, how strong was it?


  “You recognize it,” Talosh said – and it wasn’t a question, but Erik nodded anyway. “Minotaur essence.”


  Which, Erik reflected, was just a nice way of saying minotaur piss.


  “You’ve had the real stuff, then,” Talosh said. “This isn’t that, not really. It starts out that way, or so I’m told, but it’s concentrated, altered a little, doesn’t have quite the same effects as the original, but… it’s absorbed through the skin, which the original isn’t, and… did I mention it was a more concentrated?”


  Already, the room felt warmer, and he was aware – uncomfortably aware – of the wolven in front of him. The male wolven. Erik felt the beginnings of that lust-haze he’d come to associate with Xavien rise. It seemed empty, somehow, without the minotaur there.


  “It takes a little more time for it to go through the skin,” Talosh said with a smirk. “But… give it another five minutes or so. The effects will peak for you in a few more minutes – at ease, Pink. Talosh not so much sat as fell back into the piled furs, sprawling down so that he could watch the effects on the slave. “Join me.” He patted the fur.


  Erik hesitated for a moment, more out of uncertainty than anything else, and a moment later Talosh added “Now.”


  Yes. Sir. No, that didn’t seem right; anyone could be Sir, and this wolven – Talosh – was clearly more than that. Master was Xavien, and… yes, only Xavien. Teacher. Yes, that seemed… better. Probably Talosh would object if he knew but… but that didn’t keep it from being respectful.


  Did it?


  Talosh just watched him as he approached, not sure how to settle himself – the wolven decided the matter by pulling him down, between his legs, also facing the breeding stand, and its increasingly uncomfortable prisoner. “There,” the wolven said in his ear, gently pulling his back against the wolven’s front – and Erik could feel Talosh’s sheath, and a warm, wet poke on his back. “I’d originally planned for Tag here to be fucked all night,” Talosh said, “but… that’s not really an option unless I want to do it. Not that I’m questioning your stamina, Pink, but… I don’t want you doing that, either.”


  Erik nodded.


  “That’s so cute,” Talosh said. “I do like this quiet. It’s relaxing. Now… you’ve probably been intimate with a minotaur – probably Xavien.”


  Erik nodded again.


  “They’re so charmingly egalitarian when it comes to sexual etiquette,” Talosh said. “Are you imagining that I might be, too?”


  After a moment of consideration, Erik shook his head.


  “So clever,” crooned Talosh. “That’s right, Pink. Understand that you are mine, to do with as I choose, and nothing else. You are here to please me. If you feel any pleasure at all, Pink, it’s because I choose to let you. Is that clear?”


  Erik nodded.


  “It isn’t, of course, but that was still the right answer,” Talosh said, rather coldly. “Try to behave, Pink, and that will keep you out of trouble.”


  Erik nodded again. There still wasn’t much choice.


  “Good Pink,” Talosh said, his voice softening a little, and he ran his hand down Erik’s side, the claws scraping Erik very faintly.


  The human shuddered, and then stopped himself. Xavien put me here, Erik reminded himself, because I couldn’t control myself. He’d played that scene back in his mind. Oh, yes, Xavien was at fault, he couldn’t absolve the minotaur… but.


  Erik was at fault, too. Xavien had gone to great lengths to convince – no, not convince, show him just how he’d been mistaken. And Erik had been too deep in introspection to listen to Xavien. If he’d just listened… the minotaur had even warned him, and in retrospect, Erik understood exactly what had happened with Lord Green and his bad temper. And even then, Xavien hadn’t even taken it out on him, but… oh yes, turned him over to someone else.


  And he’d go back to Xavien, too, in a week, or a month. Yes. The thought filled him with… not so much relief, but satisfaction. He was looking forward to apologizing, Erik realized, and suppressed a laugh. He still had to please Talosh, and that… that might be tricky.


  The wolven’s claws closed around his throat. “I sense your attention is drifting,” Talosh said. “Am I boring you?”


  Erik shook his head – very carefully. The grip loosened.


  “Poor Tag,” the wolven said, settling back. Erik could feel Talosh becoming harder under him. “About now, he’d do just about anything to be where… why, where you are!” the wolven said in a jovial tone. “He’d probably be a little more vocal, but, well, he’s gagged.” Another long stroke – with claws – down his side, and Talosh’s arm had reached around Erik’s belly, pulling him closer to the wolven, pulling the wolven’s hard shaft between the cleft of his legs. “I’m afraid he was terribly rude to me,” Talosh said with mock sorrow.


  The voice turned colder. “He was punished for that, of course. But after consideration, I decided that… he’d never have the opportunity to be rude again. When he’s done here, Pink, he’ll be as obedient and happy as… Left and Right are.”


  “The entire process takes anywhere from six months to a year; depending. Tag here is a feral, so I’m estimating longer rather than shorter, but… I’ve been surprised before.” Talosh was starting to move forward, backward, forward, backward, and the feel of the wolven’s shaft against the sides of his ass – it felt good; Xavien had never done anything like that, and it was… relaxing, and exciting, and that he could hear the faint sounds of pleasure in the wolven’s breathing made it that much better. It almost overrode what Talosh was saying. Almost.


  “I wonder if that’s what Lord Green wants for you,” Talosh sighed, watching Tag start to pull a little at his bonds. “Sort of all hollowed out, everything that makes you you submerged so deep that it will never bother him again.”


  Something of Erik’s sudden fear must have communicated itself to the wolven – not hard, given the close contact they were in, because Talosh chuckled. “Probably not, Pink. Although I must say there’s a certain amount of hypocrisy practiced by minotaurs with their humans. They have magic – very powerful magic. Much stronger than wolven magic, and one of their mind-mages could turn you into a happy little puppet, utterly content to kneel at your master’s feet and do whatever he tells you. It would take less than hour, I think, and it wouldn’t hurt at all, you wouldn’t even know it had been done. And you wouldn’t care if you did know.” Talosh sounded almost relaxed, although he was still slipping deeper, the tip of his shaft touching Erik’s center.


  “I can do pretty much the same thing given a year or so,” Talosh whispered, and with a sharp push he was inside Erik, and the human felt a certain tension leave him. It felt good, so good, so right to be used this way. He would serve Xavien this way, had served, would serve again.


  “Yes,” whispered Talosh, slowly pulling the human onto his length.


  Tag was watching them; or more precisely, Erik. The gag prevented the other man from speaking, but Erik knew that look, of desperation at the need to be taken, used, to surrender to a hard length of flesh. A very quiet whimper escaped from the metal gag; but Erik knew that sound, too.


  A sudden spasm overcame Tag; he wrenched at the heavy leather cuffs holding him down, the firm muscle of his legs tightened as they pulled against their own restraints – opening his legs wider. The round muscles twitched, and Erik heard a slight chuckle from Talosh.


  Poor man, Erik thought. He’d… he remembered being, if not chained to a stand – a breeding stand, at that – at least being held down by Xavien and taken… and begging his Master to take him in exactly that way, spreading his legs, trying frantically to make it clear that he wanted, he needed, he was burning for his Master’s touch. Xavien, at least, had given him that touch.


  Talosh, though, seemed content to watch Tag squirm – writhe. Erik closed his eyes, not wanting to watch. He’d… he’d been in that need before, induced by magic or piss or however Xavien had done it, he could remember the gold hazy insanity and could imagine only too clearly being there himself – tied down, in position for breeding, needing it, more than anything, panting with arousal, just like Tag – and then not getting it. Letting the need, the want, the emptiness just pile on higher and deeper until…


  “Open your eyes,” Talosh said. “I want you to see what can happen to a disobedient, rebellious human.” The wolven’s voice dropped lower, quieter, even as his tone picked up intensity. “If we have the time, I’ll let you watch him break.” The wolven chose that moment to slip into Erik, and the human grunted against the sudden intrusion. “Ride me, Pink,” Talosh said.


  A good slave would obey. He’d done this with Master… Xavien. It just felt so strange to miss the minotaur that half of his memories said was a cruel monster, and the other half said was a kind master. At a warning tap from Talosh, Erik swallowed nervously, and began moving his hips, back, forth, rocking – oh, yes, that… that felt… good… like… yes… just like that .


  Tag was watching them, he realized, as much as Talosh was watching Tag – watching Erik get what he wanted, and didn’t want to want, but at this point Tag was so far gone in the drug that Erik didn’t think the human was capable of rational thought. Erik had been there – and even with the wolven inside him, holding him as he rocked back and forth – he’d rather be clearheaded. That drug, whatever it was, was something he never wanted to experience again.


  Talosh pulled out of him suddenly, without a word, and deposited him, with just enough care not to be rough, on the side of the furs. “There,” he said, “on your stomach! Now .”


  The furs were warm, and smelled faintly of wolven, a complex animal musk that, to Erik, smelled wonderful, like concentrated sex. He knew it was the drug, a lesser reaction just as the now-writhing Tag was a greater one, but even so, the warm scent of Talosh was enveloping him and he couldn’t help but breathe it in.


  There was a moan from Tag, but Talosh ignored it. He paused for a moment, and pulled the furs together, elevating Erik’s ass sharply. “There,” he whispered, and this time – much to Erik’s surprise – he entered slowly, very slowly, but it felt like…”


  Erik couldn’t help himself; he bucked upward; tyring to get more of the wolven inside.


  He realized suddenly what Talosh had done – he’d given Erik the choice of angle, the choice of speed, full freedom to do what felt good. And that, in turn, had told the wolven what did feel good, and Talosh was taking full advantage of it now. The wolven was surprisingly light, as if there were scarcely more than lithe muscle under the thick coat of fur – not gray, as he’d originally thought, but white and black. Brindled, he thought, until the thrusting drove everything but his own mounting pleasure from his mind.


  Only the wolven slowed, just as Erik felt orgasm building within him, and thehuman pushed back a little, until a clawed hand pushed him back. “Not yet, Pink,” Talosh said, and chuckled a little. “We have the entire night. I intend to make good use of it, little Pink.” The wolven got up, and stalked quickly around the room, and ended by examining the leather straps holding Tag in. The wolven brushed a single claw down the sweating human, and smiled as Tag bucked, trying desperately for more stimulation. Talosh whispered something in Tag’s ear, too low for Erik to make out, but it had a profound affect on the young man. Something like a curtailed scream came through the gag, and the heavy wooden stand bounced for a minute as the human hurled himself furiously against the restraints, until he stopped, panting and exhausted.


  “If it makes you feel better,” Talosh said, sounding almost kindly, although Erik was certain no kindness was intended, or received. Tag looked like he would have protested more, but he was too exhausted – and wrapped in the drug – to move. The wolven reached to his head, and tightened the gag, before returning to Erik.


  A warm hand caressed him, without the claws this time. That startled Erik so much he glanced up and back, only to see Talosh stroking him at an angle. Talosh’s eyes met his, and his gaze flickered from Erik to his hand, and then he seemed to relax. “No, they’re not retractable. Jaguen claws are retractable, these are just… held out of the way. I’m not going to disembowel you with them.” Talosh shifted Erik slightly, pulled up at his hips, and eased himself into the human.


  The wolven’s hand shoved his head down, into the furs, “I’d use a knife for that, anyway,” he added, as he resumed fucking Erik. There’d be a lot of justice in that, Erik thought, cringing involuntarily as the memories forced themselves into his mind. The messy spill of blood, and the foul smell of guts, and the shocked, horrified or worst, dumb disbelief. He felt sick, the sheer physical pleasure of the moment draining out much like the life had poured out one of the many villagers he’d killed. A hundred moments washed through his memory like some bloody horrible tide, and he fought down the urge to vomit.


  “What!?” said Talosh, faltering, pulling out of Erik quickly, and then running for the door, slamming it open and then it crashed shut a moment later, the wolven gone.


  What? Erik looked up, the room now empty except for him and Tag. Erik pushed the memories out his mind, and regained what control he could. He couldn’t imagine why Talosh had run out, but it couldn’t be good, he thought. Without Talosh, the room seemed larger, and colder. Colder… Erik untangled one of the furs, and carefully draped it over Tag. He thought about touching the human, giving him the release he needed so badly, but… that would definitely meet with disapproval, and probably punishment for both of them, and Erik didn’t want to do anything to make Tag’s situation worse. Hopefully Talosh wouldn’t mind the fur, and even if he did… well, he could blame Erik for it.


  He wasn’t sure how long it was before Talosh came back in. He’d snuggled back into the furs, wrapping them around himself, hoping that the next person through the door would be Xavien and not Talosh, but knowing that it would be the wolven.


  He was right, but he hadn’t anticipated the anger that the wolven dragged in with him. His muzzle was set in an expression of absolute fury. The wolven stepped in, and let the door close behind him as if had ceased to exist. He was staring at Erik, and the rage was all the more unnerving for its unexpectedness.


  “How did you know to do that? How did you do that!” the wolven said, the words forcing themselves out around the glare Talosh fixated on Erik. Ten more measured steps until the wolven towered over Erik. “I see why Xavien handed you over to me now,” the wolven said, his voice tight. “You will regret that. You will regret that deeply. What…” The wolven stopped for a moment, his gaze going to Tag and his makeshift blanket. “Why…” he said in more puzzled voice.


  Erik felt a sudden twinge at the blanket. Maybe he shouldn’t have covered Tag?” But he was cold. You sentenced him to… to lust, not cold.


  “You’re feeling guilty over a blanket? But not…” Talosh snapped his jaws shut. He took a breath, sounding remarkably like Xavien for a moment. The wolven bent down, grabbed Erik by the throat, and pulled the human up to his feet and slammed him against the wall, his eyes inches away from Erik’s. “I’d kill someone for even contemplating what you did, slave.”


  What did I do?


  Something of Erik’s confusion must have communicated itself to Talosh, because the wolven just dropped him.


  “But I don’t think you contemplated it,” the wolven said, in a more relaxed – although still angry – voice. “Guilt over covering Tag with a blanket, but not for attacking me… lack of understanding,… disorientation… disappointment? Why…”


  Erik had been thinking he’d fucked up again when he realized that the wolven was reading his mind. No, not his thoughts, but his emotions, how he felt. And if… when he’d made that offhand statement, about… about disembowelling, that had caught Erik unawares – he must have somehow transmitted his own nausea to the wolven.


  “You think it’s funny?” snapped Talosh, dropping Erik into the furs, and then he paused. “Well.” The wolven dropped down into the furs, and then chuckled. “I suppose it is, actually.” Talosh sighed. “Except I really hate throwing up.”


  Erik ducked his head. He hadn’t really meant to think about that, it was just… the suddenness, he supposed. I’m still being ambushed by my memories, he thought, and sighed quietly.


  Talosh reached down, lifted Erik up by the shoulders – gently, this time. “Let’s try this again,” he said softly, and deftly guided the human’s legs around his waist. Erik’s stomach clenched as the wolven dropped back into the furs, but he settled down, and quickly felt the wolven within him again. “There,” sighed Talosh, “there. Yes.” The wolven used his arms, bouncing the human up and down on his shaft, less interested now in Erik’s pleasure – and Erik wondered softly if Talosh had been experiencing his, Erik’s, pleasure at being fucked while the wolven was doing the fucking – it made sense, especially given how quickly… Erik tried to put that out of his mind. I have to please Talosh. Talosh is the key to Xavien. Focus. Focus.


  The wolven quivered slightly; that was Erik’s only cue that Talosh had reached his own plateau, that, and a long, long, deep pleasured sigh. The wolven was motionless for a moment, another moment, and then Erik felt himself pulled against the wolven’s shaft, against… against… something hard, large, like a…


  Erik had a moment of fear as he realized what was pressing against him, a moment of dull pain, and than a sharper one as he opened, and Talosh’s knot lodged inside him. The wolven lay back against the furs with a glazed expression, and said nothing, only holding the human to him more tightly. Erik wanted desperately to know how long the massive lump would remain, but… there was no real way to ask. I’ll just have to endure it.


  It lasted… for a long time, and Talosh’s faraway expression of pleasure didn’t waver. Finally, the wolven shifted, the knot still firmly lodged in Erik. “I’ll have Xavien restore your voice tomorrow,” Talosh said dreamily, stroking Erik, running his hands down the human’s smooth torso. “And then you can beg him to take you back.” A faint hint of amusement came out in his voice. “If you want.”


  I want, Erik thought, first ashamed, and then, defiant. I want.
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  Cut Deep


  After the attack, Teodor looked stunned and surprised; the noise was so loud that the minotaur had dropped the spell – Dacien had felt the magic twist out of Teodor’s control and dissipate. He turned to the gray minotaur. Teodor was just staring on in shock. Below, the humans appeared as surprised by Teodor and Dacien’s sudden disappearance as the weapon itself. Two of the others had wrestled him to the ground, and taken the weapon; the group roiled in confusion for a moment before Commander-of-Thousands Nestor reasserted himself, and then walked forward to examine the ground where the images of Teodor and Dacien had been.


  Teodor dropped down to a sitting position in the grass circle, and just stared – partly in amazement and partly in shock at the confused scene below them playing out on the road. A runner headed back quickly towards the army encampment.


  “Difficult,” murmured Teodor, overcoming his surprise. “It appears that an assassination attempt was… not favored by the Commander. It might be show, of course, all for the consumption of a watcher – but… I do not know I am ready to infer such duplicity.”


  “I don’t think it is,” said Dacien, into the silence of Lord Fog’s consideration. “I mean, I might be biased, Master, but… I don’t think it is really show.”


  Teodor just shook his head sadly. “The council would say I am an idiot, that humans – pardon me, Dacien – cannot be trusted, and that my offer to parley was a fool’s mission, undertaken by that same fool. And I have to wonder if perhaps… perhaps I was wrong. I have found individual humans to be as trustworthy and reliable as a minotaur. I had hoped that human institutions might have partaken of at least some of that integrity. My hopes are shaken, Dacien, I was wrong.”


  “Master, I…”


  “No,” Teodor said, sadly. “If there is insufficient honor to see even a parley through without treachery – how can I hope for any accord between the Clans and the Empire?” The gray minotaur just shook his head. “Yesterday my blinders nearly killed not merely myself and Benelaus, but led me to endanger Five. Five!” The way he said it was almost like a whip-stroke, breaking over him.


  “He accepted…” started Dacien.


  “No, not that,” snarled Teodor, angry for only the second time Dacien had ever seen. “He belongs to me. His safety – his welfare – are my responsibility, my first priority, second only to my Clan trust!” Teodor’s voice had dropped in volume, but gained intensity. “I failed him, Dacien, far more profoundly than Luziel’s benign neglect. Luz would never have exposed him so foolishly.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. “So you knew about the curse. Because, Master, I thought you didn’t.”


  “I should have known,” said Teodor, bitterly. “I know of such things, all mages are taught about… the war-magics we do not use. We know how they work, we know how they are applied, and always, always, we are taught, to look for them. But I, I was wearing blinders. A fool.”


  “Master,” Dacien said firmly. “I… I know I’m not as smart as you are, but if being too hopeful is an error, isn’t being too dour just as much a mistake?”


  The gray minotaur was silent for a moment, and Dacien pressed the point. “Look, Master. Even if they couldn’t do the parley properly – but look what happened after, Master! Five of the group jumped him, wrestled that… that… thing out of his hands. That’s the individual integrity you were talking about, wasn’t it, Master?”


  “Yes.” The word sounded like it was dragged out of the minotaur unwillingly, though.


  “And when you brought Benelaus back to our tent – weren’t his injuries serious?”


  “Well, yes, but I don’t see…” the minotaur paused, thinking. “I don’t see the significance in that.”


  Dacien shook his head. “I do, Master. You were focused on him, on healing him, and the difficulties of doing it. You were doing exactly what you were taught, weren’t you? Solving the most critical problem first. Your first duty – as a mage of your Clan – to heal your allies. Have I misunderstood? Wasn’t that your duty? If you’d stopped to consider strategy, or how clean the tent was, or if Five needed attention – wouldn’t you have chided yourself for not focusing on what was important at the moment?”


  The mage just looked at the human. “That’s… not precisely right, but… but you strike to the heart of it, yes.”


  “So it wasn’t your hope that kept you from considering a curse, Master.”


  Teodor sighed, losing interest. “No, but it doesn’t matter. Perhaps it was… a… lesser error. But it still could have killed us. Easily. And it was my responsibility to see that didn’t happen.”


  “You did, Master. It didn’t happen that way, Master,” said Dacien, now sure of himself. “And it didn’t because of your hope. Your hope that I could be trusted. You said I saved you – redeemed your mistake, although I don’t think I really understood that until just now. But you’ve also said no other minotaur would treat me as you have. And so… no other minotaur would have survived that – because of your hope. Trust. In me. Unless I recall wrong, Master, you said that was an earth-magic, something you couldn’t have dealt with. It was in you, too, Master, and what saved you was… was your faith in me. And I’m not sorry at all that you had that faith. Are you?”


  The gray minotaur looked at the human, and just smiled. “I am not sorry, no. You are right; this is disappointing, but it is not the end of hope. It is… sad, though.”


  “Sad?”


  Teodor just nodded, and looked out at the army below. “They will never return, now, to their homes or family, Dacien, because one – one single human – could not act honorably. And that makes me sad.”


  “But…” and Dacien paused. “Must it be so?”


  Teodor bowed his head, looking down into his lap. “I know how my fellow Lords will react. And I am not jesting when I say that they are, all of them, far more favorably inclined towards humans than most other clans. The first parley was… well, you heard me. It was the shock of their weapon, such a deadly thing in such an unready hand, that baffled them and… the press of time that led them to adopt… ah. Time,” Teodor said.


  “That’s something I haven’t really told you about. Originally, Dacien, a minotaur’s life was about as long as a human’s, perhaps a few years longer and… our health was better. Another legacy of our creators. But soon after… after they left us, I suppose, we discovered how to extend our lives. A straightforward magic. A visit to an earth-mage and… well.” Teodor paused. “We are still adjusting to it, I think.”


  “Every minotaur gets this extension spell?”


  “Yes,” Teodor said simply. “Everyone. There was… argument, but in the end, it was decided that everyone should get the spell. Everyone.”


  “And humans?” Dacien hadn’t meant to sound accusing, but it came out that way nonetheless.


  “No,” said Teodor. “It doesn’t work on humans. There’s a… similar spell, one that will keep humans young and in good health. I suppose that extend their – your – life, but only to the extent of the seventy, eighty years of a human lifespan.”


  “Does it really not work on humans, or is that just what you’re told?”


  “It’s what I’m told,” Teodor replied, not really answering the question. “It’s a limitation of resonance and symbol, as I understand it. A minotaur is… is not a human, just closely related to. A human could do such a spell, so… the magic would work, applied by a human mage. As I understand it. It is, as I mentioned, earth magic and so entirely outside my area of expertise.”


  “It sounds dubious,” Dacien said, finally.


  “Perhaps,” said Teodor. “I’m…” He broke off, his forehead wrinkling.


  Dacien was about to speak, when another voice, deep and oddly hesitant, interrupted.


  I’m so sorry, Te. Are your negotiations done?


  A dull throb started in Dacien’s neck.


  “Hello, Metrios. Not at all, I understand. Briefly, it was a disaster. I am fine, although I – or my image, at least – was attacked. I was able to warn them about the Truces, though. The attack did not appear to be the Imperial policy, just a fanatic, but…”


  Even so! The voice sounded upset. Sasha refuses to go against the Truces, by the way, and Oz thinks it may be possible to confront the humans without such measure, and he is evolving a more precise war plan than our previous ones. Ruus has passed on your intelligence about these devices, and they appear to suffer from some disadvantages. He is preparing a campaign against them. His tactics are most unusual, and I am not sure I approve, but he’s in charge.


  The dull throb had spread from the base of his skull to his temples, and Dacien was starting to massage his head.


  “He’s brilliant,” Teodor said softly. “If he can defeat them without resorting to… extreme measures, that would be… well. It would be good. Some risk is worth that, I think.”


  Agreed. I have to say Sasha’s insistence has made quite an impression on me. I know you think he’s a little slow, but he’s quite eloquent – and convincing. He’s pretty much won Osaze over to his point of view, and I’m not sure he hasn’t convinced me. Between the three of us, we’ve got some… well, it will use more magic than we typically do in a campaign, but it will all be firmly within the bounds of the Truces.


  Dacien watched Teodor as the minotaur’s hand gently began rubbing his temple, too. “Very well. There’s no chance we can link up with you?”


  No, not really.


  “I understand,” Teodor said. “Then both I and Benelaus need Lord Green’s attentions. Could you let him know we’ll be coming?”


  Yes. Oz is asking if you can make certain not to lead the humans into inhabited lands; much of his strategy will work only as long as we can keep them marching in circles away from Maze.


  “I’ll be careful. I imagine he has some strikes in mind to keep their attention?”


  Night strikes, raids, things of that nature.


  “I’m in contact with their army now, on a hill to the south, shielded. I’ll wait until nightfall to leave, gather Benelaus and Five, and we’ll head back towards Xarsen. I’ll do my best to leave a minimal trail, but both Benelaus and I have suffered nerve damage. If they think to track us…”


  Dacien’s head felt like it would implode from the pressure at his temples.


  Oz will give them something else to track. He thinks that they will assume you linked back up with us, anyway.


  “Let us hope.” Teodor gave a short grunt. “Is there anything more? Yes – I’m assuming prisoners will go to Ourobouros.”


  Such is my understanding.


  “I want one – Commander of Thousands Nestor. Please hold him for me, if you capture him. I’ll talk to the Lord of Bones myself. Let Lord Green know we’re coming, please?”


  I will. I apologize for the headache.


  “It’s not your fault,” Teodor said, and the crushing sense of magic went away.


  Dacien looked over at the minotaur now rubbing his scalp. “His signature?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “Lord Lash. Anything painful becomes more so, and farspeaking with him produces a splitting headache.” The gray minotaur grimaced. “It does go away. It helps if you close your eyes.”


  “Even him?”


  “No, it doesn’t seem to affect him, fortunately for him.” The minotaur shook his head, gingerly. “You can shield from the effect, but that’s the. Lord Doze – Sasha – has a similar, if less painful effect.”


  “He puts people to sleep,” Dacien guessed.


  “Well, he makes them drowsy and inattentive. He doesn’t actually put them to sleep unless he’s trying.” Teodor said. “So they often work together, since everyone nearby needs to be shielded anyway.”


  “Not the best signatures for an army, are they?” Dacien said.


  “No,” said Teodor. “Not at all. Since… as we’ve really got to wait until…”


  Teodor?


  “Ruus,” sighed Teodor. “Could you come back in an hour? I just talked with Metrios…”


  I just wanted to say that Xavien will be ready for you when you arrive. I’ll reach back an hour or so after sunset.


  “Yes, thank you,” said Teodor, holding his head, and the feeling of Lord Chimes’ magic faded. “I don’t know why, but talking so someone even afterwards hurts.”


  “Yes,” agreed Dacien wholeheartedly.


  “It helps if you can just lay down, shut your eyes, and it will go away,” said Teodor.


  Dacien moved behind the gray minotaur, and applied a gentle pressure around the base of Teodor’s horns.


  “Ohhhhh,” sighed the gray minotaur. “That feels good. But you… are you…”


  “It hurt while Met – er, Lord Lash was talking, and while Lord Chimes was talking, but it pretty much just cleared up after the magic stopped,” Dacien said.


  “Lucky you,” said Teodor. “If you don’t mind rubbing my head – around the horns like that is very nice, yes, – then I will happily let you. Hold on, let me lay down…” the minotaur positioned himself in the grass, and turned over, resting his face in his arms. “There,” the slightly muffled voice said. Dacien shuffled around, straddling Teodor’s back, and began massaging Teodor’s head and neck, slowly working his way down to the upper back, and then starting again.


  He’d been doing it for a while when Teodor said, in a sort of drowsy voice, “My headache is gone, although I can’t say I want you to stop.”


  “Then I’ll keep going,” Dacien said. “Maybe work my way down a little.”


  “That sounds… most pleasant,” the minotaur replied drowsily. “I think I’d like to wait for night to leave, in any case.”


  Dacien busied himself working on the tense muscles under the soft gray pelt, applying pressure, hard, soft, until each taut rope loosened, relaxed. Between the warmth of the sunlight, and the sounds of camp drifting up from the army, Dacien found himself relaxing, too. He hadn’t heard human sounds, he realized, in a long time. He’d been with minotaurs, stuffy, rigid, and… above all, not quite human.


  They didn’t walk like humans, their footsteps didn’t sound like humans, and even if they spoke elegant Latin and perfect Greek, their voices weren’t human voices. He wondered idly if there were minotaur choruses, what sort of sound a massed group would make, while he pressed and rubbed at the quiet minotaur laying on the grass before him, listening to the soft, contented breathing of a minotaur, deeper than that of a human, a little slower, and a sense of the alienness came over him again – a sense that no matter how much Teodor cared for him, looked after him, helped him – he could still never completely know the minotaur, not like he could a…


  Another man, the thought came to him. Except, shouldn’t that be another woman? He’d liked… he hadn’t… but now…


  Dacien sighed, softly. It seemed it had changed.


  “Is something wrong?” Teodor’s voice was deep, slower than usual. “Dacien?”


  “I… well, Master, it’s…”


  Dacien sighed again. “How do you know when I’m thinking about something… well, something I don’t like?”


  “I can feel it,” Teodor said. “It’s…” the minotaur paused. “Difficult to describe,” he finished. “Sort of a… hmmm. An orange-cold taste of radish.”


  “Definately difficult to describe,” agreed Dacien, trying to imagine that for a moment, and failing. “Well, Master, I… used to like, well. Women. Females.”


  “And now you find yourself daydreaming about men? Human men? Or minotaurs?”


  “Minotaurs, mostly,” admitted Dacien. “But… yes. Men.”


  The shoulders hunched a little. “It happens, as a side-effect. It’s not a common effect, but it’s not unusual either. Or… or does it distress you?”


  Dacien didn’t say anything.


  “It does distress you,” the minotaur exhaled. “Dacien… I need to ask you, do you think you can accept these changes?” Teodor paused, and then continued. “There are many changes ahead, my Apprentice, on the way to claiming your magic, and these are small, little shifts compared to what will happen. Much of it is growing, your self becoming larger, but… some parts of you must change, will change, as that happens. This…” and Dacien heard a rare tone of hesitation from the minotaur, “… is not… it is not the smallest or last of the fundamental changes before you.”


  Dacien said nothing, thinking, and Teodor seemed to be content to let him think, even as Dacien slowed down and then stopped the massage he’d been giving the minotaur.


  “If I were back in the Empire,” Dacien said, “it would probably be hard. But… I’m not. And I’m not going to be.”


  “We cannot let a human mage return to the Empire,” said Teodor softly, almost regretfully. “It… it simply cannot happen.”


  “I know,” Dacien said simply. He’d accepted that, he realized. “I’m not even sure I’d want to go back, if I could.” He patted the minotaur. “I’ve… I’ve kind of grown fond of you. Master.”


  “Thank you,” Teodor said, amused.


  Dacien flushed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…”


  “No, no, I appreciate that, more than I can tell you, Apprentice,” Teodor said, more seriously. “Truly. I have wondered…” the minotaur’s voice drifted off. “Still.”


  “It just sounded… well, not quite what I meant.” Dacien said, and the two of them shared a brief chuckle. Teodor moved slightly, preparing to roll over, and Dacien got off him. The minotaur came a sitting position, however, legs folded underneath him instead of crossed. “I understand, I think,” the minotaur said smiling. “Words can betray us, what sounds good in our minds tangles as we speak it, a word’s meaning, perfectly clear a moment before, twists as we speak. It happens. Certainly to me.”


  “Yes,” Dacien said.


  The minotaur’s eyes drifted back to the army below them. “Dacien. If… the Empire loses this army – if it vanish, never to be heard from again, would that… hurt the Empire?”


  “I’m not sure what you mean?”


  “The Empire has borders, it needs defending, the military power of the Army supports the Senate… what are the effects of the loss of an army and, apparently, a Senator, in terms of control of the Empire. What happens? How fragile are the current rulers? And what… why did this force invade? Will its loss weaken the Empire? Or… I wonder… strengthen it?”


  “Strengthen – how could the… no!”


  “Strengthen the current Emperor’s hold on it, then,” Teodor said calmly. “Perhaps vanish a dangerous general, or troops of… unknown reliability. I wonder… I wonder if perhaps this constant irritation isn’t the Empire’s way of working out instability. Forces that would destabilize or threaten the Empire are instead diverted to attack us – and cease to threaten the Empire,” Teodor said thoughtfully. “It would explain… a number of things, I think.”


  “That’s… I can’t believe that!”


  “Can’t you?” asked Teodor reflectively. “Whyever not?”


  Dacien looked out at the army, and then back at the minotaur. “Do… do you think that’s really it? The Empire didn’t just commit us foolishly, but… in the expectation we’d be…”


  “I’m sorry, Dacien. I don’t know. I just…” Teodor was quiet for a moment. “I don’t know. I’ve never understood why the Empire keeps invading us, when they always lose.”


  “Wait… what do you mean, keep invading?”


  Teodor tilted his head. “Every fifteen or twenty years or so, for the last sixty years. This is the fourth invasion. Previously, we’ve generally turned them back at Mog Ford, or ambushed them somewhere between Mog Ford and Howling Pass.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien.


  “It occurs to me that… you probably were only five or so the last time,” Teodor said thoughtfully. “Which might explain why… no, it doesn’t, really. There should be some memory, in your Senate, in your officers and generals, something. But you really have never heard of previous invasions?”


  “No,” said Dacien. “Never.”


  “Peculiar,” said Teodor, more to himself than Dacien. “You see, Dacien, I don’t know. So I make up explanations, trying to understand this behavior. I tell myself story after story, trying to make it simpler and fit what’s happened, and poke and question and play with the story, until… sometimes, once in a while, I arrive at a story that fits.” The minotaur looked pensive. “I don’t think this one does, not completely.” The minotaur looked out, and shook his head. “There’s more to it, I think.”


  Dacien smiled at Teodor, and asked, “How long will we wait here?”


  “Until dark,” Teodor said. “It’s a little risky…” he stopped as the air seemed to develop a heaviness, not unpleasant, but still a tangible weight that had nothing to do with Dacien’s own body.


  Lord Fog. I hope I find you at a convenient time??


  “Entirely convenient, Lord Green. I am at your disposal.”


  You wish to meet me at House Green?


  “Yes,” Teodor responded. “The curse – you’ve been caught up, to some extent?”


  Gruesomely. I do not understand the nature of your injuries, however.


  “Numbness. I expect nerve damage, and possibly more. Walking is quite difficult. I expect Benelaus will be worse, and I want my slave Five examined, as well, although he’s showed no symptoms.”


  That sounds inconvenient, but does it require me? I mean, is there something in particular that concerns you? I’d… I’m honored that you’d think of me, but I will admit your request came as a surprise.


  “This was a malicious, tenacious, contagious curse. The curse is dealt with, but I have no way to know what damage it left, and no way to address that damage. You, Lord Green, are the unquestioned expert on such things.”


  You think the human mages were that clever?


  “Someone was. How do you know this originated as a human curse?”


  You think a minotaur taught it to them?


  “A minotaur, a wolven, a jaguen, an old book, an accursed weapon… no, Lord Green, I’m not taking the risk that this spell was human-developed or simple. My stupidity in that regard already put Five’s life at risk, and I won’t underestimate this effect twice.”


  I hadn’t heard that part of it.


  “I didn’t realize the curse was contagious, so I linked Five and Benelaus in a stabilization spell.”


  Blood-sharing? You know how to do that?


  “Yes, of course.”


  I thought the technique was lost; I was looking into it recently, and could find nothing.


  “Then I do apologize,” Teodor said, actually sounding contrite. “All the records you’d really need are at Mistingrise. I would, of course, be delighted to show you what I’ve figured out. Perhaps an earth-mage might be able to suggest improvements. And, of course, I’m done with references themselves. I was planning to write a small treatise on it – might I furnish you my draft and sources?”


  I appreciate your offer, Lord Fog, very much, although I will be content to learn the procedure. I will meet you at House Green, and, if you like, send a small force to meet you. At the moment, you and Benelaus are travelling with just the two slaves? Five and the feral?


  “Yes,” said Teodor.


  And I will contact you every few hours – it was either me or Lash, I fear.


  “I love Metrios dearly, but I’d greatly prefer you as my contact. Thank you.”


  He’ll understand, I’m sure. Do you think you can do something about Lord Doze?


  “What do you mean?”


  He refuses to permit us to use war-magics. All the others are agreed; he is the final holdout.


  “Oh. Yes, Metrios mentioned something of the sort. I don’t know, Lord Green. Metrios said he was intransigent on the point, and Osaze thinks he can deal with the weapons the humans have without war-magic. As long as that is the case – as long as the needs remains hypothetical – I doubt Sasha will change his position.”


  We should exterminate them before they exterminate all of us.


  “A discussion for a later time, Lord Green, because I sense another quarrel in the making.”


  How… no, no, you’re right. We do not need more points of contention. I do apologize, Lord Fog, and I hope you will feel welcome at House Green.


  “I’m sure Benelaus and I will be delighted at anything better than camp food and a tent. I doubt we’ll be difficult guests at all.”


  I cannot imagine your being a difficult guest. With your permission, Lord Fog, I will contact you later today, around sunset.


  “An hour or so afterward would be better, if that would not inconvenience you too much, Lord Green.”


  Not a bit. Until then, Lord Fog.


  The heavy weight of Lord Green’s magic faded, and Teodor shook his head. “I won’t pretend to you I’m looking forward to this, Dacien.” The minotaur considered. “I may… well. I want to keep you away from Lord Green, far away.”


  “You don’t want him to know you’re training me?”


  “In part, yes,” said Teodor. “And I want to conceal your potential. It would alarm him. He’ll sense you’re not locked if he touches you, and that will provoke the most unpleasant argument.” The gray minotaur grimaced, as if his earlier headache had returned. “Do try not to let him touch you, please.”


  “Locked, Master?”


  “Yes, locked… oh.” Teodor smiled wanly at Dacien. “Most mage-gifted humans are used as lenses, you understand.”


  “I’d gathered that.”


  “But untrained mages are a danger to themselves and others, yes?”


  Dacien nodded slowly. “You… did say that. But then… you have some way of locking a human so he can be used as a lens, but can’t be a mage.”


  “We do,” acknowledged Teodor. “A minotaur could be so locked, as well.” His eyes grew remote. “I’ve considered doing that to Five.”


  “Why? He’s…”


  “He’s been trained as a slave,” Teodor said sharply. “Fully trained. Just because I don’t approve of it, doesn’t mean I don’t know just how deep that training goes. Be happy, Dacien, that I got you before it happened to you. I am, I assure you, very happy indeed that you came directly to me.”


  “I didn’t realize… it goes that deep?”


  “Deeper,” said Teodor. “When applied to a minotaur. Or it can, and… I think it has. I don’t know if I can break him out of it. If I try and fail, then I’d practically have to kill him.” Teodor grimaced again. “It’s not a decision I’m looking forward to.”


  “Shouldn’t it be his decision?”


  The gray minotaur gave a short bark of laughter. “He can’t make decisions. He’s been trained not to. Didn’t you… no, I’m sure you did, you just… well. Do you recall when I asked him to consent to the stabilization spell?”


  “Yes. But he said ‘no.’”


  “And then he said ‘yes,’” Teodor sighed. “He was seeking the decision I wanted. It was an unfair question to ask him. But… magic of that sort, should never be used without as much consent as possible. It’s… it’s so easy to misuse. Abuse. Five’s been conditioned to… you don’t understand just how deep that conditioning is, Dacien. It’s not a thing you turn on or off, like…” the minotaur fell silent. “Please, Dacien, I… I don’t think I can continue on this topic. It is old, worn ground and filled with unhealed wounds.”


  “I’m sorry,” Dacien said.


  “You’re blameless in this.”


  “No, Master, I’m sorry… for. Everything, I guess. You wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for me.”


  “No,” agreed Teodor. “Nor Five, nor Benelaus.”


  “No, not that, Master, I meant, out here. Would you?”


  Teodor paused. “I don’t know. This army would have taken us by surprise, besieged Maze soon enough, I suppose. Who can say what would have happened then? You may be right. I probably would not have left Mistingrise.”


  “We’ll be back soon, Master.”


  Teodor smiled. “Am I so transparent?”


  It was Dacien’s turn to smile. “Would you believe… I recognize homesickness? My soldiers… when I was a subofficer, would get homesick.”


  “Yes,” breathed the gray minotaur softly. “I miss my home. You were only there for a night, so you didn’t have a chance to see it, or my gardens – nothing compared with Lord Green’s, of course, but still… well. Hmm. Actually, I would like to see Lord Green’s gardens. They’re supposed to be spectacular.”


  “You like gardens?”


  “Yes. My father was a farmer… he raised flowers. And pears. I always liked the orchards, very quiet, I could see the sky. Not another soul in sight, just rows and rows of trees…” Teodor’s voice slowed. “I’d always meant to plant an orchard at Mistingrise. I’m not sure what would grow there, though. It’s always so foggy there…”


  “You could ask Lord Green,” Dacien suggested.


  Teodor blinked. “An excellent suggestion, Dacien. Better than you know, I think.” The minotaur nodded. “I would like… it would be convenient if we were on better terms, certainly, perhaps that might be a possible rapprochement. I’m sure we’d still disagree over policy, but…” Teodor looked up at the sun. “Still a few hours to go.”


  “Yes,” Dacien said. He looked over at the minotaur. “Maybe we could find… some good way to spend them?”


  Teodor smiled. “I’d love to, Dacien, but… I haven’t been functional in that respect since the battle. I’m not getting much sensation below my waist at all.” The minotaur tilted his head. “One of the reasons I’m eager to get the problem fixed.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien, walking over to the minotaur, and sitting up against him. “Is that why… it doesn’t matter. It’s temporary. And… I could just sit in your lap, couldn’t I?” the human asked, climbing onto the unresisting Teodor, and slipping the minotaur’s arms around him. “This is actually very nice.”


  “It is,” breathed Teodor into his hair, tightening his arms around his apprentice. “Very nice.”


  Dacien wriggled back against the minotaur, breathing in the warm salt-pine scent.


  

  Teodor actually waited until after the last light had faded to move; wrapping them both in a cloak of magic for their return trip. They passed two scouts, unseen, until they got back to the further-ravaged camp. Teodor simply sighed at the destruction, peered about, and found the hint of magic that led to the concealed tent.


  Five had folded himself in by Benelaus, and warrior had an arm around the slave.


  “Lord Fog,” said Benelaus, in a serious tone. “How did your negotiations go? I… I’m not sure what I thought, and I’m still not sure if negotiating is a good idea, but you were there for quite a while.”


  The gray minotaur just shook his head. “Poorly, Warrior. Very poorly,” and he gave Benelaus a concise explanation of what had happened. Dacien was pleased that Teodor did mention that the attack appeared to be the result of a single fanatic.


  At the end, Benelaus just looked up and said, “Well, then I suppose it could have gone worse.”


  Teodor laughed, paused for breath, and then just starting laughing some more, until he had to sit down on the bed. Benelaus watched him, and waited until he’d stopped.


  “There are some problems, Lord Fog.”


  “Ah?” The humor vanished from Teodor’s face.


  “I’ve run into some physical issues…”


  “Yes,” sighed Teodor. “Your arm is a disaster. I didn’t have time to heal it right – I was in a desperate hurry to do just enough to keep you alive so we could deal with the curse. I’m sorry.”


  Benelaus shook his head. “You have have nothing to apologize for, at least not to me, Lord Fog. Please don’t make me beg you to accept my gratitude and confidence that you did all that was possible.”


  “No, no,” said Lord Fog. “I am sorry. You have enough to worry about without carrying a burden of mine. Please, go on.”


  “I appear to be incontinent,” Benelaus said, forcing the words out. “It’s rather…”


  “The curse damaged your nerves. I have the same problem, as well as being unable to become erect.”


  “And that,” Benelaus acknowledged. “And I can’t feel my legs or my left arm at all.”


  “Can you walk?”


  “If Five guides me.”


  Teodor nodded. “Yes. Well, the question of control over our bodily functions I can address temporarily with magic, as I’ve done for myself. I can’t restore feeling to you, or to me. I’ve limited healing abilities, pretty much restricted to gross wounds – cuts. Broken bones, ruptured organs, to a lesser extent. But I’ve arranged for us to see Lord Green – he is without question the most experienced and talented healer in Lycaili. His estate is here, perhaps five days away, so we don’t even need to cross a border.”


  Benelaus’ expression lightened at Teodor’s words. “That’s good, very good, although I would have settled for just the bodily functions working properly.”


  “Not working properly,” Teodor said apologetically. “Under control, but that control will be mine.”


  “Still better than the alternative,” said Benelaus, in a determinedly cheerful way.


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “Five, are you encountering any… numbness or dysfunction?”


  “No, Master.”


  Teodor nodded. “Please let me know immediately if anything change.”


  “Yes, Master. Thank you, Master.”


  Teodor looked at the tent for a moment. “Five, do you know how to collapse the tent without… without Luzeil to facilitate it?”


  “Yes, Master. It’s designed to fold up, Master, I can have it down in five minutes. And I can carry it, Master, while helping Warrior Benelaus.”


  Teodor nodded. “Excellent. Do so, please. Don’t worry about Benelaus, please, I’ll help him myself. Dacien, outside, please? Can you take that pack – yes. Excellent.” Teodor assisted Benelaus outside, and Five followed them about thirty seconds later. The black-and-white minotaur blurred a little again as he circled the tent, and in another few minutes, it had collapsed into a manageable bundle again, carefully folded until it was about the size of a minotaur. Five hoisted it onto his shoulder, and paused.


  “That way,” Teodor said, and they set off. “Please stay close to me; the concealment is not large. Each time it is breached it becomes weaker. The Imperial Army does have mages with them, and human mages are always unknown quantities. I am reasonably sure that this concealment is effective; I do not wish to experiment to see at what point it fails.”


  They set off through the forest, following Teodor. When the light from the setting sun had faded, he sighed, and a dull blue glimmer sprung up around their feet. “There,” he said. “It may be harder to conceal, but even so small a thing as a twisted ankle would delay us. I’ll keep the light low. Is it sufficient? Dacien? Your eyes are probably least sensitive. Is this enough light for you?”


  “Yes, Master,” said Dacien.


  

  Lord Green contacted them some time after that, as they picked their way carefully through the dark forest toward a line of mountains.


  Lord Fog?


  “Lord Green. We’re moving toward the East Wardens. I was thinking of heading for that little valley just on the other side of Mur. Do you know which one I’m talking about?”


  There are two valleys, one to the north, one to the south.


  “The smaller one, to the north.”


  Yes. I will direct the relief force – ten warriors – there. They are led by the Warlord Havel. Do you know him?


  “Not even by reputation,” Teodor said.


  He’s young; he achieved warlord status eight months ago. Just about anyone senior is with Osaze. But he seems reliable enough. I’m sending my own guard, all but Lukas.


  “Is that wise?”


  I’m not concerned. I can defend myself, both magically and otherwise. I train with Lukas at least once a week. You may need them, after all, and it should improve your speed.


  “True. I’m not… moving as quickly as I should, nor is Benelaus. I have to admit the human isn’t slowing us down; it’s really me and Benelaus.”


  Perhaps if I came with the relief?


  “You should not hazard yourself over the Wardens; it’s simply too dangerous. These human weapons killed Luzeil – and he was a warlord as well as an experienced healer. You’re too valuable to risk so, Lord Green. And I cannot imagine your other tasks will wait.


  No. You are painfully correct, Lord Fog. I am simply not used to being… helpless.


  “You are not helpless, Lord Green, you have simply reached the limit of the help you can be. We are all stretched to our limits, and I doubt any of us are used to that.”


  I’m sure you won’t mind if I continue to search for some further way to assist you.


  “I thank you gratefully for doing so, Lord Green,” Teodor said, unruffled. “Not that I would have expected less.”


  Shall I contact you in the morning?


  “We will camp at daybreak. Give us an hour to rise, and any time after that would be excellent.”


  Very well. Until then, Lord Fog.


  

  Dacien found it impossible to judge how fast they were moving; the eerie blue flicker, although it made walking a lot easier, made it much harder to see into the darkness beyond or judge distances. It was like walking through an endless forest. They stopped once to eat – the dull travel bread washed down with weak tea. They stopped once, also, to avoid a human patrol, although Dacien neither saw nor heard anything.


  Morning came, and Five put the tent back up while a visibly tired Teodor just watched, with Benelaus. The Ourobouros minotaur had stumbled repeatedly in the night, and he, too, looked tired. Dacien asked Five quietly what he could to help, and was soon serving tea and bread to Benelaus, and then Teodor, after Teodor had enspelled their camp into .


  “Someone is looking for us,” he’d said, finally. “He – or she, I make no assumptions here – is tracking us by tracking the cloak. Which is hard, and… harder, now that we’ve stopped, and I’ve put up some diversions, but…” the gray minotaur paused. “Nothing prevents us from being tracked normally, and that… that would be inconvenient. I truly do not want an encounter with this human army.” Dacien felt more gray magic seeping out from the minotaur, twisting in a strange way. “I hate to foul the weather for Lord Doze but I think some winds would obscure our trail; I don’t need rain, just some wind…” Teodor was silent, although Dacien could feel him continuing to work. He accepted a cup of honey-laced tea and some travel bread.


  About twenty minutes later, after Benelaus and Five had curled up on the bed together with Teodor’s tacit approval, the gray minotaur looked up with a faint smile. “There we go. I threatened some rain, and two of their weather mages fought me.” Teodor’s smile increased just a tiny bit. “They’ve called in a heavy wind to fend off my stormclouds. Isn’t that a shame?”


  Dacien nodded.


  “Really, though, it was either that or let it rain…” Teodor said with a yawn. “I don’t think I’ve been this tired for… well, a long time.”


  “Should… should I keep a watch?”


  “Thank you, Dacien, for the offer. But anyone trying to find us will have to batter through the nondiscernment and… that would wake me up.” The gray minotaur gave a little snort. “I just hope their attempts to find it don’t keep me awake.” Teodor closed his eyes. “I’d be very pleased if you’d join me, Dacien. I see no reason to sleep alone.”


  “Thank you, Master,” Dacien said. “I’ll come. In a minute or two.”


  “Whenever you’re ready,” the minotaur said sleepily.


  

  They merely cuddled that night, and the night after that, and the night after that, as Teodor looked more and more drawn. Only Dacien could feel the constant surge of magic as he manipulated the weather; wrapped them in invisibility, shielded them from the soft, tenuous probes of magic that quested out, seeking them. Skillful gray magic teased the probes aside, deflected them, and potent gray force warred for control of the sky. The wind had died on that second day, no doubt as their own scouts had reported how it affected the physical trail, and the opposing mages – two of them – had called Teodor’s bluff about rain. He’d battled with them, and now the wind was here at his behest, scouring away at the evidence of their passage, but the effort all this cost the minotaur was painfully clear to Dacien. The food was dull, and even providing clean water cost the minotaur something – very little, but even that little was too much when he was so constantly harried.


  Teodor didn’t know where the Imperial army was; after the disastrous battle the large army had split into three. Osaze’s force had located two of them, and was busy with those. The third… Teodor was grimly certain, in his conversations with Metrios and Lord Green that the other two were blocking Osaze to permit the third group to run him down, and neither of them disagreed. Nor were any of them able to sense the humans; whatever mages were with them had clearly mastered cloaking magics at least as well as Teodor had. Teodor even wondered to Lord Green if perhaps they weren’t learning from his own concealments.


  For all the maneuvering, they’d encountered scouts directly only twice, and each time Teodor was able to misdirect them.


  Dacien had begged Teodor to let him help; let him replenish the magic that Teodor was spending at such a ruinous rate, at the very least, to let him help charge the minotaur’s spells. It had worked – in a way – before, and now, surely, was the time to try again. Teodor had listened, nodded, thanked him, and said no; it was too dangerous. “This won’t kill me. And… perhaps, Dacien-Apprentice, if it were just you and I, I would risk it. But… but without me, Benelaus and Five could not elude the humans.


  “I cannot allow them to be captured. And… relief is not far away. Another day, or two, and we’ll be at the mountains. They are unlikely to pursue us there.”


  But that had been three days ago, and the mountains were still at least another day’s travel.


  “Master,” Dacien had said. “Please let me help.”


  Teodor smiled tiredly. “I want to keep you in reserve, Dacien. It will be better – much, much better, much easier, much simpler, if I do not have to call on your talent a second time. Even once will cause me much trouble, and you, too.” The smile faded into a resigned expression. “I will shield you from it, do not fear, but, I admit… it is no longer the simple thing. I am not unhappy – I am certain that I, Five, and Benelaus would all be dead were it not for you, Dacien. But… explaining to my fellow Lords just how a human in my hands came to be so capable… that will be difficult.”


  “I’m sorry, Master.”


  Teodor gave a short, brief laugh. “I’m not. It’s most preferable to being dead. I suppose you could have rejoined the Imperial army, if you wished.”


  “I don’t wish,” Dacien said softly. “Master, it just hurts…”


  “To know that your gifts could ease my immediate burden, and be denied, over and over.” Teodor said quietly.


  “Yes!”


  “I understand, truly, I do understand. It hurts us to see those we love in distress, and be unable to help.” Teodor’s eyes grew shiny, and he blinked away the wetness. “I have felt that pain. And I imagine it is sharper, for you, since it would be so easy for you to help, fully within your gifts, and… yet I refuse, again and again. I do it not because I am proud, although I probably am, nor too arrogant to accept that I could use your aid, not because I hold you in contempt… but because I love you too much to risk you in a confrontation with my fellow Lords. Please Dacien, I am sorry. It is not that I think I am too strong, but that I am too weak to dare that danger unless… unless all depends on it.” The minotaur looked down at Dacien. “Forgive me the pain I cause you, Dacien. You are deserving of better… I assuage my conscience with the thought I do all I can.”


  “You’re asking me to forgive you?” said Dacien. “I…” and then he was silent. “Of course I do, Master. And I’m sorry to press the point. But… please, Master, if it becomes… becomes necessary, then please don’t wait too long. I keep remembering what you said, that…”


  “That had I been stronger, readier, I could have handled it better, yes,” said Teodor. “You have my word that I will, rather than risk our capture, use you, and I will do it while I still have control. Is… is that sufficient?”


  “Yes, Master,” Dacien said.


  And so Dacien had not broached the subject again. He caught Teodor looking at him thoughtfully, but the gray minotaur said nothing, and the next day, about an hour after dawn – Teodor had asked them to keep going – they encountered Havel and his force. Teodor sketched a larger protection while the group ate. Havel had brought some real food, and after six days of travel bars and water that was welcome, especially when they’d be moving on, since the warriors had started breaking their camp down as soon the four had arrived. It would be a long day.


  The minotaurs had set up their tiny camp at the base of a trail up into the mountains, and after stumbling around all night, Dacien wasn’t looking forward to the hike. He looked back, and down, at the forest stretching out, and sighed. It was going to be a long day. Teodor and Benelaus were tired, he was tired, even Five was a little tired, and… Dacien looked back up at the uncompromising mountains, and hoped the trail wouldn’t be too steep. Havel – a midnight black minotaur – had spent the entire time talking to Teodor – Lord Fog, Dacien thought belatedly. And Benelaus, although the Ourobouros minotaur had been quiet. At one point, Teodor called for Five to join them, and the white-and-black minotaur leaped to join them.


  They finally came to some conclusion, as Havel went off and collected a number of the warriors. Dacien watched, not quite nervously, but he had to admit that seeing this many armed minotaurs reminded him unpleasantly of the disaster at Mog Ford. He kept expecting to see wolven prowling around, but… not.


  “You. Are you ready to go?” It was one of the minotaurs Havel had spoken with; a large minotaur with a glossy brown-gold pelt. He had appeared – almost literally – in front of Dacien. The human hadn’t seen him walk up, or even walk away from the others.


  “Uh – yes.” Dacien belatedly added “Sir.”


  The minotaur didn’t seem to notice. “Good.” The gold-brown warrior looked around thoughtfully. “We will be over these mountains by tomorrow morning, human.”


  Dacien simply looked up; first at the minotaur, and then at the mountains. They hadn’t seemed so… tall.


  “No, we do not expect you to run the entire way,” the minotaur said with a muzzle-twisted grin, as he turned around and squatted down. “Get on my back.”


  “You – you can’t…”


  “Human, you cannot keep up with us,” the minotaur said patiently. “Nor are you the only one. Look.”


  Teodor and Benelaus were also climbing onto the backs of two other warriors. “Get on.”


  Dacien did, he was a little tired, but climbing up onto the back of the strong minotaur wasn’t difficult. The minotaur took most of his weight on his back, holding his legs, and Dacien wrapped his own arms around the minotaur’s shoulders. He felt for all the world like a child getting a piggy-back ride.


  “Are you secure, human?”


  “Yes, thank you,” Dacien started, only to have the warrior hush him as Havel began to speak.


  “We will stop at First View, or until anyone needs to break out.” The warlord paused. “We do not have enemies at our heels; lives do not pend on our arrival. We have great need for haste. Therefore, I will be displeased to arrive at First View and discover that anyone has held when they should have let go. The air thins, and some of us have –” and the black minotaur gestured to the three carrying Teodor, Benelaus, and Dacien “– unusual burdens. Five minutes to breathe will not delay us, but an hour to tend to someone tempworn will try my temper sorely. Some may have doubts about this one’s ability to keep up,” and the warlord pointed to Five. “I have spoken with him, and we will deal with that when and if it happens.


  “Prepare,” was all Havel said.


  Dacien was totally unprepared for what happened next. The cool breeze from the mountain wavered and died, and the light began to dim. At the same time, he felt strangely light, almost – but not quite – as if he were falling. The warrior jumped forward, the light brightened, and he – and all of the troop – began to run. They matched footsteps and strides, and Dacien realized that the light got brighter and brighter as the minotaurs picked up speed – a strange kind of speed.


  It wasn’t the strong resistance of water; he’d run through water, and it wasn’t quite like that, but it was as close as he could come. There was a constant force impeding them, not like a breeze, but almost like a pull, as if the faster the minotaur went, the stronger the pull became. And although the minotaur was running uphill, a run, not a walk, it seemed almost slow, like the minotaur was just going through the motions of running without actually running – an exaggerated slow jog.


  But that wasn’t right, either.


  The resistance got harder, much harder, and the minotaur slowed abruptly – the entire troop slowed – some of them were almost hanging in mid-air along the trail, coming down like an air-puffed pig’s bladder instead of the massive warriors that they were, and the light, so bright that Dacien had squeezed his eyes shut against it, had dimmed, lessened, darkened to black.


  Dacien felt something give way; something ripped, a tearing sensation that came as a relief, like a pressure removed, like his ears popping in the mountains, but it wasn’t any of those things. It was the lines of magic, and even as he realized it, his senses shifted, and he could see the disruption – the minotaurs were moving in some way against it, and the tearing he’d felt were the subtle connections of magic being parted. He could see them, moving along the mountain trail, and at the same time forcing the rip in the magic forward, onward, the entire group cutting a path for themselves. They’d just torn through a place where the connections were stronger, and… up ahead, he could sense another one. It was like a dull, thick wall that he could feel, and the minotaurs seemed intent on running into it at full speed. Only instead of hitting it, they slowed, everything slowed, the light dimmed again, dark, darker, almost out, and the pressure was like a hovering thunderstorm, oppressive and weighty, threatening to crush him.


  Dacien hadn’t intended to do it. But something gave, something like one’s ears popping, something in him, not the weighty resistance this time, but it was a bubble of his own magic, rippling out from him, easing itself into and then through the resistance –


  – and –


  – for some small unmeasurable moment the minotaurs faltered as the bubble surrounded them –


  – and then they were wrapped in it, and the resistance vanished. The light returned to normal, their speed increased again, and again, and again, until they were running normally, surrounded in a bubble of Dacien’s magic, insulating them. He could feel the magic crawl around them, it was like the brush of heavy silk on skin, like one of Teodor’s caresses, those nights just gone.


  Dacien had no way to tell how long they’d been running, and he suspected that in some way the question might not even make sense, but they ascended, the trail getting steeper and steeper before leveling out onto a –


  – his bubble broke then, the minotaurs falling through it into –


  – back into –


  They dropped out of Tempus – and Dacien knew it had to be that, on a large overlook. They were in the mountains now, not just near them, and much higher than Dacien would have guessed. The mountain – mountains, the mountain range, was like a long thin line running to and fro like a wall holding back a green ocean of forest. Dacien looked out, wondering if the Imperial army would be visible from here.


  Although the minotaurs were breathing deeply, they looked to be in good shape, given that they’d just run – well, Dacien didn’t know how far, but he was pretty sure he could identify the little valley they’d started from, far far below them. The minotaurs themselves were looking surprised. Havel was wearing an expression somewhere between elation and bafflement. When the warrior let him down, Dacien walked over to where Teodor was having a discussion.


  “Did you feel that, Lord Fog?”


  “I did,” the gray minotaur said thoughtfully. “The resistance of time parted, as if we were flowing with it rather than against it. I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of such a thing. I have very little skill with Tempus. Was… was that your doing, Warlord?”


  “No,” the warlord said. “I never imagined it could be done… But it was fantastic! I almost didn’t want to stop here.”


  “I’m glad you did,” Teodor said. He looked out over the land and shook his head.


  “I… well. Knowing what it feels like, I… I might be able to do it. For myself, not more than that, I’m sure, but I… I think I could manage it. Maybe.” Havel paused. “It did feel – I thought I felt it expand around us.”


  The gray minotaur’s eyes sought out Dacien as he walked towards them. “I know so little about Tempus, Warlord. I never achieved even a red sash”


  “I can’t believe someone dedicated enough to be a mage couldn’t master tempus,” Havel said. “Was there something else?”


  “My gifts came on me very early, Warlord, during my… first year at college. I was pulled out for training, and then… I found myself working with Lord Ember until his death.”


  “I recall that. He was a great mage.”


  “Yes. I took a place on the Council at that time… never finished college, you see.”


  Havel shook his head. “You should get your head… you don’t have a guard, do you?”


  “No,” admitted Teodor with a smile. “My main responsibility as a Councilor is to keep the paths closed along the Low Fangs, and such weather working as comes my way. It’s quite peaceful – dull even, really. I’ve spent the last decade at Mistingrise. It’s not far from our Labyrinth, but… it’s quite isolated, quiet, not a very prestigious posting for a warrior or a warlord. I’m not even sure what one would do there.”


  “But as a Councilor, you deserve a personal guard!”


  “But I don’t need one,” Teodor said gently. “Lord Green travels extensively around Lycaili, he needs one. Lord Chimes serves as the clan coordinator. Lord Winter is an ambassador. Lord Lash… well, he and Lord Doze travel, if not as frenetically as poor Lord Green. I’m really just a backup mage for Ruus – Lord Chimes, I mean. If I needed warriors, I’d ask for some. Really.”


  “But a warlord could train you.”


  Teodor shrugged. “It’s impossible to do magic while sustaining tempus, I’m told. And any warlord good enough to train me… well, I’d be doing him a grave disservice, marooning him at dull lifeless gray Mistingrise. It suits me, I rather enjoy my quiet life.”


  “Perhaps Warlord Osaze might be tempted to join you?”


  “No,” sighed Teodor. “He did… he came out for a while. Said the quiet drove him crazy; he wasn’t happy there.”


  “I see,” said Havel. “That’s a shame, he… he speaks well of you.”


  “Does he?” smiled Teodor. “How… yes. He’s most gracious. And I admit… I tried to stay at House Wide. But… the glittering parties, the endless invitations,… it was all so dizzying after… it didn’t suit me. Although I admit it would take me a very long time to tire of that marvelous view… have you seen it?”


  “Several times,” the black minotaur said. “I’ve been to a number of those glittering parties of his.” He paused. “And some dinners.”


  “Private dinners?” asked Teodor, almost whimsically.


  “Yes, Lord Fog.” The black minotaur looked almost guilty for a moment, his eyes shifting to and from Teodor.


  “Please… call me Teodor,” the gray minotaur said softly.


  “If I may be Havel.”


  “I am deeply honored,” Teodor said. “We’d planned an hour here, time for me, a break for your warriors and yourself. Will you still need an hour?”


  “No. We’ll eat, but…”


  “Then I will do my best to speed us along.” The gray minotaur turned to Dacien. “Would you assist me, please?”


  “Of course, Master,” Dacien said, hurrying along as Teodor walked over to the edge of the overlook. “What can I do?”


  “Magic,” whispered Teodor softly. “I don’t suppose you had something to do with that… extraordinary occurrence?”


  “I think… it was an accident. Like… kind of like burping. Master.”


  “I find that impossible to imagine,” Teodor said remotely, standing at the edge.


  “It’s true!”


  “Oh, I beg your pardon,” Teodor said, apologetically. “I didn’t mean I doubted you, I don’t. I just… well, I can’t imagine how that happened. We’ll discuss it… later. But is it likely to happen again?”


  Dacien nodded. “I’m not sure if I could stop it. Running through the magic like that… it’s, well, not painful exactly but…”


  “That I do understand,” Teodor said softly. “We mages experience magic as… a sensation, but we have only our normal sensations, and so they must do double duty to interpret what we sense.” He pointed a small rock outcropping. “There. What do you sense there, Apprentice?”


  Dacien went over to it, and saw what he’d thought was just a stone was carved into a… a horn, he thought, a minotaur’s horn, pointing straight up with a little curve… and incised with complex patterns. The stone and carvings were dulled by time and the heavy lichen encrusting it. He touched it carefully. The stone was cold – bitingly cold, and not physically. It pulled on him, pulled magic through him almost voraciously and Dacien pulled away from it.


  “What… what is it?”


  “It’s a spell, put here almost sixteen hundred years ago by the then Lord of Dolmens of Ourobouros. Lycaili inherited it when… when we left Ourobouros. We call these obelisks or dolmens, although a dolmen is usually much larger.”


  “What does it do?”


  “I want you to feed me magic, as you did before,” Teodor said quietly. “No one will question my using a human.”


  “Gladly, Master!” Dacien said. Teodor was already building… something; Dacien could sense it, and the brooding presence of the stone. Enhancing Teodor’s spell was… harder than he’d expected. Whatever the gray minotaur was doing was complex, and although the spell was clear and precise, it was also twisted about in ways that made Dacien’s eyes twist, until, remembering what Teodor had said about senses, he closed them. That helped a little, but the trick was to feed magic into the entire thing, evenly, gently…


  And then suddenly the spell started pulling power from him. No, not just from him, but from… everything. Everywhere. Dacien stumbled, before… there. The bubble he’d created by accident on the way up the mountain he created again, deliberately, letting the pull of magic go around it. As an afterthought he extended the bubble to Teodor. “Master?”


  The gray minotaur was looking even grayer, but he had a contented smile on his face. “Look,” he whispered, pointing out to the lands they’d come from. Dacien followed his finger and swallowed. “I’ve always had a particularly good touch with this magic… this, Apprentice, is where I truly got my name.”


  Dacien could understand that. Where they had looked out over miles of forest disappearing into the horizon, all he could see, now, far below wasan endless ocean of churning gray fog.
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  Interlude


  The room was deep in a cave, reachable only by those who knew the many twists and turns, the places to climb through a hole, and the places to drop through an apparent sinkhole: an entire complex unknown and unsuspected by the majority of Redding Clave. Mostly unsuspected because, when the alpha wolven of Redding Clave vanished, most wolven were simply too relieved for the respite to wonder where their masters had gone. A handful of the younger ones, planning to become alpha themselves, wondered quietly, but they kept their thoughts most cautiously to themselves. It was good practice, for a would-be alpha.


  The blue-tinged mage lights that lit it were not the extravagance the might seem to other wolven. This deep in the earth, the smoke from lanterns or flames would foul the air, and worse, the scent of burning might reveal the secret. The cushions, stuffed furs and hides from kills, were a luxury, but a small one. A clave could afford a few indulgences for its alpha members, and Redding Clave was not so poor that they couldn’t make a good show in front of their lessers. The hides were easily come by, if the wool stuffing was dearer, and nearly every alpha in the room had a cushion, and a fur or two or three to ward off the chill of the deep earth. The hot stone that Senior Alpha and two of the oldest alphas lay atop was not a luxury at all. They might be old, but their experience was valued by all, and nobody wanted the pain of chilled old bones leaking into the concordance.


  Alpha Mars was an older wolven. His strength, unfortunately for him, had peaked in the reign of the previous Alpha. He’d been alpha, but still unready to challenge for Alpha when the now-Senior had had taken it. And when the now-Senior had stepped down, alpha Mars was too old to be a serious contender. It was best, the alphas agreed, if their Alpha was young. This brought consistency and a sense of long-term planning to the clave, even if it meant that some of the alphas would never have a real chance of being Alpha. And besides, if he had really wanted to challenge the Alpha for his position – he could have. There was even a time when he might have won.


  It hadn’t been a sure thing, though, and it was one thing to lose in the general contention. It was another to lose a personal challenge, and he certainly wouldn’t have been alpha in that case. He was still a senior member of the pack, still respected by the other alphas, and the one the other claves contacted when they wanted to make their opinions known.


  Like now. All the alphas were present, waiting to discuss the situation, but Alpha had not yet invited anyone to speak. The wolven were simply there, letting their minds come to a harmony before they were ready to discuss the surprising results of their plans. Mars could sense the disharmony: anticipation-anxiety-frustration-dissatisfaction. The latter was likely to draw a rebuke from Alpha, but it was only the younger ones, too new to alpha status to quite understand the decorum expected.


  Once their breathing had synchronized, Alpha did reach out with a powerful rebuke, seizing the frustration-dissatisfaction and quelling it – Mars and most of the older ones reached out, too, following Alpha’s lead. Let the pack speak as one on this, and in another breath, all the older ones – even alpha Senior – had joined Alpha. The few holdouts shifted quickly as they felt the will of the pack shift.


  Better, Alpha sent into the concordance. A random element has favored us. Before we consider how to proceed, however, I want us to come to accord on where we are. This is the first alpha clave to have all our members present for some time. If the clave is to reach our goals, we must act as a clave. Alpha didn’t bother moving, he just turned his attention to Mars. Your report?


  The other claves are angry, of course. Interactions with the minotaur clans has always been strongly discouraged, and interactions with them that points out that humans are herd-meat even more strongly discouraged. Mars didn’t bother holding back the cutting formal denunciations nor the fury the other ambassadors had radiated; they were an important part of the response and the alphas should experience them fully. But denunciations aside, no clave has moved to sanction us, and I judge that if we refrain from further action in the short term, this will pass and be forgotten. There is also the interest in the meat we’ve garnered, as well, and Blossoming Clave’s herald – alpha Martou – even hinted that trade concessions in that matter might ease their unhappiness – and Blossoming Clave would then help defuse the situation.


  Senior was first, projecting amused-resignation-satisfaction, and the entire concordance took it up.


  Good, Alpha said. Are we in a position to make those concessions? Blossoming’s support would be helpful in the next phase.


  Cautious-optimism-disappointment from alpha Odine answered him. The harvest from the Mog Ford battle was less than expected. Lycaili Clan specified that we should have the mortally wounded, and we agreed. But they had a healing-mage with them, and so many wounds that we would consider mortal… were not mortal. Our larders are full, and we butchered a good number unnoticed, but barely a half of what we’d projected.


  You did not dispute that interpretation? Indignation-entitlement-suspicion. One of the younger ones, Mars noted.


  No. Clear images and impressions of the minotaur warriors cleaving through the human infantry. Concealed-amusement-unhappiness. These do not make clear the problem. Let me try again. The same images danced through the concordance, but more slowly – manipulated, not pure, as certain things were emphasized.


  Impossible! Rejection-disbelief. The thought came from any number of the group, but the powerful sending of Senior interrupted them.


  Emphatic-unquestioning-acceptance-of-unpleasant-truth. No. Senior might be old, and too frail to be Alpha, but nothing was weak about his mental grip.


  Unfortunately so,Alpha added. Senior, would you?


  They call it tempus, Senior sent, and with it came a kaleidoscopic set of images of minotaurs in motion. It forms the backbone of their warrior training; they can retard their progression through time. All of them. It takes training, of course. Every wolven is a mentalist, but not every wolven is alpha. Just so, not all minotaur are warriors. But those that are… are formidable beyond conception.


  Stunned-surprise. You knew this? It wasn’t even identifiable as a particular alpha; almost the entire concordance demanded it.


  Youngsters require proof. Assurance-confidence-contemplation. There was no danger, not in allying with them. And now it is clear without arguing that we must avoid direct confrontation with them. Satisfaction.


  Senior made it clear to me, interjected Alpha. Quellingly. It was good to see for ourselves.


  The concordance shifted to dubious-acceptance, but no particular alpha was willing to challenge the Alpha.


  Gratified respect emanated from Odine. Thank you, Alpha.


  A salutary lesson, Alpha said. You have carried out my instructions? Expectation of compliance.


  Yes, Alpha. Submission-obedience; an unusual quality from an alpha, Mars thought privately, but most of the alphas were still processing Odine’s experiences with tempus, and the tenor went unremarked, if not unnoticed.


  Inform the clave.


  Our hand in the second army is the Senator Josephus; he is fully under our influence. Neither he nor his bodyguard will permit him to be taken alive, and with him dead, there is no way to track this back to us.


  Explain, the concordance demanded.


  The gestalt Odine sent quickly encapsulated the history of Josephus’s indoctrination and control. His bodyguards, too, had been influenced, but not to such an extent. Josephus would not be taken alive, and even if his bodyguards were, they would show nothing but a loyalty imperative – something a human mage might have laid on them.


  Understanding-acceptance.


  Into the lull, Alpha sent The risk is minimal. Are we agreed that we may move to the next phase?


  The concordance wrestled with the idea for almost five minutes, but at the end, only three alphas remained opposed.


  We will proceed, Alpha formalized the decision. With all due caution.


  Alpha, another mind interjected. A random factor?


  Yes, Alpha sent back, the affirmation devoid of any further detail.


  Curious-calm. Is there some reason to conceal this from the clave? Mars tried to single out the questioner, it was a heavy voice, feminine,… ah. Alpha Brure, sprawled over her mate, alpha Cefrith.


  Amusement-negation.We took a human mage who can change skins, Alpha admitted, and then he sent HOLD! as the concordance exploded with surprise. Mars exerted himself to quell the commentary, silencing the concordance, and a number of other alphas joined him. Alpha himself just waited. Squabbling children! Shameful-rebuke.


  Mars sat there, radiating aggrieved agreement, until the concordance had settled into contrition, with a few of the elders exuding, like Mars, patience.


  Alpha sent a clear explanation into the calm; images of the female human, the slowness of the procedure, the apparent inability of the clave’s own magic handlers to grasp the technique. Even so, the mage could do a skin a month. In a year, eleven or twelve wolven who could take a human form.


  Every alpha knew that a single wolven might control three or four humans, but the humans outnumbered them by three or four thousand to one, and wolven could only with great danger infiltrate the great Imperial cities… and so the Senators were almost impossible to access, and even then guarded with their own, hidden mages. Alert as they were for assassination attempts from each other, the clave’s attempts at control had been frustrated repeatedly.


  But if they could renew the art of skin-changing, that would change.


  Obstacles remain, Alpha cautioned. Sober-danger-caution. The other claves must not know we are relearning this. Those who do not need to know it should relinquish the knowledge to the concordance. None of our brethren know what we plan, and up to now, the glimpses they have caught have told them nothing.


  If they learn this… they will know. Instead of quiet control of the humans – a silent monopoly for Redding Clave alone, all the claves will fracture. Some will seek to supplant us, others to oppose us, and in the uproar, the minotaur will discover our intentions.


  And that would be a disaster, Mars reflected.
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  Sea of Green


  

  Erik moaned – or tried to, as he woke up. Despite the warmth of the fuzzy body holding him – the wolven Talosh had kept him in a tight embrace, even after, finally, he’d gotten out of the tie. His entire body tingled, and for a moment all he was aware of was how soothing the warmth was. He didn’t want to move, and he listened to the wolven breathing, hoping Talosh wasn’t awake yet. The wolven’s breathing was slow and steady. Erik forced his eyes open, struggling to open them. They seemed curiously heavy, and slow to respond.


  Talosh’s whisper was quiet, pitched for his ears alone. “Good morning, Pink. Don’t fret, the lassitude you’re feeling is normal. You won’t be able to move without a great deal of effort.”


  Why not?


  “Curiosity,” said the wolven, “I can taste it. It forms our morning lesson, my dear. It will be a quick one, over quickly, very quickly… for you. It’s something I do hope you take to heart… and then, after our lesson, I can have breakfast. You may not be hungry.” The wolven chuckled to himself, and Erik felt a thread of worry.


  Erik finally managed to get his eyes open. The room hadn’t changed; still wood planking and now-empty manacles. Tag was slumped, exhausted, in the breeding stand.


  “You’re hungry now, I know,” Talosh said, wrapping Erik tighter in his embrace. “Hunger forms a very important part of this morning’s lesson.” The wolven released the human, and stood up. “This is a very advanced lesson,” Talosh said, lightly. “Tag isn’t ready for it.” The wolven walked – almost danced, Erik thought – over to the bound human. “I don’t want to give poor little Tag here nightmares, when chances are he’ll never need a… final lesson.” The wolven put something over the human’s ears, and then tied a hood over the rest.


  “That’s taken care of,” Talosh said, in a much more serious tone. “Assuming you’re still ready…”


  Erik tried to nod his head, but it just flopped a little. What was this…


  “You’re paralyzed, mostly,” Talosh said. “Not completely, but… mostly.” He walked over, picked up a thin wooden cane, and snapped it against his arm. It made a cutting sound, a loud thwack that sent a chill though Erik.


  It reminded him of the whipping.


  Talosh tossed it unconcernedly over into the furs, by Erik, and then walked over to the human. “Here we go,” and unceremoniously hoisted the human up. Talosh looped rope around Erik’s feet, tightened it in some kind of knot, and in a smooth movement, Erik found himself hanging from the ceiling by his feet.


  “Blood rushes to the head, of course,” Talosh said, picking up the cane. “Let me see…”


  Thwack! The cane impacted against his calves, right under – or over, since he was upside down – his ass. It should have hurt – stung – like a fiery brand.


  It didn’t. He felt the impact, and even the sensation of pain, but somehow… it didn’t hurt. There was a soft sound as Talosh tossed the cane back over into the furs. “Pain is dulled, too,” Talosh said conversationally. He sat down, putting his head at Erik’s. “Do you know why?”


  Erik shook his head. No.


  “It’s so you can be gutted,” Talosh said in that same friendly tone. Erik jerked away from the wolven, only to swing back. Talosh reached out a hand, and steadied him. “That’s what wolven do, you know,” he said. “Gut, cook, and eat humans. Well, the cooking is optional.” He looked thoughtful. “As is the gutting.” His muzzle parted in a tooth-revealing smile.


  Wait, thought Erik. He said this was a lesson. Not…


  A ‘final lesson,’ his memory supplied. Erik looked at the wolven with growing uncertainty.


  “But Lord Green said no permanent damage, didn’t he?” Talosh said.


  Yes, Erik thought sickly.


  “I’m afraid I’ve convinced him to change his mind,” the wolven said with mock sorrow. “I spoke to him while you were sleeping – he wanted an update on your progress. I told him that really I thought you were as accommodating as you ever would be, without… dishonorable alterations. I suggested that I could find a much better use for you.” The wolven patted his belly. “It took some doing, but… I’m pleased to say Lord Green agreed with me, finally. Reluctantly, I’ll give you that, but…”


  The wolven ran a claw from the base of Erik’s shaft, straight down to the sternum. “That’s the first cut.” He ran a claw horizontally across Erik’s belly. “The second one. I pull out the organs, clean the cavity – well, you’ll be dead from blood loss within a few minutes anyway, so what I do after that really won’t matter to you.”


  Erik tried – hard – to move, to fight the paralyzing immobility that gripped him. It produced a few twitches, and he started swaying on the rope again. “Wolven have been doing this to humans for hundreds of years,” Talosh said, gently stopping the movement. “It’s remarkably straightforward, I think, at least at this point. And stop jerking like that; it’s only pain that’s been reduced. You’ll make yourself sick swinging back and forth like that.”


  Wait! Can I at least talk to Xavien?


  “I’d say I’m sorry, or regretful, or something silly like that that, but I’m not, really, and I truly doubt you’d believe me anyway.” Talosh said, after a moment. “Would it help if I said I’m really looking forward to this? That I’ll think of you very fondly when I’m eating? I will, you know. You should take some satisfaction from that.”


  No!


  Talosh paused, looking directly into Erik’s eyes. “No? Pity. It’s been a pleasure, mostly mine, but I hope you found something last night to enjoy,” Talosh said coolly. The wolven walked over to breeding bench, and produced a sharp-looking steel knife with a five-inch blade. He walked unhurriedly back to Erik – and that was all Erik could think about, the blade and the seeming unconcern of the wolven. This couldn’t be happening.


  But it was. Talosh ran his hand over his arm, down to his chest. “You’ve probably never considered the mechicanics of butchering a human, have you? It’s really a shame, there’s just not as much meat as one might expect. Hardly as productive as, say…” Talosh grinned, a toothy smile that had very little humour in it, “a bull. Now, a… bull… has all that muscle, around the ribs,” and Talosh’s hand traced around his chest, a light scratching sensation. “Humans have so much less. Meat.” A finger – flesh, not talon this time, tapped his flaccid shaft. Again the toothy grin. “Not that that is useful as anything more than a chew toy, once it’s dried.” The hand rose, held up the soft skin of his sac. “These… require care,” Talosh said. “Garlic and butter. Sort of like snails, only… a little more delicate. Don’t worry, they’ll be fine. I’ll treat them with all the respect they deserve.” Erik jerked again, and Talosh patted him – stilling the motion. “There. Ribs. Not much there, but… very tasty,” he said, dreamily. “I don’t want you to think that I’m going to waste anything.” He paused. “Well. I can’t stand kidneys, actually. But other than that…” The wolven drew in a deep breath. “Doesn’t it make you feel just a little better that I’m going to appreciate you?” Talosh sounded almost wistful.


  No.


  “No, I get a strong sense of no from you,” the wolven sighed. “Well. I am sorry,” he said. “I’d so much prefer it if… if you understood. I love humans.” Talosh looked down at the Erik, and smiled again, without the teeth. It looked almost beatific. “I love you,” he whispered, and then dropped to his knees, taking Erik’s head in both hands. “You’re going to be with me forever,” Talosh said quietly.


  No!


  A look of disappointment crossed the wolven’s face. “You’re fighting me,” Talosh said, regretfully, getting back up on his feet. “The time to fight is over. Accept it, Pink, relax. It won’t hurt. It will be so much easier on you if you close your eyes,” Talosh said, touching the point to where he’d rested his claw earlier, at the base of Erik’s shaft. He paused, sighed loudly, and reached down, pulling Erik’s eyelids up, across his eyes. “Really it is.”


  Erik would have convulsed in hysterical laughter at that, if he could have. Instead, he just felt a coldness go down his inverted body, a sharp cutting chill that had nothing to do with cold, followed by a horrible warm wetness cascading down him, the hot metallic smell as something wet, hot trickled over his lips and down, into his nose… the rest of it streaming down him, but it did nothing to ease the sick cold sensation that…


  Another cold and oddly painless burn, horizontally this time, across his belly, and the warm wet stream turned into a flood. He tried to scream, but he couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t draw air into his lungs, and he thrashed for a moment before everything went away, with the strangest pulling sensation.


  

  Erik woke up in Talosh’s arms again, held close, and for a moment Erik relaxed, pulled himself closer to the comforting presence of the wolven. Memory caught up with him, though, and he pulled away, spilling onto the untidy piled furs. He rolled into a crouch.


  Talosh just watched him. “It’s over,” he said, with an odd tone.


  Why… what…


  “You’re done, Pink,” Talosh said, almost hesitantly, his eyes seeking back and forth across Erik’s face, searching for… something, Erik, wasn’t sure what.


  The room wavered, suddenly shaking back and forth, and it made Erik stumble as the floor jerked under him. The wolven leapt across to him as he collapsed, catching him just before he hit the floor.


  “You’re shaking,” the wolven said quietly, lowering him with infinite care down to the warm furs, laying beside him, and holding – not tightly, not even remotely confining, just holding him. “That’s… not unusual.”


  Not unusual?


  The wolven, now was quivering – or – no, Erik realized, somewhere, it was him, he was still shaking. He tried to say something, and remembered that Xavien had taken his voice at the same time as he realized he couldn’t breathe – no, he could breathe, it was just…


  The crying was interfering; he had to draw in air between the sobs. Then… then he could talk. Or he could have, if…


  Talosh hadn’t moved, but he had a soft cloth in his hand, and he tenderly dried Erik’s face.


  And he did it again, a few minutes later, as Erik clung to him and bawled.


  It wasn’t until the third time that the human managed to bring himself back under control.


  Talosh didn’t say anything, though, not until after all the sobs had subsided, and Erik had himself back under control. “Are you feeling better?” the wolven said finally.


  That started Erik laughing hysterically again. He was alive, wasn’t he? That was better than dead, wasn’t it? Wasn’t it? Wasn’t it?


  When he’d woken up… this morning, he was just hoping to get back to Xavien. Now, he just wanted to get away from Talosh. No wonder Breaker had acted terrified. And… what time was it now. He looked over at the window, and then to the stand where – where Tag was now missing.


  “I moved him while you were out,” Talosh said, letting Erik loose again, laying in the furs. The wolven got up, stretched. “You were out for… longer than I expected, actually.” He walked over to a shelf, reached into a basket, pulled out an apple. “Here.” He tossed the apple to Erik, who caught it.


  “Reflexes are good,” said Talosh.


  Was everything a test?


  “You can eat it,” the wolven added. “If you’re hungry.” The wolven considered. “Which you should be, since you haven’t eaten since you got here – almost twelve hours. You should be very hungry indeed. So, eat the apple. Whether you think you’re hungry or not. It will settle your stomach if it’s a little upset.” Talosh looked at Erik again. “It’s ripe; it’s supposed to be green.”


  Erik looked at the fruit dubiously before biting into the crunchy green apple, but it was firm and sweet. Although he hadn’t been hungry before, suddenly he was ravenous, and finished the apple quickly.


  “Still hungry?”


  Erik nodded.


  “Not surprising, not surprising,” the wolven said lightly. “I think that I promised you a chance to talk to Lord Green last night, didn’t I?”


  Erik nodded cautiously.


  Talosh smiled. “I did, I did, and… although it may seem hard to credit at the moment, my dear, I do deliver. If you’re willing, we can go up to the main house, and… I’ll have Lord Green restore your voice.


  Yes! Erik nearly jumped to his feet.


  “I thought that would appeal,” Talosh said. “And then, and then, and then…” the wolven said, “and then… you can talk to him. Judiciously, I trust. He was quite… exercised last night, so he was…”


  Talosh opened the door, and said, “Come along, Pink.”


  In daylight, the layout made a lot more sense. There was the long drive up the hill they’d come up… was it really just yesterday? And at the top, instead of the single large building he’d expected, was a huge, ground-hugging complex. House Green wasn’t a house, but a series of buildings, spread out over the hill – the immaculately gardened hill. No. Erik could see… windows in the hill. House Green extended down, into the hill. He swallowed dryly. All over the hill – the roof? – humans toiled, neatening, pruning, planting. The hill itself was a formal garden, extending down to the fields… farm. As far as he could see, humans, farming. If you ignored the three minotaurs, it could be an Imperial farm. Maybe. And were the… the minotaurs were pulling plows? Erik stared.


  “Lord Green’s farm is pretty impressive… what are… what do you see that surprises you?” Talosh asked. “Pink?”


  Erik gestured at the two minotaurs pulling a plow.


  “Doesn’t the Empire have ploughs?” asked Talosh, puzzled.


  NO! What are minotaurs doing pulling them?


  “It breaks the ground up, so…” the wolven paused. “No, that’s not it, you understand ploughing. But…” Talosh paused, looked out over the field. “I’m sorry, Pink, but I really don’t see what surprises you.”


  The minotaurs are drawing a damn plough!


  Talosh just looked at him. “It’s spring?” The wolven looked out again. “No?” He shrugged. “You can ask me when you get your voice back, Pink. Come on.” He walked toward the hill – it was a good distance, but not as far as it had seemed last night, in the dark. The path they went up didn’t seem as steep either, but it was steep enough, leading up the carefully terraced hill. In a number of places there were seedlings, in others, perennials were preparing to bloom. Twice they passed human gardeners, both weeding and pruning.


  Talosh grunted. “Really. Lord Green is… I wouldn’t expect him to be so, heavens, concerned. If as all the rumours say, he and Lord Fog are really at each other’s throats, politically speaking, then I just don’t see why he’d go to all this effort.” The wolven looked around. “Of course, it’s not really his effort, is it? Maybe he just wants to show off his gardens. A shame it’s a little too early for the flowering,” Talosh said. “It’s so nice when it’s all in bloom…


  “Not that it isn’t nice now, I suppose,” the wolven said. “Don’t you think?”


  I don’t actually care, thought Erik, walking up the steps quickly after the wolven. I want my voice back. I want to get away from… from… but he couldn’t quite bring himself to think about the morning’s events. About being killed.


  No. He’d faced being killed in battle time and time again.


  This morning, he’d been butchered, bled out like… like… like a deer or pig or bull. Or… he’d thought he’d been. He’d felt the cuts, felt the blood and guts spill out of him, pulled out…


  Only now there wasn’t even a line, nothing to indicate what he’d been so sure had happened, was happening,… he looked ahead, up about five steps where Talosh was setting the pace. Had it happened? In some sense the answer had to be no simply because he was here, walking up the hill, feeling the sun on his skin, the cool spring breeze and the scent of tended earth, and plants, and even the faint sourness of his own sweat.


  But if it hadn’t happened why did he remember it so vividly?


  Was this why all the humans seemed terrified of Talosh? Breaker’s reaction – crouching and hoping to be ignored – seemed to make more sense. Only, if that was the case, well, he didn’t really feel all that terrified. Angry?


  Maybe a little. Less than he really expected.


  What he really felt was just puzzled. Why had Talosh put him through that… death? How was a lesser worry, he’d seen Lord Green do things just as strange; but that still didn’t answer the question of why?


  That question kept him busy as Talosh led him through the back corridors and doors of House Green, through gardens of flowers, herbs, all lush and tended meticuously. Humans scattered out of the wolven’s way, always carefully. Those who could not avoid him, or came on them, simply dropped to the ground, as Breaker had, clearly hoping that Talosh would ignore them. Usually, he did. Once, he stopped, kneeled, and bending over the prostrate form of a young woman whispered something – some instruction, or just perhaps a comment. She said nothing, not even acknowledging him, when he rose, glanced back at Erik, and said “Come.”


  Erik tried not to look at her as he passed, but the motionless form drew his eye, even as he stepped around her. Talosh hadn’t even looked back to see that he was following but… Erik was sure Talosh knew. Somehow, he thought, Talosh knew where all of them were; the slaves quietly moving aside, standing just out of sight, behind a door, choosing another passage lest they be seen, noticed, and perhaps… what? Was Talosh truly the monster they feared?


  They were nearly at their destination before Erik wondered how he knew where the humans cowered, thinking they were out of Talosh’s notice.


  Lord Green did not have a mere suite, as he’d had in town. Here, in House Green, he had glass-walled rooms that opened to greenhouses, or outside gardens, all full of plants and vines and potted trees. The black minotaur was pacing in a room that resembled some strange cross between a nursery for flowers and a sitting chamber, and standing near him, blade drawn, was a second minotaur, a deep gray blotched with black and brown.


  Lord Green – and Erik had no difficulties recognizing when the black minotaur was Lord Green and when he was Xavien – looked up as Talosh walked unconcernedly into the chamber, Erik following him uncertainly. The minotaur was not merely Lord Green, but a frustrated and angry Lord Green.


  “This is not the best moment, Talosh,” the black minotaur said.


  The wolven tilted his head. “Will there be a better one soon?”


  Lord Green merely shook his head.


  “Then this one may serve, I think.”


  A deep breath, and a rumbling reply of “Very well,” answered him. “What business does my Master of Slave have with me?”


  “First, My Lord,” Talosh said in a light voice, completely ignoring the grim stare of the minotaur, “I should ask you to restore this one’s voice.”


  That grim stare refocused on Erik. “Unwise,” the minotaur grunted. “And if I prefer him dumb?”


  “Then make him so when I’m done,” Talosh said with just a hint of exasperation. Erik wondered that he’d speak so to Lord Green, but the black minotaur just snorted. Lord Green walked the few steps to Erik, and the human forced himself to remain still. A huge hand rose to his throat, gripped it – softly, gently.


  Lovingly? Erik wasn’t sure, not anymore.


  Warmth radiated out from that touch, a tingling, and then the hand and warmth and tingling was gone.


  “It is done?” Talosh said.


  “Yes,” said Lord Green. “It is done.”


  “Excellent, then, My Lord. My second request is that you hear a petition.”


  The minotaur shook his head again. “You may have whatever you want, Talosh.”


  “I want, My Lord, you to listen to a petition. I didn’t say it was my petition.”


  Lord Green looked up, almost interested. “You didn’t.” His glance fell on Erik. “His?”


  “Yes. My Lord.”


  A puff of a sigh. “I will entertain his petition. Is there more?”


  “Why, yes, My Lord,” said Talosh with a note of pleasure. “There is!”


  “You are very distracting,” Lord Green said – but that, Erik thought, was something Xavien might say.


  Talosh just smiled, white teeth glinting in his muzzle. “But you’re not curious, My Lord?”


  “I am,” Lord Green said. “Say on.”


  “Ah. I think you should double my pay. My Lord.”


  “Again?” This time there was definite amusement in the minotaur’s voice. “Didn’t I just double it a year ago?”


  The wolven lifted his hands, empty. “And yet…”


  “Perhaps I should triple it,” the minotaur said, almost sarcastically. “Quadruple it.”


  “My Lord,” and now Talosh sounded hurt.


  The black minotaur shook his head. “And why should I agree to this… dare I call it adjustment to your pay?”


  “Well, My Lord, that seems like a good question, but… one I should prefer to address after the petition has been made.”


  The slight sense of humor in Lord Green’s manner seemed to evaporate, leaving only the coldness behind. “Proceed.”


  Talosh looked a little disappointed, but he simply turned to Erik. “Kneel,” he said, and then, a moment later, as Erik moved into that position, “Beg.”


  “He moves better,” Lord Green offered, almost unwillingly. “I hadn’t thought…”


  “I didn’t,” Talosh said. “Fortuitous, but not my doing. Pink, I promised you a chance to make your case to Lord Green. This is it. Go. Think of it as a new command. Speak.”


  Speak. Demeaning as it was, Erik nevertheless swallowed, and tried to get his thoughts in order.


  “Master,” he said, addressing the minotaur. After the two days of disuse, it was a little hoarse, but he ignored the raw sound and even the slight discomfort of speaking. “I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to insult or upset you. I was… I was saying… I meant to say that… that I was foolish – not to understand what… what I wanted. That I didn’t want to… that.” He stopped, started again. “I meant that I wanted to be your slave, Master.” It was like talking to a statue, and that just made it harder. His words faltered, losing the thread of his thought. “That I was afraid of it, and… behaved poorly. I should have listened to your warning, not been… thinking. Please forgive me, Master. I was inattentive, and that was wrong. I did not mean… I did not mean to insult you or your kindness. To me. Master.”


  There didn’t seem to be more to say, and from the unrelenting stance of the minotaur, Erik wasn’t sure if anything he said would have helped. The silence lengthened, until Lord Green said, “Are you finished?” and with that single cold question, Erik felt the hope drain out of him.


  Talosh surprised him by speaking. “He’s finished, My Lord, but I’m not.” The wolven dropped down to Erik’s half-kneeling position, and addressed the human directly. “I thought that was very good, Pink. Not to worry.”


  The wolven stood, and faced the minotaur with a smile. “And now, My Lord, the time has come for me to earn that salary adjustment.”


  “Oh?”


  “You told me the human was gifted,” Talosh reminded the minotaur.


  Lord Green nodded.


  “But you didn’t tell me how.”


  “No. It doesn’t matter.”


  “Ah,” the wolven said, a long, slow breath of anticipation. “My Lord! Every gifted mage has a signature, does he not?”


  “Or she, yes, but…”


  “You don’t see it,” Talosh sounded almost disappointed. “My Lord. You didn’t tell me what his was.”


  “I don’t know what his is,” Lord Green said, in the tone of someone trying very hard to reasonable. “I could hardly tell you what I do not know.”


  “Yes, of course, My Lord.” The wolven looked at the black minotaur expectantly.


  Lord Green sighed. “Talosh, Lord Fog is… being hunted. The Imperial Army is armed with mage-weapons such as we outlawed among ourselves long ago. The weather magic that Lord Fog and the human mages invoked has caused… widespread disruption both in weather patterns and waterflows. Planting has been disrupted; now is the time to seed but… the weather will not permit. Nor can I read the weather – it’s all chaos right now, and still settling. I mentioned, I think, that armed humans tread our lands, and threaten Lycaili forces. Two towns have been evacuated, and Ruus’s time is consumed dealing with the refugees. Clan Ouroborous has lost ninety-nine warriors, including fifteen warlords, and blames – rightly or wrongly – us and the Imperials. I am sorry that I do not instantly jump to whatever conclusion you would have me draw.”


  The wolven pointed at Erik, still holding beg. “He’s perfect. He was perfect when you brought him last light night, My Lord, and he’s perfect now. For some reason, My Lord, you are reacting badly to him. In a way you do not react to other humans. He is gifted, My Lord, with an unknown signature. And, My Lord… last night, while I was with this remarkably accommodating human I became enraged at him. I.”


  Gifted?


  “You did?” The minotaur’s voice was a stunned whisper.


  “I did.” The lightness was gone from Talosh’s voice.


  The minotaur’s voice regained a little of its strength, but it was still quiet, shocked and hollow with dismay. “What have I done?”


  Talosh threw his head back, and howled. It was not quiet; it filled the room with the wailing note. Erik fought back an urge to cover his ears – something about the sound made him think of being alone, hunted, in the dark. The human wasn’t even aware of how long it went on, he could barely concentrate on his heart, threatening to pound out of his chest, forcing himself to stay still, not to start running, anywhere, just as long as it was away from that spine-shivering cry.


  But it came to an end, eventually, and Erik was aware of the sweat dripping off him as the terrifying sense of fear faded away.


  “Do I have your attention yet?” Talosh snapped at the minotaur, who was now staring at him. “What have you done? You? Are you under the impression anyone CARES?” The last word was a shout – reverberating with the echoes of his howl a moment earlier.


  “I care,” the minotaur said quietly. “But I grasp your point, and… you are right. Please do not do… that… in the house. Near the house. Near the humans. It’s going to take us hours to round up the humans again, and convince them they aren’t about…” Lord Green paused, his attention snapped back to Erik suddenly.


  “He didn’t run,” the minotaur said, wonderingly. “Does he know…”


  Talosh shook his head. “No. Are you convinced?”


  “I would have taken your word.”


  “Head is not heart, My Lord. Are you convinced?”


  “Yes. Do you know exactly what the signature is?”


  Signature?


  The wolven shook his head. “No. I infer it. Some sort of emotional perturbation, or… acceleration, or… well, I really don’t know exactly or how strong or what it does, but it certainly can affect one’s judgment negatively. If one lets it. Now that you know it’s there…”


  “I can ignore it,” the minotaur said heavily. “I have an amulet, somewhere, for dealings with Sasha and Metrios. It’s probably a similar effect. Lord Fog may be able to identify the signature more exactly, when he gets here, if… if he feels like trying.”


  “So, My Lord,” Talosh said, with a sparkle in his tone, “have I earned my adjustment?”


  “Many times over,” Lord Green said. “Accepting your offer was one of the wisest things I ever did. Although…”


  The wolven looked at the minotaur dubiously. “Although, My Lord?”


  “Please see to it that the humans in and around the household return to their duties,” Lord Green said.


  Talosh nodded. “I will, My Lord. And… I know you need him for the time being, but… before too long, as a reward to him, send him back to me for… a couple of days.”


  “As a reward?” asked the black minotaur.


  Talosh simply nodded, his gray fur rustling a bit. “When you can spare him, when you wish to show him your appreciation.”


  Lord Green just stared at him for a moment. “I am instructed by my Master of Slave.”


  “Yes,” Talosh said, from a deep bow. The wolven glanced at Erik, smiled to himself, and took himself out a door on the far side, that seemed to lead deeper into the greenhouse complex. Erik watched the black minotaur as the black minotaur, in turn, watched the wolven leave.


  “Lukas.” Lord Green’s voice was harsh and tightly controlled.


  “Lord Green?” the other minotaur replied.


  “Leave us.”


  “I cannot, Lord Green.”


  “Leave us.”


  “Lord Green –”


  “Leave us!” the black minotaur bellowed. “I am not to be attacked in my own home! I will have privacy for the space of an hour!”


  “I can name five mage Lords slain in their own home, My Lord,” the other minotaur replied. “The Lord of Waves. Lord Trace. Lord Ravenshire. The Lord of Years. Lord Moon. And I know there are more.”


  “It is unlikely you would stop an assassin,” sighed Lord Green. “Nor am I likely to be assassinated. These days are not those days; this conflict is not such a battle.”


  “I obey, My Lord, but I protest.”


  The black minotaur – shook. Erik wasn’t sure if it was anger, laughter, or some other emotion, but he managed to say, “Thank you, Lukas. I note and accept your protest. Now go. Please.”


  The other minotaur sheathed his sword, and then just vanished.


  Erik was still staring at the spot where he’d been when the black minotaur addressed him for the first time since the cold response. “Talosh has given you an interesting designation,” he said. “Pink. I don’t know if I like it, but it will do, for now.” The minotaur turned. “Come.”


  This was what he’d wanted. Wasn’t it?


  They, too, went into the greenhouse. Hot air scented, not unpleasantly, with earth and a touch of manure surrounded them. Most of all, though, the smell was plants, just growing things, green leaves, sweet flowery scents, deeper and sharper herbal smells, fresh wood… and everywhere sunlight shining in through the hundreds and hundreds of panes of crystal glass on the ceilings and walls. Erik thought, perhaps, they were following Talosh but he saw no signs of the wolven as Lord Green walked carefully through the burgeoning plants.


  The black minotaur paused, held aside a curtain of vines that concealed a small – or at least small for a minotaur – door, and opened it. He gestured for Erik to go through, and followed the human. The room was small – tiny – barely large enough for the minotaur and human. The smell of earth and plants was strong, although the room itself had only a stuffed leather chair up against one of the glass walls. Through the thick glass, though, were all the flowering bushes that weren’t in the room. It was like a little bubble; the walls had a slight iridescent glow to them, and the wavering glass made it impossible to see exactly what beyond them. All that Erik could see were thick green plants; he couldn’t even tell just what they were. The ceiling was glass, too, a flat pane of the same thick iridescent glass that obscured rather than revealed, with – Erik thought – a cone of glass above it. The blue of the sky came through strongly, and the sunlight poured into the room, warming it even beyond the rest of the greenhouse complex.


  Lord Green studied the floor for a moment, and stared at a flagstone.


  It rose up, becoming an irregular pillar, and then it revealed a small chamber in the stone, with a gold and silver chain, a small book bound in red leather and sealed with steel bands, and a large glowing blue gem – in a strange shape. Erik didn’t really get a chance to see either of the latter two items, because Lord Green wasted no time in removing the chain, and once it was in his hand, the pillar of stone dropped abruptly back into the ground, the top looking no different from the other stones around it. The black minotaur wrapped the chain twice around his neck, and the ends clicked together.


  Erik looked up at the minotaur, and the chain now around his neck. It was strange, triple links of silver, gold, and copper twisted – almost woven – together, and it was long enough to loop twice around his neck. It wasn’t quite a collar, and it wasn’t quite a necklace, but was striking against the black muscled pelt of the minotaur. He took a deep breath, and let it out.


  “There,” the minotaur said. “Perhaps that will help.”


  It wasn’t a question, so Erik remained quiet. Lord Green stepped over to the chair – large even by minotaur standards, and settled himself down. “Come here.”


  Erik did, and as he reached the minotaur, the minotaur picked him up, and set him down on his lap, and the minotaur stroked the human’s hair absently as Erik adjusted to being next to the minotaur. He took a deep breath, letting the familiar salt-pine tang relax him. He could feel the tension flowing out of him as the warmth of the minotaur seeped into him, slowly. The hand stroking his head gently helped, and he curled closer against the hard body.


  Lord Green himself said nothing, but Erik could feel his concentration, somehow. At the moment, it didn’t matter. He was just happy to be there, next to his master, finally, after… after…


  Breaker’s voice sounded in his memory. “Pleasing him is the reward,” the human had said… what – six days ago? Ten? He’d lost count. He’d thought Breaker was crazy, broken, and that… that it couldn’t happen to him. And here he was, and…


  All he needed to be happy was the knowledge that somehow he was pleasing his Master. And he was, he could tell, and that was good. Was he betraying himself? Was… should…


  No. Erik didn’t even know why he was thinking this, again. He’d decided; Lord Green might be a hard master, but… he wasn’t arbitrary, and his duties weren’t hard – he enjoyed them. The old Erik might have disagreed, but that Erik hadn’t experienced the sheer intoxicating pleasure of a minotaur. Was it fear, he wondered, that kept men from admitting they enjoyed being fucked? It could hurt, a little, but… it felt so good, especially when Master was doing it. Here, at least, he wouldn’t be looked down upon, or called less than a man. Lord Green was a minotaur, and if he chose to dally with a human slave, well, that said good things about the slave, from everything Erik understood. That might seem strange in the Empire, or even to the old Erik, but not the new one.


  Not him. Not now. Here and now, this Erik was quietly, intensely, absolutely happy for no other reason that Master was holding him. And strangely content that he should be so. A month ago, if someone had cared enough to ask what would make him happy, what would he have said? A promotion to Commander-of-a-Hundred? Gold enough to buy himself a villa and the surrounding farms? Slaves of his own?


  Today, all he needed was to lean against Xavien, to feel the soft motion of the minotaur’s breath, the warmth of the corded muscle under the slick black pelt. Happiness. Fleeting, perhaps, but his for the moment.


  

  The shadows had lengthened in the sunny cupola before Lord Green finally sighed, stretched a bit, careful not to dislodge Erik from where he was sitting. “Humans,” he muttered.


  “Master? Have I displeased you?”


  “No,” grunted the minotaur. “Not you. The human so-called Empire has sent another army into our lands, a larger army, armed with the foreknowledge of what happened in our counterattack. None of us imagined that the human generals would be so callous as to offer up six thousand troops as a feint, but there it is,” the minotaur said almost broodingly. “I still find it hard to believe.”


  Erik felt like he’d been punched. A feint? Unlike Xavien, however, he found it all too easy to believe. Especially given some of the assignments he’d…


  He shied away from those memories, jerking a bit.


  “What?” asked the black minotaur.


  “I’m sorry, Master, I didn’t mean to disturb you. It’s just that, given what… what I was… what I did, Master, in the armies, it… that doesn’t surprise me at all.”


  The minotaur just blinked, and looked mildly confused. “Are you suggesting that they were attempting to… hide evidence of their transgressions? Eliminate the… units, I suppose, responsible for their atrocities?”


  “No,” said Erik. “That’s… nobody in the Empire would see it that way. Unless, maybe, they’d done it. It doesn’t surprise me they’d sacrifice troops, if they thought it would buy them an advantage. That’s what I meant, Master.”


  “Oh,” said the minotaur. “How sad. Perhaps…” he paused, thinking. “And yet… but this is for another time, really. More pressing issues must be dealt with before that old problem is reexamined. One of which,” the minotaur sighed. “I must address now.


  “Did you, human, understand what Talosh said to me earlier?”


  “Not entirely, Master.”


  The black minotaur nodded. “No. And yet I need you to understand it. I mentioned you were valuable to me, I think.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “You have a gift – something like magery,” the minotaur said. “And in the hands of a mage like myself, you serve as a focus, simplifying the complex workings of magic, and in some cases, permitting a work to proceed without my direct attention. We term such a human – or a minotaur, for that matter, a lens. It is more complex, because any mage may serve as a lens, but the opposite is not true – a lens need not be a mage. Do you understand?”


  “I think so, Master. You’re saying I’m a lens.”


  “Yes,” the minotaur said. “And at the moment, I am Xavien.”


  “I… yes. Xavien,” Erik said. Using Master’s name was still uncomfortable, but Erik forced himself to. If that was what his Master wanted, then… then that is what he would do.


  “Good,” said Xavien. “Like a mage, a lens leaks magic into the world. It is… do you understand what I mean by that?”


  “No, I don’t.”


  “Unsurprising,” said the black minotaur. “You should not have to know. I know it; that should be sufficient. It should have been my concern. And… in that, I failed. Badly. To the extent that now I’m having to explain it. Every mage – and lens – has what we term a signature; this is the form taken by the leaked magic. In my case, plants around me are encouraged and strengthened. They grow faster, larger, and better.”


  “Is that related to your being called Lord Green?”


  “Yes,” Xavien said simply. “Now, as you are a lens, you, too, have such a signature. Usually such things are small, innocuous… harmless. Sometimes a signature is difficult to discern, something hard to notice. For any number of reasons, sometimes such effects go unnoticed for long periods. Breaker and Dog serve me as lenses, too. Breaker’s signature is that dust collects more quickly; Dog causes salt to precipitate out of water. Small, tiny things, hardly worth noting. More powerful mages have more… notable effects. Lord Fog, as an example that leaps to mind, has a bleaching effect on just about everything, eroding color until there’s nothing but a light gray.”


  “I didn’t know,” Erik said softly.


  “Why should you?” asked Xavien, with almost a hint of amusement. “Often – usually – such strong signatures are an inconvenience or even a danger. But the small ones – meaningless.”


  “But mine isn’t,” Erik said, the earlier conversation now starting to make sense.


  “No,” Xavien said. “Not meaningless, for all that it is a small thing, I think it is nearly as inconvenient as Met – Lord Lash’s. And his has long been thought the worst signature ever.”


  “May I ask…”


  “Lord Lash causes pain in those around him. It varies from mild to crippling, and working magic with him results in a headache,” Xavien said. “Although headache is a poor word to describe the effect. It feels something like a small mouse lodged in one’s cranium attempting to claw its way out.”


  “That sounds pretty bad,” Erik said.


  “It is,” Xavien said. “Fortunately, there are ways to block it. But that brings us to your signature.”


  “I make people mad,” Erik guessed.


  “I’ve been thinking about that,” said Xavien. “And I’ve asked Talosh a few more questions while I’ve been here. It’s more subtle than infuriating, more that it intensifies displeasure or anger. I’m not entirely sure.” The minotaur was quiet for a moment. “It is an unusual effect, and one that I am poorly suited to investigate. Fortunately for me, Te – Lord Fog’s abilities are suited, and he may well enjoy the challenge while he convalesces.” The black minotaur grimaced. “I hope.”


  “Mas – I mean, Xavien? What… I mean, I’d like to know what…”


  “Shhhhh,” the minotaur said soothingly. “Yes, I’m going to turn you over to Lord Fog. But he’ll be very gentle with you. And… gentle. Yes. There’s a little more.”


  Xavien sighed, a long, slow release of breath, and he tightened his grip on Erik, just a little. “Finally, I can come to the point of this. I allowed your signature, this effect that makes anger greater, to distort my judgment with respect to you. Several times. I should have guessed… especially… right after the whipping. I knew something was bothering me, something was wrong… but I couldn’t think of it.”


  “Could the signature have, I don’t know, prevented your realizing?”


  “Maybe,” the minotaur said. “I doubt it, though. I… so often, most often, signatures are physical that I just… neglected to watch for a mental one.”


  Erik shrugged. “You know now, don’t you?”


  “Oh, yes,” Xavien said.


  “Then it won’t happen again, right?”


  “No,” the minotaur said with a flat certainty. “Never.”


  “Then… I don’t understand what the problem is, Xavien.”


  The minotaur shook his head. “Feral, yes, must remember.”


  That stung. “I’m trying!”


  “Yes,” agreed Xavien. “Nor was that an insult, just… well. You are my slave, you seem to understand that.” The finally hung in the air, but Erik ignored it.


  “Yes, Master. Xavien.” Erik took a breath, and said it. “I’m your slave.”


  “You obey me,” the minotaur continued. “Completely. Absolutely. Without question.”


  Did he? Not really. Still. “I try, Master. Xavien.” Erik thought he caught a faint twitch of the start of the twisted muzzle-grin of a minotaur, but it flattened out almost instantly.


  “Yes,” the black minotaur said blandly. “But the way we – minotaurs – look at it, we have a reciprocal responsibility to see that those who look to us are fed, sheltered, protected, and instructed. Neglecting a slave, or… worse, abusing one, is… inappropriate. Unbecoming. Shameful, even.”


  “But…”


  “And overreacting to a slave’s actions is abuse,” Xavien continued calmly. “I have abused you. It was not intentional, of course.”


  “No!” Erik said. “You can’t blame… that’s…”


  “I was responsible to see that it didn’t happen, and it happened,” the minotaur said. “It’s all well and good to speak of reasons, or explanations, or odd circumstances, but that doesn’t change the reality that I have failed in my responsibility to you.”


  “I don’t… I don’t think that’s reasonable,” Erik said.


  “It doesn’t have to be reasonable,” Xavien said, “and you are mistaken. You take your ignorance of magic – for which I am equally responsible – and apply that to me. I know about signatures, I know that they can take any form, and I should have been alert to yours.”


  “Oh,” said Erik.


  “Which places me in a difficult situation,” Xavien continued heavily. “So here is my question to you, human. Answer it as truthfully as you wish. Do you believe that I would ever permit your signature to affect your treatment at my hands or the hands of another, again?”


  Erik didn’t even have to think twice. “No.” Somehow, though, Erik felt the answer needed a little more formality. “I do not believe that.”


  The minotaur seemed to consider the answer, and then, finally, nodded. “Very well. I pledge to you, human, that it will be so.”


  “Master?”


  “Xavien,” the minotaur replied. “Still.”


  “It feels… wrong to address you that way,” Erik said. “But… what if I’d said… that I didn’t think you could?”


  “What else could I do?” said Xavien. “I would have given you to another Lord. Perhaps Lord Doze or… Lord Fog. Depending.”


  “Depending?”


  The minotaur just looked at the human. “Depending on how strongly you felt you could not trust me.”


  “I trust you!”


  “Thank you,” said Xavien calmly. “But you have said that; that you wish to be mine.”


  “Yes,” admitted Erik.


  “Good,” rumbled Xavien. “Show me.”


  “Xavien?”


  The minotaur tilted his head to the left. “You know what I expect from you, human.”


  Erik took a deep pine-scented breath. “Yes,” he whispered.


  Xavien released his grip on Erik. “And?”


  Erik slid down the slick pelt, slipping his hands onto the minotaur’s massive thighs. He nuzzled the minotaur’s shaft, and the pine-resin musk of minotaur surrounded him. His lungs pulled in the scent, he could taste pine in his throat, taste minotaur in his memory. He’d missed that, over the past two days, the salt-pine-musk. Found himself thinking about it, on the carriage, walking down the hill, laying next to the wolven.


  And he craved it now. His lips found the slowly swelling head of his master’s shaft, he touched it, gently, careful to keep the stubble of his whiskers from scratching the sensitive skin. The skin folded back, slowly, revealing the fullness of the head, a heavy red orb of flesh. A deep sigh of pleasure, a hand stroking his head, not forcing him, just encouraging him, smoothing his hair, telling him without words to continue – to do what he wanted, fill his senses with the scent of his master. Just the thought of pleasing Xavien – Master – was enough to make him hard himself, send shivers of thrill running through him. The tip of his tongue made the barest touch to the slick skin of the minotaur’s firm shaft. Soft as silk, stretched tight across the harder flesh below, Erik opened, took the tip into his mouth.


  Wet slickness and salt dripped from the slit at the top, onto Erik’s waiting tongue, and he wrapped his lips around his teeth, pulled himself up the length, until his nose was crushed against the minotaur, he wanted to imbed himself on Xavien, wanted him in him, deeper, and he groaned, pulled back, and then forward, again, and again, over and over, loosing track until Xavien – gently, ever so gently – pushed him back. Erik looked up at the minotaur, stared into Xavien’s eyes, unsure of what he’d find, himself, perhaps, reflected in the minotaur’s eyes. The muzzle had a smile, though, slight, and Xavien’s eyes held nothing but approval of his human slave.


  And then the minotaur’s arms were reaching down, taking him by the shoulders, pulling him up, bringing his face to Xavien’s head, and the black minotaur kissed him. The bovine tongue touched his lips, slipped past them, even as Xavien positioned himself carefully for another entry, the hard firmness brushing against Erik’s bottom. The minotaur didn’t so much force his way in as Erik opened for him, this was the fullness he’d wanted, this was the feeling he’d craved, to be held, touched –


  fucked


  – and then there was nothing but the moment, taking the minotaur into him, the pleasure of taking his Master into him, the sweetness of knowing that he was pleasing Xavien, and that made it all the more intense, made the pounding of his heartbeat in his ears thunder, until the minotaur came with a bellow, sending seed deep into him, the grip on him tightening, almost hurting, and then too tight, and release as Xavien relaxed from the grip of orgasm.


  Erik curled up against the minotaur’s chest, Xavien still inside him, at peace.


  14


  The House of Lord Green


  

  Erik realized something was happening; Xavien’s frenetic preparations had abruptly ceased, and about mid-morning, he and Dog were summoned by Breaker to yet another room in this maze of buildings and gardens. The room was large, even by the standards of Lord Green’s house, at least three hundred paces in each direction. The floor was a wood plank mosaic, polished and fitted like the finest cabinetry, the seams obvious only from the almost invisible mismatches of wood grain. The grim brown minotaur – Lukas – took up a position on the naked floor, naked sword in hand.


  “Breaker. Good, good. You’re here.” said Lord Green. “I have to at least offer Lord Fog a chance to talk. Bring in… chairs. Me, Benelaus, Havel, Lord Fog… four chairs. On a carpet. Quickly,” and, having delivered Erik and Dog to the black minotaur, Breaker scurried out on his latest errand. Xavien stared down at Erik and Dog for a moment, and his face went blank for a moment. “Left and Right are coming…” he murmured, and then turned back to Erik and Dog.


  “Kneel,” the black minotaur instructed, indicating a spot a few feet behind him. “There. Lukas.”


  “Yes, My Lord?”


  “They should be here… soon. Havel said he would aim for mid-morning.”


  “He’s masterful at that,” the brown minotaur said. “I take it you can’t reach him?”


  “No,” the black minotaur said with more than a tinge of irritation. “I can’t. I can’t even get a sense of them. They’re too deep. I spoke with him and Teodor at dawn; they expected to link up in an hour or so. I haven’t been able to reach him the times I’ve tried since, so I assume he’s traveling. They reached First View – Lord Fog used the dolmen there. Presumably they’re on the way here. That’s about sixteen hours at a march, so depending on how deep they are, three or four hours until they get here. So they should be here… in an hour or two.”


  “Roughly. Is Havel still planning to go that deep for that long?”


  “He said it would be a good training exercise,” Lord Green said, and then he turned to Breaker, who had just returned with a number of humans and assorted furniture. “Set the rug down there and the chairs on it.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  Lord Green watched them lay out the carpet and chairs, and then sat down in one of them. “And now we wait.”


  “Yes, My Lord,” Lukas answered.


  “I’m not a good waiter,” Xavien grumbled.


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  * * *


  Dacien thought that Teodor’s weather magic impressed even the other minotaurs. Nevertheless, the suggestion that the group rest a bit longer than the planned hour, even coming from Lord Fog, was met with a diplomatic refusal from Havel. “My Lord Green was specific. He wants you – and us – out of this war zone as fast as possible. And I am in agreement with him.”


  “A military judgment,” the gray minotaur said quietly. “I… well, I will not pretend that a working on that scale is not exhausting,” he said, “but since I am not the one carrying the burden of tempus – you do plan on bending time further, don’t you?”


  “I do,” Havel said. “My Lord Green was clear on the need for haste, and just between you and me, Teodor, it’s a good exercise for my troop.”


  “Dragging along four cripples?” Teodor asked dubiously.


  “Your slave Five is surprisingly accomplished at tempus,” Havel said. “And he supports, rather than impedes, the gestalt. Better than some of my warriors, I might add.”


  “Three cripples, then.” The gray minotaur looked thoughtful. “Five is a recent acquisition, and I admit I find he surprises me from time to time.”


  The midnight black warlord snorted, and then said quietly, “His tempus skills would do credit to a warlord. What we’re doing here would be – is – difficult enough for a group of experienced and skilled warriors who are used to working together. To join that merge as seamlessly as he did… that, Teodor, is an accomplishment of an expert.” Havel drew in a breath. “Lord Fog. I am Master of Time for Lord Green; although Lord Green’s Master of Guard is,” and the minotaur was quiet, searching for the right phrase. “As good as I am,” he said finally. “It is difficult to compare skill levels at master-grade; so much depends on one’s own strengths. But I am that good. Lord Fog, your slave Five does something with ease that I am not sure I could do. It is a limited observation, a single point, and I would not presume to judge his skill on that alone… but it is impressive.”


  “I see,” Teodor said. “Or more precisely, I see… that I do not see. I am not skilled in tempus,” he admitted. “I did not – would never have – realized what his skill level was, other than better than mine. It’s always been something I’ve meant to get back to, but… I appreciate your candid appraisal, Warlord Havel.”


  “You are welcome, Lord Fog. Lord Green gave me explicit orders about time, and getting to House Green in the most efficient use of it. How long will you require?”


  “I think I am prepared. I think.” Teodor said. “Although I may… need to call for a break. I do not know.”


  Havel nodded. “What I told my warriors goes for you, too, Lord Fog. Even being carried through time can be… disorienting. I doubt Lord Green would be amused if I permitted you to arrive tempworn. Although if… whatever happened last time happens again… it may not be a concern.”


  “It is possible,” Teodor said quietly. “And I judge it… likely. Is there any reason it would be… undesirable? Beyond providing too easy a training run for your warriors, of course.”


  “I’m certain they will cope.” The black minotaur waited for a moment, as if he expected Teodor to say more, but Lord Fog was silent. Havel turned, ordered his troops to prepare to leave.


  A different minotaur offered – very much in the sense of commanded, Dacien thought – to carry him, and Benelaus and even Teodor were being carried by different ones, too. It made sense, to rotate the burden, Dacien thought, and then with the single word from the black warlord, “Prepare,” they leaped back into the strangeness. The soft breeze was gone, the light dimmed, and this time, he felt paralyzed, and the minotaur was motionless, fighting against a powerful resistance in every direction. This resistance wasn’t a single barrier, it was a thousand, all set close and near and breaking out of that stifling grasp wasn’t a matter of breaking one and going on to the the next, for to break one the minotaur would have to cut through ten, twenty, just to move, and then they faced no less a concentration in the next step.


  Almost without thinking about he let himself see the magic-flows. They were the source of the resistance; and they curled and coiled, moving, circling around the voracious darkness that was, that could only be that so-innocuous looking stone horn. The dolmen, Teodor had called it, and used it to power his working, calling up that endless churning sea of fog, and… now it was active, pulling magic to it and spinning it back out into that ocean of obscuring gray.


  The light had dimmed to black, and then they were back on the rest, and two of the minotaur just collapsed – one of them carrying Teodor, who rolled off quickly. Havel looked… alarmed. “Lord Fog! What…”


  “I think,” said Teodor carefully, picking up the warrior who had so recently been carrying him, “we need to put some distance between us and this now-active dolmen. A mile or so should do it. I recall, too late to be of use and I do apologize, Warlord Havel, for I should have remembered, that the use of tempus is unwise around active dolmens and menhir – and I think we just had a very clear lesson in why.”


  “Yes, but… but what was that?”


  “Magic-lines,” Dacien said, and then stopped as every minotaur turned to look at him.


  Havel looked curiously at Teodor, and the gray minotaur looked… remote, for a moment, before he spoke. “Please go on,” he said courteously, directly to Dacien.


  “I’m sorry, Master, if I spoke…”


  “Sorry or not,” Teodor interrupted briskly, “having started the explanation, I require its completion.”


  “The… the dolmen is pulling all the lines of magic around it,” Dacien said, struggling to put the experience into words as all the minotaur silently watched. “They’re – they’re bending, so… so when you go into tempus… they’re holding you back. In.”


  “The veils,” said Havel, in a tone of enlightenment. “The veils are leys. Is that what he means?”


  “I think so,” Teodor said, after a moment of consideration. “He… he is mage-gifted, obviously, and he sees things… differently. Uniquely, I think. I have never heard of anyone seeing veils before.”


  “Veils?” asked Dacien.


  “The resistance in the flows of time are referred to as veils, by practitioners.” Havel said, his attention on the stone, and Dacien wondered if he were even aware he was answering a question from a mere human. “If leys are veils…”


  “An uncertain conclusion,” Teodor said warningly. “That they are connected, perhaps, is a stone to step on, but that they are one and the same is a cliff to leap from.”


  “Yes,” Havel said, after a moment, his eyes still on the stone. “Still…”


  “We should get away from here,” Teodor said, interrupting the warlord’s meditative stare. “The spell will last until the next full moon rises – twelve days, a little less. And without tempus…”


  “We are in danger, yes, I agree,” Havel said. He looked around at his men. “Is…”


  “I will carry Yganthes,” Teodor offered.


  “No you will not,” came the instant reply. “You and Benelaus are injured,” Havel said with a slight smile. “And I am running this as a training exercise. I have no problems with a scenario with multiple casualties.”


  “As you wish, Warlord Havel,” Teodor said, with clear reluctance.


  It took nearly an hour for them to climb far enough away from the dolmen to slip back into tempus.


  

  House Green itself was less a house, thought Dacien, than a palace along almost Imperial lines. Instead of a single massive structure like Mistingrise, or half-building and half-cave like Labyrinth, House Green – or rather, the Green Palace, as Dacien thought of it, was a tangle of half-open buildings and glass greenhouses that contrasted with the precise and elaborate gardens they were a part of. The walls gleamed with whitewash where they weren’t glass. It was hard to get an impression of the complex from below, and as they approached it, the various walls rose up to shroud Lord Green’s home with hedges, greenhouses, and flowers lining the walk and even the walls.


  The walk up the hill would have been pleasant, if Dacien hadn’t been so tired after the exertion of the morning. With tempus, and his own bubble, they’d collapsed almost fifteen hours of hard travel through the mountains into a single morning, but he felt exhausted, even though all he’d really had to do was hold onto the warrior carrying him. Only a few hours might have passed to the rest of the world, but it has still been fifteen hours over the mountains and then to House Green to them. It was all he could do to drag himself up the winding cobblestones toward the house; Dacien wondered at the endurance of the minotaurs.


  Water burbled down an ornamental creek by the path, making quiet trickling noises, and after going over a set of huge stepping stones in a small pool at the top of the hill, the path led into a tunnel of leaves – grapes, Dacien though, and so thick he couldn’t tell if the wall were just the plants, or if there were stone behind it on one side or the other. Fifty feet in or so, the walls curved up and over to make a tunnel of cool green, and Dacien was aware of magic, seeping up from the ground, running through the plants, and then dripping back down almost like sap, draining quietly back into the ground. It ran through him, too, in a curiously pleasurable and refreshing tickle that made him feel marginally less tired.


  The tunnel opened very suddenly into a large glass-domed room. Three steps up onto a polished wood floor. At the far side was a large patterned carpet, set with large minotaur-sized chairs – four of them, one at each corner, pointed in.


  In front of them was the black minotaur Dacien had seen before – Xavien Lord Green. Dacien had only glanced at him that day, in Lord Chimes’ study. Today, in his own house, with a minotaur standing beside him, Dacien could truly appreciate how big he was; taller than Teodor by at least a foot and a half, and larger, a hundred, perhaps two hundred pounds heavier, and none of it fat. Xavien wore a soft blue robe over a blue tunic – silk, Dacien thought – and trousers of such a dark blue that they looked almost black – except that they were lighter than the minotaur’s own midnight pelt. Around his neck was a double loop of a fine silver and gold chain; it looked too delicate for the minotaur, who wore no other jewelry. Despite the delicate and tightly embroidered fabrics, nothing about Lord Green seemed soft in any way.


  Directly behind him, with a naked blade, was another minotaur. His pelt was gray, mottled with black and brown. He wore only the long tunic and open robe of a minotaur warrior, along with the unsheathed blade. He seemed curiously still, the blade motionless in the air. Behind him were four kneeling human slaves dressed in a soft pastel green tunics and shorts. At first glance they looked remarkably similar, but then Dacien recognized one of as Commander-of-Ten Erik and… and wasn’t the other Commander-of-Fifty Mikal? And that was magic pooling around them; a sharp dryness around Mikal, and… a lurking sense of dire potential around Erik.


  The minotaur warrior stayed as motionless as the slaves when Lord Green stepped forward, and bowed. The magic rippled when the black minotaur moved, as if – no, not as if, but because – he was the source. It poured from him, a veritable spring of power that sank almost immediately into the ground, a tremendous lake somehow coexistent with the hill itself, a vast reservoir of potential, just waiting to be called upon, and so close to Lord Green, every time he moved the magic changed, like waves on a still lake as an island moved through it, long slow waves of magic that battered at him. Both Lord Fog and Lord Green seemed unaware of the shifting magic. Dacien himself was starting to feel dazed by the slow lapping waves of power until he… shifted away from the perception, somehow. The cool gray breeze that swirled constantly from Teodor was nothing like that thick, heavy emanation. The magic wasn’t any less than that that flowed so easily from Teodor, but it was different, so different, more immediate, more tangible and heavy, somehow, that the cool gray of Lord Fog, or even the barely-sensed flow of his own.


  So caught up was he in the various emanations that Lord Green’s words deep thundering voice came almost as a shock. “Welcome to my home, Lord Fog, Warrior Benelaus.” the black minotaur said. “I greet you as a brother, and my home is yours.” He stood up with a smile. “I admit I have been anxious about your safety, Lord Fog – Benelaus, both of you. I have refreshment – a light lunch. All is in readiness, but,” and the Lord Green’s voice halted for a bare moment, and Dacien got the feeling he was nervous about something, “it seems to me that however eager I am for your company, that you have been traveling on poor rations and the last day – and night – was both long, and extended. I have had your rooms prepared, and your repast might be served there if that seems… good to you.”


  Teodor smiled briefly and tiredly. “I am hardly one to cavil at breaking with tradition, especially when… you are entirely correct. I am, I admit, much in need of rest, and I can think of nothing more hospitable than your welcome followed by food, and sleep.”


  Havel nodded. “Yes, Lord Green, I have to agree.”


  “The matter that brings us,” started Teodor hesitantly.


  Lord Green nodded. “Yes. I will see the slave first, then Lord Fog, and then Benelaus.”


  “Surely Benelaus should be first!” said Teodor, surprised.


  “No,” said Lord Green, shaking his head slightly. “Curses can be subtle in their damage and from what you’ve said, the slave took the least harm.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor, “but…” and then he paused. Dacien felt, rather than saw, the gray minotaur stiffen somewhat as his voice dropped off.


  “Then in him I can see the effects of the curse uncomplicated by physical damage,” Lord Green said, apparently not noticing. “And that will prepare me to see about you – a more difficult case. And when I’ve set you to rights, I’ll be ready for the hard one.” He seemed to notice Teodor’s reaction at that point, and fell silent.


  “Yes,” Teodor said, after a long moment of quiet. “Entirely correct. I should know better than to tell you how to go about your business, Lord Green, and I’m sure it’s my exhaustion speaking. I accept your offer of rest gratefully. But before I go, I must commend Warlord Havel and his subalterns. They are skilled, courteous, and I am deeply grateful to him for his assistance, and to you, for sending your personal guard.”


  Lord Green looked somewhat taken aback. “It has been a long trip, Lord Fog, and… I have taken the liberty of assigning you servants, who know the house. My house is yours, My Lord.”


  The gray minotaur was quiet for a moment, and then simply bowed. “You have my deepest thanks for your care of my slave, and Warrior Benelaus, and myself, of course. I trust Benelaus has rooms as well?”


  “Of course,” said Lord Green. The black minotaur looked at Havel. “Thank you, Warlord. You have discharged your duties admirably…”


  “Our duties, My Lord,” Havel said, bowed, and the troop of minotaur turned and left, exiting not through the grape-vine tunnel but another wide arch leading into something green and flowery. Lord Green watched them go, and then turned inquiringly back to Lord Fog.


  “Did you wish to see the slave now, or will you send for him?” Lord Fog asked.


  “Now, if that will be convenient for you.” There was a grim unhappiness in the black minotaur’s voice that he couldn’t entirely suppress.


  “I find it entirely convenient, Lord Green,” Lord Fog said, and turned to Five. “Five, you will attend Lord Green until he’s finished with you. Lord Green is a firm master, and will not appreciate anything less than formal service, and it pleases me that you serve him silently.”


  The white and black minotaur nodded, and motioned behind him. “These are Left and Right,” Lord Green said as two of the humans – not Mikal or Erik – came quickly forward. I’ve assigned Left to you, Benelaus, and Right to Lord Fog. They can show you to your rooms, they’re close to each other in the Chorus Wing. I trust they’ll be satisfactory.”


  “I cannot imagine otherwise,” Lord Fog said with equal formality.


  “I’ve taken the liberty of having a light lunch prepared for you in your rooms” Lord Green added.


  “Thank you. That’s exceedingly thoughtful.” Lord Fog said. “Right, you may show me to my suite.”


  “Left,” said Benelaus, “you may show me to mine.”


  “Yes, Sir,” Right said, and both Right and Left walked quickly towards another one of the green arches. With a polite half-bow, Lord Fog followed, Dacien and Benelaus in his wake.


  

  Erik had watched the entire affair from where he’d sat kneeling – for almost two hours – and he’d been surprised to see his friend Dacien trailing in the wake of the gray minotaur – the much-discussed Lord Fog. He’d been even more surprised by the white-and-black minotaur who, if he understood correctly, was as much a slave as he was. And he knew, without a doubt, that he hadn’t understood the conversation completely. It was clear that the two – Lord Fog and his own Master – had an existing relationship. From where he sat – knelt, he corrected himself – it was clear to him that Xavien was trying, somehow, to make it better. At first, he’d thought it was working, until Lord Green had made the comment about the reasonable order of patients (and what had happened to them? Would Dacien know? Could he ask? Was Dacien even still… Dacien? His eyes slid across to where Dog crouched, and he felt his stomach lurch. It was possible Dacien had been… Dog-ified. Broken. More than possible, probable. Dacien had never been one to submit easily to anything. Erik hoped not. It would be nice to find… someone he knew, who was still himself.


  Erik wondered if he himself still qualified. He thought so, but… how could you know?


  Lord Green simply watched the group – Dacien, the minotaur slave, Benelaus, and Lord Fog follow the two human slaves out a third archway, toward the Chorus Wing. There was a long silence after the figures had disappeared, and then Xavien turned to Lukas. “That… didn’t go so well.”


  “No, My Lord,” Lukas said.


  The black minotaur began pacing, back and forth on the polished wood floor. “It was going well. And then… he just… froze.”


  Lord Fog, he must mean, thought Erik.


  “Yes. While you were telling him you deal with the slave first.”


  “Did I say that offensively? I know I can be abrupt…”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  Lord Green stopped pacing, and turned to the warrior. “Yes, well, when you outrank everyone and you have fifty things to see to and you can’t take care of any of them because of protocol – just see if you don’t become just a little abrupt, too.”


  “I suppose, My Lord, being of exalted rank prevents many persons from pointing out your occasionally abbreviated sense of courtesy as well.”


  That provoked a short laugh. “Point and match, Lukas. Can you put that thing away yet?”


  “No, My Lord. Havel and the rest of your guard need to rest. They’re close to the edge.”


  “And you’re not?”


  “I am your Master of Guard, My Lord.”


  “Yes,” sighed the black minotaur. “You are.” Lord Green turned to stare at Dog and Erik. “Dog, you’re dismissed. Return to my chamber. Lathe –” Erik’s new designation for the past few days, which had at least the advantage, however dubious, of being better than Pink “– come with me.” He turned to the remaining minotaur – a creamy white with a few irregular black irregular spots. Erik had thought he was hornless at first, but the minotaur did have small, sawn-off looking horns – had someone dehorned him? Or tried and failed?


  “So. What does Lord Fog call you?”


  “Five, Sir.”


  Lord Green nodded. “I believe Lord Fog explained about the curse, and how you were affected?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “What did he say?”


  “Sir, that as far as he could tell, I had not been affected, but that he wanted you or Lord Lash to be certain.”


  The black head nodded slowly. “Accurate. What else did he say?”


  “Sir? I don’t understand.”


  “Did he say more?”


  “A little more about the curse, My Lord, but I don’t pretend I understood him clearly.”


  “Did he say more?”


  “Sir?”


  “Did he mention… anything about a mage being particularly susceptible?”


  The white minotaur blinked in confusion. “He may have, Sir. I… I’m sorry, Sir, I should have payed closer attention.” It was the next phrase that surprised Erik. “May I be punished for the error, Sir?”


  “Your Master will decide if that is warranted, not me.” Lord Green said.


  “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” The white minotaur sounded grateful, Erik thought.


  “Come,” Lord Green said after a pause. “Both of you. With me.” He turned and left and Erik rose – finally! – from the kneeling position and fell in alongside the white minotaur.


  “I’m sure you’re hungry,” Lord Green said, almost conversationally. “And tired. However, the sooner I do this, the better. It will be easier for you and for me on an empty stomach, and it will require little effort from you. I have arranged food for afterwards.”


  “Yes, Sir, thank you, Sir.”


  They ended up in one of the many solariums; tiny clear glass panels set in a complex mosaic pattern of dancing minotaurs picked out in the cool blue framing of the room. A high, padded table sat in the center of the room, and pots of bushy green herbs were set on the floor around the walls, softening the room and perfuming it with pleasant herbal aromas. Erik could pick out lavender and sage, and a sweeter honey-like scent.


  “Five. Lie on the table. On your back.” The black minotaur plucked a leaf, crushed it, and the honey-scent got stronger. “Here,” he said to the now-supine Five. “Suck on this,” and he dropped the leaf into the white minotaur’s mouth. “Don’t swallow.


  “Or speak,” Lord Green added very quickly, as the minotaur slave started to say something.


  The black minotaur reached out, and caressed Erik, his hand curling in the human’s hair, and – why now? – the golden haze of lust settled over him. “Sit,” Lord Green instructed quietly, and Erik sank down, breathing deeply, trying to stave off the effects of the rapturous haze. He wanted to see Lord Green – Xavien – working magic.


  Black hands stroked over Five’s shoulder, very softly, with an, almost tickling, sensation. “This was the arm that was connected to the – to Warrior Benelaus?”


  Five nodded once.


  “Interesting,” Lord Green said. “Lord Fog does… very fine work. I can barely tell he touched you; in another month or so all traces would be gone. And the left leg?”


  Another nod.


  “A very fine touch,” Lord Green said almost absently, running his fingers down the black-splotched leg, and then up down the other, and then carefully, precisely, across Five’s torso. “Interesting. I can… there’s a sense of another minotaur… Benelaus, I’d guess, in your blood. Remarkable. I’d have thought it would have faded, but it’s still quite strong. I hope Lord Fog is still willing to show me that spell.”


  Erik suppressed a pant of lust, wrestling with the golden euphoric haze that was trying to pry his attention away from the minotaurs and towards the warmth he could feel radiating out from Lord Green’s leg. He crouched a little more closely to the black minotaur.


  “Nevertheless. The curse did leave a tiny impairment, minimal, and I think you would have recovered fully from it in a few months – well, not recovered, precisely, but recovered from.”


  Five made a confused noise, which Lord Green apparently took as a question. “The body can repair damage, or it can, in the case of muscle control, find another way to control where the existing control is damaged. The curse’s damage is not of the kind the body can repair on its own, it is a form of destruction in that sense, but the body can… cope. There is no impairment, eventually, even though the damage remains. Does that make sense?”


  Five nodded.


  Erik was holding his hands under his knees to keep from reaching for his Master when the haze faded.


  “Good,” said Lord Green. “I have repaired the damage, such as it was. Because the world and the body are strange things that rarely work the way one might expect, you will experience a numbness in your arm and shoulder for the next day or so as a result. Inconvenient, and you may well find yourself feeling clumsy with that arm. Both of these are expected, so do not let them concern you. Both will pass in two days. You can swallow that leaf now, by the way.”


  “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.”


  “You can get up, now, as well. Go… no, you don’t know how to… Lathe. Do you know where Lord Fog’s rooms are in the Chorus Suite?”


  “No, Master.”


  The black minotaur sighed. “No, of course not. I’ve kept you… never mind, never mind.” Lord Green was quiet for a moment. “There. A slave will be along in a moment, Dash, I’ve instructed him to take you to your Master’s suite.”


  “Lathe. Come.”


  They were a few minutes away when Erik said hesitantly, “Master?”


  “Yes?”


  “I was wondering, Master, if you mentioned to Dash that the slave he was to guide was a minotaur, Master.”


  Lord Green paused, and looked down at Erik with a strange expression. “That… that is an interesting… yes, that’s well thought of, yes,” and the minotaur’s expression blanked for a long moment, and then he looked back at Erik.


  “I’m not certain I approve of this initiative, Lathe, but I will admit that might have prevented… some trouble.” The black minotaur continued on for another hundred steps, before saying, without breaking his stride, “I do not disapprove of this initiative you’re showing.” Another hundred steps, and Lord Green stopped. “You may continue.” The minotaur started forward again. “For now.”


  “Yes, Master,” Erik said.


  Lord Green just snorted, and continued.


  

  Dacien was staggering by the time he and Teodor reached the vast suite provided by Lord Green. Lord Fog simply walked through the door Right had opened, and said, “Oh. My. This is… this is not what I had expected.” Dacien followed him in, and… it wasn’t anything like what Dacien had expected, either.


  The suite was a single room, a huge indoor pond. The ceiling and wall were set with barely opaqued glass panes, letting in a bright, almost sourceless light. Built over the water were bridges and elevated platforms serving as rooms. The entrance was a huge slab of rough black stone set in the water, with bridges leading off to an area with stuffed chairs, and another with a large table and a sideboard set with a meal. From them, more bridges led deeper into the pond, past thick walls of a green stalky plant that served to block off lines of sight. The water itself was surprisingly clear, and the bottom was covered in large rounded rocks and pebbles. Several large, brightly colored fish swam up to the edge hopefully as Dacien peered in.


  “Very pretty,” Teodor said, after a moment. “Ah. The promised lunch,” he said happily, setting off over the slightly curved wood bridge. “Be careful, Dacien, it’s prettier than it is practical. It’s very odd…”


  The dining room – if one could call it a room – was essentially rough wood tied together with twisted hemp rope. Heavy posts at the edges supported the platform a few inches over the water, and the floor in turn supported a sizable wooden table with twelve chairs. The table and chairs were matched golden wood, simply but well made, without much of the elaborate decoration Dacien had come to expect from minotaur houses. Or at least, until he got close enough to see the furniture. From a distance, the table and chairs had looked plain, almost severe, emphasizing the soft gold glow of well-polished wood. Up close, however, those so-simple looking wood furnishings had been inlaid with long, subtle strips of amber, curling around and emphasizing the elegance of the curving grain. The glow of the amber emphasized the pale wood, the one setting off the other, and it was hard to say which the table was meant to show off. Both, Dacien finally decided.


  There was exactly one setting at the head of the table, five goblets and glasses and cups of slightly different sizes, laid out precisely. A creamy ivory bowl of the elegant minotaur pottery – porcelain – decorated with a pattern of leaves and berries sat on a smaller plate of the same make and pattern, and that in turn sat on a matching larger plate. A napkin, almost the same ivory shade as the dishes, sat to one side, and the entire thing was surrounded by a vast array of utensils.


  The only other thing on the table was an complex construction of flowers and leaves and colored glass arches. The sideboard itself was covered in an cunningly embroidered green silk covering, and it was covered with dishes, all under glass domes, with one or two somethings in them. Dacien didn’t recognize anything. Any individual dish had only a little on it, but there had to be fifty of those dishes in that massive display.


  “Baffling,” Teodor said, after a moment. “Right, have you eaten?”


  “Sir, yes Sir!”


  “Very well. Sit to my right. Dacien, here,” and Teodor handed him the bowl from the elaborate setting and a knife and spoon. “Eat.” The gray minotaur himself took the larger plate, and selected a few things, and then turned to look at Dacien. “Is something wrong?”


  “Not… I don’t know what anything is, Master. So…”


  “Quite reasonable,” said Teodor blandly, taking the bowl back, and filling it from several of the plates, and then handing it back. “Some of those, if not all, should be palatable. Please feel free to eat at the table, I’m really too tired to stick to formalities. I just want to eat and go to bed.” Teodor paused. “Well, almost.”


  “Almost, Master?”


  “This is all… quite elaborate,” the gray minotaur said slowly. “Yes?”


  “I would think so,” Dacien replied. “But… honestly, Master, almost everything by your – minotaur – standards is so far beyond what I’m used to that… it’s all equally believable. Or incredible.”


  “Trust me, even by minotaur standards, this is… elaborate,” Teodor said dryly. “A suite on a pond? With koi and bamboo screens? Stone bridges and platforms? This is… much, even by my standards of much.”


  “Oh.”


  “I’m trying – and failing – to imagine just what sort of bathing chambers this place offers,” Teodor said, lightly.


  Teodor and Dacien found out after lunch, after Five had rejoined them. The bathing chambers were fully submerged in the pond, with foot-thick walls of perfectly clear, flawless glass holding back the water and providing a beautiful view of the depths of the pond. The huge, brilliantly colored fish, which Teodor called koi, swam by. Even the huge tub – easily large enough for three minotaurs – were of the same flawless clear glass. The bright metal pipes that carried water to the water-spray were polished to a silver-mirror shine. The floor itself was rough but still the same perfectly clear glass, appearing as if it were poured over the same rounded stones and pebbles that decorated the pond.


  “Lord Green created this himself,” Teodor said, after a moment of contemplation. “The rest of this suite may be artisanry, albeit of the highest caliber, but this… this can only be the work of Lord Green personally. Only magic can work glass in this way, and this clarity… it is a specialty of Lord Green’s. I am… I do not understand,” he finished. “It doesn’t… I don’t understand, not at all.”


  “Understand what, Master?”


  “Why Lord Green would go to such lengths to show me his deep regard. This… all of this, is practically an offer of alliance, when we have, for so long, been so fundamentally opposed on matters of policy.”


  “It makes sense to me,” Dacien offered. “I mean, you’re his guest, aren’t you? It seems in character for a minotaur to go to these lengths if he thinks his honor is involved. He wants to treat you honorably – without any question, doubt, or hint otherwise. You’re sheltering in his house, under his protection, and he wants to make clear how committed he is to behaving properly. Honorably.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor heavily, “An excellent analysis, I think you’re beginning to understand us.” The gray minotaur smiled briefly. “I’m most pleased, Dacien-Apprentice. And… I would agree with you. And I’d even be impressed – very impressed, with this… peace offering, I suppose I should call it. And I’d take it.” The gray minotaur sighed. “I’d take any offering from Lord Green, so long as it was in good faith. And… I do not, cannot believe he would do anything like this in bad faith. He’s as zealous in regards to his honor as… as… well,…”


  “As you are, Master?”


  “At least,” Teodor said calmly. “Although… comparing honorable behavior can be… well. Comparisons are odious. Try to avoid that, in the future.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “But…”


  “But?”


  “Why is he wearing an amulet that shields his mind?” Teodor asked, almost plaintively. “It’s practically an accusation of mindbending!”


  “Oh,” said Dacien, remembering Five’s lecture. “I see what you mean. Maybe… well, when you and he met last time…”


  “I recall,” said Teodor, climbing back out of the bathing chamber into the bamboo-shrouded bedroom. “I shielded you from the effects of his proximity. There’s a certain symmetry to it, I admit. Tit for tat, I understand, but why do that and then treat me like this? That… that makes… it’s… baffling. Completely baffling.”


  “I don’t know,” Dacien said, considering. “Maybe it will make more sense after we get some sleep?”


  “Perhaps,” Teodor said, tossing his clothes over a chair, and getting into bed next to the already sleeping Five. “We can hope. I admit I may well be stupid from fatigue. I feel that way, at least.” He sighed, and then Dacien felt the cool wet fog of Teodor’s magic exploding out into the room and beyond. “There.”


  “I’m sure it will make sense,” Dacien said, laying down next to Teodor. “Sleep well, Master.”


  An arm gathered him. “Whatever it is, it will have to keep. Sleep well, Dacien.”


  

  Erik followed Lord Green around his house – palace, really, as the black minotaur strode through it. That Xavien had no destination didn’t become clear to him until they wandered through a rose garden for the second time. Lord Green, Erik realized, was pacing, simply moving to be moving. His walk had changed imperceptibly from angry to thoughtful, and finally, Erik thought, the black minotaur was striding almost meditatively through his gardens and plant nurseries, as if taking some obscure solace from the plants and the occasional sounds of gardening. Only once did they see a gardener, though, human – a young woman, Erik was surprised to see – carefully planting seedlings from a tray into a bed. Lord Green had paused, and selected another route. He’d almost asked the minotaur about her, but Lord Green was clearly deep in some private cogitation that Erik didn’t want to disturb.


  They’d wandered through any number of gardens, all different, flowers, herbs, even a set of vegetable gardens, although they were displayed almost as if they were ornamental rather than practical. For all Erik knew, perhaps they were. It was in the last garden – thick-leaved trees shading some thriving bushes with purple-striped dark green leaves that the minotaur stopped, turned to look at Erik, and shook his head.


  “Master?”


  “There’s no need for you to follow me at the moment,” the minotaur said, in his low rumbling voice. “Return… do you know how to return to my rooms?”


  “I think I could find my way, Master,” Erik said.


  The minotaur stared at him for a moment. “What you meant, Lathe, was ‘No, Master.’”


  “Yes, Master.”


  Xavien simply watched him for another minute. “Are you hungry?”


  “No, Master.”


  “Then stay,” the minotaur said quietly. “You may think you can find your way, but this house is a maze. Believe when I say that you would find yourself lost, quickly.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  There was a short laugh from Xavien, who wandered over to a tree, and sat down, his back against the trunk. “It’s a maze,” he repeated. “Patterned on the Ouroborous Labyrinth, by the house’s builder, long ago. And it still is, actually, a decent representation. The builder wanted to make sure clan Lycaili didn’t… forget how our parent’s defenses were laid out.”


  “Master?”


  “Lycail and his… followers, I suppose, for lack of a better term, left Clan Ouroborous centuries ago. Five generations back, Lathe. About… two thousand years, and a little. And Lycail built this house – House Lycail, originally, and now… House Green.” The black minotaur fell silent. “Although the gardens were never this good,” he added, reflectively. “The gardens are my addition. Just as the tunnels were the addition of Osse.” The black minotaur took a long breath, and then gave Erik a long, considering look.


  Erik just met his Master’s eyes, not in challenge, but simple acceptance.


  “I don’t need you for this,” Lord Green said, after a moment. “But even so… Still. Come here. Sit.” Erik obediently sat between the minotaur’s legs, braced against Xavien’s chest, even as the minotaur leaned against the tree trunk. “Would you like to help me balance the water table?”


  “Master? I don’t…”


  “Never mind,” the black minotaur said, as the familiar warm golden haze began to color the world. “Just sit.”


  Erik looked up at the minotaur, and adjusted himself carefully onto the hardening flesh. “Yes, Master!”


  * * *


  Dacien woke, finally, to find Five laying beside him, and Teodor gone. The black-splotched minotaur smiled at the human, and pointed to a tray of small sandwiches. Without saying a word, Five took one of the small sandwiches between his thumb and forefinger, two tiny slices of golden bread with something green and red between them. The morsel looked even smaller to Dacien at that point, in Five’s huge hands, but it grew larger and larger as the minotaur held it closer – to Dacien’s mouth.


  “Open,” Five said, smiling quietly. “Master said you’d be hungry. Very hungry.”


  He was, Dacien realized, as a smell of meat – pork? – reached his nose from the tidbit. He took the little sandwich in his mouth, about a bite and a half or so, and chewed. The bread was soft and fine, with the flavor of barley and honey, and it was spread with a hearty meat-paste and some kind of crunchy vegetable that broke down as he bit into it, sending a cool refreshing vaguely herbal taste to clear out the spiced meat. It was good, he thought, and not just because he was hungry. He dodged the next one, wanting to ask Five where Teodor was.


  “With Great Lord Green,” Five said. “Master woke several hours ago, in the morning, and… left. He left me instructions to feed you when you woke up.”


  Dacien opened his mouth to ask another question, and instead, another sandwich, this one filled with an almost overwhelmingly sweet fruit paste and a mild cheese appeared in his mouth.


  “So I’ve been waiting for you to wake,” Five said, grinning.


  Dacien chewed and swallowed, and this time, he brought his hand up to fend off another sandwich. “Master told you to stuff sandwiches in my mouth?”


  “No,” admitted Five, “but he didn’t tell me not to. He just said to see that you had food.” Another sandwich found its way into Dacien’s mouth, another fruit-and-cheese combination. It was tasty, a little less sweet, and Dacien thought he could identify the fruit as apple. “Like so,” the minotaur added.


  “I can feed myself,” Dacien said, after swallowing.


  “Yes,” the minotaur said, and presented him with another sandwich. “Would you like something to drink?”


  “Just hand me the cup, please.”


  Five put a cup of warm tea in his hand. “There,” he said, less saying it than blowing the word out in a warm puff of air.


  “When will Master be back?”


  Five shook his head. “I don’t know. Lord Green was done with me in a few moments; but he said I hadn’t taken much damage. Not enough to make any difference.”


  “So he didn’t do anything?”


  “He said he repaired it, and that I’d be a little numb. And clumsy. I haven’t really noticed the clumsy, but… it is numb,” the minotaur admitted. “I don’t…”


  Five vanished into a momentary blur that coalesced back into the minotaur, now holding an bright green-and-red apple and a small knife, and began paring it carefully. “Apple?”


  “Yes…”


  Dacien’s response was cut off by Lord Green, who had simply stepped into the center of the room. Dacien hadn’t seen him walk into the room, nor heard the clear sound of hoof striking stone – but he didn’t see how the quiet burbling noises of the pond would cover a sound that seemed so surprisingly loud as the huge black minotaur stepped forward, toward Five and Dacien.


  “Your master thought you might be concerned by his continued absence,” Lord Green said, the addition of but apparently not clear in the silence as Five dropped into kneel. Dacien fought his own way out of the coverlet, and went into kneel as well, a few seconds afterwards. Lord Green observed the sudden change without expression. “It seems the damage was more complex than I’d thought, and will take more time to set right than I’d expected. He will return tomorrow.”


  “Thank you, Great Lord,” Five said. “Great Lord?”


  Lord Green stared at Five for a moment before answering. “Ask.”


  “What happened to…”


  “As laudatory as your concern for your master is, your concern for the details is unnecessary. He will recover completely. Nor does he require your service at the moment.”


  “Thank you, Great Lord,” Five said.


  “Should that change, you will be informed.” The black minotaur shifted his head deliberately, staring at Dacien. “And?”


  “Great Lord?”


  “Am I to understand you have no questions?”


  “Just a small…”


  “Ask.”


  “Are there any pears, Great Lord?”


  The silence that followed this question was almost disbelieving, and then Lord Green said, very deliberately, “I regret that I cannot please your discriminating palate, human, but pears are not in season. I trust the food I have supplied is sufficiently nourishing?”


  “Yes, Great Lord,” Dacien said, “I was asking for Lord Fog.”


  “Lord Fog inquired after pears?” The minotaur’s tone was doubting.


  “No, but… but I didn’t see any, and I thought they might… they would make him feel more at home. Great Lord.”


  “Pears? I fail to see why pears would make Lord Fog feel more welcome.”


  “His father…”


  “Yes,” said Lord Green, reflectively, cutting Dacien off. “That’s right. He must have… well of course he did, or you wouldn’t know.” The deep voice trailed off as the black minotaur reached a decision. “Have a slave bring you to greenhouse twelve an hour before sunset,” Lord Green said, and then he added, “Don’t try to find it yourself.”


  “Yes, Great Lord.”


  “In the meantime.” The pause was so abrupt that Dacien thought he’d stopped, until he realized that Lord Green was staring at him intently.


  “Sir?”


  The black minotaur looked uncomfortable for just a moment. “Human. Would it displease your master if I touched you?”


  “Touched me how…” Dacien said, even as Five interrupted, quieting him.


  “Great Lord?”


  “Yes.”


  “The human is not… not fully trained, Great Lord. May I have your permission to explain the question to him, so he will act to please our Master?”


  “And yet he is here. I don’t think the question is ambiguous, nor needs explanation. Has Lord Fog forbidden him to approach me?”


  “Sir,” Dacien said after a moment. “My Master has forbidden some things. May I know what you intend to do, so that I can act to please him?”


  “I wish to lay my hand upon your head, nothing more.”


  “And so sense my magic?”


  Lord Green looked taken aback for a moment, and then answered. “Yes.”


  “I do not think that will displease my Master, although…”


  “Yes?”


  “Although it would please him to know why, and what you sensed, I think.”


  Lord Green snorted. “Very well.” the minotaur approached, and laid his hand onto Dacien’s head. A moment later, he placed his other high on the human’s chest.


  Dacien wasn’t sure what to expect, and he certainly hadn’t expected the thick sense of Lord Green’s magic to intensify. He could feel it as a thick pressure, like he’d fallen into a bottomless pool of thick, translucent honey, or staring though a great thickness of the clear glass. It was hard to tell, hard to see, but he could feel it, heavy, distorting his vision, a pressure on his skin, but to his other senses, there was nothing.


  Nothing at all.


  The sensation lasted for a minute, and perhaps longer, until Lord Green stepped back, his hands dropping to his side. “How… odd.”


  “Sir?”


  Lord Green shook his head. “Greenhouse Twelve. An hour before sunset. Do not be late.”


  “No, Sir.”


  Dacien and Five watched as the black minotaur turned and walked out, listening to the subtle changes to the thump of his hooves as he walked from wooden bridge to stone floor and back through the suite. It was nearly a minute before he’d threaded the path back to the suite door, and they heard it open, and then shut. Five looked at Dacien in the silence broken only by the quiet water-noises of the pond.


  “What…” started Dacien.


  Five just stared, and then, just raised his hands palms-up in confusion, an apple in one, and the tiny knife in another.


  “And how did he get in here?”


  “Tempus,” said Five quietly.


  “Or his own magic,” said Dacien.


  “Tempus,” Five repeated, with the same quiet certainty.


  “So why does he want me at a greenhouse?”


  Five shook his head. “I don’t know. Why did he… touch you like that?”


  How much should he tell Five? Dacien didn’t want to lie to the minotaur; even by omission, but… “He wanted to sense my magic. Magic… magic has a feel to it. Different magics have… well, different feels, I suppose. His is… heavy. Thick. Like honey. Only not quite so… sticky.”


  “That’s… I didn’t know that,” Five said. “What… what was my old Master’s like?”


  “Sweet smoke, fragrant. Not quite incense, but close.” Dacien paused. “Our Master’s is… fog, cool wet air. Not cold, not chilling, but… cool. And it’s not really at a temperature. Or wet. It… it just feels that way. Master says we only have our senses, and so magic seems to be those things, even though it isn’t.”


  “I understand that,” Five said, apparently in thought. “Tempus is like that.” He turned back to Dacien, puzzled. “What is yours, that the Great Lord would call it odd?”


  That was a good question, Dacien thought. “It… doesn’t make much of an impression, just… a slight breeze. Nothing else.”


  “Why would that be odd?” Five asked.


  Dacien smiled briefly. “I don’t know. If…” Teodor, he’d almost said, found it odd, the gray minotaur had never said so. “I don’t know very much about magic.”


  “Yet,” Five said. “I… may I ask why our Master is teaching you magic? It seems…”


  “Different?”


  “I’ve never heard of it being done,” Five said cautiously. “Never.”


  “I’m beginning to think that means more to a minotaur than it would to a human,” Dacien said thoughtfully. “Tee – our Master seems… almost to like change.”


  Five flinched. “That’s… that’s not typical, no.”


  Dacien nodded. “Does that worry you?”


  “I…” Five stopped, and then gave a soft smile. “It does, I suppose, but it shouldn’t. It’s not my problem.” The black-splotched minotaur seemed to relax. “It’s not my problem at all.”


  “You mean, because you’re a slave, you don’t have to worry about it?”


  “Yes,” said Five, with obvious relief. “Exactly. All I have to do is please my Master.”


  To please. Displease. It pleases me that…


  It was an epiphany. “That’s it, isn’t it,” Dacien said, almost in shock. “That’s the point, isn’t it. The only thing a slave does is to please his – her – master. Everything else is up to… him.”


  “Of course,” said Five, looking at Dacien oddly.


  “So you don’t have to worry about protocol, or etiquette, or honor, or… any of those things.”


  “Of course,” Five said again.


  “So anything your Master tells you pleases him is the highest form of emphasis,” Dacien said.


  “Of course,” Five said.


  “Well, I didn’t know that!” Dacien said. “Even Teodor –”


  “Master!” said Five.


  “Master,” acknowledged Dacien. “He didn’t tell me that. He…” the human thought for a moment. What had Teodor told him? “Just what his responsibilities were. I thought mine… I… I thought I was supposed to obey him.”


  “Well, of course.”


  “But I only obey him because it pleases him, right?”


  Five sat back on the bed. “What?”


  “What if he gave me an order that carrying out would… displease… him?”


  “Why would he do that?”


  “I’m sure he wouldn’t,” Dacien said, with a sigh. “But suppose he did?”


  “But if he wouldn’t,” Five said cautiously, “why does it matter?”


  “Because I’m trying to understand how this works,” Dacien said. “You understand it. Master understands it. But I think both of you understand it so well that… that neither of you can explain it. It just is.”


  “What else would it be?”


  Dacien opened his mouth to say, exactly, but he just closed it again. “I don’t know,” the human said instead. “But… please, Five, help me understand, because… because I don’t. Not the way you do.”


  “All right,” said Five.


  “What if he gave me an order that carrying out would displease him?”


  “Then you should not carry it out,” said Five, sounding troubled. “But I think this is very dangerous. Our Master tells us things so that we can better serve him, not so that we can second-guess his commands or pleasure. It is our Master’s responsibility to make certain that we understand what is expected and desired and what will please him. So such an order would be… it would not be a proper order, and it would be wrong of him to give it.” Five paused, and then added, “And I do not believe Master would give such an order.”


  “Probably not,” Dacien agreed.


  “Then I don’t understand why it’s so important.”


  After a moment of thought, Dacien just smiled up at the minotaur. “Maybe it isn’t,” he said. “I’m sorry if I upset you by asking.” Dacien reached out, and stroked Five’s face. “Maybe we do something else. It would please Master if… we pleased each other, wouldn’t it?”


  Five blinked, and then smiled. “Yes,” he said. “I think it would.”


  

  Erik didn’t say anything to Right, but the human had been leading him in circles, looking for Lord Fog’s suite in the Chorus Wing. They’d been through the entry foyer eight times, and Right finally just shook his head. “I’m sorry. The middle door should take us right to the Great Lord’s suite, but…”


  “It doesn’t,” said Erik.


  “No,” said Right. “I don’t understand it…”


  I do, thought Erik, thinking about his last session with Talosh. Something – minotaur magic, wolven mind twisting, something, was keeping them away from the suite. He looked around the foyer, white and pink marble with a domed ceiling all of glass panes in a metal framework. Extravagant, but not surprising, not for Lord Green, and certainly in keeping with the rest of the minotaur mage’s home. “We’ll just wait here,” Erik said after a moment. “They’ll have to come out eventually.”


  “It’s easy to find your way out here from the Lake Suite,” Right said, frustrated, and starting to sound panicked. “I just…”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Erik said. “I don’t think it’s your fault.”


  “But I know this section of the House! I’m supposed to!”


  “It’s not your fault,” Erik repeated. “The Great Lord did something to protect his privacy, changed something. I don’t think anyone could find his suite.”


  “But…” and Right sounded almost frantic.


  Erik clenched his teeth. “Kneel!” he said. It was his Commander-of-Ten voice, a voice he hadn’t used for…


  for…


  He wasn’t sure for how long, he realized. He hadn’t even been sure it was still there, after Lord Green and Talosh and everything else. It still worked, though, as Right had slipped into the knees folded position almost instantly. “Down.” That wasn’t snapped the way the first command had been, but still…


  Right leaned forward, putting some of his weight on his hands, directly in front of him.


  “Entering the Great Lord’s suite against his wishes will not endear you to our Master,” Erik said calmly.


  “No, Sir.”


  “Don’t call me Sir ,” Erik said.


  “No,” and the human sounded abashed. Minotaurs were called sir. Not humans.


  “We’ll wait here,” Erik said, again. “You can get up, if you want.”


  “Yes,” Right said, without getting up.


  “Suit yourself,” Erik said, and sat down on the floor himself, not in a formal position, but just leaning against the wall. He wished – briefly – he had more clothing than just the loincloth, but it was warm, and Lord Green felt, apparently, that near-naked humans were more attractive than fully clad ones, so all he had was the loincloth and a pair of sandals, and the stone of the floor was almost cold.


  Erik had been afraid that he’d have missed his chance to see Dacien, when the shadows on the floor had stopped shortening and started lengthening, and they were gone completely now, the sun sunken below the level of the glass when someone finally came out of a door that somehow hadn’t been there a moment ago, and –


  Still wasn’t there, a moment later.


  But it was Dacien! And better dressed than Erik was; Lord Fog apparently considered humans attractive in shirt and trousers as well as sandals. If Lord Fog concerned himself with such things, of course. Erik stood eagerly, his chilled muscles complaining slightly. Only…


  “Hey!” he said, not wanting to use his friend’s name. That might be bad, and certainly not in front of Right.


  “Hey yourself,” Dacien said, after a moment, and a grin spread over his face. “I’m glad to see you. I… I didn’t know what happened to anyone, after…”


  “I don’t know much, either,” Erik said. “They gave me to Great Lord Green. Almost immediately.”


  Dacien nodded. “And me to Great Lord Fog.”


  “Was… was it bad?” Erik regretted the question almost as soon as asking it. He didn’t want to think what his first days had been like, and he didn’t want to remind his friend of… of anything he wanted to forget.


  But Dacien’s answer surprised him. “No.”


  * * *


  Dacien wished, momentarily, that the question had surprised him. He wondered just how bad it had been for Erik, but he wasn’t sure he should ask. Lord Green was surely a more… traditional minotaur than Teodor was, and he’d probably been a lot harder on Erik than Teodor had been on him and even the question itself sounded like… it had been been pretty rough on Erik. “There were some… bad moments –” like almost getting killed for using magic without permission “– but on the whole, it wasn’t bad.” After all, I, and Five, and Teodor, all of could be dead. Like Luzeil.


  Erik nodded, and then he chuckled. “I’m glad,” he said, and Dacien realized that Erik wasn’t going to tell him how bad it had been, at least not right now. He was too busy appreciating that Dacien had made the transition, better that he had, apparently. Maybe he could get Teodor to acquire Erik? Could it hurt to ask?


  “He’s using you as a lens?” Dacien asked.


  “Yes,” said Erik. “And I guess your… Master is doing the same.”


  That was a hard question, all right. Yes wasn’t truthful, and, somehow, he just didn’t want to lie to his friend. No would lead to question he knew he didn’t want to answer. “It’s not easy to talk about.”


  “No,” Erik agreed. “But… I’m glad to see you, too. I saw you go down, and…”


  “Broken leg,” Dacien said. “They healed me, so I could walk away.” Lord Fog, actually, had healed him, although he hadn’t seen it.


  “Easier for you to walk than be carried, I suppose,” Erik said.


  “No. That was the agreement with the wolven –” and why did Erik start when he mentioned wolven “– that the minotaurs would keep all the humans who could walk off the battlefield. The rest… the rest went to the wolven.”


  “You know what they did, right?”


  “Yeah,” Dacien answered.


  “It wasn’t right,” Erik said quietly. “It wasn’t right at all.”


  Dacien thought about trying to explain it, but it wasn’t worth it. Especially when he agreed with Erik. “No. No, it wasn’t.” And it would be too hard to explain that at least one minotaur thought it hadn’t been right, either. “I don’t suppose you know where greenhouse twelve is, do you?”


  “No,” said Erik. “We can’t even find the Chorus Wing. We’ve been looking for your suite for… hours.”


  “It’s here,” the other human offered, dejectedly. “Somewhere.”


  A moment of concentration revealed a cool gray fog wisping around the room. Nondiscernment. When the obvious became unfindable, it was undoubtedly Lord Fog’s work, but Dacien didn’t say so. “Well, that aside Right, do you know where greenhouse twelve is?”


  “Maybe,” said Right.


  “Could you show us?”


  The slave looked at Erik, and then Dacien, and then looked back at the entry. “I can try. I haven’t been successful with…”


  “That’s fine,” Dacien said. “Really. Greenhouse twelve.”


  “This way.”


  The trip didn’t take longer than a few minutes, and was, with the exception of ducking down into a stone tunnel and back out, relatively straightforward. Dacien managed to talk with Erik, and leave the problematic topics behind. They agreed the food was better, and somehow avoided discussing their respective masters. Dacien got the impression, from the points where Erik went silent, that Lord Green was not easy to get along with, nor particularly forgiving of ‘feral’ humans. And…


  Addicted. Completely, totally, absolutely addicted to the black minotaur. It made him wonder why any minotaur would bother being reasonable. They didn’t have to. It didn’t matter how abrupt, how uncaring, how brutal they were – all they had to do was keep a human close, and after a few weeks, he – or she, Dacien supposed – would crave the minotaur like air or water. Erik described – sort of – the things Lord Green had done to him. Using him a lens, without explaining what euphoria was. The whipping. And Erik was defending, or at least excusing, Lord Green’s actions. Addiction; this had to be addiction.


  Dacien tested his own feelings, and wasn’t surprised to find that he was missing Teodor. Was that a sign of his own addiction? Was he addicted to Teodor like Erik was to Lord Green? How… how could he tell? It seemed obvious to Dacien that Lord Green was mistreating Erik, but… Erik didn’t think so. Erik actually seemed to like Lord Green. Dacien just thought he was an arrogant, self-centered bully.


  The bully was waiting for them in Greenhouse Twelve when they arrived, contemplating a number of young trees. The black minotaur turned as they entered, and his face narrowed as he saw Erik.


  “Lathe, what are you doing here?”


  “You dismissed me, Master, so I decided to see my friend…”


  “Enough,” Lord Green said, with just a hint of irritation. “It does not please me, Lathe, to see you associating with other feral humans. That is part of your past life; not part of your current one. Leave, and do not seek such out again.”


  Erik shot Dacien a hard-to-read look, and then nodded. “Yes, Master.” He turned, and said softly, without looking Dacien in the face, “Goodbye.”


  The black minotaur’s nostrils flared as he caught the word, but he said nothing as Erik walked back out. Lord Green’s eyes tracked back to Dacien, and the human wondered what the minotaur was thinking. “So you knew that one before he and you entered minotaur lands,” Lord Green said.


  “Yes, Sir.” It might not have been a question, but then, it might have, too.


  “Forget him,” the minotaur said curtly. “Holding on to such things is poison.”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  The minotaur gestured at the tree in front of him. “Do you recognize this?”


  Dacien looked at it; it looked like a tree.


  “It’s a tree, Sir.”


  “Yes,” Lord Green said, and gripped the tree. Without trying, without meaning too, Dacien could feel magic surge through the minotaur, and into the tree, and then jetting out of the tree, like an overfull waterskin with a leaky seam, except that the magic was flowing out through the tree, through the trunk, branches, roots, and… although the magic flowing in was thick and transparent, when it emerged from the tree, it had changed. The smell of freshly turned earth filled the greenhouse, along with the now green-tinted magic. For a moment, nothing seemed to happen, and then tiny leaves popped out of the tree, followed by blossoms. Lord Green pulled back from the tree.


  “We have to let it rest for a moment,” the minotaur said. “It’s not useful to take directly through the blossoms.”


  “I don’t understand, Sir.” Dacien said.


  “No? Well, keep watching. The point will become clear.”


  “No, Sir, I’m sorry, Sir. I understand this is a pear tree, I don’t understand what you told me about blossoms.”


  Lord Green nodded. “Reasonable. I can accelerate the growth of this tree, but for some reason, I can’t do so through the blossoms. They have to rest for a minute or so, if the tree is to produce pears, and not blossoms that merely drop off the tree and do not fruit.”


  “I… I thank you. Sir. Thank you.”


  “Thank me? Whatever for?”


  “Helping me to please my Master,” Dacien said. “Sir.”


  “I want to discuss exactly what you did with that curse, what happened, in detail, human,” Lord Green said. “Not now. I want Lord Fog present.”


  Dared he? “May I…”


  “Ask a question,” Lord Green sighed. “Humans. Questions. Ask.”


  He would, Dacien decided. “Sir, even a… a feral human like myself can see that you are going to great lengths to welcome my Master.”


  “Good.”


  Just ask. “Sir, why are you wearing that amulet?”


  “That’s hardly…” the black minotaur paused. “Perhaps it is a better question that I first thought,” Lord Green said slowly. “I take it… Lord Fog considered my wearing it as… a sign that I was less than happy to host him.”


  Careful. Dacien thought carefully about how he would say this. “Sir, I wouldn’t presume to say what my Master thought. He did wonder aloud why you were wearing it.”


  “Not… not unsurprising, I suppose,” Lord Green said. “To answer your question, I wear it because Lathe has an unpleasant signature – you are familiar with the concept of a mage-signature?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Do you know what yours is?”


  Danger. “I do not think discussing that would please my Master, Sir.”


  “Perhaps not,” Lord Green said. “Lathe makes persons around him angry.”


  “That’s horrible!” Dacien said, stunned.


  “It is certainly something to be watched closely,” Lord Green said. “It appears to be a short-range phenomenon. That signature would probably have been fatal with a more powerful mage, but fortunately for him, Lathe’s power is minor.”


  Unlike mine, Dacien thought. “I understand, Sir.”


  “Therefore, I wear an amulet that shields me from mind-affecting signatures. I use it for some of my fellow Lords, too.” Lord Green paused. “I think I would prefer to inform Lord Fog of this… misunderstanding myself. Human.”


  “Great Lord,” Dacien said slowly, “I think… I think it will please my Master greatly to know this.”


  A smile appeared very briefly on the black minotaur’s face before vanishing. “Good. But yes, I understand. You feel it is your duty to report this.”


  Dacien thought carefully. “Sir, is it not?”


  The eyes narrowed. “I would think it is.”


  “But, Sir, you will see my Master before I do.”


  “Yes,” agreed the black minotaur. He turned back to the tree, touched it and magic flared briefly. “Ah. It’s ready.” He touched the the bark with just the tips of his fingers, and the faintest trickle of magic brushed across Dacien’s thoughts. Lord Green’s face had relaxed; gone blank with concentration. His focus was very much on the tree.


  And the tree responded, slowly, or not so slowly, when Dacien stopped to think about it. Tiny buds were green one moment, and then unfurled into leaves. It wasn’t fast by human standards, or even, Dacien supposed, by minotaur standards. A snail’s pace, Dacien thought. The leaves were stretching out, the blossoms opening, so slowly that it could barely be seen.


  Only, it could be seen. Dacien simply watched as over the next fifteen minutes, the tree went from early spring to late summer, pears swelling into existence from the dropped blossoms, tiny little green buds that just grew larger with almost agonizing slowness


  As slow as it was, it was still incredible to watch, and Dacien just stared as the tree stretched out, it’s branches lengthening up and out, the leaves deepening in color as the fruit grew. The flow of magic from Lord Green was steady, unchanging, just the barest trickle. Dacien’s eyes slipped from the tree to the minotaur, and he realized immediately that this was nowhere near as simple as Lord Green wanted it to look. The flow to the the tree was tiny; the roiling magics around Lord Green were… Dacien wasn’t sure what they were, except that that Lord Green’s concentration was far more concerned with that than he was with whatever subtlety was happening with the tree.


  “Some kind of interference?” Dacien asked, and then he realized that perhaps he should have been more reticent with the black minotaur.


  Oddly, though, the black minotaur just snorted. “Something like, yes. Remarkably observant, or… perhaps you see clearly. Which, human?”


  Dacien was quiet for a moment, thinking.


  “Well?”


  “A little of both, I think, Sir,” Dacien said. “From what my Master has said, I can see magic very well. But… understanding what I see is… hard. Harder.”


  “Fair,” Lord Green allowed. “So, then, human, what do make of what you see here?”


  “Excuse me, Sir, but… I don’t understand why you’re asking.”


  The minotaur snorted again. “Xavien, human, while we are doing this magic.”


  “We?”


  “You are observing, I am working. That is both of us, involved in the same magic, and therefore, familial address is proper. Has not your Master taught you this?”


  “Some of it, Xavien, but… I’m still learning.” Dacien had a sinking feeling that this was going to get him – or worse, Teodor – into trouble, but he wasn’t sure what he could to get out of it.


  “Yes,” the black minotaur said matter-of-factly. “Were you a native, or a minotaur, civilized behavior would be second nature; you would have been properly socialized. As it is, I don’t think a feral can ever fit in well without serious effort.”


  “I don’t understand,” Dacien said, both because he didn’t, and because it seemed like a safe thing to say.


  “Then understand this, human. I have asked you a question about the magic, and you have avoided answering.”


  “That’s clear, Xavien.” Dacien focused on the roiling magic, trying to make sense of the complex ripples. Part of it was Xavien’s magic itself, he realized. Instead of the slow welling flood of magic he’d seen the day before, it was choked, restricted… bottled up, and… that was the problem. Lord Green – Xavien – was deliberately throttling his own magic. Dacien stared for another few minutes, and then a slowly growing pear caught his eye. He looked at for a moment before Xavien interrupted him.


  “Well?”


  “I’m trying to figure it out, Xavien.”


  “You may believe that, but in point of fact you are watching the pear tree,” the black minotaur said. “Your attention is not where I told it to be.”


  Dacien started to object, and then he realized that the black minotaur was right. “Yes, Sir. I’m sorry.”


  “Xavien,” the minotaur corrected calmly. “I trust Lord Fog has told you that magic is dangerous. Easily fatal?”


  “Yes, Suh – Xavien. He has. And…”


  “There are exercises, mental and physical, grueling, but effective in teaching focus. Focus is crucial. Much of magework is dull, repetitive, and tedious. And it is exactly those dull, repetitive, tedious things that will kill you and anyone working with you when your attention drifts.”


  “Yes, Xavien.”


  The rumble continued in a neutral tone. “And it is still not where I told you to place it. You are thinking either that I am being unreasonable, or that you see the accuracy of my criticism. Both are equally inappropriate for this time and place. Your attention and focus should be on…”


  “Your magic, Xavien, yes,” and Dacien refocused his attention. There wasn’t anything new to see, though.


  “I see that your magic is restricted, somehow, that you’re… choking it off,” Dacien said finally. “I don’t understand why.”


  “You see that, do you?” said Lord Green thoughtfully. “Intriguing. What do you know of signatures, mage-signatures, human?”


  “My Master… how is… how should I refer to him?”


  “As ‘Master’ or ‘Great Lord Fog,’” the black minotaur said. “Continue.”


  “Master said that mages leak magic into the world, and that that magic takes form as a mage-signature, something that just… happens. He described it as usually inconvenient.”


  “An understatement,” Lord Green said. “Mages have been driven to contemplate suicide by their signatures. I am fortunate in that I am a mage, and doubly fortunate in that my signature rarely troubles me. Did Lord Fog happen to tell you what it was?”


  “That you made plants grow,” Dacien said automatically, and then he said, “Oh!”


  “What?”


  “That’s the interference, isn’t it, Xavien? You’re fighting your own signature.”


  “Correct. There’s a little more to it than that,” the minotaur said, sounding a little surprised. “The problem is twofold; the magic I’m using here resonates with my signature, so I’m having to restrict the magic to this single tree, otherwise the resonance of the spell would effect every plant around for miles. And that would be draining on me, and worse for the plants, which would all respond to the spell at different rates.”


  “Which would kill them, wouldn’t it?”


  “That is more difficult to say,” said Lord Green. “Some would die. Many. Others would not. It would ruin the crops for this season, at a bare minimum.”


  “Oh,” Dacien said, a little stunned.


  “It’s not going to happen,” said the minotaur. “I mention it more to impress upon you that magic is dangerous.”


  “My Master has already done that,” Dacien said feelingly.


  “Good,” the minotaur said. “It’s difficult to emphasize sufficiently. Perhaps impossible.”


  “Is… is the majority of the danger to those around the practicing mage, then?”


  Lord Green nodded seriously. “Those around a mage are in at least as much danger as the mage himself. Lord Fog has stressed this?”


  “He has, Xavien.”


  “Hmmm,” the black minotaur said noncomittally, but still sounding mollified.


  “I understand you don’t approve.”


  “No,” Lord Green said heavily. “I don’t. I think it’s dangerous. It’s obvious, however Teodor tries to obscure it, that he’s treating you as an apprentice, not a slave. But as long as he can lean on Ruus’s support – and he does, he can fog the issues up.”


  “Dangerous?”


  “Very. Lord Fog places himself – and you, I might add – and everyone around you in danger by instructing you. Do you know how long you will be an apprentice?”


  “No,” Dacien said.


  “Fifty to eighty years before you can safely handle magic on your own,” said Lord Green. “Fifty to eighty years before you will be other than a handicap and obstacle, and by that time, human, you’ll be dead. Where is the benefit from the risk of your teaching?”


  “I…”


  Lord Green silenced him with a look. “You have no earth affinity – I would know if you did, human. And without that active affinity, you cannot work the life-extension yourself. And only a human earth-affined mage could do it for you. Oh, I can apply the magic to you, and it will give you health and long life, but it will not stretch your years beyond those alotted.”


  “So I’ll never be a practicing mage?”


  Lord Green stepped back from the tree, and Dacien looked at it, surprised to see it full of ripe pears. “I don’t see how,” the black minotaur said, almost regretfully. “Lord Fog has not shared his plans with me – I doubt he ever would, really, but… I do not see how you could survive to be productive.”


  “But…” Hadn’t Lord Fog said that minotaurs were originally as short-lived as humans? “But before you had your magic to… to extend your life, how did minotaur mages manage to be useful?”


  The black minotaur blinked, and the massive head twitched closer to him. “There is a box, human. Harvest the pears.”


  “Yes,… Sir?”


  “Xavien. This magic not complete, not yet.” The black minotaur gave a muzzle-twisted grin. “Pick.”


  Make yourself useful, Dacien heard, although the minotaur didn’t say anything. Even so, he’d done harder things than harvest pears, so he picked them, quietly, feeling the eyes of the black minotaur on him while he worked. There had been three boxes, not one, and he filled two and a half with ripe pears.


  “And now, we put the tree back to where it was,” Lord Green said, reaching out to touch it. The magic stirred again, with the same curious restraint that he’d applied the first time.


  “Back where it was?”


  “In its cycle; the tree is a year older. There’s another growth ring, because of this work.”


  “But that… that doesn’t hurt the tree, does it?”


  “Not appreciably, no,” said the minotaur, with a hint of approval.


  “May I…”


  “Ask,” said Lord Green, with a tired sigh.


  “If you disapprove so strongly of what Lord Fog is doing, why are you… telling me all this?”


  Lord Green shook his head. “You asked, human. Implicitly, explicitly, it doesn’t matter. You asked, and I see no harm in telling you, nor do I think that Lord Fog will be… displeased by my telling you. He knows all these things, and I suspect… I suspect if he has mentioned these small obstacles, he has glossed over them. Has he not?”


  “He hasn’t… he hasn’t shared any specifics, no.”


  Lord Green pulled his hand away from the tree. “There. The magic is complete, human. Can you find your way back?”


  Dacien looked around for Right, but the human slave wasn’t there. Had he left with Erik – Lathe? “I… probably not. It’s…”


  “The house is confusing at first,” the minotaur said. “And even afterwards.” He gestured at the boxes. “Take a box, human, and follow.”


  Dacien hefted a box, and set off after the minotaur. “Yes, Sir.”


  There was no reply other than a soft grunt.


  “Sir, I know you don’t approve. But… I think you’re wrong, Sir.”


  “Am I?” Lord Green said, almost musingly, and then, without turning, he had turned, facing Dacien, his face set. “Wrong? How? You are human. This is not a failing, it is a fact. Lord Fog proposes to have you bear a load meant not for a human, but a minotaur. Madness. A stem of wheat is a marvelous thing, a thing of value, and there is no failing in it. The failure is in the fool who asks it to be an oak. It is not. You are a human, malleable and… incapable of resisting a minotaur’s will. This is not a failing in a human. Even now, knowing that I am a foe of your Master’s policies, knowing that I oppose his policies like poison – because they are poison – you are still driven to seek my approval. It is your nature – human nature. I do not fault for you it, I do not hold it against you, and indeed, I think you approach the problem cleverly. But the bias is there, and that bias will be used against Lord Fog, and it is wrong – cruel – to place you in a position where you can be used against him, and know that you are being so used.” The black minotaur turned back, and resumed his march.


  * * *


  Five didn’t say anything until Lord Green had left, and even then, he was quiet, glancing at Dacien from time to time as if he wanted to say something, but he didn’t. They arranged the pears on one of the platters they had emptied earlier. The lighting was dim, now that the sun had gone down, but even that faint illumination was enough to turn the glass of the ceilings into dim mirrors, and Dacien stared uncomfortably at the endless reflections.


  “Is there some way to… Master knew how to shut them off,” Dacien said, finally, and Five nodded.


  “Do… do you want them off?” the minotaur slave replied.


  “I… yes. Yes. I mean, it would be easier to sleep if… we… weren’t staring at ourselves. Wouldn’t it?”


  “It doesn’t matter to me,” Five said quietly. “But I can shut them off, if you like.”


  “Yes. Do. Please.”


  Five got up, and fiddled with something near the entry – a stone on the floor, and the lights dimmed into darkness. “There,” Five said.


  Dacien just waited, but the splotched minotaur said nothing, just returning to the bed quietly, laying down. Dacien let his eyes adjust to the darkness, shapes started to appear out of what had been inky blackness, and he looked up, through the ceiling, at the night sky. It was full of stars; hazy, twinkling, dimmed, perhaps, even through the incredibly clear glass panes, but full stars nevertheless.


  Strange stars. This was not the night sky of the Empire.


  “Five?”


  “Yes?”


  “I know… I know why I’m upset,” Dacien said, Lord Green’s words in mind. “But I don’t think you have that excuse.”


  “I don’t understand,” Five said, almost automatically.


  “I’m sorry,” Dacien said. “Lord… Great Lord Green said some things that… made me think. But you didn’t hear them, and they don’t apply to you, anyway, so, whatever’s got you upset has to be something different.”


  “Who said I was upset?”


  “Five,” Dacien said. “Please.”


  “Yes, I’m upset. I think… I think I’ve failed our Master,” Five admitted. “I think I should be with him. I don’t know where he is, I don’t know if he’s safe, and I… I have a duty to him.”


  “To please him?”


  Five was silent for a moment. “Yes,” he said after a moment. “I may not have displeased him, but… I should be with him, if he has not said otherwise.”


  “But he did say otherwise,” Dacien pointed out.


  “Yes, when he thought he’d be back in an hour or two.” Five looked up suddenly, and then relaxed.


  “Five?”


  “It’s nothing,” the minotaur said. “I just hope… I hope I haven’t made a mistake.”
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  Harsh Regret


  

  Magda suppressed a cry as the needle slipped on the smooth leather and pierced her skin, instead. A tiny drop of red formed, but she didn’t stop sewing. If anything, she knew, the blood would make the thing better. It had seemed so wonderful, months ago, almost miraculous, a kind of salvation from the gripping poverty of a single mother and a small daughter. She could have sold her daughter. She should have sold her daughter; Elaine was healthy, even at five, and… she could have found a senator, or a knight, or a precinct consul to buy her, it wouldn’t have had to be to a brothel. But no; starving, begging, desperate, she’d found she could spin straw into gold.


  Or at least cotton into silk, slowly. For a poor starving woman, that was as good as gold, and maybe better. Gold would have been questioned. Nobody would believe it was hers. Silk, though… they’d think she’d stolen it, and ask no questions. She’d told nobody, of course, not a soul, not Elaine, not the factor, nobody. She’d just quietly bought rough cotton, carded it, spun it – and sold the fiber to a merchant. It looked like silk, it behaved like silk, it dyed like silk – and she hadn’t even said it was silk. She’d just asked what is worth, and sold it, and even being cheated by the merchant, the price put clothing on her back, food on her table, even – after she managed to accidentally ‘discover’ how she was being cheated – rent for a room, a nice room, in a clean building, even backing onto fireplace so one wall radiated wonderful warmth… it has seemed so perfect, for her, for her daughter. It had been perfect.


  She glanced fearfully at the monster by the door; this one was dull white-black, peppered, lithe and ferocious and just waiting for her to stop, or even slow, and then it would come to her… but the thin, slender needle they’d given her was meant for embroidery; for the finest silk thread and the closest, tightest weaves. It wasn’t meant to punch through leather – not even the weak, supple leather she was sewing. Going too fast would break her needle. Her only needle. Going too fast risked its breaking, and without it, she could not sew. And then the monsters wouldn’t need her.


  And then monsters wouldn’t need Elaine, either.


  She’d discovered that she could do the trick to other things… She could clean water by pouring it from jug to jug – she’d discovered that pouring the muddy trough water into a bowl – it had been less muddy. And then she knew… somehow… how she’d done it, and she’d done it again, and again, and again, until she turned the cloudy brown to sparkling clear water, as if she’d walked half the day to the public fountains, and gotten her water there. Not that she couldn’t do that, of course… but she didn’t have half the day. Or the coins to buy a barrel, or even to have a water-merchant fill it for her if she had the barrel.


  There was a word for what she did.


  Witchcraft.


  And if anyone had found out… they’d have stoned her, and not all the little tricks she knew could have saved her or her daughter, so she’d kept them quiet, quiet, quiet, just enough to survive, to eat regularly, maybe to freshen some water for drinking. She was too scared to try anything else, and when it happened by accident it terrified her. Pouring wine, for example. She ought to have known better, but the rough sour wine was almost palatable; she’d convinced her landlord that the innkeeper must have tapped a good keg by mistake, and so he said nothing. She’d thought she was so fortunate, that she was so hidden, just selling threads. She’d never imagined that monsters would come for her, creep up to her cozy little cot, steal in… she’d woken as someone had gagged her, blindfolded her, a rough voice told her to be quiet… that she wouldn’t be hurt. She’d thought they were bandits, after silk. The truth had been worse, once she realized her captors weren’t human.Monsters? She’d never imagined monsters, not until she heard Elaine scream and then stop suddenly and…


  But they’d told her that her daughter was all right, and she believed them. She had to, she couldn’t imagine – wouldn’t imagine – that they might be lying. Why would monsters bother to lie? She couldn’t bring herself to wonder why monsters might bother to tell the truth, although recently she’d starting wondering in her nightmares.


  At least she had sunlight to work in. They might keep her in a cave, but the monsters had mirrors that reflected light from the outside into her prison, and she could see what she was doing. She wished she couldn’t.


  She knew only too well what kind of leather she was sewing; the monsters had made it clear when they told her what they wanted. Told her! They hadn’t said a word, she’d just… known. What they wanted her to do. Now. Faster. Hurry.


  There were at least four of them. Pepper-gray, who was laying at the door, on a makeshift bed of skins. Blue-Eyes, a gray one with, well, blue eyes. Careful, who moved slowly and with great caution, as if moving hurt him. And the other… she hadn’t named him. He’d only stopped by twice, briefly, to look at her, and the… the thing she was making for them.


  And then… then… what would happen after she made it?


  That was another thought that bothered her. They wouldn’t need her then, either. Or Elaine. And… she knew about them, the monsters that prowled the countryside, stealing people and… and… and…


  Eating them. She didn’t think she was supposed to know, but… she’d caught that, from one of the ones that took her, growling to the others that she wasn’t much of morsel, he didn’t see why they bothered, not with a scrawny thing like her.


  The more she thought about it, the more she was certain that after she’d finished, after she’d made the thing, after they had it and it worked and a monster could crawl into it and look just like a normal person – that’s what would happen. One of them would yank her head back, and bite out her throat, and then…


  She looked up from the thing. Pepper-gray looked like he was sleeping, but… she didn’t think he was, and even as she paused, the monster turned to look at her. She wanted to scream, but… that wouldn’t help.


  It looked like a dog, like a big, fluffy, friendly, dog, only… a dog that could walk on two feet, with hands, and teeth and yellow-black eyes that were frighteningly intelligent and that looked at her, however friendly, as a meal. No, not friendly at all. Like a farmer gazing happily at a prize pig, thinking about autumn, and sausages for the winter. Not friendly at all.


  Work. Get back to work. No time.


  She wasn’t sure how she knew what it wanted, what it was saying, because it didn’t say anything, nothing beyond a slight growl to get her attention, but there was no mistaking what it wanted. She pulled another fitted piece, began sewing – and a snap sounded through the cave.


  She looked in horror at the broken needle, and then up at the monster coming towards her – she held out the needle in the desperate hope that he might –


  All she saw in his eyes was anger. She threw the half-completed skin at him, tried to run around him, escape before –


  But he had her, and then there was a pressure on her head, no, inside her head, and then –


  Darkness.


  

  “You are awake,” the voice said. It was deep, with a burr in it, but at least it was a voice. She tried to open her eyes, but something was over them. Her hands went to her head, only to be stopped. “No, not yet. Soon, but not yet. Here. Drink. It is tea, human tea.”


  Human tea.


  Which meant… she was talking to a monster. She felt around, trying to understand where she was, but… it was somewhere new. It smelled of earth, but not the cloying scent of the cave where the monsters had prisoned her. Furs, like the ones Pepper-gray had lain on, she was on lush furs, on the ground, she thought.


  “It will calm you,” the voice continued. “You are panicked, and frightened. This will calm you, sooth your stomach – it has herbs, mint and others, made by one of my healers. The taste is not unpleasant. Please drink. You are – have been – too frightened to think, and I am truly sorry for that. But it was too dangerous to keep you anywhere else, or have you tended properly. Drink. I will explain… everything, after you drink.”


  “I… what about…”


  “Drink. Your kid is safe,” the voice said, soothingly. “She is near. And once you are calm enough, she may see you. And you, her. Please drink.”


  She drank, and she could taste mint and mallow, and… something else, just a hint of sour, not quite unpleasant but still vaguely medicinal. The liquid was warm, not too hot, and after sipping half the cup, she felt herself start to relax. Elaine. Elaine was alive. And… she’d see her.


  “I… I want to see my daughter,” she said.


  “That… well. Yes, of course. Soon,” the voice said. “After we talk, yes?”


  “Please,” she said, almost desperately. “I want…”


  “It seems cruel to ask you for patience,” the voice continued. “But there are things we must discuss, and if I let your kid – daughter – in, then we will not get to them, or I will have to send her out soon, and you will want to spend some time with her. Let us talk first. Are you ready to open your eyes? My kind is frightening to you at first, and… we have done much to frighten you. And I am sorry for that. But I will not hurt you, nor will anyone.”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “The light in here is dim, so as not to hurt your eyes, but they may still be sensitive,” the voice continued, and she felt something around her head. “There.”


  She opened them, and yes, it was a monster – the fourth one, the dark-furred one with yellow eyes, crouching over her. The now-empty cup sat on the floor, and the dark-furred monster was sitting next to her. It – he? – gave her a careful, tooth-hidden grin.


  “Let’s start with something simple,” the monster said. “I don’t know your name.”


  “Magda,” she said.


  “Magda,” he echoed. “Welcome to Redding Clave, Magda.”


  “Redding Clave?”


  “We are wolven, and we gather in claves,” the monster – wolven? – said. “Something like… several very large human families. A large extended human clan. I lead the clave – I am simply Alpha. First. I have no other name; I give it up to lead my family, to remind me – and everyone in the Clave – of my first responsibility.” That careful tooth-hidden grin showed again.


  “Some of your work – cloth, made with your magicked threads – found its way to our magic-handlers, and they told me that you could make skins for us,” the wolven – monster – continued. “And so I ordered them to track you, find you, convince you to come with them.


  “I did not order them to steal you away in the middle of the night,” he said, apologetically. “They were afraid that some other clave would find you, track you, and… perhaps, hurt you. I had ordered that you not be hurt, that you be protected…


  The wolven looked up at the ceiling. “Things did not go as I would have had them go, and I am sorry, very sorry…


  “But once you were here, there were… more problems. You had to be kept secret, lest another clave find out about your skill, and seek… seek to hurt you. Your gift is rare, very rare, and claves could easily come to blows over possessing you. I did not want you to be so easily known, certainly not hurt, no… I thought perhaps if our magic-handlers could learn to do what you do, that then we could send you back, yes, unhurt, and we have so few… I ordered that they should guard you, in a place reserved for the handlers, that… that they could watch you, perhaps learn how you do what you do. This was to insulate you, protect you from the rest of the clave.


  “They could not learn,” the wolven said sadly. “They watched, and watched, and they do not have the right gifts to do as…”


  “Wait,” Magda interrupted. “But that was… human skin. Why…”


  Alpha nodded, dark fur ruffling as he did so. “Ah. A good question. I can see… I can see why that would upset you, with no explanation, yes. But you see, it is the task of the wolven to keep down brigands – road-thieves,” he said. “Long ago, when… when we had handlers, magic-handlers, I mean, who could make skins for our warriors, wolven walked the streets of human towns and cities, keeping the peace, keeping down the bad, violent, troublesome men.


  “It is why we were created,” the wolven went on. “To help police humans, to make sure they have peace, that they are safe… we are driven to do this. I tell you, Magda, it is… it is almost a pain to us, that we can no longer do this except in the countryside, along the roads. We long to resume our duties.”


  “Oh,” she said. It didn’t seem very likely to her, but…


  She found herself staring into his deep yellow eyes, listening to his voice. She supposed it could have happened that way, that she was meant to…


  what?


  “I had hoped that our magic-handlers could learn how you make one thing into another. Make human skins for us.” The wolven smiled again. He actually had a nice smile, she thought, maybe… maybe he wasn’t such a monster? Except… where had they gotten the human skin from?


  “So I provided them with the right kind of leather, taken from bandits we put down,” the wolven continued, “and told them to keep away from the rest of the clave. I looked in on you, to make sure all was well, but… and again I am sorry, it is all my fault, I did not have enough time to spend. I didn’t realize they hadn’t explained anything. How can they? They don’t speak Latin, just… just wolven. So they had to use magic to tell you things. And that, of course, just was more proof of how scary we were. Nor could they tell you where your daughter was, or that she was safe. Is safe.” He took a breath.


  “I knew they didn’t speak Latin, I just… didn’t consider the matter as carefully as I might have. And I am sorry, truly, I am. But, Magda, if we found you, it was – is – just a matter of time before another clave does. And they would want a skin-changer as much as we do. More, perhaps.” The wolven gave his smile again. “I can protect you, and your daughter.”


  Magda just stared at him. Protect?


  “Perhaps… it is too soon to speak of such things,” the wolven said softly. “There is but one other thing. We do not speak, we do not use your Latin nor minotaur Greek nor jaguen Farsi. Among wolven, we simply know. Our hearts talk.


  “The language of the heart knows no barriers, Magda,” the wolven said solemnly. “And… if you would, I would teach it to you. It is easy to learn, simple to use… all you need to do is listen.”


  

  Alpha gave his careful, tooth-hidden grin to the human magic-handler, and let the gentle, calming reassurance-safety he was sending surround her. Something about her magic-handling made her bafflingly difficult to effect, and… the mistreatment by the Clave’s magic-handlers hadn’t helped. They’d seen her first as an interloper, and then, when they’d failed to duplicate her talent, a threat. Wolven reacted to threats either aggressively, or submissively, and it was, he supposed sourly, too much to expect magic-handlers to submit to a human.


  The problem was that they’d scared her half out of her mind, and, because she was so unpleasantly opaque, they hadn’t realized it. She was of no use to anyone in a catatonic state of utter terror… Alpha was furious, utterly, completely, absolutely furious, and he could to show not one tiny sign of that anger, not when he was dealing with her. Taking responsibility for her away from them was only the first indication of how displeased he was. Having her pass out from terror at the unexceptional event of – if mage-handler Reichl had understood it correctly – breaking a needle was unfortunate. Only he doubted that was exactly what had happened. He would have a conversation with Reichl, a long conversation, Alpha to very-much-least-favored-pack-member, and he would find out exactly what had happened.


  Finding the human’s daughter, and extracting her from her situation had been even trickier. Despite his request – and any request from Alpha was an order – that they both be unharmed, the kid had been sent to the pens. It was merest luck that she hadn’t taken harm there. But! He’d had a long session with her, smudging those memories until they were just a gray unpleasantness, unmemorable food, being alone, a wolven prowling around to make sure she didn’t leave…


  Still much nicer memories than what she’d actually seen. She was young enough, though, that she hadn’t really understood it, realized where the penned humans went when they left, or why they didn’t come back. At least she was intact; explaining why she could no longer speak would have been most unpleasantly difficult. Stupid. He really had nobody to blame but himself; he should have had an alpha supervise. Or checked more closely himself. Or a thousand other things, but he’d been busy with other critical details. Senior had told him he wasn’t delegating, and this was bitter proof that the old alpha was right. Again. Any of the alphas could have handled most of what he’d been doing, he thought. He should have taken care of this himself.


  He brought his wandering attention back to the human magic-handler. She was still thinking, or trying to, through the poppy-juice haze of the tea he’d given her. All she had to do was let him into her mind, was that so difficult? She should want to let him in, after that story…


  “Listen,” he said, and sent, Listen. “There’s no difficulty.” There’s no difficulty. “No fear.” No fear. “No lies.” No lies. “When mind speaks to mind, there is only truth.” When mind speaks to mind, there is only truth. Which was itself a lie, of course, one could lie mind-to-mind as easily and, if one was wolven, much more easily, than with sloppy language, but the human would never, never know that.


  The human magic-handler just looked at him. Was she stunned? Had he overdosed her with poppy juice? Curse the stuff…


  Ah.


  Yes. See. He was in. She didn’t trust him, that was obvious, but… there. There. And… there. Alpha tied the distrust to her own discomfort, the pain of her wounds. As she improved, it would drain away, quietly, gently, so softly that she’d never think to wonder if he’d touched her that way.


  If you still want to leave us, then I cannot keep you, he sent to her. It would be so much better if she thought she’d chosen to say on her own, after all.


  “But…”


  You are in no condition to leave. Please. Do not decide yet, give us – give me a chance.” She was lonely, of course, lacking a man, and she… ah. Humans. So malleable, and… wanting to believe. Foolish, but what was one to do? Lust and love, all tied together. He cautiously unteased a thread of lust, buried it in her, deep, deeper, underneath her conscious mind. She would dream of wolves, of wolven… of him. Slowly, that was the key, he had to go slowly, very gently, very carefully. Above all she must never suspect him of meddling with her thoughts, and that meant he must meddle very, very slowly. All the changes must seem like her own insight, her own viewpoint.


  Are you ready to see your daughter?


  “Elaine!”


  Yes, he sent, with loving-gentle-tenderness. Overkill, perhaps, but between her emotions and the poppy juice the woman was so distraught that it would take something like that to reach her. She is well; we tended her, perhaps not as I’d intended, but… that is an oversight I can correct now. He would correct that. Reichl was not the only wolven he was going to have a conversation with.


  “Please, yes, oh please…”


  You need not beg, he sent, all kind-firmness. She is your daughter; I would not keep her from you. I just wanted a chance to talk, to explain how… how my plans went wrong. To ask you to forgive me – us. We need you.


  Send the child in nowhe told the delta outside, and a moment later, Elaine came running in.


  “Mommy!”


  “Elaine? Oh, honey…”


  Alpha ignored the developing conversation, leaning back, careful to keep a gentle tooth-hidden smile. This was just the distraction he needed, to work without her notice. He just sat back, apparently content with watching the mother-kid reunion.


  And here were the memories of hunger, of rejection, cold nights and bleak days, begging for food, threatened by other beggars just as desperate. Alpha touched them, but did not awaken them, not yet. He just left a thread, linking those to her thoughts of home. Her shields were trickier; they were relaxed now, but they were part of her magic, and experience had taught the wolven that magic was best left untouched. The very last thing he wanted to do was block her burgeoning powers away from her. Instead, he carefully reinforced her relaxed state, and bound it to his voice and touch. With just a little luck, he would be able to coax her easily back into opening her mind. And, not so coincidentally, those same barriers that were so inconvenient for him would buffer her from anyone else, who would not have his key to them.


  The kid had been easy; she had no burgeoning magics with which to resist him and it had been simplicity itself to make her like and trust him. Just as easily as he had planted the idea, deep in her mind, that she liked it here. Why shouldn’t she? Food, warmth, safety… she and her mother would have both of them. Alpha actually had no intentions of treating them badly even by human standards. These were not meat, no, these were far more valuable. Even if the kid had no magic of her own, it would still run in her blood, make her get valuable. These two were most, most precious. He wondered if the handler herself could safely bear another kid or two.


  The magic-handler mother… her mind was older, more set in its ways, magic seeping through it – potentially dangerous, but a talented mind-handler (and Alpha was, by definition, among the best of Redding Clave) could work around that. Having her daughter here to distract her while he was working was helpful; very helpful. When he judged he’d done as much as he could, for now, he sat back, and just looked at the two humans.


  He’d already examined the kid; she was young. Usually a human that young would just be sent to the pens – as indeed she had – but she was healthy, and a year or two would change her from kid to woman. Even just as a kid, keeping her in the harem would be worth it to please her magic-handler mother. And when she was old enough for harem duties – he would bring her in, if she turned out pleasantly.


  And if she took after her mother, she would. The magic-handler herself had cleaned up very well. His first impression had been negative, but now, clean, her hair brushed and untangled, she was attractive. A little old, perhaps just as her daughter was a little young, but still… a fine woman, magic-handling aside.


  Alpha broke into the conversation. “Now, Magda, and… Elaine, yes?” The young girl nodded, still somewhat intimidated by the wolven. “Elaine, I want you to go back to your den.”


  She looked at her mother for a moment, clearly not wanting to leave.


  “Your mother will come, in a bit.” Alpha said. “I want you to get her den furs in order. She will be coming. You and she will have the den all to yourselves, it will be all yours. Will that be nice? You want to be ready, yes?”


  She nodded a little fearfully, and, with a final pleading look at her mother, walked out.


  

  “… you want to be ready, yes?” the wolven said softly, sending Elaine back out of the room. It hurt, to see her daughter go, but… she was alive. Healthy. Even… even saying nice things about the wolven. That seemed so strange, they had seemed so terrible… but… what Alpha had told her, maybe…


  The words formed in her mind; it had felt strange at first, but now… they seemed normal. I have given your daughter a den within my own den; I will put you with her. There is no safer place in my Clave. And I hope… I hope you will stay with us. And… no, no, it is too soon to speak of such things. I know, the past week has been horrible, and… and you can blame me; it is my fault, and I am sorry. It is not what I wanted. Let me show you, while you recover your strength, just how we – I – would treasure a magic-handler of your skills.


  A furred hand, claws held carefully, smoothed her hair. Delicately. Gently.


  “But…”


  Alpha caressed her arm, through the covering fur. It sent a thrill through her, although… although this was wrong, wrong, she shouldn’t…


  

  Alpha had far too much self-control to growl; what would intimidate another wolven would terrify a human, and then he’d just have the trouble of calming her all over again. Shifting around the magic in her thoughts was hard enough, like finding impassible walls where there should be open ground, but this was just infuriating, a bizarre prudishness-guilt all tied and knotted around sex. Social conditioning of the most pernicious sort, and if she weren’t a handler ripping it out would be as simple as… well, ripping it out.


  But of course she was a handler, and it wasn’t, and he was obliged to hunt through the tangle until he found the center – a center, anyway, he thought gloomily – and snipped through it. One of many, without a doubt. It would take time, though, to fade away, and he didn’t have that time. He needed to have her, and set her into the harem, and…


  Alpha set himself looking for the next knot. And he needed to keep her distracted. The last thing he wanted was for her to notice his poking about in her mind. An ordinary human wouldn’t, of course, but she wasn’t an ordinary human. She was a magic-handler, and she had to be treated with all the care such a precious thing deserved.


  

  Whatever is wrong? came the question, with a faintly hurt-rejected overtone.


  “Nothing,” Magda said quickly, no, she didn’t want this creature to be angry. He’d been so nice her, really. And… he was…


  She couldn’t be thinking of him in that way, could she? He was male – very male – certainly, and probably not unattractive for a monster – wolven, she corrected herself, not unattractive for a wolven, but he wasn’t human. She shouldn’t be finding herself growing…, interested. Not in a powerful, attractive male who had rescued her from…


  No!


  “Something is wrong,” Alpha said, softly, aloud, stepping back. “Tell me.”


  “Nuh – nothing,” she said. “Really. It’s nothing. I… you’ve been very kind.”


  “No,” he said, using Latin again. “I have treated you poorly. I did not mean to, but that does not change that I did. It will change, Magda.” The tooth-hidden smile gleamed at her again. “You will see.”


  

  “… will see.” Alpha toyed with the notion of taking her now, but quickly dismissed it. The effects would alarm her, perhaps her kid – daughter, he corrected himself mentally, he must try not to use that term around her. Again. “You are tired, from the work, from the poor food – no, no, it was not good food. All will change.” He smiled carefully again, reached down, and lifted her up, taking her in his arms, and he took the furs, too.


  “I will carry you, you are tired, very tired, I see. And that tea you drank makes you drowsy, too, so, you see, you must let me carry you, yes?” Her mind was closing off, becoming more and more opaque as she drifted off to sleep – a restful sleep, he thought, gratefully. At least that should help. And doubly fortunately, the den he’d given her and the daughter, he thought carefully, wasn’t far.


  And the daughter was waiting there for her mother, too. Alpha took her mind firmly, dispersing the initial rush of fear and replacing it with a feeling of contentment. “Your mother,” he said quietly, “is sleeping. She was tired, very tired, and so we should let her sleep, yes?”


  The young girl nodded, a little stunned from his mental touch. He would have to watch that carefully; if the mother noticed his efforts with the daughter, then she might wonder if he’d affected her, and that was a complication to avoid. And that meant… he would need to keep other wolven away from them, to prevent them from mind-handling them. More and more trouble, Alpha thought. But it would be worth it; and more than worth it.


  “Good. Now, when she wakes up, you must show her the den ways I showed you; where to eat, where to clean, yes? Can you do that for your mother?”


  She nodded firmly.


  “Good,” smiled Alpha. “Good. I will be back, to make sure all is well,” and the tall wolven left the two humans, already considering how to best to make the point to the magic-handlers that their infuriating incompetence had put their prize at risk. Disciplining magic-handlers was always tricky; and… perhaps he would see what Senior might suggest. Yes.


  He’d do that.


  He had to see Senior anyway, to find out how Senior had gone about removing those irritating Lycaili mages, anyway.
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  Forced Perspective


  

  It hurt.


  It hurt a lot.


  Bruises covered Markus from the yellowing around his left eye to the red – and soon to be black – around his left calf. He’d been repeatedly slammed into the floor – fortunately covered by a thick, rough carpet, or what were now bruises would have been broken bones. Of course, he’d given better than he got.


  He wasn’t sure what the minotaurs were looking for; his last three fights had been more about pure endurance than any kind of skill. Markus was a legionnaire – had been a legionnaire, at least, but so had the others he’d fought. They were tough. By definition a legionnaire was tough. Markus was just lucky he was tougher. And that the minotaurs had them wrestling – no punches, no blows, they’d been told. It was a sport, apparently, and it had rules, however hard those rules might be on the humans who competed in it. Break the rules, and you lost the round.


  And Markus had wanted to win. And not just because he liked the wrestling.


  They’d been bought, fifty of them, from the disaster at Mog Ford. As a group. And then a cream-red minotaur had, very briefly, told them why they’d been bought. Feral wrestlers, he explained, were a novelty. They might be good, they might be bad, it wouldn’t matter in the first few bouts. Of course, if they wanted to be kept, well, they better learn how to be good.


  All of them would compete that night, in a grand tourney, competing for wins. After their second loss, they would be out of the tourney. They wanted, the minotaur said, to win. No wins, and they would be docked and sold as novelties. Eight wins – no losses, and they would be a prize wrestler, well-treated, trained to compete in further bouts. In between, it depended on how they impressed the judges. They’d be auctioned, and if there was a buyer, they’d be a wrestler, too.


  If there wasn’t a buyer – they’d face the same fate as those who won nothing. Naturally, the more wins one accumulated, the more interested buyers would be. How to get those all-important wins? The judges had the final say. Talk back to a judge, move on an opponent before being told to, use fists or anything a judge said not to – and that would be a loss. Not a win for your opponent, but a loss for you. “And after the second loss – you will have no further chance to win,” the minotaur finished.


  Markus hadn’t expected him to ask if there were any questions, and he hadn’t. He’d just selected the first two combatants, announced the match, and the night had started. Markus himself had fought next (and won), rested for a while, and then fought again, winning again.


  And again.


  And again.


  And again.


  The last three bouts were more about stamina than strength; he’d been pummelled and beaten, his muscles ached with the torture of forcing himself to hold just a little longer, just a little harder. But he won. Each time. Somehow.


  And then it was over. His opponent was picked up in a Greek babble of recrimination and then he was picked up, too, by the huge red-furred arm of the red minotaur. “We have a winner,” the minotaur announced loudly in Latin, and then repeated it in Greek. And then he was back down on the mat – not too hard – and the babble of Greek rose up around him as a couple of the minotaurs were arguing. The conversation, pitched in deep minotaur voices, was still fast, and hard to. After a minute or so, the two just left, and the red minotaur’s muzzle twisted strangely.


  “Do you speak Greek?”


  Markus shook his head. “Only a little,” he said hesitantly, in Latin. Technically, it was even true, Markus thought. He almost never spoke Greek, not anymore. He spoke it very little; Latin was what he spoke. Now, if the minotaur had asked him if he could speak Greek, well, then he’d just have to lie. If he wanted to escape – and Markus did, very much – then he needed every advantage he could get, and if the minotaur thought he didn’t know the local language, then that was an advantage. It was like wrestling, in that regard.


  The creature shook its head. It was surprisingly humanlike, Markus thought, if a human had a horned bull head and a thin pelt of dark red hair. The muscles the hair outlined were certainly human – or they would have been, if they were smaller. The chest and shoulders were massive, and Markus wondered just how large a maul this minotaur could use. The stomach was flat under the gauzy white tunic, so transparent he could see the red pelt beneath the flowing vine embroidery. “I’m your owner, human. Address me as ‘Master.’”


  “No –” the blow sent Markus spinning across the mat, and the minotaur was towering over him when he opened his eyes – there was a difference, Markus thought, between a human and a minotaur. The bull-creature was hooved, and its muscled lower leg was subtly different that a human’s. Markus wondered briefly if… but no, it seemed unlikely. And then he realized that the minotaur was talking again. Talking. Damn. What had he missed?


  “I don’t need you to talk, human. Nor do I need you to have teeth. Understand?”


  Markus nodded, not trusting himself to speak.


  “Good,” the minotaur said, and his attention shifted back to the others, joining the fast-moving Greek conversation. Damn. Markus had thought he was fluent; but even so, he couldn’t pick up more than a few words in the fast-paced babble, dinner, ghostwork, money and tomorrow. Something about an appointment, he thought…


  And then a sweet-smelling cloth was wrapped around his head, fuzzing the already hard to follow words and it only took a moment for Markus to realize that it wasn’t the cloth blocking his ears and he tried to dislodge the cloth, get the cloying smell away from him before.


  

  The voice that came to him was very low, very quiet, and it sounded… near. Very near. A whisper, and Markus fought the remaining mugginess to open his eyes – and discovered he couldn’t. He was wearing some kind of hood. He shook his head, on the small chance he might dislodge it, and was completely unsurprised when that failed. Markus tried to move, only to find he was restrained. At least he wasn’t laying down; he was resting on some kind of bench, but his arms and legs were – constrained. It didn’t feel like rope, or metal, but… cloth? He pulled on it, and then a little harder, when he realized that he’d been tied to himself. Trying to free his leg just pulled his arm in that much tighter. Pulling on both of them – nothing. Whatever it was, it was secure. Damn, he thought. He’d worry about it later.


  “????? ????????,” the words were barely breathed. “? ?????? ????? ???? ???? ?? ?????????” A pause. “Latin?” The voice was male, and it sounded like he was less than a foot away.


  Did he speak Greek, or just Latin, Markus translated mentally. “Yes,” Markus said, to the single word of Latin, and the word was surprisingly loud in the quiet. It must be a small room, he thought.


  “????? ??? ????????????? ????????? ??? ?????? ?? ????????. ?? ????????? ?? ?? ?? ???????…” the voice breathed. “Quiet. Silence. Talk is dangerous.”


  “Why?” Markus said, more quietly.


  “He does not like humans to talk,” the voice said, even more quietly. Markus had to strain to hear him. “???????????… remember… no. Remind him too much, and he’ll…” the voice paused. “Cut the throat. Not to kill. Something that lets you speak. It won’t hurt, but… you’ll never speak again.”


  “Is that what happened to you?”


  “No. ????? ?? ??????.” the voice said. “I can speak.”


  Markus’s internal glow of cleverness at concealing his facility with Greek evaporated suddenly, replaced by a dull red blush of stupidity. “I…”


  “You just woke up, yes,” the voice whispered. “I’ll tell you what I can, but don’t remind Him that we talk. He’s just as likely to cut me along with you.”


  “Sorry,” Markus said, quietly, abashed. “You’re talking about the red minotaur?”


  “????????? Red? That’s Him, yes. He’s the only red one I’ve seen. Not that I’ve seen many…”


  “So what does he do with us?”


  “Humans? Me? Or you?”


  “You and me, I suppose.”


  “He enters me in wrestling matches,” the voice said. “And rewards me when I win.”


  “And if you lose?”


  “He doesn’t reward me for losing, no,” the voice said. “But… if he thinks I did my best, then he’s surprisingly philosophical about it. ??????? ???????. I usually win.” and somehow that was said with neither a great deal of pride, nor humility; it was just a fact.


  “I beat eight others to win a match, before he… what did he do?”


  “He’s an apothecary. A grandmaster apothecary, as minotaurs rate those things, although… I don’t think they use that title for an apothecary.” the voice said. “So he gave you a sleeping draught of some kind. You were bruising up pretty badly – you went through eight bouts?”


  “Yeah.”


  “He only fights me – I mean, puts me into a bout – once a week or so,” the voice said. “But the training sessions – his training of us – I don’t know – but you’re looking better. You’re covered in… well, a bruise lotion, I suppose. It works, and your skin is fading to yellow – the bruises, I mean. It’s got a distinctive smell. Sort of mint-sage-sour. Are you sore?”


  Markus shook his head. “No,” and he was surprised to realize it was true. “I do feel a little sticky, though.”


  “The lotion gets sticky as it dries,” the voice said. “Tag probably has instructions to wash it off, and maybe reapply it. It depends on how hard you got battered.”


  “Tag?”


  A soft laugh answered him. “Maybe he’s going to train you as a wrestler. He keeps me – and now you – in his private rooms. Usually locked up here, when I’m – when we’re – not training.”


  “He sort of said… the winner of the fights would be a wrestler.”


  “Then he’s either training a replacement for me or he’s adding another wrestler to his stable,” the voice said.


  “I’m Markus.”


  “Not for long,” the voice said. “He’ll give you a name.”


  “He gave you one?”


  “Yes,” the voice said hesitantly.


  “What?”


  A moment of quiet, and then, with a puff of soft breath, “????? .”


  “Why…”


  “It pleases him to have me tattooed like a ?????… a zebra… Every time I win a bout, he has a little more of the pattern completed. It’s… it’s about four-fifths done. He says another hundred wins or so and it will be complete. You know what a zebra is, right?”


  “I’ve heard of them. Black and white striped horses, right? But you speak Latin, so before that…”


  “I don’t want to discuss before that,” Zebra interrupted, his voice rising a little to cut Markus off, and then quieting again. “So… he’ll give you a name, and then… he’ll train you. He’s trained others. He’s always… he’s sold them off.”


  “Sold?”


  “Fighting humans is a big minotaur entertainment.”


  “We wrestle minotaurs?”


  “No, we’d lose if we fought them. Having humans fight. Each other. You against me, for example. They bet… like a… uh… ???? ???????. A dog fight.”


  “You’re from the Empire, too.”


  “I don’t want to discuss it.”


  “Sorry.”


  “We got captured…”


  “I don’t want to know,” Zebra said, softly, quickly.


  “All right,” Markus said, puzzled.


  “There’s another thing,” Zebra said, his voice still a whisper. “I’ve been trying to think if it would be easier if you knew or didn’t, but… you might as well know.”


  “That sounds bad.”


  “Maybe,” Zebra said. “You haven’t seen any female minotaurs. Right?”


  “No, but…”


  “There aren’t any. I know, it sounds… uh… ??????.”


  “Crazy?” Markus guessed.


  “Yes,” Zebra agreed. “But there aren’t any.”


  “Then how…”


  “I don’t know. I think they use women – or cows. I’m not sure. I haven’t asked.”


  “Cows?”


  “It would make sense, wouldn’t it?”


  “I suppose… I can see why you wouldn’t want to ask.”


  A light snort from Zebra answered him. “He comes in drunk, or something like it, from time to time. And sometimes he brings a friend.”


  “A human woman?”


  “Another minotaur,” Zebra clarified. “And…”


  “And what?”


  “Well…”


  “This is what you didn’t want to tell me?”


  “Sometimes… often. He has me join them. It’s… it’s not like I have a choice.”


  “No,” said Markus, not sure what to say. He’d had daydreams… thoughts about what could happen if the minotaurs were less… less formal. Less standoffish. More… well, animal. Suddenly his harmless fantasies seemed… less harmless. “No human would, not against…”


  “And I want to.” Zebra said that almost defiantly.


  How long, Markus wondered, had Zebra been here? How long would it take to tattoo a zebra pattern onto a human? And… “I understand,” Markus said. “Really.”


  “So you’ve…”


  “Been with other men?” Markus made the whisper light, the comment off-hand. “Oh, sure. I have to admit I’ve been thinking about minotaurs, too, although this isn’t really what I’d been thinking.”


  “It’ll be easier for you. And yes. They’re as large as you think,” Zebra said. “Larger.”


  “So they…”


  “Use us. Yes.” There was a short silence, as Markus thought about just how a minotaur might use him. And how it might hurt.


  “And… the wrestling. We… we’re expected to fuck the loser.”


  “Nobody loses on purpose?”


  “????!” A moment later, Zebra added, “I don’t think so.” And then, after another short silence. “It would be a bad idea, I think. They…”


  A slight click – a door, Markus wondered – cut him off.


  “Tag!” Zebra said, and slipped back into Greek for a one-sided conversation; an almost-inaudible murmur of Greek interspersed with short pauses. Markus translated mentally, as Zebra asked where Master was – still eating? Training? Could he take off – no? The new one doesn’t speak Greek. I’ve warned him, yes. No, I don’t know – I don’t want to ask him. It’s probably better if we wait to see what Master calls him.


  Markus twitched as something touched him – a warm, wet cloth, he realized a moment later, wiping him down, and a soft watery sound as the rag was dunked back into – a bucket?


  “Tag doesn’t know Latin,” Zebra finally said. “I asked if he could take off your hood, but he’s been told not to.”


  “Why not?”


  “He doesn’t know.”


  “Does he have a name?”


  There was quiet for a moment, and then Zebra whispered some more Greek to Tag. I think I should tell him Master’s name. A negatory grunt came from the direction of the cloth, and then more – He should know. It’s not as if – and that was interrupted by another negatory sound.


  “Tag thinks I shouldn’t tell you. You shouldn’t use it – ever – not to him, not to his friends. It would get you into trouble… and right now, the only place you might have learned it would be me, so that would get me into trouble, too.” Zebra paused, whether to reflect, or watch Tag, Markus couldn’t tell. “But I understand why you want to know.”


  “I don’t want to get you into trouble.”


  “Chelm.”


  A hand slapped him, and water ran down him as there was a gurgle of protest. Zebra said something soothing in Greek, and then sighed. “He’s really unhappy I told you.”


  “I thought he only spoke Greek?”


  “He’s mute, not a… ????????”


  A mild gurgle answered that, and Tag followed it with a quick, apologetic, stream of Greek. He wanted to know; it will be easier. And I was saying you weren’t an idiot.


  “He’s not stupid?”


  “Yes. Stupid. He’s not, not at all.”


  “Oh. Sorry. Er, ???? ?????????”


  A hand – Tag, presumably – patted him gently, and kept washing him.


  “You do speak Greek!”


  “I have a few phrases. It’s always good to know how to say you’re sorry. I don’t really speak it, not really.”


  “???????? ??? ??????!”


  “Not by much…” Markus fell silent as the door opened again, and heavy footsteps approached him. Both Zebra and Tag were silent, but he hardly needed the silence to tell him that the minotaur – Chelm – had walked in.


  The voice sounded deeper than he remembered; maybe the minotaur was closer to him. “Good morning, Zebra. Feral.” A fast stream of Greek. Spiro is here. Tag, take Zebra and get him ready – Spiro will be taking him for a day or two. He’ll look over Zebra first, and then show him in here.


  Clicks and snaps followed, with softer footsteps, and the soft clack of a door closing ended them.


  “I had thought,” the minotaur’s rumble said, “to keep you with Zebra for your first week, but…” and the voice was silent for a moment. “So.” A hand held his head, and the hood was lifted off –


  Markus squinted against the light, and then relaxed as he realized there was no need. Light – sunlight – filtered in through a gray gauze curtain, and he turned his head slowly, to see the room. His first impression was that it was dark, because everything was the dull, monochromatic gray of twilight, but another moment showed him that everything was a matching shade of dull gray. The dark red minotaur – Chelm – stood out like a like a glowing ember in ashes.


  Markus himself was chained like a dog – with what looked like steel chains – to a leather-padded bench. Gray leather, on gray-stained wood, the color matched perfectly. Nor did the match end there; the floor was more of the same gray-stained wood, with thick, comfortable-looking rugs. The light was good enough to see that even the rugs were embroidered, but Markus didn’t see the point. The rug and the stitchery were the same dull gray, fading into the gray floor just as the gray floor faded into the gray walls – which were covered in some kind of… paintings? Pictures? Some kind of tiny repeating flower and vine motif – and yet all in the same lifeless shade of gray.


  He glanced back at the minotaur – Chelm – almost expecting the color to have leeched from him as well, but Chelm was dressed in a simple cream-colored tunic and pants, with a soft pastel leaf-green robe. What kind of creature would have a room like this?


  “This is your home, feral,” the minotaur said in his deep burring voice. Markus thought he could feel the words reverbrating in his bones. “I have not yet decided what to name you.”


  “My name is Markus,” and a jolting blow knocked the wind out of him before he could quite finish.


  “Do not talk unbidden,” the minotaur growled angrily. “Ever. That… name… belongs to a life that is past. Over. It will not help you in this one. Nod if you understand.”


  Markus didn’t move.


  “Apparently you don’t know how to nod,” the minotaur said with a slight tone of amusement. “Like this.” A massive hand rested on the top of his head. Markus resisted the pressure for a moment, but his head shifted down. Even if he had the strength to resist the minotaur, kneeling on all fours as he was, he didn’t have the leverage to resist.


  “Good,” the minotaur said. “Now, try it by yourself.”


  There was something exquisitely humiliating about it; nodding just because a minotaur demanded it, locked into a sitting position, not allowed to speak…


  Markus nodded.


  “Good,” Chelm repeated, in almost the same tone. “Now. It is axiomatic that ferals are full of pointless questions, but nevertheless, it is true that you need to know a few things. First. You now belong to me. That means you will never be hungry, nor cold. I will see to your care should you be hurt, or ill. Do you understand that?”


  “Yes,” Markus said, and he thought he saw the minotaur flinch.


  “That was not an invitation to speak, feral,” the minotaur said warningly.


  Markus nodded.


  “Second. You will be productive; there will be meaning to your life. Previously, you were a soldier – a warrior, in a human way, but humans are poorly suited to that profession. I will train you as a wrestler. You will compete against others, and you will win.” The minotaur chuckled briefly. “You have talent – or training – of your own, as evinced by your successes last night. Couple that to a serious regimen of instruction, and you will be… as successful as my Zebra is, I think. And that will please me, both to see you succeed, and the… other advantages of possessing a top-ranked wrestler.


  “You will learn the rules of wrestling. It is not in my interest to have you or your opponent damaged during a bout, and so there are things that… may not be done. Holds, moves, targets, that are… off-limits, to prevent any fatalities or disabling injuries. Let us test your understanding again.”


  Markus waited.


  “That is your cue to respond, feral,” Chelm said.


  Markus nodded.


  “Very good. Now, it has been some time since you ate, I think, and I believe I mentioned that you would not go hungry.”


  Markus nodded again. Breakfast turned out to be more oatmeal, and scrambled eggs with onions and greens cooked into them. Markus was grateful to see something beyond the ubiquitous oatmeal, and the eggs were delicious.


  While he was eating, another minotaur – black with splotches of white – walked in quietly, and began speaking Greek. “Good morning.”


  “Spiro! How is he?”


  “I take it your new trophy-to-be doesn’t speak Greek?”


  “No.”


  “Zebra’s not doing good. He’s not young. And… the side-effects are starting to take their own toll. I’m sorry.”


  Chelm nodded. “I know. I can see the spasming. Would another blood replacement help?”


  “He just had one six months ago.”


  “That’s not what I asked.”


  “I hate to be indelicate, but… can you afford that?”


  “Yes.”


  “I have to ask, you know that. I hear you’re taking lessons from Kanail. Three times a week!”


  “Where did you hear that?”


  “There’s talk, Chelm. You’re quite notorious.”


  “My father is notorious. I’m nobody.”


  “You should have a position. You’re a warlord. And then those lessons would be paid for. And where are you getting the money? I know you’re not taking money from your father.”


  “Hiring me is a political statement that… not many are eager to make, Spiro. And… beyond receiving assurances that I can pay you for your services, my finances are really not your business.”


  “Well, there’s an opportunity. The council is putting together an Ambassadorial Guard troop, Chelm. It’s a short-term thing. It would be perfect for you. It’s to safeguard the visit of the Lord of Appeal.”


  “The… who?”


  “The Lord of Appeal. An Ouroborous mage.”


  “That’s… that’s not an Ouroborous title, Spiro. Or, at least not one of the major ones. Their mages step into existing titles with existing responsibility. So… it’s one of the four remaining mages, it must be. Which one?”


  “I never knew you knew so much…”


  “It’s got to be either the Lord of Waves or the Lord of Bones. Probably the Lord of Waves, the Lord of Bones is roughly the counterpart of Lord Chimes, and I can’t see his leaving Ouroborous. Anyway, I doubt having a politically suspect warlord as part of a – what did you call it? An ambassadorial guard? – would be helpful. They’d think I was a council spy.”


  “And they think anyone in the guard wouldn’t be a council spy?”


  “For my father, I mean. Spiro, look, I’m not employable, I’ve been told as much. I called you hear to look at my new feral, and see what you could do for Zebra – another blood flush. And take the opportunity to extend the stripes. That should cover the flush.”


  “I know, and I would, if you’d let me use char black, but I can’t find any iridescent black ink to…”


  “Match, yes, I know, you said that before.” Chelm walked over to a cabinet, opened it, and pulled out three jugs. “Fortunately, I’m a good listener. Black ink, blue ink, and green ink. All iridescent. About a quart of each.”


  “Where did you get iridescent inks? I’ve been…”


  “Looking in the wrong places,” the red minotaur said. “Possibly I have some contacts you don’t.”


  “If you’re dealing with clan Ungoliant then you’re…”


  “I suggest you don’t want to know where I got these,” Chelm said quellingly.


  “Fine, fine. I don’t. Are you sure it’s safe? I mean, do you… know… it’s good?”


  “I trust my source on this. It’s ready to tattoo with.” Chelm said. “So it’s already cut with grain spirit. It’s not the pure color, but it’s not adulterated with anything unusual, either.”


  “That’s fine.” agreed Spiro. “Just fine. The black alone pays – more than pays – for the tattooing and blood replacement, if…”


  “You can keep what you don’t use. Three thousand suns for the other two. And I want you to inspect this one.”


  “For the black, done. But I only want to buy the blue. Does fifteen hundred seem fair?”


  “Very fair, but I’ve got no idea where I’d sell it if not to you. So it’s either both or neither.”


  Spiro huffed, and then sighed. “Fine. Three thousand. I’ll find someone to sell it to, or use it myself. Eventually.”


  “And the feral?”


  “An examination?”


  “And treatment, for the small stuff. I want to be certain he’s in good health. No progressively degenerative blood conditions, for example.”


  “Unlikely,” Spiro said. “I’ll have to take a blood sample, though, if you really want me to check.”


  “I really want you to check,” Chelm said dryly. “Feral.” and he had switched back to Latin. “Your food was good, I take it?”


  Markus nodded.


  “I mean, beyond merely acceptable. It was sufficient, and tasted good?”


  Markus nodded again.


  “Excellent. My companion is going to touch you – and you will hold still while he does so. Or you will be immobilized, and I promise you I will be displeased. He is not going to hurt you, merely… examine you closely.


  Markus nodded again, and he watched the white-splotched minotaur’s attention shifted to the human. True to Chelm’s word – and the conversation he’d overheard and pretended not to understand – it did seem like he was being looked over by a healer. An animal healer, specializing in humans. And Spiro was thorough, starting at his feet – “Rash. Flaking skin. Bad odor. Nothing serious. A couple of pedicures and sulfate rinses should clear up the skin. I think he wore boots. Nothing is worse for skin than clammy, hot coverings.”


  “If you’re planning to have him tattooed – or was that just an excuse for Zebra’s treatments?”


  “No,” Chelm replied. “Not just an excuse. I like the look.”


  “Well, if you’re going to do anything that major to this one, you’ll have to get rid of this hair. So you’re planning on a depilatory?”


  “Yes.”


  “Just remember it’s toxic,” Spiro said, running a finger along Markus’s leg. “It will irritate the skin, and make it photosensitive while it recovers. Keep him out of direct sun. It could fade the tattooing, anyway.”


  “I did Zebra in sections, for just that reason. And I don’t intend to keep him out in the sun.”


  “That’s fine, but he…”


  “Needs some sun, yes, I know, Spiro. And greens. And meat. And air. And water. How many times have you given me this lecture? How many humans have I kept?”


  “Sorry. I just fall into it. What are you going to do to him? I’d think tiger-stripes, but…”


  “No, that’s too close to Zebra’s patterns. I haven’t decided yet.”


  His hair removed and tattooed, Markus thought. Better to escape sooner than later. Much sooner. He flinched as Spiro reached his crotch, and pulled – carefully – his foreskin back.


  “Clean,” the minotaur reported. “Surprisingly so. You wouldn’t believe…”


  “I don’t want to hear what you’ve found infesting feral humans,” Chelm said with a note of distaste. “I already had Tag check this one for… external passengers, and he was clean. Thankfully.”


  “You’ll want to give him a mild vermifuge anyway,” Spiro said, feeling Markus’s balls, rolling them around in their sack.


  “I guessed as much. What do you recommend for humans?”


  “Roundroot and barbates.”


  “That’s your idea of mild? Barbates?”


  “The roundroot will keep him from throwing up,” Spiro offered.


  “Fine, fine,” Chelm said. “Fernseed for the cramps. Will that interfere?”


  “Shouldn’t,” Spiro said after a moment’s consideration. “Actually, that’s a pretty good idea.”


  “Roundroot, fernseed, barbates. A sulfate rinse for his feet. Are his balls fine, or are you just playing with them?”


  “I’m looking for irregularities,” Spiro said. “Growths. It’s uncommon, but you did say you wanted a full…”


  “Yes. I’m sorry,” said Chelm, not sounding sorry.


  “They’re in good condition. Are you planning to stud this one?”


  “Maybe,” Chelm said. “If there’s any demand.”


  “You could have made a fortune on Zebra…”


  “Not if anyone knew about his blood,” Chelm snapped angrily. “They wouldn’t thank me for adding that to their lines.”


  “You think it’s inherited?”


  “Trand thought so,” Chelm said. “It was too… subtle, I suppose, for him to fix. The reactions of life, he called it, something that the Creators could manipulate, but not us. Something wrong that far down can’t… what are you looking at?”


  “Nothing, nothing. His back is fine, his organs feel fine,” Spiro said. “There’s a lot of hair to take off, though.”


  At least, thought Markus, that explained why the minotaur had been pummelling him. This felt horribly like his uncle going over a new goat. It was, he thought ruefully, exactly like that. Exactly.


  “I’ll worry about that,” Chelm said firmly.


  Spiro was quiet as he felt his way around Markus’s arms, and then around the neck. “Fine, all fine. Head’s fine… are you going to leave the hair here?”


  “Why? Do you want it?” Chelm asked, innocently.


  “No! I… No. I was wondering.”


  “It’s a little long for my taste,” admitted Chelm. “But I’ve never cared for bald, either.”


  Spiro sighed. “I need better light, and I need him to turn over.”


  “Tell him to turn over. He’s feral, not stupid.”


  “You’ve got him chained down, Chelm.”


  Chelm blinked lazily, and shifted his stance. “Look again.”


  Markus managed not to look until Spiro’s shocked “How did you do that?” Markus looked down, to see the chains neatly undone, the five locks now sitting open against the base of the stand. He looked back up at Chelm, who was grinning. “Lessons with Kanail. Am I getting good?”


  “Very,” Spiro said, and sounded a little shaken. “I didn’t feel a thing.”


  “Lessons with Kanail,” Chelm repeated. “I am good, Spiro. Honestly. I’m not training with Kanail out of misplaced pride – I really do need that level of instruction.”


  “You should be the one giving lessons,” Spiro said, still sounding a little stunned. “I didn’t know you could… that anyone could do that. Without being felt.”


  “There’s a trick to it,” Chelm said. “It’s just… a very difficult trick.”


  “Got any more?”


  “Well…”


  Markus was looking at Chelm when it happened. Chelm’s face tightened a little in concentration, and the minotaur twitched. The large form blurred, and then was gone.


  “Chelm?” asked Spiro, after a moment, and the white-splotched minotaur seemed to concentrate. He spread his hands wide, as if they could detect some trace of the huge creature that had – seemingly – just evaporated into air. “Chelm? This… Chelm!”


  A loud thud accommpanied the collapse of the roan minotaur onto the floor. “Hard… harder than it looks,” Chelm said, gasping. “I don’t think I did it right. Serves me right for trying to… to show off.”


  “Lurking. I’ve heard of that, but… I couldn’t feel anything. How did you do that?”


  “I can’t tell you all my secrets,” Chelm said, his breath evening out as he got up. “So, turn the feral over. Get on with it.”


  “Right. Turn over,” Spiro instructed, switching to slightly Greek-accented Latin. “Lay on the bench.” He watched critically as Markus complied. “Open your mouth.” Spiro looked down, and then over at Chelm. “You may want to close your eyes. I’ll be putting my fingers in your mouth, feral, and you don’t want to know what will happen if you bite.”


  “No,” agreed Chelm.


  “Could you angle that mirror – put a sunbeam right into – yes. Thank you, Chelm.” The roan minotaur had adjusted the mirror to throw the light directly into Markus’s eyes. “Teeth are always the worst with ferals. They don’t clean them properly, and… hmmm. Well, two of them need pulling, at least, and the gums are swollen. And red. See? Fortunately, I don’t do that kind of work. You’ll have to take him to Aus.”


  “I’ll see if he can come…”


  “No, take him to Aus. I mean, he’s got everything set up in his workshop. Lighting, tools, everything.”


  “I see.”


  “He’s in fine shape for a feral,” said Spiro, standing up and wiping his fingers on a cloth. “All things considered. All of them need teeth cleaned and pulled, if they still have teeth, so it’s not as if that’s a real surprise.”


  “I didn’t know that.”


  “Wasn’t Zebra feral?”


  “Yes. But I got him second-hand. He’d already been seen to.”


  “Oh? Someone must be sorry to have sold him.”


  Chelm chuckled. “I don’t think so.” He turned back to Markus. “Feral, you’re in decent health.”


  Except for my teeth, apparently. Markus nodded.


  “But your teeth need to be cleaned,” Chelm went on blandly, “and we’ll see to that tomorrow, or the day after.” The minotaur did not, Markus noted, mention Spiro’s recommendation that at least two be pulled. Or the tattoos. Or the hair removal. Or the – what was it? Vermifuge? What was that?


  Oblivious to Markus’s thoughts, Chelm continued. “In the meantime, we’ll see about training you. Follow me.”


  

  Training!


  Markus had imagined it would be similar to Legion training – this is how you hold a sword, this is how you dig a ditch, a latrine, a rampart, today we’re taking a short fifty-mile jog – bring your kit. Only, applied to wrestling. Holds. How to grapple. That kind of thing.


  A five-mile run through the streets of Labyrinth as a start wasn’t too out of bounds, although Chelm’s running effortlessly beside him was unexpected. After a few blocks, though, he realized he’d needed Chelm, or somebody, just to help him navigate the city. It was hopelessly confusing, and Markus glumly realized that, if he planned to escaped, he’d need some way to find his out.


  Five miles at a run is a lot harder than at a jog, and Chelm had pushed him hard on the run. He’d been pretty happy to get back to Chelm’s home – House Gray – Chelm had called it, and even happier when Chelm told him he would be learning what Chelm referred to as limbering exercises.


  After the run, Chelm brought him into a another room, huge, but empty of almost anything but the dull gray color he’d seen everywhere else in the house. The floor of gray-stained wooden planks was polished, and the walls were whitewashed – if one could call it that – with the same monochromatic shade of gray. One wall was all window, a gray wooden framework holding large squares, nearly a foot on each side, of the clearest glass Markus had ever seen; it was like looking through perfectly clear, untroubled water onto the sweep of the city. Labyrinth, he realized, was larger – much larger – than he’d thought. The opposite wall was almost more amazing, for it was mirrored from about a foot above the floor to a foot below the ceiling – and the ceiling had to be at least fifteen feet. Five huge sections of mirrored glass – each one at least five feet wide, stretching almost thirteen feet up, reflected the dull gray of the room. The remaining walls held a remarkable collection of minotaur-sized weaponry, held on a variety of hooks and catches.


  Chelm had Markus face the mirrors while Chelm demonstrated the limbering exercises, which turned out to be a series of movements and positions that verged on impossible – at least for Markus. Chelm demonstrated them with ease, as Markus struggled to pull himself into the right position.


  Worse was a vile-smelling (and tasting) concoction – probably the vermifuge – that Chelm had him drink. All of it. Quickly. He’d given him water to follow it, in an oblique admission that the stuff was nasty. And it was, tasting like grass and pine needles that had been stewed in salty sulphurous water. It had upset his stomach, but not nearly as much as the strange contortions Chelm called limbering exercises. By the end of the day, Markus thought that being hitched to a plow would have been easier than those contorted positions.


  “It will get easier,” was all the roan minotaur would say while adjusting Markus’s position to correct it. Even tying himself into knots, though, trying to get more limber wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was that after the first hour or so, he was hard. Rock-hard, about-to-fuck-hard, and dripping wet hard. All he could think about was…


  Getting fucked.


  By Chelm.


  That Chelm was standing over him, touching him, moving his arms, adjusting his legs, and just… ignoring his obvious aching shaft was even worse. Markus tried to ignore it, tried to shove the salt-pine smell of minotaur out of his mind, tried to keep his mind on the positioning of the strong, muscular limbs instead of the strong limbs themselves. The glisten of light on the viscous liquid thread that swung dizzily down from his shaft was obvious, humiliating proof that it wasn’t working.


  It was almost more humiliating that Chelm ignored it, and when, at the end of the day, Chelm locked him back onto the bench, Markus thought seriously about begging Chelm to…


  To what, that was the problem. Chelm hadn’t asked him to talk, not once, the red minotaur was satisfied with nods and shakes, and didn’t even use many words himself. Like this. No. Watch. He wasn’t as… aggressively offensive as Markus’s first drill instructor, but he wasn’t accepting anything less than perfect, either, stopping Markus once, twice, as many times as it took him to get it right.


  Dinner was fresh (still hot!) bread, soaked through with some salty, pungent sauce that tasted of pine and onions, followed by a dish of stewed greens with what he thought was bacon. The flavor was a little unusual, but it was still tasty. Markus would have preferred to have been able to use his hands while he was eating, but he’d been locked back onto the bench where he’d started the day. He wasn’t sure if that was because Chelm didn’t trust him not to escape, or for some other bizarre minotaur reason. The day with his master – and Chelm’s occasional comments – convinced him that the minotaur thought about things differently than a human would.


  And maybe that shouldn’t surprise him, Markus reflected, but… it had. And if he were going to escape, he’d need… he’d need to figure out how not to be chained and locked. Tag wasn’t chained down – Tag is the one who’d put his food down, and wiped his mouth clean.


  And was currently washing him with a sponge. Markus struggled with asking Tag questions about the minotaur, but that would reveal he knew Greek, and… and… Tag couldn’t really speak, anyway. And what was that story? Chelm hadn’t silenced Zebra, and hadn’t even threatened to silence Markus that way – why had he done that to Tag? Markus couldn’t be sure, but the more he wondered about it, the more he thought it would turn out to be a good example of minotaur logic.


  And then, sponge bath over, Tag began rubbing – no, massaging – oil onto him. It felt good – too good. Slick. Warm. He’d managed to lose his erection while he was eating, and keep his mind off sex – off Chelm, really – but the slick friction against his body brought it back as hard – harder – than ever. It wasn’t Tag he wanted to be touching him, though. Tag was attractive, and before his capture – before Chelm, he thought glumly, Markus would have been delighted with Tag’s attentions, and all too ready to return them with some attentions of his own. Attentions! He’d throw Tag over one of those delicate gray silk couches and pound him for an hour, or two, or three, if he could stand it. Well, if Markus could stand it; he wouldn’t have given Tag much say in the matter.


  Any say in the matter, really. Sort of like how Tag was stroking him now; long, sliding strokes that brought to mind what it would feel like to have Chelm over him; have Chelm’s manhood at his center, that massiveness slowly pushing into him, taking him. Markus bit his lip, and moaned anyway.


  The sound might have been tiny, but the reaction from Chelm – who had been inspecting something – papers? – on his desk was instant. “Tag!” The word was accusatory, and angry. The human pulled back from Markus, as if he’d been…


  Been caught with his hand in the till?


  And then Chelm was there, and Tag was thrown across the couch, if not in the position that Markus would have. “I did not give permission for that,” he growled. “You were to bathe him. No more.”


  There was a soft answering grunt, wordless, but with an ineffable sadness.


  “No,” said Chelm, with finality. “No more. You will sleep on Zebra’s hoddle tonight. You may… will, I think, need to attend the feral at night.” The minotaur was kneeling, then – and Markus hadn’t even seen him move – staring directly into Markus’s eyes. He tried to look away from those dark brown orbs, but he couldn’t. The minotaur sighed, and addressed Markus in Latin. “Tag did not have permission to tease you, feral. I had thought I might let him pleasure you, but I cannot, now, because I will not reward his behavior. Still, you pleased me very much today. Do not think it will go unrewarded – I simply cannot reward you properly yet.” Chelm’s breath smelled of pine and spice, and somehow Markus managed to tear himself away from the gaze.


  Those were the last words of the night. Chelm returned quietly to his desk, and when he covered the light, Tag took advantage of the darkness to creep over to Zebra’s bench, and settle himself on it. The minotaur himself vanished through another door, which closed with a soft click.


  The darkness lessened, slowly, the black fading to darkest gray as Markus’s eyes adjusted, slowly, to the faint light coming from the window. Tag was breathing beside him, and Markus wondered… no. Greek was his only advantage. He would not, could not give it away, not yet.


  Markus fell asleep, dreaming of minotaurs. He woke only once, for a short, unpleasant incident of severe cramps in his gut, and then his bowels loosed, spilling liquid foulness across the gray tile under him. That woke Tag, who cleaned the mess up, and returned sleepily to the bench – hoddle, Markus supposed. Tag brushed him once, with a soft sound that meant… Markus didn’t know what it meant. It could have been anything from an apology for last night to an attempt to cheer him up but it sounded well-meant. It was almost enough to make his sorry for the rape fantasy he’d had earlier.


  Almost. Markus fell asleep, again, thinking about staring down at the length of Tag’s trim body, his legs on Markus’s own strong shoulders.


  

  The second morning started as a repeat of the first, save that the oatmeal tasted only like oatmeal. Slices of pear decorated the top of the hot cereal, and again, it was followed by eggs scrambled with onion and mushrooms. The water was clean, and sweet. As Tag removed the bowls, and wiped Markus’s face clean, Markus looked up and around, expecting to see Chelm.


  But the red minotaur was not there.


  “Where is the minotaur?” Markus asked, in Latin, of Tag. Tag just looked at him, and shook his head.


  “The Master?” Markus tried again.


  Tag just shrugged, and pointed out the window.


  Out, Markus guessed, and no way to know when he’d be back, other than later.


  

  Later turned out to be… an unknowable time later. Less than half a day, longer than an hour. The room had no direct light, so there were no clear shadows with which to judge. He wasn’t hungry again, at least when the red minotaur came back in, walking with a certain deliberation that suggested tired to Markus. Chelm let a breath, and then seemed see Markus on the bench – hobble – for the first time.


  “Let him out, Tag,” he said, and if his body was held stiffly, there was nothing in his voice to suggest anything but the same composed tone he’d had the day before. “Let us see, feral, just how much you recall from yesterday,” his manner suggesting that, in fact, Markus would remember nothing but that was as might be expected for such a primitive human.


  And although Chelm had to correct him once or twice, Markus thought he’d done pretty well, and as they finished the session, Chelm even said so. “If I had had high expectations, which I admit I did not, you still would have exceeded them. I am pleased, very pleased. As I was pleased yesterday.” The minotaur paused, and then sighed. “Zebra…”


  The red minotaur did not finish the thought, whatever it was, but he did take a heavy white leather collar off a shelf, and then clipped a long chain to it. Tag was still busy undoing the buckles that had replaced the locks last night – Markus still wasn’t quite sure what the difference between being locked onto that bench and buckled onto the bench was, when there was no way he could get out of either, but the substitution had seemed significant to Chelm. His minotaur-master. From the looks that Tag was surreptitiously giving him, the collar was one of those significant things, too. If Zebra were here, he could ask him, quietly, after Chelm had left for the night. Gone to his bed, if minotaurs slept in beds. Maybe the bench-hobble-whatever was a variant on a minotaur’s sleeping arrangements? Or maybe the collar belonged to Zebra?


  “Good,” the minotaur rumbled, and knelt down in front of him. The pine scent of minotaur exploded around him – whatever Chelm had been doing, it must have been hard in a way that even those tortuous limbering exercises of yesterday had not been. “Now, I imagine that after that session, you’re a little tired.” Huge, strong hands fastened the collar around his neck. It was a only a little smaller than a warcollar, that some soldiers used to protect their neck, but Markus had never liked wearing one, and he felt strangely confined, almost more tied-up now than he had been on the hobble.


  “Feral,” Chelm said carefully, “you are now on-leash. There are… certain expectations of behavior while you’re leashed. It will be some time before I take you out in public on-leash, and I’ll expect… well. For now, I just want you to get used to it.”


  Markus nodded. What else could he do?


  The minotaur’s hand stroked his hair back, with an odd hesitancy, unlike anything Markus had seen from Chelm before, and then Chelm brushed his fingers against Markus’s cheek, once, again, and the third time, Markus flicked his tongue out to lick the finger, just a touch. He wasn’t quite sure why he did it – it was a fleeting impulse, and either he took the risk or lose the chance. Maybe it was just that he couldn’t bear to lose the chance. He didn’t expect Chelm to do anything other than pull back, at best.


  He certainly didn’t expect the minotaur to use that finger to slide past his lips, deep into his mouth. He dismissed the brief fantasy of biting down, less in fear of what an angry Chelm might to do him, but because it wouldn’t get him where he needed to be. Trusted. Let out of the restraints, out of the minotaur’s sight. Preferably with some of that money – suns? – that Chelm had mentioned. He hadn’t seen it, but there had to be some, somewhere. Accessible. If he were just… able to move. Until then, he needed to be a good little feral.


  Chelm’s finger tasted of salt and pine, and Markus was beginning to recognize that as the characteristic of minotaurs. Pine-musk teased his senses with every breath, as Chelm began slowly – deliberately – fucking Markus’s mouth with his finger.


  Two fingers, and the pine-salt taste was back, stronger than before. Much stronger. Chelm was resting his arm along Markus’s back, holding the human to him. The slight dampness of Chelm’s pelt was cool against his skin as he teased at the minotaur’s fingers with his tongue.


  “Unexpected,” Chelm said in Latin, almost puzzled, after a moment, thoughtfully, withdrawing his fingers, and wiping them on Markus’s back. “Come.”


  A quick bath – for both of them – followed, in a large bathing-room furnished in the same dreary monochrome as the first room. There were towels of bright red, though, hanging on the graywashed walls. Markus had little time to wonder about the mechanics of the room, or how the minotaurs made warm water flow into a huge fired-ceramic tub glazed with the same smooth glassy gray as the rougher tiles of the floor. He just enjoyed it, as he enjoyed being washed by the red minotaur – who was also rinsing himself off. Chelm completed the batch quickly, toweling himself and Markus off with the towel – which turned out to be huge.


  Chelm stood for a moment after hanging the towel back up, and nodded to himself. He pulled open a cabinet, and pulled out a small brown glass bottle. Dripping about a teaspoon of clear liquid into a cup, he twisted a handle on a smaller basin, and filled the cup about half-way with water before turning back to Markus, and handing him the cup.


  “Feral, I want you to take a mouthful of this, hold it in your mouth – swish it around – and then spit it out when the tingling gets unbearable. Don’t swallow it – it will make you very, very sick. And the longer you can hold it in your mouth, the better. A minute would be fine.”


  Chelm rinsed the cup out while Markus took the liquid into his mouth. The stuff tasted like – fizz. Just fizz, no other flavor, water and a light fizzing against his tongue and mouth that was slowly getting stronger. He swished the stuff around, following Chelm’s directions, and the fizzing sensation turned into a light tingle that grew – quickly – into an almost unbearable buzzing sensation, like his mouth was full of bees crawling about. If this was a test of how much he could endure…


  “That’s long enough,” Chelm said “More than enough. Spit it out.” He did, and the red minotaur handed him the cup again. “Rinse. Drink if you’re thirsty.” Markus did, and found the strange buzzing going away. And… in fact, his mouth was going numb.


  “Be careful that you don’t bite yourself,” the minotaur said. “That will pretty much kill all the sensation in your mouth for about six hours.” Chelm fastened the white leather collar back around his neck. “Come on. We’re going out.”


  

  Markus wasn’t even out of the house before he realized this was the threatened trip to Aus – the dentist – but he couldn’t ask questions when he wasn’t even supposed to know what was going to happen. At least… well, he couldn’t feel anything in his mouth at the moment, so maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.


  Twenty minutes of wandering around the streets – twisting streets and bridges and tunnels – gave him a new appreciation for why the minotaurs called the city labyrinth. The city was built in a series of wide, deep crevasses and there seemed to be no direct routes or major thoroughfares, just narrow streets and bridges and a long set of stairs up to a series of… shops? The streets were filled with humans, mostly, pulling barrows and carts, and fewer minotaurs, some of them overseeing the humans and others looking like they were on unrelated business. It cheered him. Some humans, at least, were not merely trusted to cart things, but they had to know – be taught – something of how to get around in this baffling city-maze. And how to get out.


  Aus’s workshop was a tiny place, with cool blue tiles and the walls hidden behind soft variegated green fabrics. Aus himself was a smallish minotaur with a uniformly dark brown pelt and he had the largest horns Markus had ever seen – it made him wonder how the minotaur managed to get around. Chelm’s horns curled up, compactly, like a ram’s might, although they had the smooth texture and appearance of bovine horns. Aus’s extended almost directly to either side, perhaps three feet, before the tips turned forward. There was a gold chain with bells hanging from Aus’s left horn, looped close to Aus’s ear and making a graceful curve down and up to the far end of his horn, and the bells tinkled brightly as Aus turned to the red minotaur. “Chelm!”


  “I am on time, I take it?”


  “Yesss…” the smaller minotaur said, suddenly looking uncertain.


  “Good.” Chelm pulled a brown bottle from his pocket, and handed it to Markus. “Drink. It’s actually pretty nasty – bitter – but you won’t be able to taste it. Drink all of it.”


  Markus desperately wanted to ask what it was, but by this point, he could barely move his tongue, much less talk. Even managing to drink the tasteless (fortunately tasteless; he had no doubt that the stuff was as unpleasant as Chelm had described).


  “What are you giving him?” Aus asked.


  “Lotus extract and poppy syrup. Spiro said he’d need teeth pulled.”


  “I have my own drugs,” the smaller minotaur said, sounding stung.


  “I’m sure you do,” Chelm replied. “But… this was measured to his weight. I already had him rinse with rastachia, so you can do the cleaning first.”


  “Fine,” sighed Aus. He turned to Markus. “Into the chair.”


  “He doesn’t speak Greek. Yet.”


  “Into the chair,” the brown minotaur said. “Please wait outside, Chelm.”


  “But –”


  “Wait outside, Warlord.” This time, there was no compromise in Aus’s voice. The red minotaur sighed, and left.


  “There,” Aus said, more quietly. “Do you know why you’re here?”


  Markus shook his head.


  Aus nodded. “Chelm isn’t one much for explanations,” the minotaur said. “Go on, into the chair. I’ll explain while I’m working. Until you get groggy, which you will. I might have to do somethings that would hurt – the drink Chelm gave you will… hmm… both make it not hurt as much, and make you not care that it hurts. Trust me on this. You’ll probably be asleep by the time we’re done, and you’ll wake up back home.”


  Markus nodded again.


  “Ah. You can talk to me – or you could, if your mouth wasn’t numb. Actually, that’s for the best too. Open your mouth. Not quite that wide…” and Aus fiddled with a mirror, sending sunlight into his face, much the way Spiro had done earlier.


  “I can see what I’m doing… hmmm… well, not as bad as some ferals I’ve seen lately,” Aus said, and his muzzle twisted into a strange expression. “This may feel a bit odd, and if anything hurts, grunt or let me know. Do try to keep your head still, hmm?”


  Markus didn’t say anything to that, as the brown minotaur proceeded to poke and prod and scrape at his teeth with a variety of implements, and kept up a hard-to-follow commentary in Latin interspersed with incomprehensible Greek when he started talking about the specifics of his toothcraft. After a bit, Markus realized it wasn’t just that Aus’s talk was confusing… he himself was having trouble thinking. The brown minotaur seemed friendly enough though, and it was strangely relaxing to sit there, and listen to the words – he wasn’t quite sure what they meant, but he felt like he should listen anyway.


  And there were a few sharp piercing stabs of pain, that went away quickly. The minotaur – Aus – sounded apologetic, and Markus wondered what for, the pain already forgotten, and then he just couldn’t help himself from falling asleep.


  

  Markus’s face ached when he woke up, back on the hobble, securely buckled. He groaned, and then twisted in surprise. He looked over, and wasn’t surprised to see Tag there. Tag flashed a reassuring smile at him, and then pantomimed something – the rinse and spit he’d done… how long ago? It had been early afternoon when they’d gone to see Aus, but now… was it morning?


  It didn’t matter. He simply said, “Yes, I understand,” in his badly-accented Greek and let the whatever it was – ras-something – numb his mouth, but not before he ran his tongue around to discover not three but five missing teeth, two from his upper jaw, and three from his lower jaw.


  The lack of pain was, he decided, worth not being able to taste the oatmeal and eggs of his breakfast. His face still hurt, though, and between that and the sheer boredom of being locked down, when Tag offered him another dose of something out of a brown bottle – something meant to drink, Markus took it.


  

  It was the closing of the door that woke him back up – Chelm carrying a sleeping human who had to be Zebra. ?????. He opened his eyes just a little, still feeling muzzy from whatever Tag had dosed him with. He still didn’t hurt, though, and he was glad of that. The human was slumped in the minotaur’s powerful arms, his shaved head resting against Chelm’s chest. It wasn’t the evident care of the minotaur that commanded his attention, though, not at first. Zebra’s skin was a pale, pale white interrupted by thick irregular lines of shimmering black, branching and reconnecting in a baffling pattern. The minotaur looked across at Tag, saying “Get me a blanket,” as the red minotaur draped his human softly across the padded hobble. Chelm fastened him in, right arm, left arm, left leg, right leg, before taking off a thin black leather collar around his neck, and then covered him with a thin fuzzy blanket of the same ubiquitous gray – matched perfectly, now that Markus stopped and thought about it, to everything else in the room. Why would Chelm go to the trouble – and it had to be trouble, tremendous trouble – to match everything to a bland, dull shade of gray?


  Chelm stroked the bald head – covered with the same alternating pattern of glimmering black – well, they weren’t really stripes, because they weren’t regular at all. Markus wasn’t really sure how to describe them. Markus wondered, suddenly, why Chelm hadn’t had Zebra tattooed with gray instead of black.


  “Let me know when they wake. Either one. Zebra gets milk… and, no, give them both milk. Keep an eye on the feral, make sure it doesn’t trouble him.” Chelm paused. “Put him back on water if it does. Am I missing anything?”


  Markus couldn’t see Tag, who was apparently behind him, but Chelm nodded, added “Yes, do that,” and went off, through a door that closed very quietly.


  Zebra, now that Markus could see him, was a strong-looking man, even slumped unconscious on the leather-wrapped hobble. It was a little hard to see the man away from the strong contrast of his pale white skin and the irregular bright black banding that covered him, but Markus judged he was at least as big as Markus was and undoubtedly stronger than he looked. If he was really the champion wrestler that he’d claimed, of course. Markus didn’t doubt it, looking at him, slowly picking out the sharp bulge of hard-corded muscle laying on his arms and legs. This was a powerful man, and Markus felt a hot urge run through him. He shifted a little on the hobble, adjusting his growing length beneath him. The last thing he wanted was Tag running to tell the minotaur that Markus was awake. What he wanted was the chance to talk to Zebra.


  Unfortunately, Chelm’s return, an hour later, to take the still-sleeping Zebra away thwarted that plan.


  Chelm kept Zebra with him for the next three days. Unsurprisingly, Zebra was as good at the contortions of minotaur limbering exercises as Chelm himself, but the morning runs and training sessions didn’t provide Markus with the privacy he needed to ask Zebra about any of the questions he had. Chelm kept hinting that they’d start working on actual wrestling, but what they did in the bright training room was work on getting the positions right. That would be followed by food, and then Markus was locked back down on the hobble, and Chelm vanished into the rest of the house with Zebra, not to be seen again until the next morning.


  The training sessions were strenuous enough that Markus could sleep most of the time away, but it was still a long time to be confined. Tag was there, to take care of his physical needs, but after being chastised by Chelm, Tag kept his attentions brisk and functional, minimizing any contact. The ridiculous desire he had to be fucked by the minotaur just kept getting worse, and worse, until he was just about ready to break down and beg to be fucked. Only Zebra’s presence kept him quiet, since Chelm still hadn’t permitted him to talk.


  Finally – finally! – Chelm said, quietly, after the morning session, “I think it’s time to show our feral how to wrestle.”


  Zebra – and Markus – helped the red minotaur carry in a huge rolled straw mat, which they proceeded to unroll on the floor of the practice room. The golden-yellow straw had a half-black, half-red circle drawn on it, although it wasn’t just half red and half black. The dividing line curved, almost like two tears coming together in a circle. And in the center of the body of each tear, was a circle of the other color – a tiny red circle in the black drop, and a tiny black one in the red.


  “There are any number of rules,” Chelm said quietly. “For example, the lower-ranked wrestler may take his starting position first, or permit his opponent to. There are three legal starting positions – standing, kneeling, and crouched. There are two legal response positions, different, to each of the three starts. Three starts, six responses. Both of you will start in standing; this is the simplest legal position. Zebra, you’re black. Please take the standing start.”


  Zebra positioned himself on the red circle.


  “Notice the legs are slightly bent, the arms held up and out – so – ready to close and grapple. Stand on the black circle – you will be red for this bout – and hold yourself like Zebra. This is the standing response, a legal response for standing and crouched starts.”


  Chelm watched as Markus adjusted himself. “Good. Again, there are a number of things that are forbidden. You may not hit, although you may overbear. If you do topple your opponent, you must remain – at least some part of you – within the circle. If either of you is entirely out of the circle, that one loses. You may hold or lift your opponent, but you may not drop or throw him. If you let him go, he must be stable on the ground, either on his own feet, or laying on the mat. You may not do anything that causes injury. Biting, for example, is forbidden. Damage to the face or crotch is forbidden. This contest is about strength, skill, and leverage. Do you understand?”


  Markus nodded, again.


  “Good. Put your arms down for a moment,” the minotaur said as he stepped behind Markus. “Here.” Chelm slipped his arms under Markus’s, and the brought them up and touched them behind Markus’s neck. “This is an illegal hold, because it is easy – too easy – for the one held to be seriously hurt. Do not employ it. If it is employed on you, go limp. You will have won the match, because your opponent will have been disqualified. And will probably be punished severely by his owner, and may well be banned from future competition.


  “I have spent hundreds of suns in buying and training Zebra, not to mention the hundreds on his decorations,” Chelm continued. “I do not expect him to be damaged in a bout. Your opponents represent similar investments by their masters. And this does not even touch on my fondness for Zebra. If I thought he had been deliberately hurt… I would be very angry. Your opponent, no matter who he is, deserves that same consideration.”


  Markus nodded again.


  “Good. There are more rules, and in the days to come, we will cover them, and the positions, and the niceties of the circle, and the benefit of taking your opponent down on his side of the circle versus your own, and… for this bout, we won’t worry about them.”


  That, thought Markus, was a relief.


  “All you need do is… yes, Zebra?”


  The heavily-tattooed man was gesturing, and then he rubbed his palm against his arm, quickly, once, again.


  “Do you think that’s needed…” started Chelm, but he paused as Zebra nodded vigorously. “Why?”


  “Master,” Zebra said hesitantly. “Dry wrestling is completely different than wet.”


  The red minotaur considered that puzzling statement for a moment, and then nodded, once, decisively, more to himself than to anyone else. “So it is,” he said. “Fetch the oil.”


  Oil?


  Zebra was gone and back in a mere minute, bringing back a large jug. He offered the jug to Chelm, who peered in briefly, and nodded. “It will do.”


  The minotaur turned to Markus. “Hold still,” he said, as Zebra walked over to Markus. Dipping his hand into the jug, he brought it back out, glistening with –


  Oil, of course. Markus held himself still as Zebra methodically covered him with oil, wiping a thin coat over his neck, arms, chest, back, and then across and down his legs, and back up, slipping his hand around Markus’s now-erect shaft, and giving a subtly pleasureful pull against the sensitive, oil-slicked skin.


  “Zebra…” Chelm said warningly.


  Zebra started to offer the jug to Markus, but Chelm cut him off impatiently. “No. Do it yourself.” Zebra was a lot faster at oiling himself, Markus noticed, than he’d been while doing Markus.


  “Positions,” said Chelm, and Zebra set the jug down carefully on the floor, off the mat, before returning to his red circle, and that ready stance. Markus copied it.


  “Prepare,” said Chelm, and then, a moment later, “Go.”


  Both of them stood still for a moment, and then Zebra moved cautiously toward Markus, a little closer, a little closer… Markus lunged, and would have gotten a grip on Zebra but for the slick oil; Zebra pulled easily away, and circled to the left. Markus tried again, and this time, he got a better hold. He pulled Zebra in –


  Only to find Zebra moving ferociously into him, grasping at his waist, and pulling him over and down and then suddenly he was on his back, Zebra’s head on his chest, one arm pulled up around his left leg tight against his crotch, his other arm across his chest and arm. Impossible. He twisted furiously, but could not get out of the pin.


  “That is sufficient; the win is Zebra’s,” Chelm said. “No, Zebra,” the minotaur said, almost immediately. “You may not take the ante.”


  Zebra let go of Markus, with a look of surprise and… anger? Betrayal?”


  “You won it, yes, fairly,” Chelm said, with a sound of rueful amusement. “I will make it up to you. Come.”


  The black-striped human leaped up, standing hopefully in front of the minotaur, and Chelm caressed his head gently. “Yes… but first…” Chelm seemed to blur, and vanish. Even as Markus started to turn his head to look for him, the minotaur’s strong hands closed on him, and his arms were pulled up behind him, and buckled into heavy leather restraints. “There,” Chelm said. “You may watch.”


  And Markus did watch, as Chelm strode back over to where Zebra stood, waiting for him. His pants dropped unnoticed to the mat, followed by his shirt and the remainder of his clothing, leaving only the massive form of the red-furred minotaur.


  Oh no…


  Markus groaned. He was so hard it ached, he was ready to fall to his knees, to try to fuck the mat, if it had been anything other than sharp, scratchy straw. He’d been longing for almost exactly this, the minotaur aroused and holding him – only Chelm was lifting Zebra up, not him. Zebra’s legs, wrapped around Chelm’s waist. Zebra, taking the massive length of Chelm within him.


  Not Markus.


  Markus dropped to his knees, as Zebra gasped with Chelm’s entry, and then a low burring sigh of pleasure from the minotaur. Which of them moved first, Markus couldn’t tell; whether it was Zebra pulling himself onto Chelm, or Chelm thrusting himself into Zebra –


  Markus just felt empty, so achingly empty, and without thinking he tried to take a step forward, but his legs had been chained, too – and when did that happen? – and he could barely manage not to fall over, listening to the quiet slap of oiled flesh striking down on the firm body of the minotaur, the pleasured panting of Zebra, the soft appreciative moans of Chelm. He watched, helplessly wanting, as Chelm lowered Zebra to the mat, and the gentle thrusting turned harder, the pants turning into howls, and Markus could only imagine the feel of the restrained power of Chelm pounding against him, filling him, filling that space inside him that was so empty… it would hurt, and hurt so good… and he wanted that hurt so bad…


  Zebra came with a scream of pleasure, and the slight stiffening of the minotaur, combined with a sudden huff of breath let Markus know that the minotaur was pumping his seed deep into the striped human. Zebra’s seed spattered across Chelm’s chest in four long spurts of sticky white, and Chelm bent down, kissing Zebra deeply, smearing the white seed with the oil still clinging to Zebra’s black-and-white skin, mixing with the drops of sweat on Chelm’s muscled form. Another few moments, and Chelm pulled himself out of Zebra, softening only slightly as Zebra kissed the minotaur’s flesh, tasting it, sucking at it, and then Zebra moved to go higher, only to be stopped by Chelm’s hand. The minotaur rose, the human seed on his chest starting to run down, mixing with the drops of oil and sweat.


  Five steps to where Markus waited, and Chelm knelt. The massive hand caressed Markus’s head, and then pulled him close as the strong smell of pine mixed with the metallic odor of seed, and the deep, earthy musk of minotaur sweat. The minotaur’s finger gathered some of the mixed fluids, oil, seed, sweat. Wiped it across Markus’s lips, under his nose.


  Filling the human’s senses with the overwhelming taste and smell and presence of sex and minotaur.


  Markus couldn’t resist, didn’t even try. His toungue slipped out, tasting…


  oh god


  Tasting the very essence of minotaur, the sweet and salt pine tang of the sex he wanted and… he lunged forward, lapping the juices from the minotaur’s chest.


  “Good boy,” Chelm said, a rumbling sound right above his head and a thousand miles away at the same time. Markus didn’t care, barely heard, as he ground his face, his tongue, his nose, into the body of the minotaur, trying to take every drop into him, and it just made the aching need to be taken, used, mastered, truly mastered, by this red god of a minotaur that much more desperately worse.


  “Eventually,” the deep rumble said, in words that would register later, as Markus shook on his hobble, “you will win. And then, my feral, I will reward you.”
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  Green Horizons


  

  Dacien did not see Lord Green again until evening the following day, when the black minotaur appeared, and peremptorily ordered Dacien and Five to follow him. Lord Green practically radiated irritation, and Dacien had to hurry to keep up with the long steps and quick stride of the minotaur. The path they took was confusing, too, as Lord Green hurried through slanted corridors and unexpected rooms. The impression Dacien had of House Green was a fragmented vision of rooms, small, large, filled with plants, sunlight, glass windows, and mirrors.


  “Can you find your way back?” he whispered to Five.


  “Yes,” the other minotaur said briefly, with a hint of surprise. “Of course.”


  Of course. Dacien thought about that the rest of the way. They finally ended up in a sunny, glass-ceilinged room – almost a greenhouse, Dacien thought – with four of the five walls obscured by planted tiers of ferns. Water dripped down from the ceiling, making pleasant burbling sounds, down over the ferns, and the room had a cool, earthy smell of plants and fresh soil from the potted ferns, even though the floor itself was spotless glassy blue tile laid with thick rugs. A white embroidered cloth covered a large, rectangular table set in the center of the room, and seated at it, one to a side, were Teodor, Lukas, and Havel. The remaining – the head of the table, Dacien thought – had only a chair, and there was another, empty chair to Teodor’s left. The table itself had a dazzling arrangement of plates, bowls, and goblets in front of each chair, as well as several elaborately carved glass decanters, which Dacien guessed were filled with wine. A graceful sculpture of glass, a swan, Dacien thought, curved upwards, filled with liquid red so dark it was almost black. Another decanter, more jug-shaped but none the less graceful in its perfect glittering transparency held a pale red wine. A second swan-decanter was filled with a deep yellow, almost brown, liquid, and two other jug-like decanters of transparent glass held more pale red wine, and a yellow so pale it looked almost like water. More glass crystal vases had been set on the table, holding one or two flowers, of white, or pink-traced orange, or deep red, and in front of the empty chair next to Teodor, a brilliant sun-yellow. The flat discs of the flowers, surrounded by a multitude of thin, narrow petals, were unfamiliar to Dacien.


  The three minotaurs in the room looked up as Lord Green entered, and it seemed to Dacien that his own master was about to speak, but Lord Green’s brusque tone was first. “Now?” The word was tense, and and the black minotaur’s tone was filled with the same not-quite-anger. The two other minotaurs looked away. Havel looked like he was going to say something, but stopped. Lukas just looked… uncomfortable. Dacien wondered what they’d just walked into.


  Even Lord Fog looked a little surprised. “Of course, Lord Green,” Teodor said, gesturing aimlessly. A spell that Dacien hadn’t been aware twisted around Five and Dacien, dissolving into cold gray magic and dissipating slowly. “I’m sorry it caused such trouble.”


  “It’s been causing chaos in my household,” Lord Green said, still irritated. “Nobody’s been able to get into the Chorus Wing. The servants have been getting lost.”


  “Well, it’s gone now,” Lord Fog said, in a determinedly cheerful way. “The effect will fade from their minds over the next day or so.”


  “Good,” growled the black minotaur. “I don’t see…”


  “If something had happened to me,” Lord Fog said, and every trace of amusement had vanished from his voice, “they had all the protection I could give them.”


  Lord Green turned and glared at the two of them, before shaking his head. “Yes,” he said, sounding as if he were admitting to something. “Yes. And quite right. Dinner?”


  “We have been waiting for you, Lord Green,” Teodor said courteously. “Yes. If you please.” The gray minotaur motioned for Five and Dacien to join him, pointing to the side of the couch, and spared a short smile for them.


  “Dinner, then,” said the black minotaur clapping loudly as the two kneeled beside Teodor. A moment later, a troop of human servants – all male, dressed only in short linen trousers and shirts. Four of them lined up behind the minotaurs, and served a small, steaming pastry spattered with drops of deep green. Teodor inhaled the steam, and smiled. “Lovely.” He tapped the plate twice, and pointed down, to where Dacien and Five were kneeling, and another of the servants hurried off.


  “Lamb?”


  “I believe so,” Lord Green said. “I leave matters dealing with food in the hands of my chef. They are, I freely admit, more capable than mine.”


  “It’s delicious, My Lords,” Havel said, putting a fork down.


  “Oh,” said Teodor. “As to that, I should like, if you would do me the favor, of being addressed as Teodor.”


  “For dinner,” said Lord Green, “I should have no objection. Teodor.”


  “It feels somewhat presumptuous,” said Lukas, “but since you ask it, I shall, if you will do me the courtesy of calling me Lukas.”


  “Thank you, Lukas, I am pleased to be so invited,” Teodor said.


  “Does no one but me miss the old formalities?” asked Havel, almost plaintively.


  Teodor gazed across the table, and smiled. “As to that, my dear Warlord, I cannot say, but, I might, if it would not be construed too liberally, permit myself the distinction of saying a word or two on the topic.”


  Havel shook his head. “Perhaps I miss them less than I thought. And yet, it seems to me, if I might venture my own opinion, that the practice might be of some small interest.”


  “I do not miss the empty phrases of formal conversation,” Xavien said, his voice deeper than any of the others at the table. “But that last sounds only too much like an after-dinner conversation. Since our guest requests it, and it will improve our dinner, I wholeheartedly agree with Teodor’s plan. Please, all of you, call me Xavien.”


  “I will put off my curiosity as to why a refresher in formal conversation might be of any interest,” said Teodor. The gray minotaur paused. “Oh. Well. It’s obvious, isn’t it.”


  “Teodor,” Xavien sighed. “Please.”


  “I’ll just wonder whom, then, shall I?”


  “I would not put it past you to harvest that field as well, although, I don’t see how you could.”


  Teodor snorted. “Please. It must be someone from Ourobouros.”


  “We are at dinner,” Xavien said, with a hint of aggravation.


  A servant slipped plates in front of Dacien and Five, bearing the same steaming pastry. Five took his in a single bite, and smiled in bliss. Dacien couldn’t quite manage it as a single bite, his mouth being smaller than a minotaur’s muzzle, but the pastry was indeed stuffed with seasoned ground meat, and the green drops proved to be tiny bits of intensely potent mint. It was, Dacien agreed, delicious.


  “Yes, dinner served with a tantalizing…”


  “Well, I apologize,” Havel broke in. “I had no intention of disturbing your peace of mind, Teodor, and perhaps, Xavien, it would be best just to…”


  “No, no,” said Xavien, leaning back, and gesturing to a servant. “We did broach the subject, however tangentially, and I have reason to believe Teodor enjoys putting these puzzles together, or taking them apart, or whatever the right term is.”


  “Why, thank you,” Teodor said dryly. “I do, I think. Then I have your permission to ponder?”


  “Certainly.”


  “Well, then, I thought at first it must be an Ourobouros general.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes.”


  “Which one?”


  “Well, I was thinking about that, but then… well. I thought that the real issue before is not one of military strategy, but a mage-issue. I won’t say no general will come, because I think it would be good if one did, but… I believe we’re getting an Ourobouros mage as envoy,” Teodor said thoughtfully. “But which one…”


  “Yes,” Xavien said. “Which one?”


  “I’m quite confident it’s a mage,” Teodor said. “And… that narrows down the choices. The Lord of Bones is out, because he would never leave Ourobouros. The Lord of Waves is needed at the port, so… that leaves the Lord of Beasts or the Lord of Pentacles…” his voice trailed off again in thought. “Pentacles, I think, since we’re dealing with mage-weapons.”


  “Well-reasoned,” Xavien said, as human servants removed the lamb pastry plate, and ladled out soup from a tureen into a low dish. A spicy scent of garlic and some other strong herb wafted up, and this time, without Teodor’s prompting, both Dacien and Five got a bowl of it as well.


  Dacien followed Five’s lead, and lifted the bowl to his mouth to drink. The hot, clear broth had a strong, meaty flavor, although Dacien could not identify it.


  “Your reasoning is excellent, Teodor,” Havel said. “Perhaps you’d care to put a wager on it?”


  “A wager… very well. That, the envoy is a mage, twenty suns. That, the envoy is from Ourobouros, twenty suns. That, the envoy is the Lord of Pentacles, twenty suns.”


  “I’ll take the last,” said Havel.


  “Although I am reasonably sure of my logic, it is an all or nothing proposition, especially now that I fear I have misidentified the mage,” Teodor said. “If it be not the Lord of Pentacles, then… goodness. The Lord of Bones remains speaker, the Lord of Waves remains responsible for keeping Ourobouros Port open, and the Lord of Beasts… would be among the least appropriate envoys every dispatched from anywhere, to anywhere. So. Of all of those impossibilities, I suppose the Lord of Bones would be least impossible, although it is still far outside the bounds…” Teodor’s voice trailed off.


  “Your expression, my dear Havel, is such that I trust you play cards only with close friends. Am I to understand that the Lord of Bones is gracing us with a visit?”


  “Yes,” Xavien said, spitting the word out as if it tasted bad. “And if…”


  “‘WARE!” shouted Five, his voice rising impossibly into a shrill, high-pitched whine as Dacien was aware of a sudden buffeting that had nothing to do with wind, or the ground shaking and was there nevertheless.


  “Shield” Xavien said, as Lukas and Havel, more slowly than Five but with war-knives blurred up and around as Five was already half-way across the room brandishing a platter, and the half-naked minotaur was limned in a red outline that somehow was darker than just as four minotaurs appeared, clad from head to foot in heavy leathers. Five smashed the platter into one of them, disorienting it – him – it – as the others blurred into motion as well. Like the trained soldiers they were, Lukas and Havel, moving strangely slowly in their own dim outline of yellow –


  Dacien could feel magic building now, the impossible tidal strength of Lord Green’s magic, and the gathering tornado of Lord Fog’s, but –


  Five delivered a kick to the first one’s throat, and its head snapped back and the body started to fall but it just hung there while Lukas and Havel were facing two of the others as Five turned to another, wheeling and extending his arm with the table knife he’d grabbed and it jerked back, surprised, almost fast enough to avoid the knife but a thin trail of red beaded that one’s hand as it brought its own sword up to impale Five who was hurling himself forward and somehow twisted around it as Lukas and Havel found themselves stymied by their opponents, cuts appearing on them as they were forced back – quickly – toward the table and –


  “… the…” but Dacien realized it couldn’t happen, wouldn’t happen, there was no time –


  – Five’s opponent twisted again, and again, as Five sliced in at him, avoiding the knife by smaller and smaller margins and the blade itself was farther and farther from Five, trailing him more and more slowly as Five gained speed on him and the knife was in his foe’s eye as the slave minotaur grabbed the sword and wrenched it into his own quickening ignoring his first kill who was still falling to the floor and his second, possibly not even dead in his moment but finished in Five’s moving so slowly and yet still a little faster than the other two, not yet aware of the danger coming from behind them but something must have warned them because one spun in place to face Five and the other continued pressing Lukas and Havel back, more slowly, as the two began working together, pressing the intruder back but still giving space –


  – and now Five and the intruder were fighting, for speed, for advantage and they seemed to Dacien to be evenly matched although Five didn’t have the leather outfit the other had and their swords didn’t ring when they hit, it was a swift silent dance of ruthlessness and speed and both intruders were still speeding up, Lukas and Havel seeming slower and slower as the intruder put a sword through Lukas’s chest and a hoof impacted Havel’s wrist sending Havel’s sword flying or rather just hanging mid-air away from the minotaur who was also hanging, just like Lukas, even as the one Five had dropped with the throat-kick finally finished crumpling to the floor and then a blow left Five’s opponent staring at a stump where his hand had been and another fine red line appeared at his throat as Five darted around him to engage the last minotaur now ready for him and their swords touched silently again and again as they jockeyed for position –


  “… humans!” finished Xavien, and Dacien could feel the mages power solidifying, but it couldn’t possibly be fast enough, not at the speed that the two minotaur were going, and it seemed faster and faster and faster until the two merged into a blur as the mage-power built like a threatening storm and Dacien didn’t see what happened but suddenly everything dropped to the floor; Havel, Lukas, swords, all that had been waiting in that strange paused time where Five was –


  No, the fourth had dropped to the floor, too, decapitated just like the third, whose head was just now rolling aside from the body as blood gushed from the headless minotaurs, flowed from the wound in Lukas’s chest, and leaked from the other two minotaurs Five had downed.


  Five himself was standing over the fourth body with a now bright-red sword and a second sword, piercing, his side, and he dropped exhaustedly to his knees. “Master?” he said, after a moment. “I…”


  “Close the house,” Teodor said quickly, rising and doing his own leap over the table. He lay a hand on Lukas, moved it to Havel, and then put his other hand on Five. “I can hold these.”


  “Lukas?”


  “I’m sorry,” Teodor said, gravely.


  And then the wave of Lord Green’s power broke over the room. Dacien wasn’t sure what it was, or what it was doing, but he felt like he was being crushed under a huge fist of water, until the spell solidified as… as… Dacien wasn’t sure what it was.


  “I’ve sealed the House,” Lord Green said, jumping over to Lord Fog. “Hold them? You’ve practically finished with Havel…”


  “I can do nothing about the scarring,” Teodor said. “If you would…”


  “Yes. Your slave?”


  “Temporal shock. I dealt with Havel’s, but this seems profound…”


  “Allow me,” Lord Green said, and then, “yes. I see what you mean. It’s easy to fix, though.”


  “It is?”


  “Like so. Because it’s so fine, you can…”


  “Oh!” said Lord Fog. “That’s elegant. And I see, that wouldn’t work on less…”


  “No, you’d have to do it the hard way. Like, I presume, you did with Havel.”


  “Yes, but Havel’s shock wasn’t that bad.”


  “I’ve put the muscle back together,” Lord Green said, “and balanced it. He should regain consciousness quickly.”


  “Havel? No, I’m sorry. Five. Yes. Can… can you keep him under, please?”


  “Under?” Lord Green asked with startlement.


  “Unconscious,” Teodor clarified.


  “Yes, if you wish,”


  “I wish,” said Teodor. “I need a few minutes to sort things out.”


  “I can agree…” Lord Green broke off. “Havel?”


  “My… My Lord?”


  “Havel!”


  “Are you all right, My Lord? Lord Fog?”


  “We are uninjured,” Teodor said. “Nor are any of the humans in this room hurt. We have… you have, rather, just defeated…”


  “Not I, My Lords,” Havel said. “The slave.”


  “Five, yes, had a great deal to do with it,” Teodor said. “But you and Lukas slowed them…”


  “Lukas!”


  “I’m sorry,” Teodor said, again.


  “And… the… Five?”


  “Five took a wound at the end, and… Lord Green is seeing to it,” Lord Fog said.


  “I’m done,” the black minotaur said, standing, lifting the still-limp form of Five. Lord Green hesitated for a moment, and went over to the table, and his eyes went to his servants. “Well? Clear the table! Now! Everything! And… you! Go fetch Talosh, inform him that I need him immediately. Answer his questions, but do so as you return!”


  The table was almost clear by the time Lord Green had finished speaking, and he laid Five down, almost tenderly, on the bare wood of the table.


  “Now,” the minotaur said, turning to the four corpses. A wave of his hand was accompanied by a slosh of magic, and the leather gear they were wearing split at the seams, and scattered.


  Both Lord Fog and Lord Green stared for a moment, and their heads turned back to the form lying on the table. “Not a coincidence, then.”


  “No,” said Lord Fog, staring at the four prone corpses. Each one was white, with black splotches, without horns. The patterns of black against white were different, but even so, even Dacien saw the fundamental resemblance to Five.


  “Yours has horns…”


  “Because the old… excuse me, I should say second-to-last Lord of Tongs restored them,” said Lord Fog.


  “Did you know?” asked Lord Green.


  “That I owned a ninja?”


  “Yes, that was the question,” said Lord Green, just as Havel said “But they’re a myth!” and the two minotaurs stared at each other.


  “Do you know,” said Lord Fog, and some measure of calm had returned to his voice, “not five minutes ago, I would have agreed with you?”


  “Yes,” said Havel. “Well. So he didn’t tell you?”


  “No… I just acquired him,” said Lord Fog. “I… well. I don’t imagine Luzeil knew, either, or I doubt he would have sold him to me after all.”


  “Probably not,” agreed Lord Green. “So. Do you have your thoughts together.”


  “Almost,” sighed Lord Fog. He walked over to a cart where the servants had put the table settings – including the decanters of wine. He picked up the decanters of the lightest of the yellow and dark red wines, and Dacien felt a cool rush of magic as the gray minotaur walked over to where Dacien still knelt. “Here,” the minotaur said. “I’ve… well, bound most of the alcohol, so drinking this won’t make you drunk, but… drink it. Over the next few minutes.”


  “Yes, Master,” Dacien said, accepting the pale yellow wine. “Thank you.”


  Lord Fog himself simply tipped the decanter over, and drank the red quickly.


  “Teodor?” asked Lord Green, sounding puzzled. “I must ask… what are you doing?”


  “An excellent question, Xavien. I’m sure you have a training room here, for recalcitrant humans?”


  “Yes, but…”


  “But?”


  “But I let my Master of Slave do that. Talosh.”


  “Nevertheless, there is a room?”


  “Yes. But he does that elsewhere.”


  “But there is a room here?”


  “Yes,” said Lord Green, still clearly not understanding.


  “And it has a steel cane?”


  Lord Green was silent for a moment, and his look of confusion melted into one of grim understanding. “I believe you will find it fully equipped, Lord Fog, for your purposes.”


  “I would say excellent, but… your pardon, Lord Green, I do not feel that way at all.”


  “You are right, though. It has to be done.”


  “Yes. And sooner is preferable. So. Where might I find this room?”


  “I will see that you find it. It is not more than five minutes from here.”


  “Why… excuse me, My Lords, but why do you need a training room?” asked Havel. “And, your pardon again, but have you alerted your guard?”


  “I have,” Lord Green said. “Please consider yourself my present bodyguard.”


  “Yes, My Lord!”


  The gray minotaur shook his head. “Dinner has been quite disrupted.”


  “It has.”


  “If you could order a dinner in my suite? For three?”


  “Consider it done, Lord Fog. If I might ask a favor?”


  “I would be delighted to oblige you, Lord Green.”


  “I am wondering if, perhaps, that non-discernment of yours kept those assassins at bay.”


  “It may have,” said Lord Fog. “It is, I think, not unlikely.”


  “It would seem then, that something of the sort would be an additional barrier. Constructed to permit my humans and servants…”


  “I could do something,” said Lord Fog slowly, “but every additional person who is recognized by the spell weakens it that much more. Ten is really the most reasonable limit, and I would think you have many more than that in minotaurs alone, much less humans.”


  “Yes, and… one wolven,” Lord Green said.


  “Well. Then a standard spell will not do. It takes maintenance, and… well. I will see what I can come up with to bolster your protections.”


  “I would be deeply appreciative.”


  “It is nothing, Lord Green. Please think nothing of it, all the more so, since at the moment, it truly is nothing.”


  “Ah,” said the black minotaur. “It requires Lord Fog to come up with something new. I have no doubt you will rise magnificently to the challenge.”


  The gray minotaur chuckled. “There may be something to that. I thank you for keeping Five asleep, Lord Green.”


  “And it is my turn to insist that it is nothing.”


  “It is not nothing, it has granted me time, and I believe we just had a most convincing demonstration of the value of time. Still, I think I am ready for the conversation.”


  “So I might lift the spell?”


  “Exactly my hope, Lord Green.”


  “Might it be prudent to provide some… restraint? Given his capabilities?”


  “It might, but I would not so insult his loyalty or devotion.”


  “I am not far from agreeing with you,” Lord Green said, and Dacien felt a pulse of Lord Green’s heavy magic splash over Five. “I expect he will regain consciousness in a moment.”


  “I beg you to permit me to question him without interference.”


  “Of course, although, if I might suggest a question?”


  “Certainly, certainly. As long as you address such…”


  “Master?” the voice was hesitant, and then Five started to rise, only to be gently pushed back down on the table by Lord Fog.


  “I am here, my Five,” said Lord Fog. “You have taken some injury, minor, and it was healed. It will leave you a somewhat tired, on top of that prodigious display of skill.”


  “Please, Master, I… I would feel better if I were addressing you properly.”


  “Slowly. And you are recovering from temporal shock. You don’t feel as if you are, but… that is an illusion, which will be completely undone by any tempus on your part at all.”


  “I understand, Master,” Five said, getting up off the table carefully, and kneeling at Lord Fog’s feet. “Master, I beg your pardon. I have been disobedient, and I beg you to punish me.”


  Lord Fog stood there for a moment, and then he looked at Lord Green, who shrugged, and gestured at the kneeling minotaur.


  “Let us settle that first, then,” said Lord Fog. “How?”


  “Master, I attacked others without your explicit permission. I stole a knife from the table, and I stole a sword, later. Nor, Master, did I succeed in protecting you.”


  “Ah. Well. Did I not mention, at some point, that I encouraged initiative?”


  “I… yes, Master.”


  “I consider these things covered under that instruction.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Does that clear you, in your own mind, of disobedience?”


  “No, Master.”


  “And why not?”


  “I was ordered never to do these things, Master, unless explicitly ordered. I was not to infer that I might attack, nor handle a weapon, unless specifically instructed.”


  “Why, then, did you do so?”


  “I had instructions to protect my Master,” Five said. “I knew I would have to disobey one or the other instruction.”


  “I see. This is, indeed, very serious. Consider yourself reprimanded severely, Five.”


  “Yes, Master,” Five said, sounding apologetic.


  “Is that now settled?”


  “I don’t think the punishment is sufficient, Master.”


  “I do,” Lord Fog said. “I think it is more than sufficient. Do you dispute with me?”


  “No, Master.”


  “The matter is settled?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Excellent,” said Lord Fog. “May we move on to your saving my person, the person of Lord Green, and our respective humans? Not to mention Havel?”


  “If you wish, Master.”


  “I do. I am pleased beyond words with you, Five. You have outdone any expectation I might have of you. Still I must wonder, my Five, how you came by what I can only think of as a grandmaster understanding of tempus, and why a minotaur with such a level of skill is enslaved.”


  “I was trained after being enslaved, Master.”


  “I see. Is it possible that they –” and a gray hand waved at the four dead minotaurs “– were similarly trained?”


  “I wouldn’t know, Master.”


  “Guess.”


  “I would guess so, Master.”


  “So who is training ninja?”


  “I don’t know, Master.”


  “There was a time before you were enslaved, was there not?”


  “There was, Master.”


  “And what clan did you belong to?”


  “I don’t know, Master.”


  Lord Fog paused. “You… was this information stripped from you?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “But you remember your ninja training?”


  “Some of it, Master. I know some of it was also taken from me.”


  “I see,” said Lord Fog. “Did Luzeil know of this training?”


  “I do not believe he did, Master.”


  “You didn’t tell him?”


  “He did not ask, Master, and I have been commanded not to discuss it unless asked by my Master.”


  “I suppose he didn’t,” Lord Fog sighed. “Well. I know something – a very little something about ninja training. I know that ninja have unparalleled skills at tempus. I think you noticed the arrival of these… no, no, I race ahead. Do you recognize any of these?”


  “I have no memories of them before today, Master.”


  “So you have no idea who might have sent them?”


  “No, Master.”


  “How… how did you pass from control of a ninja master? That is, a trainer?”


  “My trainer Master Vidius died. He claimed to be of Clan Nepenthe, but I do not believe he truly was. Or that I was, or am. He died in Ourobouros lands, and I was claimed first tentatively by My Lord of Tongs Nikos, and then absolutely, when he could find no one to claim Master Vidius’s possessions. After My Lord of Tongs Nikos passed, I fell to My Lord of Tongs Luzeil, and then to you. I do not remember much before I was given to Master Vidius; I believe that is when my memories were taken from me, Master.”


  “You remember no names from before entering the service of Master Vidius?”


  “No, Master. I remember… I remember some of my early training. I was seeking to be a warlord, but… I do not remember in which clan, anymore. I was summoned to the Schoolmaster’s chamber, and… I was told that I was to be a slave.”


  “I understand,” Lord Fog said. “What do you remember?


  “I don’t remember much of my training, only…” Five paused. “My master’s standards were hard to meet, and I was punished when I failed.”


  “Yes,” said Lord Fog. “I have some idea.” The gray minotaur shook his head. “All right. How was it that you knew we were going to be attacked?”


  “I felt them coming out of time where they were lurking.”


  “I felt nothing,” Havel said. “And I can tell when someone is lurking.”


  “Yes, behind the now. But they were lurking just in front of it. That’s why it took them so long to come back.”


  “In front?”


  “Yes, Sir. Instead of speeding themselves up and moving out-phase, they slowed themselves, and moved out-phase. It’s very hard to feel. Lurking behind gives a choppy feeling from stepping through the veils, and the farther behind you are, the easier it is to feel. Lurking ahead does that, too. But when you’re lurking ahead, you go through the veil so slowly relative to now that it’s a very gentle, drawn-out kind of thing. I’ve been trained to recognize it. The problem is that coming back in-phase takes at least one second – there’s no way around the lag, there’s nowhere to go out-phase between now and a second. There’s another place about three seconds out, and one just past five seconds out – but everything is just a blur at that point and you can’t judge reentry to within almost a minute.”


  “Oh,” said Havel, interestedly.


  “I take it that meant something to you?” asked Lord Fog. “Because, I confess, it means nothing to me.”


  “Yes,” Havel said. “I think… I think so. This is… this is grandmaster stuff, Lord Fog. I think… I think I’ve heard Grandmaster Kanail hint at something like this.”


  “Then we’ll need to let him and Lord Chimes know immediately,” Lord Fog said.


  “Agreed. These… these assassination attempts could be aimed at any or all of us.”


  “They might have been, already,” Lord Fog said. “In fact, if I were doing it…”


  “Yes,” said Lord Green tightly. “Bide.


  “Lord Doze!”


  Lord Green? What may I do for you?


  “I and Lord Fog have just been the subjects of an assassination attempt; we are well, although my Master of Arms fell.


  I am sorry.


  “Thank you. They were four grandmaster-level tempus practitioners. I might call them ninja.”


  Xavien? Is this… a joke?


  “Lukas is dead. This is not a joke.”


  Ninja.


  “So it seems.”


  I will be on the lookout for ninja, then. Metrios is with me, I will… warn him. About ninja. He may contact you for confirmation.


  “I have others to speak to.”


  Good evening, then. I trust to hear from you soon?


  “Yes,” sighed Lord Green. “It will be a long night.”


  “I think you are entirely right. You offered to guide me?”


  “I did, but… I can see I will need to be coordinating communications and planning. It would be rash not to expect further attacks.”


  “Directed at us or our allies, yes,” said Lord Fog.


  “That will be Ruus’s problem.”


  “Yes. As Five is mine.”


  “Yes,” said Lord Green. “Here.” He reached down, and touched the floor. The tiles shimmered for a moment, and then a foot-wide path turned a deep purple. “I cannot guide you personally, but this will take you.”


  “Thank you.” said Lord Fog. “That will do excellently. Dacien. Five. Please come with me.”


  “Yes, Master,” Five and Dacien said, almost together. Dacien put the now-empty decanter down, and followed Five and Lord Fog – Five behind the gray minotaur, Dacien behind Five. He had to run a little from time to time to keep up. Teodor was not running, but he was setting a brisk pace through the halls and rooms as he followed the winding purple line.


  “I’m sure we would have discussed this when I got around to that talk I’ve kept promising – and been unable to make the appropriate time for.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Five, in a subdued tone. “Master?”


  “Yes?”


  “Are you angry with me, Master?”


  Lord Fog stopped abruptly, and turned. “No. I am not angry with you. If I am angry with anyone, it is myself. I took you from Luzeil on the grounds he was neglecting you, and… and I find that I have made the same error.”


  “How, Master?” asked Dacien. “You…”


  “Events have proven that I misprioritized,” the gray minotaur said. “No, I know what you’ll say, and there is some truth to it, that, had I events to do over again, with what I knew, I would make the same decisions, but the point is that they would be the same wrong decisions. I left Five hanging. It was as wrong as I’ve ever been.”


  “Master?” asked Five, uncertainly.


  “You deserve the same care I have given Dacien,” Lord Fog said quietly, reaching out and putting his hand on the suddenly-trembling minotaur. “I know what you need.”


  “I…”


  “I know,” sighed Lord Fog. “And yet… I will have you, my Five.”


  The reply was barely a whisper. “Yes, Master.”


  “So. Come.”


  “Master?” Dacien asked. “I feel like I am missing something.”


  “Yes,” said Lord Fog, continuing to pace down the corridor following the purple thread, “you are. All will be made clear, Dacien. But please, come.”


  By way of a narrow twisting stair down, Dacien and the two minotaurs reached a room small by minotaur standards, but large by Dacien’s. It was tiled with dark green hexagons, covering the floor and working their way up the walls until they reached a heavy stone block ceiling. A large set of manacles dangled from a pulley in the center of the room. The room seemed empty otherwise, until Teodor walked over to a green tile marked with a small black triangle, and pushed it in. A click, and a hidden catch released an irregular door in the wall revealing a cabinet filled with whips, and long canes, and other devices that Dacien didn’t recognize. He took a step back.


  Five’s trembling had only increased, but Teodor didn’t seem to notice. He just shook his head, closed the cabinet, and opened another, marked with a similar catch, and Dacien realized there were four of the cabinets. He didn’t see what was in that cabinet, as Teodor shut it firmly just as it began to open, and moved to another, opening it. This contained more canes, and seemed to be what Teodor was looking for, because he turned back to Dacien and Five.


  “Five!” he said.


  “Master,” Five said, and Dacien could hear raw terror in his voice.


  “No,” said Teodor, and he put his arms around the white-and-black minotaur, holding him. “No, my Five, you have nothing to fear.”


  “But …”


  “I know,” Teodor said, cutting Five off, speaking low. “I know. Do you think I don’t?”


  “You’re a great lord…” whispered Five.


  “I am,” agreed Teodor, not letting go of the still-shaking minotaur. “Dacien, please get the blueish cane out – no, the one below that one – yes, that’s the one. Dacien, I know you are full of questions.”


  “Yes,” said Dacien.


  “You must save them for now, and obey. Can you do that?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “This is for Five’s benefit. Even if you do not understand why I ask what I ask, I cannot stop to explain it,” Teodor continued. “My attention will be on him. I need assistance, but it would be disrespectful to Five if I found my attention diverted. So, understanding that, I need your promise to obey me without question.”


  “I understand, Master, and I will.”


  “It may be that my instructions are unclear. If you do not understand an instruction, then you must ask me. Otherwise, carry out your instructions in silence or with a ‘Yes, Teodor’, as appropriate. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Teodor,” said Dacien, realizing this must be some kind of formal occasion.


  “Excellent,” Teodor said, briefly releasing Five to slip off his shirt. “There. Strike me with the cane.”


  The question of why dying on his tongue, Dacien swung the cane through the air, and winced as it struck across Teodor’s broad back. The minotaur twitched in response to the blow.


  “Harder,” said Teodor.


  Dacien obeyed, only to hear “Harder,” again.


  “That… that felt like it may have drawn blood,” Teodor said. “Did it?”


  “I… no, Master. Teodor.”


  “Harder, then.”


  This time, the cane did draw blood, a thin thin line of red across the minotaur’s back. Teodor barely moved. “Is there blood?”


  “Yes, Teodor.”


  “Good. That, then is how hard you must strike. Thrice more.”


  One. Two. Three. Each laid another thin line of red against the gray pelt.


  “And each of those?”


  “Drew blood, Mas – Teodor,” Dacien said. This was beginning to alarm him, but the gray minotaur had made it clear – beyond clear – that now was not the time to interrupt him.


  “My Five,” Teodor whispered, caressing the black and white minotaur, “I have neglected you. I want your name, my love.”


  “Take it,” said Five. “I offer it. Please…”


  “No,” said Teodor, almost sadly. “I must take it.”


  “I know,” whispered Five.


  “There are restraints, my love,” Teodor said, gesturing to the manacles. “I doubt you’d need them, but you may have them, if you wish.”


  “Thank you, Teodor. I’d… I’d like them to hold on to.”


  “Dacien, lower the manacles so Five can reach them.”


  The human jumped over to the pulley system, and after a moment, figured out how to lower the chain. It took only a moment for the minotaur to reach the manacles, grasping them, and stretching his hands out the few inches the chain permitted. “Lower, please.” Dacien didn’t wait for Teodor to tell him, he just lowered them, and when the black and white minotaur said, “That’s good,” Dacien stopped.


  From the same cabinet, Teodor produced a leather half-hood, and carefully placed it around Five’s head. It covered his eyes, but not his muzzle, and Five was beginning to gasp for air.


  “Breathe slowly, love,” Teodor said. “You’re safe here.”


  “Yes, Teodor,” the minotaur said, and then, more confidently, “Yes, Teodor.”


  “I am not going to gag you,” Teodor said. “You may speak freely, as you need.”


  “Yes, Teodor. Tha – thank you.”


  “Good,” breathed Teodor, and took a second cane from the cabinet. He rolled it across Five first, up his legs to his neck, and then back down, around, letting the cool metal warm against the minotaur’s chest and the hard ripples of his stomach. The first blow was gentle, across the white of Five’s back, as was the second, lower, and the third across the firm rounded muscle at the very base of his spine.


  In between the soft blows, Teodor tapped Dacien on the shoulder, and mouthed, No, and gestured to the sac and soft maleness that hung between his legs. Another No, and indicated Five’s head. Dacien simply nodded, and Teodor bestowed a quick approving smile on him.


  The strikes of the cane grew no harder, but Teodor did make them faster, and faster, carefully avoiding the areas he’d pointed out to Dacien, and the white and black minotaur began panting, as strikes came down over and over and over, and now Teodor was making them a little harder; Five flinched at some of the blows. They weren’t too hard, though, since Five didn’t cry out.


  Dacien wasn’t sure how long that lasted, but soon the blows were landing hard enough that Five was crying out, sharp exclamations that were more breath than anything else. It didn’t sound like a scream of pain, although Dacien could see the thick muscles in Five’s arms tensing and relaxing as the blows fell.


  It was when Teodor drew blood that the white minotaur bellowed, a wordless howl, and Teodor struck again, and again, until the black blotched white minotaur was covered in thin lines of blood, extending over his back, his arms, both sides of his legs, thin lines criss-crossing his stomach, his chest, even one or two crossing his sides. Five was howling now, with each stroke, mostly without words, but calling out, “Master,” “Please,” and “Teodor!” His ass had been struck so many times that the drops of blood that were tiny, clinging to the thin scores of the cane, were threatening to drip down, and one did start trickling down his thigh when the tone of his cries changed to one of distress.


  “Twenty more, love,” Teodor said, the first words he’d spoken, and the relentless blows halted. Teodor gestured to Dacien, and indicated that he was to make the blows. Dacien struck as Teodor said, “One,” and the blow did not draw blood. Teodor tapped Dacien with his own cane, and then twitched it through the air, hard. Dacien understood – these blows had to be hard enough to cut the pelt, for whatever reason, and he struck – harder on “Two.” Another thin red line rewarded his effort, and Teodor nodded approvingly.


  “Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight.” Harder, Teodor gestured to Dacien. “Nine. Ten. Eleven. Twelve.” Harder! “Thirteen. Fourteen.” Harder! Five was gasping, almost whimpering at this point, but Dacien did his best to obey, putting most of strength behind the blows. “Fifteen,” and while Teodor might have sounded calm, he was watching both of them – Five and Dacien – with what Dacien found almost unnerving attention. “Sixteen,” Harder! “Seventeen.” Five was sobbing, his hands clenching the steel manacles, and tears were beginning to run down his face. Good, that’s good. “Eighteen. Nineteen. Twenty.”


  Teodor moved in, took Five in his arms, and whispered, “Let go, love. Let go. Let it all go. It’s almost over.” Blood was smearing over the gray minotaur, but he didn’t seem to notice, or care, as he carefully untied the hood from the crying minotaur, who was clutching Teodor almost convulsively. The gray minotaur took his weight, held him up, and began lowering him to the floor, kneeling with him, comforting him, speaking so softly that Dacien couldn’t make out the words.


  “You are mine,” Teodor said. “Mine. My beautiful, handsome, strong, wonderful, dappled slave. Dapple.”


  “Dapple,” breathed the white and black minotaur, as he regained control of himself.


  “Dapple,” said Teodor, and stood suddenly. “And you are mine, Dapple, and you are Dacien’s, well.”


  

  “I…”


  The gray minotaur stood, and slipped out of trousers. “Dapple,” he said, and released a warm stream of yellow liquid over the newly-named minotaur. A quick gesture to Dacien brought him over, and at first, Dacien thought he should kneel, too, but then he realized what Teodor wanted as Teodor shook his head No!


  Dacien stood, and followed his Master’s example, helping to wash the blood from Dapple, who was now breathing quietly, kneeling there, calm, even after they’d finished. Teodor kneeled down, lifted Dapple up, and Dacien caught a glimpse of his face as he bent to help, too, as Teodor nodded at him approvingly. The white and black minotaur’s expression was one of entranced bliss. He didn’t seem to be seeing what Dacien saw, and he stumbled once or twice as the three of them went back to their rooms. Teodor put a finger to his lips, and Dacien said nothing on the way back. He wasn’t sure just where Dapple had gone, but he didn’t want to interfere …


  They ate from the now-cold food in the lounge, quickly, and even that didn’t seem to disturb Dapple’s dazed but happy state. The minotaur was starting to make – not noises, not words – but sounds of contentment, reaching out, and touching Dacien, or Teodor, as if that brief contact was some kind of esctatic revelation. Teodor moved them quickly, without seeming rushed, from the lounge to the bedroom. The gray minotaur carefully positioned Dapple between himself and Dacien in the bed, Teodor holding Dapple, Dapple in turn spooned up next to Dacien, the white and black minotaur broke down again, crying himself happily into sleep between his masters.
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  Green, Gray, and Red


  

  “Dacien?” The voice deep, soft, and more of an inquiry than anything else. “Are you awake?” Teodor asked.


  “Yes. I mean, yes, Teodor.”


  There was a slight chuckle. “Dapple’s asleep – no, not magically, but… he’s not going to wake up for a while. You did very well, by the way, and I wanted to tell you so.”


  “Thank you,” Dacien said. “But… I talked with Lord Green. Earlier, I mean.”


  “Mmmm,” said the gray minotaur, quietly.


  “He said – well, that training a human was a waste of time, because I’d die before I finished.”


  “I happen to think he’s wrong, and that you will have a reasonably productive lifespan in relation to the time it takes to train you,” the gray minotaur said calmly.


  “I see. And… did he tell you about the amulet-signature-thing?”


  “What?”


  “I asked him why he was wearing it, and he started to tell me it was none of my business, and then he changed his mind. He said that Erik – Lathe, I guess, now, had a signature that made people angry, or something like that.”


  “Yes, he mentioned that,” Teodor said. “And he was wearing the amulet to prevent himself from being affected any further. He wanted me to see if I could figure out just what Lathe was doing, but I told him I’d have to observe him closely for a few months. Which is perfectly true, I might add. But Xavien needs lenses too badly to give him up, even for that short a time.”


  “But what does he need them for?”


  “As Lord Green, he’s responsible for any number of things,” Teodor said, after a moment, pulling back slightly as Dapple turned a little in his sleep. “Water, mostly, and cropland maintenance. Keeping humans healthy, casting the extension spell on them, any number of little problems. When you passed through Trand’s hands – and Trand is an accomplished mage, even if he’s not a powerful one – Trand would have made sure you were healthy. Lord Green does that for our humans. It’s a great deal of work, and using a lens allows him to slough the effort of working the spell off onto a lens, leaving him able to do the work of… four or five mages, really. Do you remember that dolmen I charged with a weather spell?”


  “Oh, yes,” Dacien said.


  “A lens could be used that way, too. A spell could be focused and left with the lens, and the lens would keep it coherent without the mage’s attention.”


  “And a lens can be trained – if you can call it training – in a few weeks or less, I suppose,” said Dacien.


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “I’ve never liked the practice myself, but then I see humans as… well, more than clever livestock. I see no reason humans shouldn’t be integrated more closely into our clans.”


  “So I’m the test?”


  “An experiment. I would hate to see you treated as… Lathe, or Dog.”


  “Mikal,” said Dacien. “When I knew him.”


  “You knew him?” said Teodor, sounding astonished. “And you knew Lathe?”


  “Yes,” said Dacien. There was a moment of silence from the gray minotaur that just kept getting longer, until the human broke it with, “Does that mean something?”


  “I don’t know,” Teodor answered slowly. “You see, perhaps one in five thousand humans become latent and then active mages.”


  “Then… me knowing them…”


  “Pardon me,” interrupted Teodor. “I understand Greek is not your native tongue. It’s my knowing, not me knowing. Knowing is the subject of the sentence, and as such, must be considered a noun-substitute. A gerund, that’s the technical term. Gerunds are modified with adjectives, hence my instead of me. Please understand, Dacien, when you speak, I do not wish you to sound like an illiterate uneducated feral.”


  “Sorry,” said Dacien. “I’ll try to do better. So my knowing so many other mages is wierd.”


  “One. Knowing one other latent mage, that is within the bounds of reasonable coincidence. Unlikely, but… not outlandishly peculiar. Two is… starting to smell like a non-coincidence, especially… were you friends, or at least well-acquainted with both Lathe and Dog?” Teodor paused, and then murmured, “I must see if there were any other mage-talented humans taken at Mog Ford; Ruus will know.”


  “We were friends. All of us. I was hoping… but…”


  “No, I cannot reunite you. I do not say it cannot happen – but it cannot happen now.”


  “I didn’t think so,” Dacien said.


  “Did you, pardon me, I know this is a delicate topic but I hope we’re past the point of your feral preconceptions, have intimate relations with them? Either? Did they with each other?”


  “No,” said Dacien, ignoring the brief flicker of irritation at the phrase feral preconceptions. “I didn’t. I don’t think they did, either.”


  “Thank you,” said Teodor. “It reminds me uncomfortably of what you said you did to Dapple earlier.”


  “I was thinking that too,” said Dacien. “And… could I ask… what… what we did we just do to Dapple?”


  “Reasonable,” agreed Teodor. “That’s actually what I thought you’d want to know.”


  “I did as you asked, but…”


  “But you feel you need to understand it. It disturbs you.”


  “Yes!” said Dacien, feeling a rush of gratitude.


  “Me, too,” admitted Teodor. “I… I never wanted to do to anyone what… what I did to Dapple.”


  “What did you do?”


  Teodor was quiet for a moment. “You must understand that Dapple was originally trained and conditioned through much harsher experiences. I don’t understand it, and don’t pretend to understand it, but it turns out, through conditioning, one’s native ability to use tempus can be expanded beyond… beyond what is normally possible. Or so I gather. The techniques are nothing short of using torture to break down resistance and force body and mind to extremes. I read a book, I remember thinking that the techniques seemed extreme, about training feral humans, that mentioned those techniques, and it mentioned some things… I can’t quite think of the title… an Ourobouros scholar, if I recall correctly. Well.”


  “I do not know anything about ninja training; there are secrets to it that… well. I digress. His obedience was originally linked to that conditioning – both pleasant and unpleasant – pain and pleasure. These controls were placed very deeply in him – deeply in any ninja – because they are so dangerous. You heard me talk about mage-weapons.”


  “Yeah,” said Dacien.


  “They are terrifying, and someday I will show you what’s left of Xarbydis. It is something every mage should see,” Teodor said soberly. “But these – ninja – are just as dangerous. You saw today – without Dapple, we would have all died. Two mages – both of us, as powerful and skilled as anyone might ask a mage to be – and we still would have fallen to them. It was not magic that saved us – but Dapple.”


  “Now, there are things we can do to protect ourselves. Lord Green sealed the house; no one can enter or leave without his direct assent and knowledge. But we cannot leave the house sealed forever. These… these ninja are a relic from… from the years of clan warfare, that ended with Xarbydis. Well, shortly thereafter, anyway, once it was made clear to everyone that no Clan can win such a war.”


  “And ninja are mentioned in the Truces?”


  “No,” Teodor said. “Not directly. And technically they are not mage-weapons, so one could argue that the Truces do not ban them. I wish they had been banned. I would have banned them. But, then, I was not around at the time the Truces were arranged.”


  “Oh.”


  “That was a very long time ago. Back to Dapple, and slave-training. The initial techniques were worked out, I am sorry to say, on humans. Dog – the one you named Mikal, I think – must have undergone something like that. It corrodes the mind and identity.” Teodor paused, and then said, “Dapple is really quite remarkable in that he seems to retain some personality. Or perhaps he’s healed some in the time he spent with the Lords of Tongs. And I wander off-topic again,” the minotaur sighed. “It’s been a long day, I suppose.


  “I recall explaining that… humans are attracted to minotaurs, did I not?”


  “Dapple told me more, that it’s sweat, mainly, and piss.”


  “Urine. Yes,” said Teodor. “Both of those. And the effect can be stronger than mere attraction.”


  “Dapple said he was addicted to it,” Dacien answered.


  “I see you’ve had some serious discussions with him,” Teodor said, after a moment. “I did, I admit, underplay the effects. Yes. It’s addictive. Primarily to humans, but to a lesser extent, other minotaur, wolven, and I’ve no reason to think it wouldn’t affect jaguen or centaur. And conversely, minotaur can become – although it is uncommon – addicted to humans.”


  “But…” Dacien paused. “Did… during the caning. It… it was almost like Five – Dapple, sorry, it’s going to take me some time, Dapple, it’s almost like he was enjoying it.”


  Teodor was silent, although Dacien thought he could feel amusement radiating off the minotaur, silently… no, he could, he realized. It was the magic pouring off him. Dacien set that observation aside, though, and asked, “Is that funny?”


  “Not funny, no, but… yes, I’d hoped to make the experience as… positive, I suppose, as I could,” Teodor said. “If done carefully, the sensation of being hit can excite almost as much… let me go back a bit. I think I need to explain some deeper matters, as we minotaur understand them. You must understand that, having physical bodies, we have physical sensation. Heat, cold, pain, pleasure, happiness, lust, joy, sorrow… yes?”


  “Physical?”


  “I mean, that our bodies react to these emotions and feelings and sensations. We are not disembodied minds, golems in living husks, but holistic beings. Our minds and thoughts affect our bodies. Follow?”


  Dacien thought about it, and then said, “I suppose so. Although I don’t know what a golem is.”


  “Forget about golems, then, I’m sorry to have mentioned them. Our thoughts affect our bodies. The opposite is true, as well. If the bodies are given the result and symptom of an emotion, the mind takes that as a cue to experience that sensations or feeling or emotion. That’s how minotaur fluids affect you – or anyone, for that matter – they put your body into a state of arousal, and the mind follows. How could it be otherwise?”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. “I’m not sure I understand… but I guess. No, I do, it’s just… strange to think of it that way.”


  “You’ll get used to it,” Teodor said, some of the amusement leaking into his voice. “Back to Five. Dapple. Now you have me doing it, and I should know better. Dapple. When the body is hurt, it produces – within the bloodstream, from the brain and other glands – certain essences. These essences cause other parts of the body to respond, to heal, to cause the blood to thicken and congeal so that a wound does not bleed forever but closes, many responses. One of these responses is to release an essence – essences, I should say – that mediate the pain itself, to tell the body, yes, the pain has done its job and now we are moving on, the pain can lessen and fade. Or perhaps the right term is override the pain. Override seems closer… I don’t pretend to understand these matters deeply, they are a study for earth-mages such as Lord Green. These are fundamental matters of living, thinking beings, Dacien, and… not even the mages who have devoted themselves to these questions understand them completely.


  “So. The body has a mechanism to control, to override pain, and presumably this is meant to prevent incapacitation from sensation.” Teodor paused again. “Now, although the body is a marvelous thing that defies our understanding in a thousand ways great and small, it is also a stupid thing in many ways, too. There is a place on your knee, where, if I tap it lightly, will cause your leg to kick. It just happens. It’s the way the body works, there is no interaction with mind there. Are you with me?”


  “I’ve actually seen that,” Dacien said, intrigued.


  “Good. It turns out that some of these processes, functions, mechanics, whatever they are, can be exploited and turned to more subtle use. The mechanism of pain suppression, in particular. By starting the caning lightly, I triggered this process. Light blows were easily bearable, and after a few minutes, the body was producing these essences that cause perception of pain to lessen and become more bearable.”


  Dacien blinked. “I get it. As the blows got harder and harder, they produced more of this stuff, so the blows stayed bearable.”


  “That’s… well. The blow itself produces full sensation, and it is the sensation that causes the brain to produce the pain lessening substances, to lessen and transmute the sensation itself. Yes. And this substance acts very much like poppy extract – are you familiar with poppy extract?”


  “Yes,” said Dacien. “It’s addictive, and very expensive.”


  “Addictive, yes.” agreed Teodor. “Like poppy extract, these essences can produce their own form of euphoria – not sexual, such as lensing or minotaur essences, but euphoric all the same. If the caning is done carefully to achieve this result. Caning can also be done to maximize the pain and unpleasantness of the experience. And it helps if the one being caned understands what is meant to happen. I assumed Dapple did, and… his responses proved me right. Otherwise, I would have taken the time to explain to him.”


  “But he didn’t need the explanation.”


  “I was sure he wouldn’t,” Teodor agreed. “Over time, the mind can become addicted to this as easily as the body does.”


  “The… wait, wait. The body is addicted?”


  “Either or both can be addicted, yes. Minotaur essences, for example, addict the body. But the body affects the mind, and the mind the body, so that a physical addiction turns into a mental one. And vice versa. It may be wrong to think of mind and body as separate things. I suspect that Dapple was addicted in many ways to his first Master, and someone so affected is forevermore vulnerable to having that need burn again.”


  “But why…”


  “Why place him under such a thing?”


  “Yes!”


  “Because he is a ninja,” Teodor said, and the amusement had left his voice. “A weapon. A terrible weapon easily as destructive and every bit as fearsome as the mage-weapons we banned three thousand years ago. Dapple needs to be under the strictest control. And that control has eroded under the Lords of Tongs. Badly. He told me himself. He should have been paralyzed when we were attacked, lacking specific instructions to attack.”


  “It was good he wasn’t,” Dacien said, after he’d thought about that.


  “In the short term, yes,” agreed Teodor. “I don’t disagree. I intend to give him orders to take steps to protect us from attack, but that’s not the point. The point is that he’s been conditioned to be blindly obedient to his Master, and that he could kill everyone in this house before Lord Green or I could stop him. Consider this Dacien. If you were to wake him, and order him to kill every person in this house, he would.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. “Wait. If I?”


  “You and I are now his Masters, Dacien. More than that, really. Do humans have gods?”


  Dacien swallowed. “Like… like you have the creators?”


  “No. The creators… well, they may have had the power of gods, but the concept of gods is different. I think the creators may have intended to be, or to become, gods, but… apparently that didn’t happen.”


  “Apparently?”


  “Apparently,” sighed Teodor. “What if they did become gods? All-knowing, as close to all-powerful as I can conceive, maybe… maybe they did achieve godhood, and became bored, or moved on to other things. We don’t know. But… inherent in the conception of godhood is that of worship.”


  “Like… the Adulations?”


  “I have no idea what an adulation might be,” Teodor said. “Is it relevant?”


  “It’s a festival honoring one of the Emperors. It’s…”


  “Maybe,” said Teodor, in the tone that meant no. “Worship is a devotion beyond the mere obedience of a slave for his master. It is more… well. The devotion of a dog to its trainer, for example.”


  “Oh.” Dacien paused for a moment, and it became clear that the minotaur wasn’t about to say more. “A dog. Huh.”


  “Something close to it. I don’t pretend to understand everything…” Teodor sighed. There’s so much that we don’t quite understand about the creators and gods, and… if the creators themselves had gods. That’s a strange thought. They seem so powerful to us, knowing so much, and yet they seemed to hold gods in a similar estimation.”


  Dacien shivered. “That’s… I don’t know.”


  “I know the feeling,” Teodor said. “All too well. The more one studies the creators the less one understands. It’s why I gave it up. One of the reasons, anyway.”


  “But… but Dapple,” Dacien said.


  “Yes, Dapple,” sighed Teodor. “Do you have any idea how the idea of a mage-ninja is going to affect the Council?”


  “Mage,” said Dacien, suddenly remembering. “Oh. No.”


  “Oh yes,” said Teodor. “Don’t think that Lord Green didn’t notice he’s latent. And eventually…”


  “Latent becomes active,” said Dacien, remembering.


  “Inevitably.”


  “And he’s a ninja.”


  “Yes.”


  “That’s…” Dacien was silent. “At least the situation is unlikely to get worse?” he asked, hopefully.


  That actually drew a soft round of laughter from Teodor. “Unlikely to get worse!” the minotaur repeated, with a fast round of noises that were much too low to be giggling.


  “I like the way you laugh,” Dacien said. “I don’t think you laugh enough, Master.”


  “I liked the way you phrased that,” Teodor said, recovering a bit. “I must see if I can use the line when I’m called up before the council.”


  “You’re being called up? What…”


  “I will be, now,” Teodor said. “They could ignore you – you’re just a human, and… mages have taken mage-humans for thousands of years. Longer. But a mage-ninja? Oh, no, they’re going to have to have an inquiry. And that inquiry, I assure you, will invariably spread to other matters in which they might question my judgement.”


  “That’s not fair!”


  “Not fair?” said Teodor. “Of course it’s fair. I am Teodor Lycaili, Lord Fog. My rank is such that I am superior, or equal, to every other minotaur with the sole exception of the Lord Lycaili himself. As a mage, I wield power that so far outstrips most other minotaur that I might as well be a creator or a god. Are you suggesting that there should not be some number of persons to whom I need to defend my actions and judgment? I may not enjoy the experience, but I assure you, I approve entirely. And were I not in the situation itself, if I were, say, Lord Lash or Lord Winter, I’d be quite certain that an inquiry was called for. In fact…” Teodor’s voice faded. “That actually might be…”


  “Teodor?”


  “I think I should schedule the inquiry myself,” Teodor said. “Yes. Schedule a… an examination of the results.” The minotaur exhaled, a long breath.


  “So… Teodor?”


  “Yes?”


  “Why… why did you make me his Master?”


  “I always intended to,” said Teodor, “from the moment I acquired him.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. And then, “Teodor, that… that doesn’t actually explain anything.”


  “I suppose not,” said Teodor. “I am not yet inclined to explain. All will become clear, Dacien, I promise, but… not yet.”


  “Can. No. Could I at least know why the answer is not yet.”


  Teodor was quiet for a moment, thinking. “A little. It would… if you knew what I had planned, if… well. Do you remember that human maxim you quoted for me?”


  Dacien paused. “No,” he said.


  “That it is easier to ask forgiveness than to beg permission?”


  “Oh, that, yes. Oh.” said Dacien. “So if anyone found out…”


  “I’ve found the best way to keep secrets, Dacien, is to keep them.”


  “That makes sense,” sighed Dacien. “It’s just… I don’t know.”


  “I beg you to believe me when I say I understand, and I so wish I dared tell you…” Teodor sighed again. “Please, Dacien.”


  “I feel like I don’t know what’s going to happen. Lord Green tells me – very believably – that all I’ll ever be is a threat and a danger. That at best, I’ll have a year or two before I die.”


  “No!” said Teodor strongly. “He’s wrong.”


  “He’s pretty convincing.”


  “Dacien,” said Teodor, again. “Please. Trust me. He does not see what I see.”


  “Neither do I,” said Dacien. “I do trust you, Teodor – Master. Blindly.”


  “Dacien, love, listen to me. They are… blind. They do not see clearly,” Teodor whispered. “And that is our advantage. They are not stupid, or slow – please, Dacien. Any hint, anything, even this conversation which seems so innocent to you, I know, might be sufficient for them to see… what I see. And they will stop me. You. And that would be… no. Love, love, Dacien, please trust me.”


  “I do,” said Dacien. “I don’t have much choice.”


  “Yes, you do,” said Teodor. “You do have a choice. And I ask you to trust me.”


  “I suppose,” Dacien said. “And I do trust you. I’ll… I’ll wait. I’m sorry. It’s just that I don’t know what’s going to happen…”


  “And Lord Green’s scenario is real and immediate?”


  “Yeah.”


  “It is I who am sorry,” Teodor said. “You deserve to know. But you do not need to know, and at this point,… need drives me.”


  “All right,” sighed Dacien. “Goodnight, Master Teodor.”


  “Good night, Dacien-human.”


  

  The next morning Dacien woke alone in the bed. Five – no, Dapple, he had to start thinking of the minotaur slave – his minotaur slave – as Dapple – was kneeling happily beside the bed. “Good morning, Dapple.”


  “Thank you, Master.”


  “Where is…” Dacien paused. “Our Master,” he said.


  “Master Great Lord Fog woke earlier, bathed, and went to break fast with Great Lord Green,” Dapple said. “He commanded me to stay here and wait on you, Master.”


  “I’m… I’m going to… it’s going to take me some time to get used to that.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Do slaves often have multiple masters?”


  “It is unusual, Master, but it has been done before.” Dapple said.


  “Do… are you all right?”


  “I think so, Master, but… what do you mean?”


  Dacien struggled up in the huge, soft bed, and looked at Dapple. The minotaur must have bathed with or after Teodor, because he was clean. And that made Dacien feel even filthier, still covered in sweat, blood, and piss from the night before. And the cuts… he could barely see them, as lines of shadow against the white and black of Dapple’s pelt. “I meant the welts,” he said, “but… did our Master heal you?” Surely not, or he wouldn’t even be able to see them. Would he?


  “No, Master,” Dapple said. “Minotaurs heal quickly, compared to humans. These will be gone by tomorrow.”


  “I see,” said Dacien, quietly. He’d have borne those cuts for a week, and he’d have been lucky to avoid scars. “I suppose this changes our relationship.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “I think I liked being Dacien better.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “So, what… what do we do know?”


  “Perhaps Master would like a bath and then breakfast?”


  Dacien shook his head, and got up, and started down into the bathroom before he noticed the faint hint of disappointment on Dapple’s face. With a sigh, Dacien beckoned the minotaur over.


  

  The aftermath of the attack was less chaotic than Dacien had expected. The four minotaur ninja had a second mission, they’d discovered, the death of the wolven Talosh and four slaves who had been with him. Lord Green’s anger – already tremendous from the death of Lukas – had nowhere to go when he discovered that murder, an hour after the attack had failed, and Dacien was grateful he’d been far away from the blood-soaked dining room when that news had arrived.


  The next few days passed slowly, as he fell into routines with the now-quiet and obedient Dapple. For some reason, Lord Fog had ordered Dapple to show Dacien the rudiments of minotaur fighting-style, and even found a minotaur sword sized to a human. Dapple wasn’t the best instructor, but Teodor said that Dapple’s form was excellent. Dacien suspected it was just something to keep him and Dapple out of the way while Teodor worked with Lord Green. Fortunately, there weren’t any more of those formal dinners.


  He’d had to attend the funeral pyre, with Lord Fog and Dapple. The bodies of Lukas and Talosh – and the four unfortunate humans – had been arranged carefully on a huge bed of wood. The minotaurs had gathered in the early afternoon, and brought some humans, male and female, to the ceremony as well. A brown minotaur clad in deep blue talked about Lukas’s clan achievements, his standing as a tempus master, and Talosh’s long service to Lord Green, and mentioned the faithfulness and devotion of the humans. Hammer had been learning woodturning, and Lord Green ordered his last, uncompleted bowl to stand in the entrance foyer of House Green. Chess had worked in the field kitchens, and in her honor, the feast Lord Green had declared for his humans would feature her favorite foods. Run was the youngest, still serving as page and messenger, and Lord Green’s new Master of Slave – a black minotaur named Vincenth – would take them as special charges in Run’s memory. Salt had borne eight children, and these, too, would be taken by Vincenth as special charges in her name.


  Lord Green spoke, at length. The dignity that seemed to radiate naturally from minotaurs seemed to help keep his anger harnessed by his sorrow. His words left no doubt, however, that whoever had done this had acquired an implacable foe. By the time they’d finished, the sun was setting. The brown minotaur in charge of the pyre respectfully asked Xavien Lord Green to light it, and handed him a lit torch.


  “Thank you, Mimos. But I would pass this honor to Teodor Lord Fog, without whom Warlord Havel – and all of us – would have perished.” The huge black minotaur passed the lit torch to the smaller gray one.


  “Thank you, Xavien Lord Green,” Teodor had responded. “But I would pass this honor, if Mimos deems it proper, to the one who made best use of Lukas’s sacrifice – Dapple.”


  The brown minotaur nodded solemnly. “It is right and proper, Teodor Lord Fog. Let honor fall where it is due.”


  “All honor, then, to Dapple,” Teodor said gravely, and handed the torch to the white and black minotaur.


  Dapple rose from his kneeling position to take the flame, and said nothing, merely advancing to the pyre, and touching the burning brand to the four sides. The pyre had been constructed well, and by the time Dapple lit the fourth side, it was already burning hot and bright, the flames obscuring the bodies within. Teodor had explained that after the fire was lit, one remembered the dead, and waited to honor them, for as long as one could bear.


  Lord Green left almost immediately. The gray minotaur said, sympathetically, “I don’t think I could bear it either, if I were he,” to Dacien as they watched the black minotaur pace slowly back up the hill. Teodor himself, and therefore Dacien and Dapple, waited for what seemed like hours, as the pyre collapsed in on itself, burning into hot embers. The flames that had leaped to the sky were just crawling over the coals, and Dacien kept imagining he saw bones, although Teodor had told him the bodies were prepared so that they would burn away completely. Once the fire had completely burned out, the ashes would be spread on the gardens. There would be other ceremonies, more private ones, among Lord Green’s guard, and one among the tempus masters, to mark Lukas’s passing and memorialize him.


  Dacien wasn’t sure what happened, what milestone had passed, or if indeed it was a particular event, but Teodor simply turned his back on the glowing coals, and followed, if not in the exact steps of Lord Green and the others who had left, then along the same path, back to the house. The only minotaur left was Mimos, and Teodor had already explained that Mimos would be the one to gather and then distribute the ashes.


  “I was surprised that Lord Green let Dapple light the pyre,” Dacien said, quietly, as they walked up the hill.


  “Were you? It was his request,” Teodor said. “He couldn’t ask Dapple directly, so… he had to ask me, so I could ask him.”


  “Oh.”


  “It is a deep honor,” Teodor said. “Part of Lord Green’s frustration, I think, is that Dapple is beyond most reward. He was quite frantic when he realized he owed such thanks to a slave.”


  “What rewards could he give?”


  “None, beyond what he has.”


  “I mean, if… if Dapple were free. Not a slave.”


  “Then he could not have saved us,” Teodor said. “But I gather your meaning. There are official commendations, from Lord Green, from the Council. Offical Thanks, and Recommendations of Valor, and other similar honors. Posts, such as Master of Arms, Master of Guard, that betoken the faith of the employer in the employed. There are honorary posts, too, that draw a stipend, or not, depending. Warder of the Front Door, for example, or an Officer of House Green. There are many such things. None of them suitable for Dapple.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. “That’s a shame.”


  “Perhaps,” said Teodor. “Dapple, if you could have one thing, what would it be?”


  “You and Dacien as my Masters, Master.” the black and white minotaur responded promptly.


  “But you have that,” Dacien said.


  “Yes, Master. I do.”


  Dacien sighed, and Teodor nodded. “Truly, Dacien, what Dapple truly craves is to be mastered. That desire was fostered and built and reinforced, even if there was time when Dapple was not what he is now. And so rewarding him is as simple as letting him serve.”


  “So not letting him serve would be punishment?”


  “Perhaps. It would be, at the very least, a rebuke. And he does not deserve any rebuke.”


  “No,” said Dacien. “He doesn’t.” Dacien thought about this as they made their way back up the hill, into their house, and towards the huge pond of their suite.


  The night got stranger when they arrived back at their suite. The huge figure of Lord Green sat in one of the large stuffed chairs. A glass half-filled with a pale yellow liquid – and Dacien guessed it was something stronger than mere wine – sat next to an almost-empty decanter of the same drink. “Teodor,” and the voice was rough. “I was beginning to think you’d stayed to help scatter ashes.”


  “No,” the gray minotaur said. “Have you been waiting for me?”


  “Who else,” sighed the huge minotaur, slurring the last word just slightly.


  “Xavien! Are you drunk?”


  “Not quite yet,” said the black minotaur, with a little more conviction. “Not enough, anyway. Oh, don’t be that way. The house and grounds are still sealed, and… Lukas joined my guard almost five centuries ago. A little less, Teodor. He was a friend. One of the few – ha! – one of the only ones I could talk to. You don’t know yet, do you? How long have you been a full mage? A century?”


  “And a half,” said Teodor. “And those last years with Lord Ember. But I’ve always preferred a more solitary…”


  “Hah,” said Xavien, finishing the glass, and pouring himself another one. “I hate it. They all want… Lord Green.”


  “I know. I’ve seen the same thing as Lord Fog. It’s most wearying.”


  “That’s one way to put it. I envy you your slave, you know. Both of them. Dapple and the feral,” Xavien whispered. “They want you. Teodor. That you’re Lord Fog means nothing to them.”


  “It means something, I think,” Teodor said, sitting down. “Is there another glass?”


  “Yes, but this is empty,” Xavien said, shaking the decanter which still had a little liquid in it. “So it won’t do much good.”


  Ignoring that, Teodor turned to the minotaur trailing quietly in his wake. “Dapple, find us another bottle of this. Or something else.”


  “Yes, Master.” The black and white minotaur’s voice was low, but he sped off with more enthusiasm than Dacien could manage.


  Xavien ignored it, focusing on Teodor. “I… Lukas recited a list to me of mages who had been assassinated in their own homes, just… what? Five days ago. Six, six days.” Xavien’s fingers wrapped almost convulsively around the glass he held. “I laughed at him. I mocked him, Teodor, for trying to keep me safe.”


  “It was friendly banter, was it not?”


  “I told him,” Xavien continued, as if he hadn’t heard the gray minotaur, “I told him… I told him… I told him those days were over.” He lifted the glass, and emptied it again. “Over!” He poured the remnants from the decanter into the glass, and downed liquid. “But they weren’t,” he said, in a low voice. The words and tone might have been neutral, but Dacien could feel the angry roil of frustrated hatred coiled within it, and Dacien took a slow, small step away from the minotaur. The intense bitterness was like a dull ache across his body; a painful sharpness carried along the thick outpouring of magic from the black minotaur.


  “Is there no one…”


  “Not here,” Xavien said, shaking his head. Even that motion, at a distance, was painful to Dacien, and he took another small, quiet stop backwards. Fortunately, neither of the minotaurs were focused on him. “I’ve tried, Teodor, really, but… I’m Lord Green.” The last few words were spat out with a fury that Dacien felt as a subtle heat across his body.


  “Tonight, to me, you are Xavien, my friend,” Teodor said. “I have my own ghosts. Perhaps we can settle them together… ah, thank you, Dapple,” as the minotaur returned holding not one, or even merely two, but three decanters, setting them down on the small wood stand between the two chairs. “Well thought of. Well done. Please take my approval and Dacien, and await me in my bedroom. Settle yourself and Dacien. I may… be late. Or not there.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Dapple, and Dacien followed him over the bridges and behind the planted screens. The low, soft voices of minotaur conversation continued, carrying across the calm waters of the pond, until Dacien fell asleep, with Dapple curled next to him. At some point, Dacien woke briefly as Teodor led a shaking Xavien, tears dripping down his face, into the room, and settled him into the bed. They didn’t say anything, and Dacien drifted back into sleep soon after, as the peculiar overtones from the black minotaur’s presence had subsided.


  

  After that, Teodor was busy, consulting with Xavien, as well as the rest of the council, and putting up some kind of nondiscernment protection. Leaving six days later was almost an anticlimax, after that. Dacien didn’t see Erik, or even Mikal again, although Benelaus stopped in to thank – and profoundly embarrass, Dacien thought – Dapple. He didn’t even see Lord Green again until their departure, when he stopped by to thank Lord Fog, express his appreciation to Dapple yet again, and present Lord Fog with a medium size wood chest, polished and stained dark red, but plain other than that, along with a silver key. It seemed tedious to Dacien, but that might partly have been because he was hungry. Teodor had told him to eat nothing the night before, and drink only water, although – as usual – the minotaur hadn’t explained why. Still, Teodor looked delighted when he, Dacien, and Dapple finally got into the gray upholstered carriage with the driver.


  “Finally,” said Teodor, stretching out across the carriage seat. Dacien sat across from him, and Dapple had knelt on the floor – looking very comfortable.


  “Master?” asked Dacien.


  “We’re going back to Mistingrise,” Teodor said. “With a short stop at House Gray. Very short. There are three books there that I want.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. “What about?”


  “An old history of Clan Xarbydis and Scylla, a book on tempus, and a feral training manual,” Teodor said. “There was something about coercive forced enslavement and its long-term effects. The author had tried some recovery techniques, but…”


  “You don’t remember?”


  “I never read it,” admitted Teodor almost sheepishly. “I got the book while I was in Ourobouros, and I skimmed it, and meant… well, I didn’t get around to reading it, and then it was in House Gray after… well.”


  “After what?”


  “I had an unfortunate public fight with… a warlord, who… who lives at House Gray. So I have not been back there.”


  “Even for you, Master, that’s uninformative,” Dacien said.


  Teodor had the grace to look aside, and his eyes found the patch of new wood in the carriage, still the soft polished yellows of lacquered wood. Teodor sat quietly for a bit, as the carriage swayed down the road and then the gray minotaur spoke. “You’re right. This is no secret I need to hold close, other than being… well. Judge for yourself. Soon after I joined the Council – after I became Lord Fog – I had a son. Unsurprisingly, he did not evince magery, but he saw this as a fault. It drove him to practice martial arts with an unusual fervor. He reached warlord status very quickly, and then turned to studying tempus. Despite his early promise, he has not achieved Mastery, but… he was considered very promising indeed when he was younger – sixty years ago. Actually, he had just reached his first half-century. Quite a young age to be a warlord, really.


  “As you’ve gathered, there are some policy differences at the highest levels of Lycaili over the question of your human empire. The generals – and these are the military leaders of our Clan, appointed by position or the Patriarch, are mildly in favor of a martial solution. Lord Green, and to a lesser extent, Lord Winter, agree with that position. Humans need firm guidance, they say.


  “No, please, Dacien. I do not wish to discuss the position, I just want to sketch the political situation. When I said the generals were mildly in favor, that means that the majority of them favor direct, interventionist action. The mage’s council, on the other hand, is mildly opposed – the majority of us see it as risky. I, and to a lesser extent Lord Doze, feel that there’s no reasons humans cannot look after themselves, and so we oppose such adventurism. Lord Chimes and Lord Lash oppose it as well, but on the grounds that extended operations – and any adventures in human lands would be extended – would leave us vulnerable to attack from other Clans. Lord Doze, too, feels this argument keenly; I press it as well, although it is not my primary motivation.”


  “Chelm – my son – falls firmly on the other side of this debate. He feels strongly about it, with, perhaps, that same vigor of youth that Lord Green occasionally accuses me of. In any case, we were arguing, and I fear that I as much as he had permitted our feelings on the matter to permit our temper to rise, and… well. He said some extremely rude things to me, and I admit, I to him. Until he apologizes, though, there is nothing I can do,” Teodor concluded with a sigh.


  “But didn’t you say you were rude to him?”


  “I was,” Teodor said. “I am ashamed. Of all the persons in the world with whom to lose my composure, my own son is the last one I would wish to do so. But what can I do?”


  “You could apologize,” Dacien said, and he suddenly became aware that both Teodor and Dapple were staring at him with a strange expression. “No, no, no, let me guess,” Dacien added with a hint of exasperation after the moment of silence had stretched out uncomfortably. “Chelm, being of lower rank, and your son in addition, should apologize to you. And then you can apologize to him.” More silence followed this statement. “Am I right?”


  There was more silence, and finally Teodor said, in a small voice, “Yes.”


  Dacien took a deep breath. “And you never considered apologizing first.” Dacien’s voice made the words something between a statement, question, and commentary.


  The gray minotaur just shook his head, no. A minotaur-grin twisted his muzzle, and then he started chuckling. A moment later, he was laughing, a deep booming laugh that made Dacien smile. Dapple looked uncertain, though, and Teodor eventually drew himself together. “Well, that’s easily fixed,” Teodor said. “A moment ago, I suppose I was hoping he’d be out when we reached House Gray. Now, I find myself hoping he’ll be in.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Dacien, nodding.


  “Now…” said Teodor thoughtfully, looking out the window as House Green receded along the road. “Dapple, I do think you’d be more comfortable in the seat.”


  “I’m fine, Master,” Dapple said.


  “I’m not,” said Teodor, with an air of patience. “Consider. This is not a large carriage, and there is limited space to put one’s feet. And you are taking up most of it, whereas, if you were in one of the places intended by the carriage designers for passengers, which you are, you would both consume less floor space and be more comfortable. As would I. And Dacien, I might add. I’m sorry it offends your sense of propriety for a slave to ride in the carriage, on the seat, but the one really does imply the other. And before you ask if you can ride outside on the backboard or on the roof or jog alongside – no, you may not. I want you inside, because you are, after all, our final defense against others with your training. And finally, my dear Dapple, I might add that although your comfort might be a trifling matter for you, it looms somewhat larger to me. I am, after all, even as you are subject to my direction, responsible for your food, shelter, warmth – in short, comforts and necessities.”


  The black and white minotaur carefully got up, and sat next to Dacien, facing Teodor.


  “Thank you,” said Teodor, stretching his legs a bit. “Now…” and the gray minotaur peered out the window. “House Green… I wonder… no, no, no.” Teodor looked over at Dacien, and smiled. “Come sit by me, Dacien.”


  The cool gray of Teodor’s magic carried a distinct sense of anticipation along with, as well as Teodor’s general good mood, and Dacien felt himself wrapped in fingers of gray, slipping into and through him.


  “Master? What… what was that?”


  “You felt that?” said Teodor, sounding surprised.


  “Yes,” said Dacien, as he carefully repositioned himself, easing himself onto the padded leather bench by Teodor. “I did. I… I think I’ve been getting more sensitive. I meant to say something, but… we… well…”


  “No time,” sighed Teodor, nodding. “I understand, truly I do. You’re right, of course, I spent most of my time with Lord Green, between the additional safeguards around his house and the council business regarding this attack. It’s… baffling, really. We’re at peace; certainly that peace is uneasy, but the only active warfare at the moment is that Imperial army wandering about,” the gray minotaur sighed. “I hardly think they could be responsible for an assassination attempt of such a… remarkable character.”


  “Maybe it’s someone else taking advantage of that?”


  Teodor nodded glumly. “We’ve had a great deal of discussion about it, Dacien, and we’ve picked over the bones of the possibilities quite carefully. We’ve come to the conclusion that we lack some key piece of information that would enable us to make sense of the situation. The Empire, we think, lacks the detailed knowledge of minotaur clans that would accompany having contacts with ninja. So, we conclude it is not the Empire. Other clans… we just don’t see what is gained by the death of myself or Lord Green – or poor Talosh, for that matter – in a political sense. Nor even the revelation of the existence of ninja, when we thought them a thing of the past. What is gained? We have no idea, nothing.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. “But wasn’t Talosh wolven?”


  “Yes,” sighed Teodor. “But he’d left his clan. Wolven are powerful mentalists, but Talosh was, well, not. He was a short-range empath, but he lacked the telepathic abilities…” Teodor’s voice trailed off. “No. You should know. Wolven are telepaths only when they’ve been fed correctly.”


  “Fed… you mean… is that what they were doing at Mog Ford?”


  Teodor nodded. “Without human flesh – human and no other, not minotaur, not centaur, not jaguen, not wolven, but human and only human – wolven lose much of their mental abilities. Specifically. They lose range, and the ability to communicate thoughts.”


  “But…”


  “It does not make sense, no,” said Teodor. “Presumably the creators had some reason for it. I can only assume they did.”


  “That’s horrible!” said Dacien.


  “I agree,” said Teodor. “My understanding is that the wolven agree. Or at least, they say they do. The practice is nearly universal, so it may be that they agree… less strongly, or merely say they agree.”


  “They’d need… thousands.”


  “No, they don’t need much,” Teodor said. “I’m actually rather sorry I brought the whole thing up, Dacien.”


  “Why?”


  “Because… I would imagine you’re hungry. I did ask you to fast, after all.”


  “Yes,” said Dacien. “I did.”


  “I know,” said Teodor. “I checked. It’s not that I do not trust you, but…” he paused, and looked at Dapple thoughtfully. “You both understand that anything we discuss here is not to be discussed elsewhere, yes?”


  “Yes, Master,” the white and black minotaur acknowledged.


  “Yes,” said Dacien, after a moment.


  “Good,” said the gray minotaur briskly. “I’d hardly care to explain my discussing council business with you to the council. I think you need to know, obviously, or I wouldn’t mention it, but even so.”


  “I understand,” said Dacien. “Master.”


  Teodor slid an arm around the human, and pulled Dacien onto his lap. “We haven’t had as much time as I would like,” the minotaur apologized obliquely, and the human put an arm around the minotaur’s shoulder. Dacien pulled himself closer to the minotaur, breathing in the the warm pine-musk that seemed stronger now than a moment earlier. “I’m really liking that smell,” Dacien said, as he inhaled.


  “What smell?” said Teodor, sounding puzzled.


  Dacien turned his head, and looked up at the minotaur. “The…” and stopped. He chuckled, a lighter, human noise in the carriage, and then looked across to Dapple. The white and black minotaur was expressionless, and Dacien turned back to Teodor, still patiently waiting.


  “Master,” said Dacien. “Minotaurs… at least, you and Dapple both, have a wonderful scent of pine needles and earth and salt. It’s…”


  “Do you smell anything, Dapple?”


  “No, Master.”


  Teodor looked back down at Dacien. “Interesting. I’m glad you like it, at least.”


  “Yes,” said Dacien, wishing he hadn’t brought it up. He put his head against the soft gray of Teodor’s shirt, and yawned. Between the rhythmic motion of the carriage, being held against Teodor, and being a little light-headed from his fast, Dacien wasn’t sure how long he was there, on Teodor’s lap. Five minutes? Twenty?


  And suddenly Teodor was unwrapping his shirt, brushing it aside, so that Dacien’s face was next to the smooth gray pelt. Dacien rubbed up against the minotaur, feeling the firm muscle underneath. “Yes,” whispered Teodor, sounding somewhat…


  Dacien looked up at the minotaur, who had an intense look of concentration. Whatever it was that was taking his attention, though, wasn’t magic – Dacien felt nothing, and Teodor’s hands closed around the human, carefully supporting him, bringing him closer, up a little, to Teodor’s chest. The minotaur’s nipples – more human than bovine, thankfully – stood out in the cool air, the gray fur parted around the dark brown nubbin of flesh.


  “Go on,” Teodor said, encouragingly, brushing Dacien’s lips with the tip. “I’m ready.”


  Dacien licked the tip with his tongue, and instead of the pine-salt he’d expected – or rather, in addition to the pine-salt taste – there was a cool sweetness. Teodor drew in his breath sharply. “Tease me later, Dacien, not… not now!”


  That was clear enough; Dacien took the nipple in his mouth, laving it, let the pine fill his mouth and nose and then the sweetness was there again, even as Teodor moaned with something halfway between sheer pleasure and relief, only it wasn’t cool, but warm, rich, like cream, filling his mouth –


  Dacien tried to jerk away, even to look up at the minotaur holding him, but he was held fast, the minotaur cradling him, pressing the human to his breast as more milk trickled into his mouth. He tried to say something, but it came out only as a muffled sound.


  Teodor seemed to know what he’d meant anyway. “Yes. Drink, Dacien. Am I not responsible for keeping you warm, keeping you fed? I know you’re hungry, my apprentice, my human. I know what you need. And…”


  He was hungry, Dacien realized, and the taste of milk, fresh, hot minotaur milk, like sweetened cream, was making him even hungrier. He began to pull on the nub of flesh with his lips, suck at the nipple, and was rewarded twice. Once, when the trickle turned to a hot stream, and again with Teodor’s low of pleasure.


  “That’s… oh, my Dacien, that’s so good,” he whispered. “I’d forgotten…” and another sharp intake of breath marked Dacien’s renewed suckling. “Yes…” the gray minotaur whispered, and Dacien wasn’t sure if Teodor was talking to the human curled on his lap, or to himself. Dacien wasn’t even sure how long he nursed – long enough for the now-steady flow to thin to a few reluctant drops, and for Teodor to move him from the left to the right. In the back of Dacien’s mind he wondered just how addictive minotaur milk was, and if he should care. At the moment, he didn’t. It was just a thought as he drank, and the mild hunger from his fast receded. Eventually, it was gone, replaced with a warm fullness that brought languor, and then sleep, still cradled by the gray minotaur.


  Dacien woke when they stopped for the night, at an inn somewhat larger than the one in Xarsen. Grander, he might have said, but after seeing Lord Green’s estate, he’d settle for larger. Human servants – slaves – ran forward to take the horses, the luggage, to assist the gray minotaur down, although Teodor waved them off. Once inside, the gray minotaur commanded a suite, and dinner, and a hot bath, and Dacien looked forward to all of those things. Teodor relaxed in the hot water while Dapple ate. Dacien had again been told not to, so he just watched the white and black minotaur eat hot stew, and bring Teodor a large bowl of stew. Teodor just gulped it down, and requested another, as he rose from the cooling water, and dispersed the water with a flick of cool gray magic.


  Teodor ate another bowl without stopping as he dressed himself in a light gray robe, and then lingered over a third, adding a tall glass goblet of wine. “The cook is overfond of garlic,” Teodor said, finally, breaking the silence.


  Dapple remained silent, Dacien wasn’t sure what to say, since Teodor had asked him not to eat anything but water. “Dapple?”


  “Master?”


  “Do you have an opinion?”


  The white and black minotaur considered that for a moment, and then said, “No, Master.”


  “I see,” said Teodor. “And yet you seem… somewhat disturbed.”


  “I beg you to punish me for my errors, Master.”


  Teodor looked, momentarily, irritated, and then his composure returned to its accustomed neutrality. “This grows tiresome, Dapple. Really. What errors?”


  Dapple bowed his head. “First, that I would presume to judge my Master. Next, that I have allowed my Master to see the results of the error. Finally, that I did not confess the error when I committed it.”


  Teodor just shook his head. “I’m actually quite tired tonight, Dapple, so… why don’t you meditate on your various sins tonight, and perhaps you can suggest some suitable punishment – if such trivial things merit punishment. Perhaps, as the topic of meditation, you can consider whether or not you truly trust me as your Master.”


  “I do! Master! I do!”


  “Then… instead of judging me, trust that I have reasons for what I do,” Teodor said, almost compassionately. “I can no more explain everything to you – however much you deserve it, and before you tell me that you do not, I will say I think you do and I do not wish to hear myself contradicted – than I can explain all to Dacien here. I understand. And yet, Dapple, all will be clear.”


  “Yes, Master,” said the white and black minotaur, dropping to his knees, and touching his head to the floor. “Forgive me.”


  “It’s difficult to forgive things I do not hold against you,” Teodor said, “but I will try.”


  “Thank you, Master.”


  “Perhaps, Dapple, it is you who must forgive yourself,” the gray minotaur continued. “And you must come to trust yourself again, before you can truly trust me. And you must trust me, if you would serve me as I need you to.”


  “Your word is my command, Great Master!”


  “Yes,” said Teodor, gravely. “But I need more than that.”


  The kneeling minotaur said nothing, just stayed there, his half-horns touching the floor.


  “Dapple, I do love you,” Teodor said, after a long silence. “And I understand. More than you might guess. You have not failed me, nor yourself. Nor will you.”


  The whisper from the floor was almost inaudible. “Thank you, Master.”


  Teodor turned to look at Dacien, and the human could see a trace of worry in the huge brown orbs. “Dacien?”


  “Master?”


  “Our slave will be… busy, tonight,” Teodor said. “That is no reason you might not join me, though, and… I trust you’re hungry again?”


  He was, but… “I guess,” Dacien temporized, shedding his own gray clothes to climb into the bed. At least this one wasn’t as monstrously huge as the one in Lord Green’s guest suite. “But… it seems…”


  “Strange?” murmured Teodor. “It is, no doubt. You are uncomfortable with this?”


  “Yes,” Dacien said.


  “But you were not uncomfortable this morning, were you?”


  “I… no, I suppose not.”


  “Then… it’s not the thing itself you are uncomfortable with, but something in your mind.”


  Dacien considered that for a moment, and as he was about to say yes, there was a whimper from Dapple.


  “Shhh,” Teodor said, to Dacien. “Dapple is… working through his own questions. Let us not distract him,” and he pulled Dacien to him, opening his robe. “And perhaps the quiet will help you wrestle with your own questions,” he continued. “Please me, Dacien. Drink.”


  

  They rose before dawn to a hurried, if huge, breakfast. Eggs, griddle-cakes with honey and butter, poached apples, and large quantities of hot tea vanished into Teodor and Dapple while Dacien waited. Later, Teodor had said, and Dacien thought he knew exactly what would happen later, in the carriage, traveling towards Labyrinth.


  Nor was he mistaken. As Teodor was adjusting his shirt, Dacien asked, “Master? Is this… permanent?”


  Teodor tilted his head. “It is an experiment,” he said, finally. “But no, I do not intend this to be permanent. I’m not sure how long. We’ll see, I suppose.” Teodor smiled at him. “Now come. Drink.”


  Sometime after he’d finished, he realized from the low voices that Dapple and Teodor were talking, but he couldn’t quite stay awake for the conversation.


  

  Their arrival at House Gray woke him up again in the late afternoon, and he dragged himself out of a tired stupor. If nothing else, Dacien thought, minotaur milk made travel easier. He yawned, and followed Lord Fog into the house where surprised humans were suddenly bowing and asking questions. “No, no, just for a day, at the very most. Open my rooms, please. Is the warlord here?”


  No, the warlord was not, he was out, and no, they didn’t know when he’d be back, although he was expected for dinner.


  “Excellent. Add another three for dinner. I’ll be in the library. Dacien, Dapple, come. This way.” The gray minotaur led the three through a wide hallway and into a bright, sunlit room. One wall was set with huge panes of glass, and the far side was mirrored in three huge panels, and Teodor stopped, stunned. The gray minotaur looked down at the clean polished gray wood flooring, covered with a woven mat, and then up to the walls, festooned with minotaur-sized weaponry. “My scriptorium…” he whispered, looking around. “Well.” The gray minotaur closed the door, turned around, and went back, through another door, and took three steps in before stopping.


  Two heavy wood and leather benches, in Teodor’s signature gray, were arrayed on the gray wood floor. Two men were strapped to them, wearing nothing but the restraints. The first was hairless, and covered with bright black stripes – only they weren’t straight, or even, but chaotic and varied. The rest of him was pale white, and the contrast was almost dazzling. The stripes were roughly horizontal on the man, branching out and reconnecting in a disordered way that was confusing. Dacien had heard of humans who painted themselves with strange patterns, but this… this wasn’t just paint. The skin itself had been colored with… was it black? The striped looked black at first, but looking more closely, they revealed color shimmering directly under the surface, like a dark shadowy rainbow.


  The second had short-cropped hair, but his skin, too, was pale, if not as pale as the first. They both looked up at the intruders, looking almost as surprised as Teodor looked.


  “My library!” said Teodor, sounding upset. “Where… where are my books!”
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  Expectations


  

  After a restless night, Markus welcomed the early morning arrival of Chelm – with Zebra in tow – and the rigors of the morning. Markus was, he thought, starting to learn the route of their run, despite its complications. The cool morning even earned both of them – Zebra and Markus – a shirt and trousers in addition to the running sandals. The run helped him get his mind off Chelm and Zebra, or at least it would have, if Chelm hadn’t been running effortlessly in front him. Maybe he’d cooled off a little from the tension of the bout yesterday and the frustrations of the almost-encounter with Chelm, but watching the minotaur jog smoothly across the streets, legs and muscles flowing easily from stride to stride had him almost as frantic as he’d been during the night. And there was no opportunity for release; no moment he could dodge Chelm’s eyes, unless he was securely tied down to the leather-wrapped bench.


  Breakfast didn’t help; oatmeal, eggs, apples, and hot tea were waiting for them when they got back. At least Chelm seemed to eat the same food he served to them. But they ate in the training room, and between that and the liberal application of oil both he and Zebra were hard again even before they started the stretching and limbering exercises. And it got worse. Chelm seemed to pay no attention to them, even when a long line of glistening fluid stretched from Zebra’s manhood to the mat – the minotaur seemed entirely focused on wrestling holds.


  Wrestling holds that involved Markus holding Zebra, or vice versa. Skin and oil and the very male smell of exertion and lust were hard to ignore, even with Chelm talking about holds, and rules, and positions. Worse still were the few times Chelm himself would demonstrate a hold on Markus – the proximity of the minotaur made his heart race. It didn’t surprise him when the minotaur called for another practice bout between Markus and Zebra, and although he did a little better than before, Zebra still had him pinned to the floor – on Markus’s own side of the circle – with humiliating ease. Worse was the pin had his face right by Zebra’s striped crotch – even the smell of human arousal was driving him wild.


  Watching Chelm fuck Zebra again, as he was tied down was torture, and the torture was repeated that afternoon, after he lost a second bout. Once again Zebra spent the night with Chelm, while Markus was left licking salty-sweet seed from Chelm’s fingers, and the not-quite-mocking promise from the red minotaur that “I look forward to your winning, feral, and giving you your reward.”


  He knew what that so-called reward was. He’d seen Zebra collect. Three times now, and he had a horrible feeling that he’d see it a lot more than three more times. Sure, you had to want to win, but wanting to win wasn’t enough. You had to be good. Fast.


  After a couple of days, he was picking up the pace in the morning, and Chelm let him take the run faster – Zebra lagged behind a bit, but Chelm didn’t seem affected at all. Markus put his heart into the exercises, paid attention to the pins, practiced them endlessly on Zebra – and Chelm tacitly encouraged him. He might have been floating in a haze of lust and frustration and need, but the minotaur seemed, at least, to be honest about what he wanted: Markus to beat Zebra.


  Zebra wasn’t cooperating at all, and – Markus wasn’t sure if this were deliberate on Chelm’s part or not – Markus had no chance to talk to the tattooed human. When he wasn’t in practice (and practice always meant Chelm was there), Zebra was with Chelm. Zebra seemed determined to prove that he was better, and that there was nothing Markus could do to beat him, in their matches. Always a bout in the morning, sometimes a round in the afternoon, Zebra beat Markus over and over and over and over and over.


  Markus was forcibly reminded on the fifth day that, no matter how bad something was, it could always get worse. He’d awoken feeling much better, and a few moments later, the stickiness around his crotch made him realize exactly why he’d felt so relaxed. Chelm hadn’t said anything throughout the day, and Markus had come to the conclusion the red minotaur was going to ignore it. He discovered just how wrong he was when Tag strapped a series of leather bands around him. The thing forced his waist up, so that, although he might get hard, he couldn’t touch his shaft to the bench or indeed elicit anything other than the lightest touch against the leather tube. He had started yelling at the point, and been just as quickly gagged by Tag. Over then next hour or so, Tag managed to convey to Markus that he’d been gagged so that he could not say anything offensive that Chelm would have to notice. Markus also got a new appreciation for how communicative Tag could be, even without his voice.


  Nevertheless, the matches were taking longer each day. Twice, Markus had almost pinned Zebra, and would have, if the tattooed human hadn’t managed to just barely twist out of his grip. Match by match, as Chelm explained holds and wrestling and escapes and counters, Markus was understanding more and more just how Zebra was winning – and how to beat him.


  It was on the thirteenth day, in an afternoon bout, when Markus finally managed to pin Zebra. The bout hadn’t been easy, and Zebra used any number of counters to twist away, up, out of Markus’s grip, and on an earlier day, the oil might have let Zebra escape. But not this time; he managed to put an arm around Zebra’s chest and slam him to the mat, and hold him there for the requisite count of twenty.


  “Yes!” Chelm had said, triumphantly. “I knew it! I knew it! You’ve won, feral,” and even if the furious look in Zebra’s eye promised that this was a fluke, Markus knew it wasn’t. He might not be able to beat Zebra every time, but… it would be a real contest from now on. “Let Zebra up. Now.”


  Markus instantly rolled off his opponent, going back to his starting position.


  “Good. Wait there for a moment,” Chelm said. “Zebra.”


  The tattooed human crawled over to the minotaur’s feet, and put his head down on the ground.


  “No. You have not failed me,” the minotaur said, but Zebra didn’t move. “Unless you’re arguing with me?”


  Zebra raised his head up, and then – reluctantly, Markus thought – shifted his weight back to haunches until he was kneeling.


  “Better,” said the minotaur, and then Chelm himself had knelt down, giving Zebra a brief kiss on his forehead. “I knew he would defeat you, eventually. I am… amazed it took him so long. You have done far, far better than I ever imagined you might,” the red minotaur whispered. “You know what I want from you.”


  Zebra nodded.


  “Good,” said Chelm, heavily, and then the minotaur was standing again, somehow without standing, and looking almost… distrustfully at Markus. Didn’t he want me to win?


  “And now for you, feral. It’s time I gave you a name,” Chelm said. “Leopard. You will be Leopard.”


  Markus nodded, not quite sure what a leopard was, other than a large cat, but… it was better than feral. Was it? He glanced over at Zebra, and the elaborate black striping, and wondered if maybe he’d have been better off with feral. Wasn’t a leopard spotted? Or was that a cheetah? And… Markus licked his lips, and tried to remain calm. Getting renamed wasn’t the reward he was hoping for.


  “You won, Leopard,” Chelm said, and then gestured at Zebra. “Take him.”


  What?


  Chelm waited for a moment, and then gestured again, impatiently. “The ante, Leopard. Every wrestler puts his own body into the ring – that’s the ante. I didn’t let Zebra have you –” Chelm paused, mid-sentence. “Not while you were still learning,” and Markus was certain that wasn’t what Chelm had originally planned to say.


  Markus looked over at the other slave. Zebra was just kneeling there, looking… resigned, Markus supposed. He didn’t look like someone who, well, was eagerly waiting for… anything. Markus closed his eyes for a moment. He was hard, of course, because he’d been that way for six days. Six very long days, and Chelm has denied him any relief at all. And now he was being asked – told, really, Chelm didn’t ‘ask’ – to do…


  To do what he’d been wanting to do for all six of those days. Something like relief flushed over him. Finally. If there was anything he wanted more than feeling Chelm fuck him – and he’d been dreaming of that, too, and not merely while asleep – it was fucking Zebra, pounding him, paying him back for every accursed…


  He wrenched himself just as his arms closed around the motionless Zebra, converting what would have been a tackle into gentler embrace – not soft, not by any means, but not just throwing Zebra down, and forcing him. He wouldn’t need force, and… he couldn’t let himself take out the frustrations and rage of the last few weeks on Zebra.


  Markus forced himself to hold still, as every part of his body urged him to motion. He didn’t even look at Chelm, this wasn’t about the minotaur, and he shut down that thought as soon as it occurred. Zebra… he began stroking the other man, oiled flesh to oiled flesh. The stripes were so intense, Markus thought he should be able to feel them, but he couldn’t, of course, and just concentrated on holding off his own need until Zebra felt calm in his arms.


  That took longer than he’d wanted, but at this point anything was longer than he wanted, and Markus just kept holding Zebra until the tension seemed to melt out of the defeated wrestler. He wished he could say something – anything – but given how dead-silent both Tag and Zebra had been around the red minotaur, he didn’t want to test Chelm’s reaction to unsolicited speech. It wasn’t as if Chelm had let him talk at all, and at some point, he wasn’t sure when, he realized that Chelm might well never let him speak.


  He might have dreamed of being loose, and being able to touch Zebra, but none of those dreams had included Chelm watching him perform, like a stallion covering a mare. It was just one more bitter part of his current existence, and he’d… he’d have to do it, if he wanted the chance to escape. His own aching loins prodded him on, and he eased Zebra back, lowering him down to the floor, careful not to let him hit the mat. He ran a hand over Zebra’s side, skimming off the oil, and applying it to himself, before he pushed the striped legs aside, and used a finger to test Zebra’s tightness. The human was tight, and slick inside, and Markus touched his target with another finger, and felt for… there. The slight bump on the inside, up and a tiny bit to the left, and a little bit of pressure – Zebra twitched, a little, and Markus hoped the look in his eyes wasn’t apprehension. That’s what he wanted. Markus took Zebra’s legs in his arms, lifted them, and pulled Zebra closer to him. He stared back into Zebra’s eyes, as he positioned himself, gulping air, trying for self-control against the burning need to feel himself buried in Zebra’s warm, tight flesh. Slow.


  Slow.


  Slow.


  It was agonizing, but… somehow, he managed to ignore the delicious hot slick warm around his shaft, the burring tickle as Zebra’s tightness made way for him. He was groaning as he felt his pubes touch against the base of Zebra’s muscled thighs, and Zebra was starting to pant, too, and he pulled out – not all the way, just a bit – a little faster, and oiled flesh moved slickly across and out and through and then he was moving back in, almost at a good rate, still fighting to slow down, slow down, slow down but he couldn’t, not as Zebra began to move under him, clamp down on his length and –


  Release hit him unexpectedly – a howl was splitting his ears, and he knew it was him but he hadn’t meant to, hadn’t intended, hadn’t even felt the orgasm creep up on him like a man swept away by a wave from behind. He just lay on top of Zebra as the wave receded, leaving him stunned and motionless.


  And even then, a hand reached down, and pulled him up, still trying to recover from the surprise and the curious lassitude that follows sex. Chelm picked him up effortlessly, pulling him away from Zebra, and the other man whimpered with his own need before the habit of silence quieted him again, and Markus thought bitterly that Chelm was just… ignoring him. It wasn’t even the same deliberate deprivation that had had Markus on edge for nearly two weeks – it was just a blithe dismissal, all the crueler for that.


  “Tag,” said Chelm, carrying Markus toward the door. “Clean Zebra, see to his needs, and put him back on the hobble. Bring dinner, to him, to my room, for myself and Leopard.”


  Markus just barely saw Tag nod before Chelm carried him out of the sunlit practice room, past the empty hobbles, and across the room through the other door. Markus had never been allowed here, and suddenly the dingy gray of the rest of the house vanished, into brilliant stripes of color against a deep black background. It reminded him of the patterns tattooed on Zebra, only instead of black and white, these were deep ruby, light amethyst, intense emerald green, and a hundred other shades, as if all the color in the house had been stripped out and layered into this room. There was an equally brilliantly colored carpet, and a number of huge, minotaur-sized chairs and that’s all Markus had a chance to register before they were in the next room. It was small – tiny – with another two doors, painted with a light sky blue, and there was a tremendous bed taking up most of the space and then they were through one of the doors into an elaborate bathing chamber.


  This room was easily larger than the bedroom beyond. Two more heavy wood doors led out of the room, but that was hardly what drew Markus’s eye. Instead of the carpets and wood paneling of other parts of the house, it was tiled, with hard, glossy squares of white, looking almost like opaque glass. It held a huge tub of the same stuff surrounded by complicated silvery pipes and valves, partially sunken into the floor. Two steps led up to the tub, and then four steps led into it, all seemingly formed as a single casting of the white stuff. Chelm put Markus down on the edge of the tub.


  One of the two doors concealed a deep closet from which the red minotaur extracted thick, fluffy towels of sunny yellow – they reminded Markus of egg yolks, and set them on a polished black table of the same material. The red minotaur twisted a valve, and then another, and then another, and water began to spray down into the tub from the piping, sort of a miniature rainstorm.


  “It will take a moment to warm up,” the minotaur said, and Markus presumed he meant the water. Was there a fire under the tub somehow? Whatever he was sitting on felt cool and hard, like polished stone, without any hint of warmth at all. There was another spout, lower, that looked like it would gush water into the tub rather than spray it, and maybe that valve controlled where the water went? So why would there be two valves controlling water into that? Understanding struck a moment later as the water spraying down began to steam. He touched one pipe, then the other, and pulled his hand back from the hot metal. Hot water. The minotaurs didn’t just have water piped into their houses, no, they had hot water, too. Markus wondered how it was heated. A hot spring, maybe? A boiler? But they couldn’t keep the water hot all the time, could they?


  Could they?


  “Don’t burn yourself,” the minotaur warned absently, putting a couple of glass jars next to the yellow towels. One had a white-green syrup, and the other looked like some kind of yellowish paste. A third jar, of bright sky-blue with a matching lid joined them. “There.” The minotaur tested the water with a hand, and turned the hot water pipe valve, but Markus couldn’t tell whether he was opening or shutting it. It wasn’t that big a deal. The Empire had valves, too.


  Maybe not this small, though. Or in houses. And not for hot water.


  Chelm sighed in relaxation as he stepped completely under the hot water. “That’s good. Come in. No. Test it first. Is it too hot for you?” The room filled quickly with warm, wet air scented with the faint pine and earthy smell of minotaur.


  Markus put his hand into the streaming water. It was hot, quite hot, but bearable, and he stepped into the tub. Chelm moved aside, and hot, almost too hot, water spattered over him, beading on his oiled skin. The minotaur picked up one of the jars, and poured a generous quantity of the white-green liquid into his hand, put the jar back, and stepped back into the spray. “Stand still,” the minotaur rumbled, and started rubbing the stuff – it smelled of mint and herbs – into his hair.


  Soap; it was some kind of minotaur soap, and it lathered into a thick mint-herb foam as Chelm worked it into Markus’s hair, and then down, over his body. The strangeness of a minotaur – his own master – washing him with his own hands struck Markus. No master in the empire would deign to wash a slave, much less in what had to be his own private bath. And Chelm had seemed very… mindful of his status. Which made his current position, kneeling and carefully washing Markus’s feet – feel very, very strange.


  When Chelm rose, he only rose to a kneeling position – which still put his head at Markus’s, and Chelm handed the human the soap. The red minotaur waited patiently for a moment, and then said, “Go on.”


  Markus poured some soap out, and began lathering up the minotaur. The short-hair caught the soap, and Markus found himself needing more, and then yet more.


  “Here,” said Chelm. “It’s washing out,” and he turned the spray down to a trickle. “Now.” That did help, and so Markus could take his time, pouring a bit of the liquid soap into his hands, working it into the stiff red pelt, over the hard muscle of the minotaur. The fur – hair? – was short and stiff under his fingers, and the mild peppermint scent of the soap got stronger and stronger as he lathered it into the minotaur’s pelt. It took quite a while to get Chelm fully covered, and then the minotaur reached out to the valves on the pipes. “Ah,” sighed the minotaur. “That feels wonderful. I’m going to turn the heat up. Let me know if it’s too hot for you.”


  The water pressure returned to an almost stinging spray, and the temperature rose from pleasantly hot to almost unbearably hot. Markus stepped out of the direct spray of water, although even the steam was hot. “That feels so good,” the minotaur said, eyes closed. “I get so stiff after a workout… and however happy I am that you finally beat Zebra, I don’t think you know anything about massage.”


  Markus shook his head no.


  “That is something you will enjoy learning, I think,” Chelm said. “And I will enjoy teaching.” The minotaur bent down suddenly, kissing him, the minotaur’s lips folding around his, Chelm’s arms surrounding him, lifting him up, shielding him from the too-hot water so that only a warm mist surrounded him. The subtle pine-musk of minotaur and the herbal mint scent from the soap filled his senses as the minotaur pulled him up against his body. The red of Chelm’s pelt gleamed with water, clear drops running down and out of the tight, stiff hair. “But for now,” the minotaur murmured, “we have other business.”


  Shifting Markus’s weight to his left arm, Chelm spun the valves closed, and the water stopped. The minotaur shook, a quick shiver, but it was still enough to fling droplets across the room. Three steps took the minotaur to a shelf from which he took a towel, and flung it over himself and Markus, and another two steps took them into the tiny bedroom. Chelm set Markus down on the bed, and quickly patted himself down with the towel. The minotaur started to move towards Markus, and then laughed. “At this point you’re dryer than than this is,” and vanished back into the bathing chamber, returning with a fresh towel, tossing it to Markus. “Here.”


  Markus caught the towel, and quickly swabbed himself dry.


  Chelm had him in his grip; there was no transition, no movement, he’d just dropped the towel, Chelm still watching him from across the room, and then Chelm had him. Hard, the minotaur was hard – when had that happened? – and so was he, after the shower, after watching Chelm and Zebra, after watching Chelm take Zebra back, into this room, and leave him waiting and wondering until morning.


  Chelm turned towards the bed, and simply tipped over, and Markus was falling, into the soft bed, and he braced himself for the impact of the minotaur, falling on top of him, but it didn’t come. Chelm had caught himself, trapping Markus between him and the bed, and suddenly the minotaur was kissing him again. The bovine tongue touched Markus’s lips, and then parted them, the warm flesh invading his mouth. Markus opened his mouth, and Chelm’s tongue forced its way in – and Markus had forgotten just how large a cow’s tongue might be. It seemed that a minotaur’s was more bovine than he’d expected, and he almost choked as it invaded him. He couldn’t breathe, not with Chelm on top of him, and he pushed back, he couldn’t breathe, there was no air, none, and he was suffocating.


  And then the huge tongue withdrew – not completely, and air filled his mouth as the minotaur exhaled. Heat surged through him, heat and the resinous flavor pine, moist warmth that nevertheless filled his lungs, and another breath, and another. How Chelm was breathing, he didn’t quite know, but the minotaur let him breathe out, and then Chelm sealed his mouth to the human’s again, giving him his own breath. It was dizzying, Markus was beginning to wonder where the minotaur stopped and he started.


  And how had the minotaur positioned himself there? The tip of Chelm’s shaft, touching his center, sent a wave of lust through him. Or was it dizziness? He wanted the minotaur, wanted the minotaur in him, wanted that powerful length inside him, needed it, and he pushed, opening himself, welcoming the length inside him. The sensation was good; better than good, wonderful, stretching himself, feeling that oh yes in him, and all the while he was breathing in unison with Chelm, the scent of resin, the taste of resin, in his mouth, his nose, and it seemed like he was floating. Chelm was surprisingly gentle, careful, aware that however strong Markus was – and Markus was strong – a minotaur was vastly stronger, and Chelm wasn’t merely a minotaur but a practiced and muscled warrior. As Markus was to a farmer, Chelm was to the other minotaurs Markus had seen on his morning runs. Chelm wasn’t just a minotaur fearsome to humans, he was fearsome to other minotaurs, too.


  And that was the male fucking him, breathing into him, and Markus could feel himself responding. The feel of being taken, used, pleasured was bliss, and the human could just let himself enjoy it, there was no way to fight it, no possible way he could do anything that could make any difference to what Chelm wanted, no possible way he could do anything other than what Chelm demanded of him. It wasn’t that that made it easier, just… just better. He could push back against the thrusting minotaur, surrender, open completely to the powerful creature breeding him. And it was good; better than any other time. He’d always liked bigger men, stronger men, when he could find them, if he could find them, when they turned out to be really bigger, stronger, tougher… maybe it was just his bad luck they didn’t; his bad luck that he, Markus, was the biggest, strongest, toughest.


  But not here. Here, that was Chelm.


  His thoughts dissolved, between the closeness of the minotaur, the press of flesh on his flesh, the feel of the minotaur inside him, the pressure, that had been building for days, slaked only in part by the brief encounter with Zebra earlier, all of it, the lust of the circle, the tease of the touch of flesh on flesh, and now, it built to an ecstatic release. He felt like he was dying, or at least being born, stiffening with the white-hot explosion of pleasure, and fading to darkness. His last thought was that he’d miss this when he finally got back to the Empire.


  

  When Zebra won the bout the next morning, after their run, Chelm didn’t take him back to his bedroom for a reward. Instead, the red minotaur set them back on the hobbles, and left Tag to serve them lunch. Zebra said nothing, and Markus wasn’t sure what to say, so they ate in a silence broken only by the disapproval of Tag. Markus wasn’t quite sure what he disapproved of, but it was clear the mute was unhappy about something.


  It wasn’t until after Tag had vanished with the remains of lunch that Markus finally managed to break the silence.


  “So,” Markus said.


  Zebra didn’t respond.


  “Look, I’m…”


  “You’re supposed to be learning to wrestle,” Zebra said, tonelessly. “You’re good. You’re learning. That’s what he wants. There’s no… there’s no point fighting it. You can’t win.”


  “Not directly.”


  Zebra made a choked sound, something like a laugh, if a laugh was a sob. “You. Can’t. Fight. Him.”


  “So… it’s all right?”


  The tattooed man just shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Just… no. Look out for yourself, Leopard. He gets what he wants.”


  “Look, Zebra, I’m sorry, it’s just…”


  “There’s nothing to be sorry about,” the other said, sharply. “Nothing. Don’t be.”


  “Maybe I think there is,” Markus said. “And…


  “I don’t.”


  Markus was quiet, and then asked, “Then you don’t mind his spending time with me?”


  “No,” said Zebra. It didn’t sound very convincing to Markus, but calling Zebra a liar didn’t seem like a good idea, either.


  “It’s not as if I have a choice,” Markus said.


  “No,” Zebra replied. “You don’t,” and that was the end of the conversation.


  

  Five days later, Chelm was working with Markus and Zebra after their morning run when Chelm stopped, and quickly took a huge sword down from the wall. “Zebra. Leopard. Get over by the window. If I break the window, you’re to run, find another minotaur, and demand Lord Chimes’ protection. Is that clear?”


  They nodded as they moved toward the window.


  “Verbally,” said Chelm, not facing them.


  “Yes, Master,” Zebra said, sounding shocked.


  “Good enough,” said Chelm, facing the open door with the sword out. After a moment, he said, “Leopard? Do you understand my directive?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Good. We will discuss the alacrity with which you obey,” the minotaur said, his concentration fully on the door. “Assuming we survive, of course.”


  Markus didn’t see anything, but Chelm moved, somehow, almost a flicker, no more than an inch, and Markus wouldn’t have even noticed that if he hadn’t been staring at the minotaur. Chelm flickered again, and this time, another minotaur fell – and that was the only way to describe it – out of midair, heavily onto the floor. The fall was as awkward as the minotaur’s landing was graceful, and the minotaur was back up standing almost instantly – with Chelm’s huge blade an inch from his throat.


  The minotaur froze. He had his own, smaller sword, still buckled to his belt, and wore a shirt of dark red, the rough cloth dyed unevenly but Markus got the impression the uneven coloring was intentional. His pants were of the same rough cloth and uneven hue, but of sky-blue rather that the bloody color of his shirt. A loop of black rope decorated the left of his shirt. The minotaur himself had a pale white pelt, dappled with large black spots. He said nothing, waiting for Chelm.


  And eventually Chelm spoke. “Master,” he said. “This is unexpected.” Markus would have relaxed, except that the huge blade didn’t so much as waver from its position.


  “Many tests are,” the other rumbled. “Might I congratulate you on passing?”


  “Maybe,” said Chelm. “What beer did I drink at my lesson two days ago?”


  “Your lesson was three days ago,” corrected the minotaur, “and you drank watered fruit juice. Is there some reason you doubt my identity?”


  “Your pardon, Master Kanail, but your behavior is not what I would expect from you. And my father taught me to be very suspicious any time someone varied from their… routine.”


  “I never heard that he had such tendencies,” the minotaur replied. “Perhaps you could put the blade down?”


  “Perhaps,” said Chelm. “And perhaps you can tell me why you’ve intruded in my home?” The blade didn’t move.


  “And perhaps you can tell me how you threw me out of time like that,” the minotaur said. “You didn’t learn that from me.”


  “Didn’t I?” said Chelm. “I suppose not directly,” and he moved the blade slowly, setting it into a lower guard position. “Only the real Kanail would know that, I grant,” Chelm said. “Which brings us directly to why you entered my home without an invitation, when, I assure you, Master, I would have been delighted to extend one.”


  “But then I couldn’t tell if you would detect me lurking or not,” Kanail said. “Which you did. I wasn’t sure you would. And that tempus-wave… very clever. Very clever. Better than you know, I think.”


  Chelm snorted, and carefully replaced the blade on the wall. He turned back to other, bowed – low, Markus thought – and said, “Welcome to my home, Grandmaster Kanail.”


  “Thank you, Grandmaster Chelm,” Kanail replied solemnly.


  For the first time ever, Markus saw Chelm look surprised. “What? I’m…”


  “You are now,” said Kanail. He reached up, pulled the black rope off his shoulder, tossed it to Chelm, who caught it, still looking surprised. “Here. You’ll need this tomorrow.”


  “Why will I need it tomorrow?”


  “Because Lord Chimes prefers his bodyguard to wear full dress, and since you’re now a grandmaster, you’ll need a black braid. You do have everything else, don’t you?”


  “No,” said Chelm. “I don’t.”


  “Get them,” said Kanail. “I assume you’ve figured out that you’re now a member of Lord Chimes’ bodyguard?”


  “I had gathered that, yes, but I’m still wondering why.”


  Kanail paused. “I can’t tell you everything, but… what I can say is that there was an assassination attempt on your father and Lord Green late last night, by minotaurs with remarkable tempus skills.”


  “I will kill them,” Chelm said cold anger in his voice. “Who… wait. You said an attempt.”


  Kanail looked ashamed for a moment. “I’m sorry. Your father and Lord Green are fine. Lord Green’s Master of Arms – Warlord Lukas – was slain, and his Master of Time injured. Apparently Lord Green’s Master of Slave was killed as well, along with a number of humans. I should have said that first.”


  “And so Lord Chimes feels he needs a grandmaster in his bodyguard?”


  “Two. Scythes will be guarding him at night. You’ll have the day.”


  “Really? Isn’t Scythes senior to me?”


  “Scythes,” said Kanail, “didn’t throw me out of time when I tried to sneak up on him. He knew I was there, and I was unable to get advantage on him, but… he didn’t figure out how to throw me out of time.”


  “No? It seemed obvious.”


  Kanail shook his head. “It’s not obvious. Although I think I know what you did… it wouldn’t work if I weren’t within a few feet of you.”


  Chelm nodded sagely. “I doubt I could generate enough differential to make it effective more than a yard. But given that I’m moving ahead of you, I can close and knock you out of time – and that seemed pretty disorienting.”


  “It was,” Kanail agreed. “I don’t know how it would be if I’d been expecting it, though.”


  Chelm shrugged. “I didn’t count on it.”


  “No. You didn’t,” and there was nothing but approval in Kanail’s voice. “Lord Chimes has asked me to watch over Lord Winter, so I’ll be leaving this afternoon. How soon can you get over to Lord Chimes’ office?”


  “A bell, maybe two,” said Chelm.


  “Good. Thank you, Chelm.”


  “Wait, please,” asked the red minotaur. “Who… who is guarding my father?”


  Kanail paused at the door. “He’s still at Lord Green’s. I don’t… well, I can’t tell you anything more, Chelm. I’m sorry.”


  “Can not or may not?”


  “May not,” said Kanail. “Lord Chimes knows more.” The minotaur walked out of sight. “I’ll see myself out. Get over to Lord Chimes as soon as you can!”


  Chelm simply stood in thought for a moment, and then turned to the two humans. “Our training schedule is altered. For now, return to your room. Tag will be up with food shortly.”


  The minotaur took the huge sword back down.


  “Go,” he said. “Go.”


  20


  Pomp and Circumstance


  

  “Where are my books?” the gray minotaur said in Greek, and took three more steps into the room. Tag stood frozen, just a minute too long, as the new minotaur turned – angrily? – to him. “You. What is your designation?”


  With a shock, Markus realized that this minotaur – this gray minotaur – almost faded into the room. The gray of his pelt matched the gray of his clothes, the gray shine of his horns, the gray of the buttons along his gray coat, and all of it matched – perfectly matched – the omnipresent gray of the house.


  Tag’s mouth opened, and a mewl came out of him as he collapsed, not dropped, but collapsed, onto the floor. The mute human jerked himself into a prostrate position, arms extended, legs together, head down, and made another heart-rending moan. The gray minotaur just looked blank for a moment, and shook his head angrily. “Oh. Get up.”


  Tag let out another moan, and rose to his knees, head bowed.


  “You. On the floor,” the gray minotaur said briskly. “If you expect to be punished for failing to comply with my wishes when what I asked was impossible – well, it’s not going to happen. I should have remembered that Chelm doesn’t like humans to talk. Although it does pose a minor problem… I shall refer to you as One until I know your proper designation.”


  Tag nodded.


  “Now stand up, please. Do you know what happened to any of the books that used to be in this room?”


  Tag shook his head as he was standing. Markus was still trying to wrap his mind around a minotaur’s saying please to a human when he realized that two others had come into the room, another human, who looked vaguely familiar although in minotaur-style green clothes Markus couldn’t quite place him, and another minotaur. Markus thought it was Kanail for a moment, but the black spots weren’t right for that, and… and this minotaur had had his horns sawed off? No, not Kanail.


  “Where is Chelm?” the gray minotaur said, more to himself, than anyone else, but Zebra took it as a cue.


  “On duty, Sir,” Zebra said, quickly, and very quietly.


  “Oh, you can speak,” the gray minotaur said. “Excellent. I’d assumed… never mind. Can you speak, too?” he said, facing Markus.


  Markus looked up at the gray minotaur, but Zebra came to his rescue. “He only speaks Latin, Sir.”


  “I see,” said the minotaur. “You speak Latin?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “I don’t suppose you – either of you – know where the books in this room went?” the gray minotaur asked, switching to Latin.


  Zebra shook his head.


  “Please answer me vocally. Sir will do as a mode of address, if that was worrying you.”


  “Yes, Sir,” Zebra whispered.


  The gray minotaur turned to Markus. “And you – your designation?”


  “Master calls me Leopard,” Markus replied, not quite ready to claim the name himself. “Sir.”


  “And these two?”


  “Zebra and Tag. Sir.”


  The gray minotaur’s muzzle twisted in that strange expression of bovine amusement. “I think I might guess which is which. You’re… a new addition?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Master?” the human spoke up – also in Latin.


  “Yes?”


  “This one – Leopard – was infantry at Mog Ford.”


  “Did you know him?”


  “No…” the human’s voice was hesitant, and Markus wondered why. He didn’t look familiar. Maybe he’d have a chance to talk to him, if he could arrange it before Chelm got back.


  “I see,” the minotaur said, cutting off the human. “So it doesn’t seem like that much of a coincidence. Or is it?”


  “I… I suppose not, Master.”


  “I am relieved,” the gray minotaur rumbled, very softly. “Still, it was right of you to bring it to my attention. And attention, yes,” the minotaur went on. “Are you – either of you, Leopard or Zebra, being punished?”


  Markus said, “No, Sir” just as Zebra whispered it.


  “Fine. Tag, please release them from their fetters.”


  “Tag doesn’t speak Latin, Sir,” Zebra said. “But, Sir, that will not please our Master.”


  “No? Thank you for telling me, Zebra. I am afraid your Master will have to be… slightly displeased. Having you two restrained…” and the minotaur paused, and repeated his order to Tag in Greek, “displeases me a great deal.” The gray minotaur turned to the white and black-blotched minotaur. “Dapple… oh. I never asked if you spoke Latin?”


  “I do, Master,” the other minotaur replied.


  Master? thought Markus, suddenly puzzled.


  “Excellent. Please… oh, you don’t know where my suite is, do you?”


  “No, Master.”


  The gray head shook slightly. “No matter. I’ll show you,” the gray minotaur said, and then turned to Tag. “Release them, Tag.”


  Tag shook his head emphatically, and returned to his prostrate position.


  The gray minotaur just shook his head. “Dapple, please undo the fetters.”


  “Yes, Master.” The second minotaur moved forward quickly, brushing by Tag, who looked for a moment like he was going to try to stop the white and black minotaur.


  “Sir! Please! This will make our Master angry at all of us,” Zebra said, and Tag jerked his head in agreement.


  “No, he will be angry at me. Since he’s already angry at me, I hardly see a problem,” the gray minotaur said. “I don’t suppose either of you know how to cook?”


  The white-and-black minotaur’s clever fingers had already unbuckled Zebra, and he turned to release Markus. Yes! he thought. He’d get off from this damnable hobble.


  “No, Sir.”


  “This house should have a minimum staff of ten; it appears to have a staff of three,” the minotaur said with something like irritation. “I’d hoped… well, it hardly matters,” the minotaur said. “Probably a bad idea, anyway. Dapple, I think I showed you the kitchen?”


  “Yes, Master,” the black and white minotaur said, finishing the last of the buckles on Markus’s hobble.


  “Please let cook know… Chelm and I will be having dinner. You and Dacien –”


  Dacien! thought Markus. The Commander-of-Ten! That’s where he’d seen the other human!


  “– will be dining with me; I suspect Zebra and Leopard will be with Chelm,” the gray minotaur continued. “You two… what do you usually do when you’re not on that thing?”


  “Sir?” asked Markus.


  “Yes?”


  “I’m sorry, Sir, but… we’re always on it, if Master isn’t having us do something …”


  The gray minotaur paused for a moment. “So you’re either under direct supervision or locked up, yes?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  The minotaur just shook his head. “I understand,” he said, sounding resigned. “Do…” and his voice trailed off. “It’s been some… some time since…” he paused. “Years, actually. Tens of years. I used to… goodness. I used to go to the theater, the clubs… the Audium…” He shook his head again. “I’m sorry; that’s hardly helpful to you, either of you, really. Certainly not an option. Can either of you read?”


  “No, Sir,” the two of them said, Zebra’s whisper following Markus’s stronger voice.


  “And I don’t know where Chelm put my books, either,” the gray minotaur said, thoughtfully. “Dapple… bring me a cask of water. The kitchen will have one – a small one.”


  “Yes, Master,” the minotaur said, rising from where he’d released Markus, and he hurried off. Both Markus and Zebra watched him go, curiously.


  “Yes, he’s a slave,” the gray minotaur said, abruptly. “Mine. Obviously.”


  Did that, Markus wondered, require a response? He looked at Zebra, who was still lying on the bench.


  “You may get up, move about,” the gray minotaur said. “If you can.”


  Zebra just shook his head.


  “No?”


  “Thank you, Sir, but our Master will not approve.”


  The gray minotaur looked at Zebra for a moment, and then shifted to stare at Markus. “And you, Leopard?”


  “I don’t wish to be punished, Sir.”


  “Interesting,” said the gray minotaur, tranquilly. “But you don’t care about pleasing – or displeasing – your master?”


  Markus opened his mouth to say, no, not really, and then decided to be more politic. “I do,” he said.


  The gray minotaur just nodded, glanced around the room, selected a chair, and settled down in it. “Dacien,” and patted the side of the chair.


  “Master?”


  “Come sit here, please,” the gray minotaur said, calmly.


  “Oh. Sorry.”


  A slight shake of the gray head indicated that the fault – if it were a fault – was not worthy of further discussion. “I’d expected to wait for Chelm, but I’d really thought I’d have that book,” the gray minotaur said. “How impatient I’ve become, to let a few hours disturb me so!”


  “Master?” said Dacien. “Are you all right?”


  “A little tired, but nothing I didn’t expect,” the gray minotaur said, amazing Markus again. He found it difficult – almost impossible – to imagine Chelm saying something similar. “Just impatient.”


  “Impatient?”


  “Yes,” the minotaur said.


  “Really?”


  The gray minotaur slumped a little in the chair. “No. Not really. You know me too well.”


  “You could just rechain…”


  “No,” and the deep voice had a finality to it. “It is cruel.”


  “But if they won’t move anyway there’s no real difference.”


  The gray minotaur shook his head. “Oh, Dacien. No, no, no. If they are chained, then they have no choices.”


  “I suppose…”


  “Then restrained, they do not serve, there is no choice, no decision, nothing. Unrestrained, they choose to stay to please their master.”


  Markus blinked at this logic. It made sense, in a strange sort of way, but… was that what he was doing? Pleasing Chelm? He wanted to… something in him wanted more than anything to serve, be useful to, be loved by, be…


  “I’ll have to think about that, Master.” Dacien’s words broke Markus out of his reflection.


  “It’s right enough,” the gray minotaur said absently. “Are you hungry? I ordered a meal sent to my suite. I thought I might…”


  Whatever the gray minotaur thought was lost as Dapple came back through the door with a small cask. “I’ve relayed your wishes, Master.”


  “Thank you, Dapple.” It was strange, Markus thought, how the slave-minotaur – and wasn’t that a strange thing in and of itself – brightened at the words. The gray one didn’t seem to notice, though. “The cask?”


  “Here, Master.”


  “Good,” said the gray one, taking it, setting it down between Markus and Zebra. “There. Drink as you are thirsty.” He paused, looked at the two of them. “I trust you two will… behave. Do not make me wrong.”


  “No, Sir,” Zebra said quickly.


  “No,” Markus said, looking at Zebra, who was signaling him almost desperately. “No, Sir. We will.”


  The gray minotaur nodded, and then looked at Tag. “You know where my suite is?”


  Tag just shook his head.


  “Through that door, through the corridor, around…”


  Tag looked stunned for a moment, and then let out a moan, and prostrated himself again.


  “Ah. Then you do know where my suite is,” the minotaur said after a moment.


  Tag lifted himself just far enough off the ground to nod agreement.


  “Good. That level of deference is not needed, required, or, to be brutally honest, desired. Please get up. You have treated me with the respect due anyone, that was perfectly correct, and continues to be perfectly correct.” The gray minotaur waited for a moment, and then added, “Up. Good. Now, if there’s any trouble – come fetch me.”


  Tag drew himself up, and nodded, deeply.


  “Good, Good. Carry on, carry on,” the minotaur said softly. “Dacien, Dapple. Please come with me.”


  

  The gray one, and his two slaves vanished into the corridor that led to Chelm’s room, and Tag slumped with evident relief, turning to Zebra. He pointed at the door, and made gestures. Large gestures. Sweeping gestures.


  “A great lord?” asked Zebra.


  Tag nodded, and then gestured again.


  “Our Master’s lord?”


  Tag shook his head, and tried again. Eventually Zebra figured out – or guessed, Markus thought, Father. Apparently the gray minotaur was Chelm’s father. Markus wasn’t certain what that meant, but… it seemed to impress Zebra almost as much as it had affected Tag.


  “He’s… well, I’m not sure, but he’s… really, really important,” Zebra said. “Like… like a Senator, only… more. An important Senator, one who leads a large bloc. A colleague of Ruus, Lord Chimes. He should be addressed as ‘Great Lord,’ not just ‘Sir.’”


  Senator. That made Markus wonder again just what – or who – Zebra had been before he’d been captured, himself. “Yes, but he said… he said not to. He told Tag… just to treat him…”


  “He told Tag that. Not us.” Zebra whispered, intently. “Minotaurs… the right form of address is important.”


  Markus shrugged. He was pretty certain the minotaur wouldn’t actually care, but then… Zebra had had more time to get worked over by minotaurs. He wasn’t quite as bad as Tag was, but Markus wondered if he’d end up the same. Being with a minotaur did… strange things. He twitched, remembering the feel of Chelm’s body against him, surrendering to the minotaur… no. No. It was pleasant, it felt good – very good, but it wasn’t what he wanted. It wasn’t. It wasn’t. And if he just kept telling himself that, maybe, just maybe, he could believe it.


  A disgusted sound came from Tag, along with a familiar yeasty smell, even as Zebra – Zebra – shouted, “Tag, stop!”


  Markus looked over, staring in disbelief. That couldn’t be what it smelled like. Tag had just picked up the cask, and looked back at Zebra. “Give me a drink of that, Tag.”


  Tag shook his head, and gestured, but Zebra repeated himself. “Give me a drink, Tag!” and the human lifted his hands as if to say, ‘if you insist,’ and poured it out, grimacing with distaste as the dark brown liquid foamed thickly into heavy glass tankard.


  “That can’t be…” started Markus. “Oh, yes!”


  “He said it was water!” Zebra said, and took the glass, and then a tentative mouthful. The tattooed human just looked over at Markus, and grinned. “It’s better than I remembered,” Zebra said. “Much.”


  “Tell… ask Tag to get me a glass!”


  “Tag, Markus wants some, too. No, it’s not bad water. It’s a drink. It’s good. Really good. It’s beer.”


  “Beer!” said Markus, in amazed wonder.


  * * *


  Dacien followed Teodor and Dapple further into the house, cringing at the bright, discordant striped colors. “Chelm dislikes gray as much as I do,” the minotaur said almost wistfully. He stared into a tiny room, with a look of surprise. “Do you know, I think that’s Chelm’s room. Still.”


  “Still?”


  “It was the nursery,” Teodor said dryly. “Just off my suite…” and they walked through a huge bathing room into a larger room – a bedchamber. One of the servants who’d greeted them at the door was making the bed, and he began to apologize.


  “Stop,” said Teodor. “Just finish setting the room to rights, please. Is the sitting room ready?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Good, good. You finish up in here; I’ll go in there. Lunch is laid in the sitting room?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  The minotaur smiled. “Excellent, well done, thank you. We’re going to eat and rest – please let Chelm know I’m in when he comes home.”


  “We will, Master.”


  Teodor just chuckled, and moved on through another door into yet another gray room. Gray walls held a window; sunlight played on gray embroidered carpet. Gray chairs – almost more like huge chair-shaped cushions – were scattered around the room. Five glass orbs hung from the ceiling on silver chains, emitting a cool light that just emphasized the utter grayness of everything. And even here, the gray matched so closely that simply by blurring his vision, Dacien could make all the details of the room vanish into a monochromatic gray haze.


  “I… I think I see what you mean – begin to see, anyway, the whole problem with gray,” Dacien said.


  “Traveling with you, Apprentice, has been a joy,” Teodor replied seriously. “Always before – even if there was color, I could quite literally watch it fade away into this… this… non-color,” he gestured about the room. “It doesn’t sound bad until… until you live with it for a while. If…” and the gray minotaur paused. “Perhaps things will change.”


  “If?”


  “I look ahead to the future, a dangerous pastime, as it is both inaccurate and blinds one to the present,” Teodor said crisply. “Perhaps. That is all one can say,” and he sat down in one of the huge, plush chairs. It fit the minotaur, emphasizing again to Dacien just how large they were in comparison to humans – after a while, the differences seemed to shrink, and minotaurs seemed just like largish humans. “Bring me that tray, would you?”


  “Yes,” Dacien said. “I don’t suppose…”


  “No,” Teodor said, firmly. The gray minotaur paused. “I don’t want to be alarmist, Dacien, but… eating anything at this point could cause, at the very least, some extreme intestinal distress. You don’t want, I’m sure, to spend the day vomiting, or with dry heaves. And at this point, anything other than water or milk would probably cause that.”


  “I…”


  “Or worse,” the minotaur added. “I don’t think it would be fatal – I think it is too soon, but I also think it could be. And in a few days, it would be.”


  “Fatal?” asked Dacien. “That… that doesn’t sound real. You’re kidding, right?”


  “No,” said Teodor seriously. “Although I trust that I enjoy humor as much as anyone, I have never been a particularly jocular sort, and I am not jesting now. I am serious, deathly serious, Dacien.”


  “Oh,” said the human, bringing the tray of food – small sandwiches, slices of fruit, nuts, and cheese – to the minotaur. “They smell good, though.”


  “They do, and I certainly understand that you might be tempted,” Teodor sighed. “I can only say the condition will be over… at some point – I won’t try to predict when – and you’ll be able to indulge at that point. But not right now.”


  “Because of your experiment.”


  “Yes,” admitted Teodor, taking a sandwich. He lay back in his chair. “It occurs to me that… we’ll be undisturbed for a few hours.”


  Dacien looked confused for a moment, and then nodded. “Oh. Yeah, I suppose. Besides… I think I’m getting used to it.”


  Teodor smiled, and began unbuttoning his shirt.


  

  



  The sun had gone down; the window had turned into a black mirror in the cool light coming from the hanging orbs, and Dacien was dozing on top of Teodor when the door slammed open, and a roan minotaur in white clothes, garishly decorated with colored ribbon, charged in. Dapple moved immediately and quietly to intercept him.


  “Wait, wait,” said Teodor, bringing Dacien completely out of his doze. “Really, Warlord, it’s customary to knock on the door.”


  “Oh?” the voice was minotaur-deep, but the minotaur – who had to be Chelm, stopped. Dapple looked a little relieved, but no less watchful. “Customary? It’s customary to send notice you’re coming. It’s customary to refrain from intoxicating other’s slaves. Or, for that matter…”


  “Stop.” Teodor’s voice was as cold as ice. “That is something I want to discuss with you. You’re aware – I know you’re aware – how I feel about long-term restraints, and yet you abused humans with that –”


  “It’s not abusive,” Chelm snarled back.


  “I say it is, and in the off chance you’ve forgotten, this is my house!” Teodor said, his voice rising. “In my house – this deplorable, dishonorable, vile practice – I will not say you are dishonorable for using it, whatever I think, but to find you doing it here, in my home, was infuriating.”


  “It’s not abuse!”


  “Whether it be or no,” Teodor said, forcing his voice back down, “you are aware – yes or no, Warlord – that I consider it abuse.”


  “Yes! I’m aware of any number of nonsane positions you champion!”


  “Regardless of their sanity or lack thereof,” Teodor continued, and Dacien could hear the strain of keeping his voice level, “when I have made my principles clear, is it just and reasonable that you should flout them in my house? Especially over the very same thing we quarreled over?”


  The white-clad minotaur shook his head, but said nothing.


  “No?”


  “I’m sure that’s not right, but I’m too angry to dispute it at the moment,” the minotaur said, clearly forcing himself to be civil. “Providing them alcohol, however, was beyond irresponsible – it was dangerous.”


  Teodor nodded. “And if I had provided them alcohol, you’d be quite right. But what I provided them was glamoured water. All the pleasure of beer with none of the associated toxicity.”


  “They’re passed out! From glamoured water?”


  Teodor smiled. “It was a particularly good glamour, if I do say so myself.”


  “Good,” and the roan minotaur seemed to relax a little.


  “Does this have something to do with the strange blood condition of the tattooed one?” asked Teodor.


  “You noticed that?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor.


  “Before I answer… what strange condition?” said Chelm. “He shouldn’t show any irregularities at the moment.”


  “He has blood traces of six humans in him,” Teodor said.


  “But you didn’t see anything else?”


  Teodor shook his head. “No. And I looked fairly deeply.”


  “He has a degenerative blood condition – metabolic toxins aren’t being cleared correctly. Or so Trand says.”


  Teodor blinked in surprise. “I didn’t sense anything out of balance, just… a melange of traces. Nothing wrong, just… very strange.”


  “I’ve been treating him by flushing out his blood and replacing it.”


  “Oh,” said Teodor, and paused. “I admit, I’m a little disappointed, since I rather thought I was the only one to do that, but I’m delighted it’s working. Who came up with the idea of doing a blood replacement?”


  “You did,” Chelm said dryly. “It was something you said, when I was studying in college.”


  The gray minotaur snorted. “You listened to something I said?”


  “I listened to everything you said,” Chelm said. “That proved to be… very helpful. None of us could come up with any other treatments, so we tried it, testing the blood for matches. We found ten matching humans – finally – and we’ve been flushing him out every eight months or so. Although we’re having to do it sooner, and sooner.”


  “The condition is worsening?”


  “Maybe,” said Chelm. “Probably.”


  “Bring him up to Mistingrise next time you think he needs treatment,” Teodor offered. “Let me take a look.”


  “I don’t want to impose…”


  Teodor snorted again. “Aren’t you a little curious why I’m here?”


  “Books, I’m told. They’re packed in sealed chests…” Chelm paused. A look of unhappiness crossed his face. “Oh, no, my clothes… how long have you been here? My wardrobe’s not sealed, and I’ve had sections painted…”


  “Relax, they’re fine,” Teodor said. “I’ve… found a way to suppress my signature. It works for short periods of time.”


  “You have,” said Chelm, eyes narrowed. “You told me that was impossible.”


  “Did I?” asked Teodor. “I don’t recall specifically, but I may have, certainly. I was wrong.” The gray minotaur grinned at his son. “I’ve been wrong about things before, surely.”


  “Yes,” said Chelm. “I moved your books up to the attic. Each bookcase went into a separate box – they’re wrapped in lead foil.”


  “Good. Go fetch me – please – Flius’s Hitsory of the War. Yes, the title is misspelled, the ‘s’ and ‘t’ switched. Flius did that a lot.”


  “You have the original?”


  Teodor’s tone changed as a reproving tone entered. “Flius, Chelm, was there. He was Scyllan. He watched. And somehow, he managed to write objectively, clearly, and very thoughtfully. The letter transpositions are traditionally retained as a sign of respect to a great bull.”


  “Fine, fine. Any other books?”


  “A book on training humans. It wasn’t in the library – it was in my desk, in the scriptorium. Green leather cover, bronze fittings. Ouroborous scholar – Malar. I don’t quite remember the title, I’m afraid.”


  “Not Malar, Maelar. Maelar Ouroborous. O Katallilos Paideia apo Anthropinos. And it’s bound in red and bronze,” Chelm said.


  “What?”


  “It’s bound in red and bronze.”


  “I think you’re right about the title, but I remember it quite clearly,” Teodor said, after a moment. “It was bound in hunter green leather with gargoyle bronze fittings.”


  “It was, yes,” admitted Chelm. “But it’s not, now.”


  “Why… did you have it… you read it?”


  “I did. I spilled vitriol across it – just the cover, not the text, and… so I had it rebound.” Chelm shot an apologetic look at the appalled gray minotaur. “I’m sorry.”


  “You were reading a book while you were working with vitriol?”


  “No, I was reading it before I was working with vitriol – I was compounding an analate, flowers of analate, and I…”


  “You read it?” The gray minotaur’s voice combined astonishment with suspicion.


  “I do know how to read, so, yes, I read it. I found it interesting.” said Chelm. “I had…”


  “You aren’t… tell me you’re not using those techniques!”


  “I modified them,” said Chelm, judiciously. “They were a little severe, and not… not designed for what I wanted. But yes, I found the text inspirational in any number of ways.”


  Teodor groaned. “On those two poor humans downstairs.”


  Chelm shrugged – an impressive gesture from such a big creature. “I didn’t hurt them.”


  Teodor just closed his eyes. “They’re your responsibility,” he said, his voice declining further commentary. “Regardless of the binding, I want that book, too. And a book by Demitrian. It was… a story. A rather fantastical story, in the third bookshelf.”


  “You read those? I thought that was where you put the well-meant gifts.”


  “It is,” said Teodor. “Was. They were still good for diversion, from time to time. The book by Demetrian. And… do you have any more of that foil?”


  “I could wrap them and put them in a box for you, if that’s…”


  “Yes, that’s exactly what I want.”


  “If it speeds you on your way, it will be my pleasure.”


  “Ah.”


  “You’re staying,” the roan minotaur said, painfully neutrally.


  “Just for the night. But there was one matter…”


  “Just one?”


  “One at a time, at least,” said Teodor. “It’s been a while since we last talked.”


  “Yes.”


  “I believe I said some… inappropriate things.”


  “Yes,” said Chelm, drawing the word out.


  Teodor smiled brightly. “I am deeply sorry for those rash words.”


  Dacien watched the look on Chelm’s face change from suspicion to shock as Teodor continued. “I beg your forgiveness.”


  The roan minotaur’s face went blank; just blank. “You… what?”


  “I beg your forgiveness,” Teodor repeated, cheerfully, and then said it a little louder, and more slowly. “I. Beg. Your.”


  “You can’t do that!” the words snapped out.


  Teodor leaned back a little, and Dacien thought the gray mage was suppressing a fit of giggles, from the twitches of his muzzle.


  “I must say,” Teodor said, almost mournfully, “that as painful as it is to disagree with you, especially when I am apologizing for clear wrongs, that I must. I can. I did. I do.”


  “Are you mocking me?”


  Teodor paused, tilted his head to the right. “I hope not. It isn’t my intent. And I don’t think I am. I’m entirely serious in that I admit my ire got the better of me, I acted in a way I now wish – and have wished for nearly sixty years – that I did not, and I beg your…”


  “No!”


  “No?” said Teodor, and this time, he sounded surprised – and sad. “I have waited…”


  “No, no,” said the roan minotaur quickly. “I’m not refusing… It’s that I’m supposed to apologize! Not you!”


  “Ah,” said Teodor, and there was a short silence. Teodor finally spoke again, hesitantly. “Chelm, please don’t take this the wrong way, I mean this… only as an observation of fact, and I am attaching no meaning to it, I give it no interpretation, but, my son, you haven’t.”


  Chelm was quiet, and Teodor didn’t seem to feel the need to add to his statement. The silence grew heavier, and heavier.


  “I’ll get your books,” Chelm said, finally, and turned, walking out. “I’ll be back.”


  Teodor simply watched him go, and a moment after, he turned to Dapple. “Please let me know if he’s lurking.”


  “He’s not, Master.”


  Teodor just nodded. “I don’t really think he would,” the minotaur said, softly.


  “He is moving faster, though, up above us.”


  “In the attic, fetching books,” Teodor said, closing his eyes. “Exactly what he said he’d be doing.”


  Dapple nodded.


  “I think he just needs time to think, Master.”


  Dapple shot Dacien a disapproving nod, but Teodor nodded, eyes still closed. “Perhaps. I appreciate your thoughts, Dacien. I am… I am too close to this to think clearly. I can use magic to calm my body, as a warlord would use tempus-techniques to calm his – as I’m sure Chelm is doing – and that helps the mind, but… I am not so foolish as to confuse mage-induced calm for objectivity.”


  “It gives you time to think, too.”


  “Yes,” breathed the minotaur. “And… other things. Dapple, do you recall a box I received from Lord Green? In the carriage?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Would you be good enough to retrieve it for me?”


  “Of course, Master. Now?”


  “If you could,” said Teodor. “Quickly.”


  “I can’t do that without letting Chelm know I’ve gone, Master.”


  “Then quietly will do.”


  “Yes, Master,” the minotaur said, and hurried, quietly, out of the room. He returned, carrying the box, about six minutes later.


  Five minutes after that, Chelm returned with a smaller box, but he didn’t offer it to Teodor, didn’t say anything, just went through the door into the bedroom, and returned, a few moments later. “They’re all here,” he said.


  “Thank you,” said Teodor. “Could you put it on the stand?”


  “Of course,” Chelm said, doing that, and glancing at the box Dapple had brought, curiously.


  “I received that from Lord Green, when we left yesterday,” Teodor said. “I assume you heard about the assassination attempt?”


  “Yes.”


  “Lord Green was… angry.” The gray minotaur paused. “That is an understatement, you understand.”


  “I do,” Chelm said.


  “Maybe. Open it, and you’ll see just how angry Lord Green is.”


  Chelm looked distrustfully at Teodor, and then leaned over to open it, and pulled out a large bulky thing, wrapped in gray silk. “And this is?”


  “Don’t blame me for that,” said Teodor, lightly. “Lord Green chose the color. Open it. Go ahead.”


  “Does it matter which?”


  “Not really,” said Teodor. “Go on.”


  Chelm untied the thin cord holding it closed, and unwrapped the silk covering. “I… this isn’t…” and the minotaur brought out a tanned leather hide – white, with black splotches.


  It was, Dacien thought, just about the size of a minotaur.


  “It is,” Teodor said. “It’s a trophy. Find somewhere… inconspicuous… for the thing, please. There are two more. One is to be delivered to Redding Clave, along with an apology for the death of Talosh.”


  “And the third?”


  “A second trophy.”


  Chelm’s eyes narrowed. “Why would Lord Green give you two?”


  Teodor sighed. “He gave me one as Lord Fog, since I was attached. The second is for Dapple.”


  Chelm stared at the slave minotaur for a long minute. “Why?”


  “I’m sure he had his reasons,” Teodor answered. “Which will have to remain his, at least for the time being. Apply to Lord Chimes for more information.”


  “I have,” said Chelm. “Lord Chimes informs me that I have no pressing need to know.”


  Teodor smiled regretfully. “Whether I agree or not, it is not my place to second guess Lord Chimes on such a matter.”


  Chelm folded the minotaur skin gingerly. “I’ll find somewhere to put it. Out of sight, I agree.”


  “Thank you,” said Teodor. “I ordered the dining room opened, and dinner for both of us.”


  “I ate. With Lord Chimes.”


  Teodor nodded. “And I note that you’re wearing the braids of a Grandmaster.”


  “It was a recent elevation.”


  “Like those lavender cords?” Teodor opened his eyes, stared at the decorations on Chelm’s – uniform, Dacien realized. “Does Grandmaster outrank Learned?”


  “Yes,” Chelm said.


  “Ah. A moment. Dacien. Ruus – Lord Chimes – has apparently insisted –”


  “Yes,” growled Chelm.


  “– that his new bodyguard, or commander of his bodyguard –”


  “Second. I’m only his second,” Chelm said.


  “– Second, then, wear his honors – all of them. Probably to make the point to the other guards that, despite what one might hear, what, I might add if I were feeling just a little surprised that Chelm hadn’t mentioned any of these honors to me –”


  “We weren’t talking.”


  “– is…” and Teodor paused. “I’ve lost the sentence. Honors. Chelm here is quite decorated, surprisingly so. The black braid indicates a tempus Grandmaster, and to the best of my knowledge Clan Lycaili only has seven, including Chelm –”


  “Nine,” corrected Chelm.


  “Nine, then. Each lavender cord represents expertise at some scholarly matter, one who can instruct or tutor. Bulls study years in the hope to attain one, and Chelm has four. Might I inquire, Learned, as to what they represent?”


  “Mathematics, Jurisprudence, Medicinals, and Botany,” Chelm said. “Quite easy ones, all of them.”


  “The gold braid indicates he’s a warlord, with emphases. Three emphases. Again, no way to know what they are without asking, so, Warlord? What are your specialties?”


  “Maul, logistics, full-blade.”


  “It’s quite a collection.”


  “Bits of cloth,” said Chelm, bitterly. “Useless trinkets.”


  Teodor blinked. “Why – why do you say that?”


  “Because – because I’m…” Chelm looked at Teodor, furious. “Because it really doesn’t matter what I do. I’m your son, and nobody will employ me.”


  “What?” said Teodor, sounding truly surprised.


  “Lord Chimes made it clear – quite clear, when I tried to join the Council Guard, I wasn’t welcome.”


  “But you’re his second!”


  “Because Kanail wrapped this around my throat,” said Chelm, tapping the black braid. “Because he needed another tempus grandmaster to keep watch on Lord Chimes. I didn’t challenge for this status, Kanail awarded it to me.”


  “He wouldn’t give it to you if it weren’t warranted,” Teodor said, after a moment. “Or do you believe otherwise?”


  Chelm ignored the question. “Lord Chimes made it clear that my joining his personal guard was a temporary condition.”


  “I doubt it,” said Teodor. “Although he may wish that to be true.”


  “You know something?”


  “Nothing… nothing I can discuss.”


  Chelm looked at his father, intently. “I am the second of Lord Chimes’s personal guard, Lord Fog, and if you…”


  “I know nothing Lord Chimes does not,” Teodor said quietly. “And it is his place to inform you, if he want you to know.”


  “Fine,” said Chelm, tightly.


  “So, why exactly is that, being my son, you cannot be employed?”


  Chelm snorted. “The ones that would hire me, would only hire me to get at you.”


  “But that makes no sense,” Teodor objected. “We’re not talking.”


  “Exactly,” said Chelm, in a too-cheerful voice. “So they won’t. Then there are those that won’t hire me because you would be angry at them.”


  “I would?”


  Chelm laughed, a sound that had very little humor in it. “No, but it’s not as if I could convince them of that.”


  “Ah,” said the gray minotaur.


  “The rest of them would hire me, if you would hire one of their protégées in your guard.”


  “My guard?” asked Teodor, puzzled. “I have no guard.”


  “Again, father, your razor intellect identifies the problem. No guard.”


  “Oh,” said Teodor. He was quiet for another moment. “I’m sorry, son. Is there something I could do?


  “Appoint a guard.”


  “I spend most of my time at Mistingrise. It’s secure, and… more than secure. Much more. And why would I want to trap any youngsters out there? It’s… it’s good for me, but it’s quite boring. Nothing happens at Mistingrise, nobody would thank me for that posting.”


  “You asked.”


  “I… I beg your forgiveness. I surely did,” Teodor said. “A guard. I’ll consider it.”


  Chelm smiled. “Do that.”


  Teodor blinked, and looked startled. “Oh. How inconvenient. How extremely inconvenient.” He paused for a moment. “Most, most inconvenient.”


  Chelm just shook his head.


  Teodor considered for a moment. “There is the other matter, of course.”


  “Other matter?”


  “I believe I asked your forgiveness, in that matter of…”


  “Yes,” Chelm said. “I forgive you.”


  “Thank you.”


  “And… I was not blameless,” Chelm added. “I beg your forgiveness, for my rude words, for my insolence, and for shaming you in public.”


  “I forgave you long ago,” Teodor said. “Nothing remains to forgive. Even if you’ve already eaten, would you, perhaps, join me for dinner?”


  “Certainly.”


  Teodor smiled, and turned his head. “Dapple, please take Dacien down to dining room. We will be along in a minute.”


  Dapple shook his head. “Master –” and Dacien had the pleasure of seeing surprise ripple through the roan minotaur “– I cannot protect you if you send me away. Not from this one.”


  “You cannot protect me if you stay, either.” Teodor said. “I am not afraid of physical harm from my son.”


  Dapple looked at the roan doubtfully. “As you command, Master.” The black-and-white splotched minotaur stood. Dacien followed him to the door.


  The human heard Chelm starting to talk as the door closed, “How did you get a –” and the voice was reduced to meaningless noise, and then it went silent, gray and cold, as Teodor’s magic wreathed the house.


  They walked down the corridor, and down the stairs before Dacien started talking. “Does – it has to bother you, doesn’t it?”


  “What?”


  “Being a minotaur and a slave,” Dacien said. “Having to explain it, over and over and over. Or having Master explain it.”


  “No,” said Dapple, twisting his muzzle into a minotaur-smile. “It doesn’t bother me.”


  “Why not?”


  “Why would it?” Dapple said, calmly. “I’ve told you. My responsibility is to my Master.” He paused. “Masters. I exist to please them. You and him. What others do, think, say, or expect is of no importance, Master.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien, daunted. They walked on, and then the spell of silence that had wrapped the house dissipated, in a burst of cool, gray, tension. “I think they’re coming.”


  “Yes,” said Dapple.


  “You can track them?”


  “I can sense…” he paused, uncertain for a moment. “Master’s son. He cannot quite keep himself out of time, and so each step causes a slight ripple.”


  “He’s not good?”


  “He’s very good. He may even be as good as this Kanail thinks.” said Dapple. “He reaches into time like it is natural for him to do so. Like an eel swimming. He slides through time like only a great tempus master can. It is that I feel. Any tempus master does the same.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. “So he can sense you, in the same way?”


  “No,” said Dapple.


  “He’s better than you are?”


  “No,” said Dapple again. “I was trained to withdraw completely from time when I move.”


  “So you’re better than he is?”


  “Probably,” said Dapple. “I’m sure I know things he doesn’t. But which of us is faster – and the true value of tempus is speed – is questionable. If I were between him and Master, than I am certain I could stop him. Beyond that… I do not know, Master.”


  Behind them a door slammed shut, and then Chelm was moving past them in a rush. Dapple blinked in surprise.


  “What?” asked Dacien.


  “He’s allowing his emotions to interfere with his control,” said Dapple, neutrally. “He must be very… disturbed. It is not a sign of control.”


  By the time they reached the dining room, and positioned themselves by the empty seat, across from where Chelm was stiffly sitting, the roan minotaur had apparently regained control of himself. The roan minotaur focused on Dacien, thoughtfully, and Dacien could feel Dapple beside him – not tense, not precisely, but holding himself purposefully relaxed. The human wasn’t sure if Chelm noticed, but having the huge minotaur beside him was suddenly very comforting to Dacien.


  It took Teodor another few minutes before he came walking in. He looked at Chelm, then Dacien, winced as he saw Dapple, and then he sat down himself.


  “I can’t believe you,” Chelm said bitingly.


  “No?” said Teodor.


  “I can’t.”


  “All right. Don’t,” said Teodor. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s true, though.”


  “Yes,” the gray minotaur said. “It’s true.”


  Chelm just looked at Teodor, betrayed. “Why?”


  Teodor stared right back at him. “I don’t regret it,” the gray minotaur said firmly. “Please. Understand. I’m proud of you. You’re… so talented. I just wish… I just wish you could…”


  The roan minotaur just snorted, and that was the moment that two of the humans – ones Dacien had seen earlier, came in. Large, almost flat bowls were laid on the white-glass-like plates, and soup was carefully ladled into each bowl, and they ate it in silence. At some unseen direction, a plate was laid for Dapple, as well, on the floor, but not Dacien. He was silent as the three ate, two from the table, one from the floor.


  By the time the plates had been removed, and steamed fish had been placed before all three minotaurs, Dacien was starting to feel very bored.


  “Why didn’t you tell me before?” Chelm finally asked.


  “When we weren’t talking?” Teodor said, almost instantly, and there was more deep, deep silence as the fish vanished, to be replaced by some kind of flaky bread stuffed – no, baked, Dacien thought – with vegetables and ground pork. That vanished too, and more plates were brought in with a tureen of roasted vegetables – onions, turnips, carrots, and something that smelled bitter.


  Dapple was eating his with enjoyment.


  “All right, but before that.”


  “Before that? You were… twenty?”


  “Yes,” Chelm said.


  “And already quite… positive. About certain things.”


  “I’m not wrong!”


  Teodor shrugged, and the roasted vegetables went the way of the pastry, fish, and soup, to be replaced with another soup bowl, and a sweet-smelling soup with… cherries, Dacien thought, floating in it. A fruit soup. “I felt your opinions were… young. As you were young. I saw no harm in waiting. Perhaps I was wrong.”


  “It’s the human there, isn’t it?”


  Teodor looked up at Chelm, his tone serious. “You will not interfere with me, Chelm. In that, I speak as your father, and as Lord Fog.”


  The roan minotaur shook his head, no. Then, he said, “No. No I won’t. I just… I want to understand. Why. And… how.”


  Teodor nodded. “You deserve both. I’ve written it all up, everything you need to know, at least as far as how goes. You remember where I would hide your treats?”


  Chelm snorted. “Yes.”


  “I put it there. At Mistingrise. In case…”


  “So, you’re not going to tell me.”


  “Not now.”


  “Or tell me why.”


  “Because I wanted you, Chelm, why else?”


  “That’s not what I meant!”


  “But it’s the answer,” Teodor said, gently. “What other answer could I give you? I needed to know if it were possible… if I’d guessed right. Did I mistreat you? Did I ever give you anything other than the love of a father for his son?”


  “No,” said Chelm. “Never. I may have had a mad bull for a father, but… you never treated me poorly. Does… did Grandfather know?”


  “Know what?” said Teodor. “That you’re my son? Of course he knew. Did he know all of the details? Of course not. He never even asked who your other father was.”


  “I’ve asked that before.”


  “Yes.”


  “Are you going to tell me now?”


  “You’ll understand when you read my notes,” Teodor said. “It’s there. Everything is there.”


  More silence followed, and a hot, steaming… Dacien wasn’t sure what it was, other than a light caramel color, and it smelled of cheese and sage.


  “I want to be involved. As I should be.”


  Teodor nodded. “That’s good. I’d… hoped you would.”


  “How much time will it take?”


  “I don’t know,” said Teodor. “I’m not even sure it will work. I think it will, everything I’ve studied tells me it should, and… well, it’s new. Or rather, so old that I’ve had to reinvent almost everything. I’ve… tested everything I can test. Bit by bit by bit. All the pieces… seem right.”


  “Then logically it will work.”


  “Logic is simply a way to go wrong with great confidence,” said Teodor. “I hope… I am a mage. I think I can tell if something starts to go wrong. I know, roughly, how it works.”


  Chelm nodded. “It will work.”


  “More logic?”


  The roan minotaur blinked. “No,” Chelm said, after a moment. “It is confidence in my father. You may be… no, you are possessed of the strangest ideas, but… perhaps there is something to them. And there is no doubt that you do what you set out to do.”


  “Thank you. I’ve… I have a request.”


  “Anything,” said Chelm.


  “Perhaps you could… wait. Excuse me. Dacien. The response of anything to a request for a favor or a deed or a question is actually a contraction of some phrase indicative of anything honorable or anything you ask would be honorable.” Teodor glanced back at Chelm. “Thank you, Chelm. So.


  “Perhaps you could find and hire a guard for me? I don’t think I’ll be able to convince the council I don’t need one. Although, I don’t.”


  Chelm smiled. “I could. I know… quite a number of warriors and warlords who would be eager for a position. Perhaps even eager enough to work for a mad bull like Lord Fog Lycaili. What are you looking for? Youth to corrupt?”


  Teodor shook his head. “No. Older. Experienced. Responsible, but… able to be bored. Which they will be, at Mistingrise. And discreet, Chelm, discreet. I hate to think of surrendering my privacy to a guard.”


  “How many?”


  Teodor shrugged. “I don’t know. You know Mistingrise. I travel very little. You’re the warlord. What do you recommend?”


  “Twelve,” said Chelm. “And you’ll need more humans.”


  “Yes. I trust you have the connections for that, too?”


  “By coincidence, I do.”


  “Then send what you think I’ll need. No ferals, by preference.”


  “Noted,” the roan said. “Some may already have some personal attendants.”


  “Not a problem,” Teodor said. “Offer them… well. I want loyal, to me, of course. Not the council, not… anyone else.”


  “Warriors?”


  “Warriors are fine.”


  “I can. You’ll need a warlord to serve as commander and second, though, and I don’t know…” Chelm paused. “There are a couple I could… I can think of one. He was dismissed for cause – theft. He claimed he was innocent. And… and I believe him.”


  “I can interview him,” Teodor said, after a moment. “If my son thinks a bull is worthy of a chance, then… a chance he shall have. Do not warn him that I hear lies, though.”


  “Won’t,” said Chelm. “He might know already. Or he might not. I’ll… I’ll have to think on the other.”


  “Another question, Chelm, why… why are you still in… that room?”


  “The nursery, you mean?” replied Chelm.


  “Yes. It’s… isn’t it a little small?”


  “Yes, but I didn’t want to take your suite. I did want to use your bathing chamber,” Chelm said. “None of the other tubs are really large enough to soak in.” He tapped the golden braids on his shirt. “I appreciated very much being able to soak in hot water.”


  Teodor nodded. “Good reason. Do you want brandy?”


  “Not in your sitting room?”


  “No,” said Teodor.


  “Then no, I don’t.”


  “Chelm, if… if you could be a mage – if there were a chance, even if it were a little risky,” Teodor said, “would… would you choose to take that risk?”


  “Probably,” Chelm replied, after a moment. “How risky?”


  “Unknown risk,” Teodor said. “Probably low. Risky more from being untested than… having a negative or even unsuccessful outcome. Low chance of working.”


  “Difficult to assess,” Chelm said. “But the clan needs mages.” He pondered a bit. “Is this a hypothetical or actual question?”


  “Oh, hypothetical,” said Teodor. “I suppose tomorrow it might be actual, but… hypothetical for today.”


  “Then…” said Chelm. “Well. There are better minotaurs than myself, who’d be better mages.”


  Teodor nodded. “Possibly. But leave them out of this hypothesis. This is open to you, and only to you.”


  Chelm blinked. “Well then. I’d do it, if I thought it was in the best interests of the clan. Today, no. I’m needed by Lord Chimes. But tomorrow? Why not?”


  “Why not,” said Teodor. “Good answer.”


  “And since I’m not having brandy – I am going to bed.”


  

  Teodor sent Dapple ahead, and so the trip back up to Teodor’s bedroom was subdued. “He knows, doesn’t he, Master?”


  “Not now, Dacien. This is… need to know.”


  “But he knows.”


  “Yes. He needed to know,” Teodor said.


  “And I don’t,” Dacien said.


  “Correct.”


  “And you’re sure of that, Master.”


  “Chelm needed to know a number of things. I’ve needed to tell him for several years now,” Teodor said. “And… what you did with Dapple. Do you think you could replicate it?”


  “Maybe,” said Dacien. “I don’t know.”


  “Tomorrow morning, I’d like you to try,” Teodor said.


  “But…”


  “I need to know if this astounding thing can be replicated,” Teodor said calmly. “I need to know, and there are only two minotaurs I have the right to experiment with. Dapple is one, and Chelm is the other. After consideration, I find the gain outweighed by the risk, and Chelm is not opposed.”


  “But he didn’t give permission, Master.”


  “I don’t require his permission,” Teodor said. “He’s my son. His duty is to obey.”


  Dacien started to object, and then thought better of it. “Yes, Master.”


  “Thank you, Dacien,” the gray minotaur replied.


  When they reached the bedroom, Dacien had something else to do with his mouth other than talk, and then, after he’d finished suckling, he was too tired to do anything, or say anything, or even to think. He fell asleep, laying comfortably on top of the gray minotaur.


  

  He woke that way, too – he wasn’t sure that Teodor had even moved, other to put his arms around him, and Dacien woke hungry. The room was dark, the window dark, and he wasn’t sure what time it was. From the way his stomach growled, though, it had to be near morning. Although… it didn’t matter. He crawled up Teodor just a bit, touched a swollen nipple with his tongue, and the minotaur let out a low, rumbling sigh. He locked his lips around the taut flesh, and…


  Warmth; that was the first sensation, not the taste, oddly sweet, not the feel of the milk, heavy and thick, but the warmth of it. Warmth that trickled into him, and Dacien wondered, briefly, just how addictive minotaur milk was, compared to the rest of a minotaur, but did it matter? He was already addicted, completely and thoroughly addicted to Teodor, as much as he could be.


  And the milk was wonderful; it filled some new craving need. He drank hungrily, and the rich liquid soothed the pangs, relaxed him, and…


  He realized Teodor was asleep – and making a deep, almost cow-like sound, a lowing, and the muscles were twitching, rhythmically. The flow began to lessen, recede, and Dacien carefully turned over, to repeat the exercise on the other nipple, causing the still-sleeping… was he really asleep, Dacien wondered, as he rhythmically sucked and kneaded the nubbin of flesh. The sounds… pleasurable moans, and an occasional jerk, but still, the minotaur’s breathing seemed calm. Maybe asleep, Dacien thought, and if Teodor was only pretending, then he would pretend, too. Dawn had to be soon, he thought.


  Soon.


  

  Dacien missed dawn, it was Teodor’s waking that woke him, the minotaur caressing him awake. “Dacien.”


  The human opened a sleepy eye, and then the other, and stretched out, still laying on the minotaur. “Breakfast,” the minotaur whispered. There was a silver tray, set with more of those gleaming white-and-gold plates, filled with sliced fruit, buns still steaming from the oven, and eggs scrambled with onions and cheese. “I told them to serve me here.” The minotaur smiled down at Dacien. “Dapple is seeing to our departure. You slept… longer than than I’d expected. I rather thought you wake in the night.” The minotaur paused. “Or did you?”


  “I did. I…”


  “I slept through it?” Teodor sounded surprised. “That’s…” he broke off. “Maybe not.” He started eating. “Ordinarily, Dacien, I’d never give you less than my full attention, but I’d really appreciate it if you could drink while I am eating.” He took a long drink of juice. “Assuming you’re hungry.”


  “I am,” Dacien said, and then said nothing more, for a time.


  

  The carriage was waiting for them, and interestingly, so was Chelm, in his white clothing. “I wanted to see you off.”


  “Thank you,” said Teodor. “But you’re going to be late.”


  “I’ll be with Ruus five minutes after you leave,” said Chelm. “Trust me.”


  “Yes, actually, I do.”


  “I know,” Chelm said. “I’m sorry if I was… upset… last night.”


  “You had reason to be. I… never imagined this particular situation,” Teodor said. “Never.”


  “It does seem unlikely. When will the council find out?”


  Teodor shook his head. “I don’t know. A month, two, three. Within the year.”


  “And you don’t know how they’ll react.”


  Teodor smiled. “Not so. Lord Green will be furious. Lord Chimes will be furious. Lord Winter will be furious. Lord Lash will be furious. Lord Doze will be mildly perturbed, because I don’t think anything could make Sasha furious. Even this.”


  “That doesn’t sound good.”


  Teodor shook his head again. “I will deal with them. Lords Green and Chimes owe me a favor, and I will call it. Sasha I can convince. Metrios and Lord Winter are really the two I fret over, but that’s still four to two in the worst case.”


  “It still doesn’t sound very good. They’ll resent it.”


  “For a time. Then new problems will grab their attention,” Teodor said softly. And then, head towards the human and quite hidden from Chelm, Teodor gave Dacien a wink.


  Oh. Dacien nodded back, and just nodded back. He pushed out a little, sensed the usually-calm gray cool streaming from Teodor, only it carried more, somehow. Tightly repressed excitement. The soft pull of power – his and Teodor’s – pouring into Dapple.


  And there was Chelm, a steady presence, a balanced almost perfectly in the shifting tides of magic. When he’d done this by accident, to Dapple, Dapple had been… not a portal, but a view. He’d seen magic, through the minotaur. Chelm, on the other hand, was opaque; balanced, magic flowing around him touching him only barely, giving the merest hint to his presence. Almost an absence, pulled in. Tight.


  Dacien reached out, touched it with his own power. It felt hard, taut, like hide stretched smooth over a drum. He pushed a little, and from somewhere, he heard a grunt, as the smoothness gave into his touch. He pushed harder, and the resistance was tougher. Harder. Something stretched under his power, deepened, and he could feel the quivering tension, and he pushed harder.


  Harder.


  And then it wasn’t there anymore. It was a vast emptiness, achingly cold, and power flowed into in like a torrent. Teodor’s, his, the ambient magic flows – everything, sucked into the yawning abyss that Dacien was suddenly pulling back from, back into himself.


  “What was that?” said Chelm, looking alarmed. “I thought…”


  “Yes?” asked Teodor, interested.


  “Nothing,” said Chelm, still looking around, as whatever sensation he’d felt faded. “Just… I don’t know.”


  

  “It worked,” Dacien said, after the carriage pulled away. “Master.” He still wasn’t quite sure if it had been right or not.


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “I was watching. Most impressive, Apprentice, most impressive.” He smiled. “Ruus is going to get a surprise sometime today. I wonder how long it will take him to notice?”


  “How long does it usually take?”


  “Who can know?” said Teodor. “I imagine not long. I imagine we’ll be hearing from Ruus quite soon.”


  “I’m sorry, Master – I mean, Teodor, I meant for him to… become an active mage.”


  “Oh,” said Teodor. “I’ve no idea,” he said after a moment. “I think… I think I want to wait until Chelm and the other become active before we try this again. There’s room for some caution, as we consider just what we’ve rushed into.”


  “That… that sounds like a good idea to me, too,” Dacien said, relieved.


  It was only about an hour after that that the ghostly voice of the Lord of Chimes sounded in the carriage.


  Teodor?


  “Yes, Ruus?”


  Is this a good time to talk?


  “I suppose. We’re still traveling to Mistingrise, so…”


  I understand. Did… did you see Chelm this morning?


  “Yes, we talked before I left. Why?”


  I have some unexpected news, I think. Chelm is now a potential mage.


  “He wasn’t last night,” Teodor said, and winked at Dacien. “But this is wonderful news!”


  In the long run, yes. In the short run, I’m not so sure. I’m going to have to keep a close eye on him. And transfer him to… I’m not sure. I don’t suppose you’d want to train him?


  “That’s premature,” Teodor said. “And there’s no need to transfer him until he becomes active. Take him through the initial exercises, and then we can decide who gets him as apprentice.”


  I don’t have the time.


  “Let Trand do it, then.”


  Trand is not a council member.


  “And I’ve been meaning to bring that up.”


  Xavien already broached the subject. He’s not powerful enough to be a Lord.


  “He’s trained, though.” Teodor said. “He can train a lens. In fact, he could take over training the identified humans.”


  But can he suppress any unwanted magic?


  “I would expect so,” Teodor said thoughtfully. “He is trained, using his power consciously, against an untrained manifestation.”


  I hadn’t thought of it like that. You may be right.


  “And if he’s taking over duties usually requiring a council member… doesn’t that suggest he should be a council member?”


  You would be in favor of this?


  “Yes, I would,” Teodor said. “It was I who suggested it to Lord Green.”


  He didn’t say.


  “Or perhaps we’d both been considering it. It would take some load off his shoulders, and yours.”


  It would, indeed. I’m still not sure, I think a Lord should be a powerful mage, not merely well trained, but I’ll ask the others. Or have you raised the point with them, too?


  “No,” said Teodor. “Only Lord Green. I think, however, it might be good to have a Lord who specialized in training, watching the developing mages. Trand is skilled, very well taught, and could do much good.”


  So Xavien argued, and I will bear it in mind. Next. The Lord of Bones is arriving tomorrow.


  “How unfortunate that I’m not in Maze!” Teodor said. “Alas.”


  You’re only three hours away.


  “So bring him to Mistingrise for a visit,” said Teodor. “We’ll have dinner, I’ll put him up for the night. You can come too.”


  No. I want you to return. Perhaps in… four days time? I’ll reserve a box at the symphony for us. Dinner at Diconene’s.


  “You do know how to tempt me,” said Teodor. “Can I say no?”


  No.


  “Fine. But I’m only staying one night. I can’t tolerate more than that.”


  I understand, but that does bring up the next issue.


  “I have requested Chelm to find me some candidates for a personal guard,” Teodor said. “If you were concerned with my protection.”


  Chelm mentioned this?


  “I’m sorry?”


  Chelm mentioned that I’d discussed creating a guard for you?


  “No,” said Teodor. “It came up in the context of… our discussion. He said one of the reasons he’d had difficulty finding a position was that I had no quid pro quo to offer. That made me realize that, although I might have not needed a guard earlier, times have changed. I thought I’d create a six-bull guard. I don’t need…”


  Insufficient. You’ll need at least twenty-four.


  “Ridiculous. I couldn’t even house twenty-four, not without expanding Mistingrise,” Teodor said. “And what can threaten me at Mistingrise, when I’ve closed the border? It’s better than a seal.”


  You do leave your home, from time to time.


  “And I’m supposed to take a pack train with me?” asked Teodor. “Absolutely not. Six seemed like a reasonable number for my infrequent trips into town.”


  Twelve.


  “Fine, twelve,” Teodor said, and smiled at Dacien. “Since you insist. Let Chelm know, would you?”


  Yes. I might run some suggestions by Chelm, as well.


  “Certainly,” said Teodor blandly. “I’m sure that would be helpful. I also asked Chelm to find some more house slaves for me. I don’t have enough to cope with that kind of influx.”


  But you did to offer the Lord of Bones your hospitality?


  “Good point. Perhaps not. He’d probably come with his own guard, and your guard, and your guard for his guard… House Green might not be big enough.”


  You should expand Mistingrise, Teodor. It might be nice to have a council retreat.


  “Is that a threat?”


  No, just the council. A few guards. It’s a secure location where we all could gather, peaceful… I think that’s an excellent idea.


  “I’ll take it under advisement,” Teodor said. “But wouldn’t House Green be better?”


  It’s too far from Maze. Mistingrise is just nineteen miles.


  “I’ll take it under advisement,” the gray minotaur said again. “Was there anything else?”


  No. I’ll let you know what the others think about elevating Trand. And the retreat.


  “What happens to my peace and quiet?” said Teodor, but Lord Chimes’ magic had already gone. “Inconvenient,” he said. “Most inconvenient.”


  21


  Change


  

  Mostly, Dacien was sleepy. Aside from the short conversation with Lord Chimes, and a muted murmur of talk between Teodor and Dapple – and, strangely, Dacien couldn’t manage to summon up the energy to pay attention, the trip back to Mistingrise was just another carriage ride. He understood they were being quiet in deference to him (since he appeared to be sleeping, cuddled on Teodor’s chest), and that the conversation seemed to have something to do with short-blade versus long-blade versus full-blade versus great-blade versus maul, and how they compared with various unarmed techniques, and at first the conversation was sparse. Teodor would ask a question, and Dapple would reply in a brief, cautious sentence or two.


  As the soft patter of Teodor’s questions continued, however, the deep but subservient rumble of Dapple’s voice went longer, and longer, and even began to lose some of its obsequiousness as Teodor skillfully drew the other minotaur into conversation, and the answers got longer as Dapple became more interested in them. And they were interesting; how Dapple had started warrior training (with a long-blade), what he thought of other weapons, why a great-blade was such a poor weapon, and what tempus techniques could be used to minimize a particular approach. At first, he tried to listen.


  It was only when the carriage stopped with a sudden jerk that he realized he’d been drowsing, and not listening at all. Dapple was concentrating, and after a few more moments, shook his head, and whispered, “No lurkers, Master, not ahead nor behind. The one in the road isn’t touching time, though.”


  Teodor nodded. “He’s the only one I can sense, but… I can’t sense anyone hidden in time.”


  “Master, there’s nobody hidden in time,” Dapple said, flatly. “Not within miles of us.”


  “Master?” asked Dacien.


  “You’re awake…” said Teodor. “Well. We’re about eight miles out of Maze, hidden in a bubble of nondiscernment, but… see for yourself. I’m quite confident nobody can tell we’re here, and Dapple is certain nobody is hidden in time, and I think I’d sense any opposing mage who was pressing against our concealment – and I have pressed to see if anyone else is using my trick, but…”


  Dacien moved himself, feeling strangely heavy, up to the window in front. Past the coachman’s legs, he saw a chain erected across the road, with a dull brown minotaur sitting on it, rocking idly on the chain. A large sword, and Dacien wondered briefly if this were a full-blade or a great-blade, was sheathed, and laying across the chain on the other side of the road. The minotaur could reach it, but it would take him a moment.


  The minotaur himself was dressed in a long leather coat. Glimpses of dark red hinted at clothes beneath the coat, but all that could be seen clearly were heavy, strangely-shaped black-leather boots. Of course, thought Dacien, any footwear for a minotaur would be strangely shaped. He glanced quickly at Dapple and Teodor, both of whom were bare-hooved. He’d seen boots, back with Ourobouros forces, if not like these.


  “Do the boots mean anything?” Dacien asked.


  Teodor frowned, thinking. “Possibly. That he came by foot… there’s a footpath that crosses the road here, a shortcut, if you’re willing to take stairs. Does that suggest anything, Dapple?”


  The white-and-black minotaur shook his head. “Could he have left later than us, and still beaten us here?”


  “Easily,” said Teodor. “The trip is nearly twice as long by carriage as it is via the footpath.” The gray minotaur sat back in the carriage, thinking. “Dapple, I’d like to go talk to him. He’s alone, as best we can tell.”


  “Could you use that illusion you used with the human army?”


  “Potentially, but… there isn’t room in the carriage,” Teodor said, thinking. “The spell mirrors what I do to another place, and that’s about as much as I can manage while holding the nondiscernment. Keeping all of us hidden is, for any number of reasons, harder than what I did on the hillside. There, I had a huge sea of grass to work with. Here, I’ve got a much narrow patch of road, and I’m trying to hide more persons. I don’t think it’s feasible, no. But it was an excellent thought.”


  “We can’t go around him?”


  “No,” said Teodor. “Moving the chain – and we’d need to do that to pass – would puncture the nondiscernment. Hard not to notice that you’ve just fallen down, or that a chain you’re swinging on has partly vanished. And once a nondiscernment draws notice… it’s fairly easy to see through. It’s a subtle combination of mental and physical effects, and once the mental effects are shaken off the physical ones aren’t sufficient to prevent discovery from an active searcher.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. “We could abandon the carriage, and walk.”


  “Not a bad idea,” said Teodor. “Not a bad idea at all… I could leave a nondiscernment on it, and we could sneak around the chain pretty easily inside another concealment. Although we are blocking the road.”


  “Master,” said Dapple. “You are Lord Fog, and you have me. You think there’s a single minotaur there; I know there’s no one lurking in time. Is it proper for you to sneak?”


  Teodor looked at Dapple mildly. “Why wouldn’t it be? Still… you do have a point. Being blocked by a single minotaur chafes.” and Dacien felt a cool pulse of gray magic expand out, and the beginning of an itchy tickle on the back of his neck. “So. Dapple, please come with me. I trust, should he reach for time, you can incapacitate him.”


  “Yes, Master. Will you want him dead, or alive?”


  “Alive, please. I’ll have questions.”


  “Yes, Master,” Dapple said calmly.


  “If he reaches for time, or I address you by your previous designation. Not otherwise.”


  “I understand, Master.”


  Teodor opened the door, and Dapple quickly got out. Teodor followed, more carefully. Dacien watched carefully from the window. He wondered what it would look like, seeing a minotaur just appear… and then he remembered exactly what it looked like. He shook the memory off as Teodor hailed the brown minotaur.


  “Hello!” the gray minotaur called. “Who are you, and for what reason do you block this road?”


  The brown minotaur did not appear startled, but he did turn, slowly, to face Teodor. He put his hands up, showing they were empty. “I’m waiting for Lord Fog. I am Warlord Filius, and, if you are Lord Fog, I am at your service, or at least, I hope to be. You are he, are you not?”


  “I am,” said Teodor.


  “My friend Chelm informed me you were assembling a personal guard, and were looking for two or three qualified warlords. He said you’d be back in town, and we could apply to you then.” The minotaur stood up from where he sat on the chain. “I decided to make my case to you, first. I thought I could get here before you did, and… I do beg your pardon for blocking the road, and I’ll take the chain down, but since I didn’t notice you or your carriage until just now, I daresay if I hadn’t, you’d have passed right by me and I’d have never known.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “I would have. And I might have done any number of other things, too. Did Chelm tell you why I was assembling a guard, when for so long, I have had none?”


  “No,” Filius said cheerfully. “But he said you travel little, pay well, value discretion, treasure loyalty, and, regardless of politics, are honorable to a fault. I know Chelm well, and he does not give such pretty complements lightly.”


  “You are aware of my feeling on humans?”


  “I am. I admit I do not share them, but I will comport myself with your desires, and I have no desire to argue politics. I am a warlord, and I hope to command your guard. I am not a political advisor.”


  Teodor nodded. “And why should you command?”


  “It is my hope, Lord Fog, that you value initiative. I am not one to leave a task undone or to sit idly when I could be acting. Thus,” and the minotaur pointed to the chain. “I made certain that I would have a chance to speak with you.”


  “I do,” said Teodor. “And you have had your chance. Several days ago, I was attacked by assassins. They were skilled, very skilled, at tempus, and… we escaped, by the skill of another, not ours. I will be honest with you. There may be more.”


  “They escaped?”


  “No,” said Lord Fog. “They were slain.”


  Filius nodded thoughtfully. “By Havel?”


  “No,” said Lord Fog grimly. “Not by Havel. They killed Lukas, and would have killed Havel if Lord Green weren’t a better healer than I am.”


  “So one of them was better than Havel.”


  “All of them,” said Lord Fog, in a calm tone that sounded more like he was commenting on a flower arrangement than describing the gory battle, “were better than Havel. All of them were at least as good as a grandmaster, and… it is not impossible, and I would not be surprised, if they might have been better.”


  Filius looked a little puzzled. “So your magic defeated four grandmasters?”


  “No,” said Lord Fog again. “I said it wasn’t our skill.”


  The leather-clad minotaur looked down at the chain, and then back up at the gray minotaur. “Lord Fog, it’s clear you’re not telling me something critical, and perhaps it’s a secret, and you cannot – may not – tell me. I didn’t know about the attack, only that… you were forming a guard. It’s in the nature of a guard to face danger, or attackers, so if you’re trying to dissuade me on that ground, you won’t.”


  “No, but… it isn’t the sinecure that a mage’s guard has been, for the last few years, either.”


  The brown minotaur’s face became more formal. “Lord Fog, I do not treat a position of bodyguard as anything other than a dangerous and demanding one. A soldier marches to the field of battle, and knows when he is about to be engaged. A bodyguard is on his field of battle constantly. I know many of the guards who have the honor of defending Lord Lash, and Lord Chimes, and even the Patriarch, and every one of them knows why they’re there. We are fortunate, I would have said, that the days of assassination and clan warfare are behind us, but none of those guards takes that for granted, and neither did I. When you tell me that, apparently, those days have returned, it changes nothing.”


  The gray minotaur was silent for a moment, and then nodded acceptance. “Very well. You tell me Chelm vouches for you, and that is no small recommendation. You have a place in my guard. I have not picked a commander, not yet. It is a matter which I will give more thought, and I would like to have the bulls of my guard before I decide which will be commander, but until that time, you will have seniority.” Teodor’s voice grew more formal. “I offer shelter and board, and the shield of my House, and the honor of my name, if you will bear my sword.”


  “I accept your shelter, your shield, and your honor, and I am your sword, my Lord, to serve you and your House.” Filius said.


  “Excellent,” said the gray minotaur. “I am not overfond of formality, as you may have heard, and so it suits me to be called merely Teodor.”


  The brown minotaur cocked his head. “It seems an impertinence, my Lord, but no doubt I will grow more used to it.”


  “No doubt,” said Teodor. “Please take down the chain, and… I’d ask you to ride in the carriage, but it’s small. I trust you won’t be offended to ride on top?”


  “No,” said Filius. “I’d prefer that, actually. I consider myself on duty, since I am, I think, your only guard.”


  Teodor nodded, and headed back to the carriage. “No and yes. I have placed a nondiscernment around my carriage. And it seems to have worked. I could have just abandoned the carriage, and gone around your roadblock, you know.”


  “I figured you could,” Filius said. “But I also thought you wouldn’t see a single minotaur as a threat.”


  Teodor stopped, and turned to face his new guard. “I am sorry to have to correct you, Filius. Those four grandmaster assassins were stopped by one minotaur. Just one. If he hadn’t been there, visiting Lord Green, quite by happenstance, I would be dead. Lord Green would be dead. And I have no reason to think they would have stopped with the two of us. They might have gone on to deal with Lords Lash and Doze, or Lord Chimes, or strike at Lord Winter.”


  “One?” Filius’s voice held not so much disbelief as surprise.


  “One minotaur, who happened to be better at tempus then they were.”


  “Kanail?”


  Teodor shrugged. “It may be that Kanail might have done the same, if he were there, but no, our savior was not he.” The gray minotaur climbed up into the carriage.


  Filius rolled the chain up as he asked, “Then, My Lord, why did you stop? If one minotaur is, in your view, so dangerous?”


  “The principle advantage tempus gives is speed and surprise,” Teodor replied. “You were not touching time, and… you were out in the open. In short, you had forgone both advantages. Had you attempted to attack – or merely looked like you might be – I was prepared.”


  “Magic doesn’t reach into time,” Filius said, climbing up onto the carriage.


  “So we have been taught,” said Teodor, from within. “But do remember, Filius, that what you were taught is what we believed to be true at the time. It does not follow that it is true, only that our experiences and learning suggest that it is.”


  “Oh,” said Filius, from up above the carriage. “Chelm used to say that you made his head hurt. I think maybe I misunderstood him. Have you found a way to use magic with tempus?”


  “No,” said Teodor cheerfully. “I have not. I know very little about tempus. Chelm did mention that?”


  “That you lack warrior training?”


  “Yes,” Teodor said.


  “He did.”


  “Good,” said Teodor. “We’ll have a longer talk when we’re at Mistingrise.”


  “Very well, My Lord.”


  

  Dacien woke up again as the carriage halted. He didn’t recall being sleepy, or even drifting off this time. Teodor smiled down at him as the gray minotaur sensed the movement. “Awake, then?”


  “Yes,” Dacien said, yawning. “I don’t know why I’m so tired.”


  “Don’t concern yourself,” Teodor said. “There’s nothing wrong.” He considered for a moment. “Steward is showing Dapple and Filius their rooms. You’ll be staying with me, back in the Unicorn Rooms. Dapple… I was thinking of putting him in the Unicorn Rooms, too. Since they’re connected to my suite.”


  Dacien just nodded. “I still don’t understand why he… or even how he belongs to both of us. I mean, that’s… strange. Is that a common thing, for a slave to have a slave?”


  “No,” said Teodor, drawing the word out. “Not common. But it’s not common to have a slave as an apprentice, either. I admit I’m making a lot of this up as I go along, and Dapple’s… other talents – as welcome as they are – rather took me by surprise. I’m still not quite sure how I’m going to work everything out, honestly. It seems I’ll need Dapple for the time being.” The minotaur paused. “Can you stand?”


  “Of course I can,” said Dacien, jerking himself up off the seat. He overbalanced a little, and then caught himself. “Sorry.”


  “Of course,” echoed Teodor, but Dacien noticed the minotaur watched him climb out into the covered patio carefully. “Are you feeling hot or cold?”


  “No, I’m fine,” said Dacien, shaking his head. He was still a little dizzy from waking up, he thought, and he followed Teodor into the house. “Where… I’m sorry. Where’s Dapple?”


  Teodor turned, and frowned. “Already in the house. You were… sleeping. Are you sure you’re all right, Dacien?”


  The house tipped sideways as Dacien turned around, and the cobbled patio floor swayed under him. “Yes. I’m fine…” and then the cobbles jumped up at him. Dacien was conscious first of the pine smell of minotaur, as he realized Teodor had caught him.


  “Falling down does not suggest you are at your best,” Teodor said, softly, and shifted Dacien. “Here, that’s better.”


  “I’m fine,” Dacien insisted, although some part of him was only too aware that he wasn’t. The sky kept spinning, whether he had his eyes open or not.


  “Yes,” agreed Teodor, “you are, but… that doesn’t seem to mean you can walk.”


  “I can walk,” Dacien argued.


  “I suggest a compromise,” Teodor said gravely, carrying the human into the house. “I will concede that you can walk, as long as you make no attempt to do so. Does that seem reasonable to you?”


  Something about that didn’t quite make sense, and Dacien was dimly aware of the minotaur’s progress through the house as thought about it. He managed to put together a response as the minotaur carried him up a huge staircase. “Not right,” he said. “That’s not right…”


  “It’s right enough for the moment,” Teodor said, sounding amused.


  “I’m fine,” Dacien insisted.


  “Yes,” agreed Teodor. “You’re fine. I think I woke you up too soon, and I am sorry.”


  “But I’m fine,” Dacien repeated stubbornly.


  “Yes…” sighed Teodor, pushing through a door, and then another, and then another. Dacien recognized the room suddenly as Teodor’s bedroom as Teodor put him down carefully onto the soft gray coverlet. “Calm yourself. Go back to sleep. I’ll be here when you wake.”


  “But…” Dacien started.


  “I’m sorry, Dacien, I truly am, but you should not be awake right now,” Teodor said, sounding almost exasperated. “Sleep. Go back to sleep.” Gray coolness edged over him, making the words echo strangely in his head. “Go to sleep.”


  Dacien woke later, and a glance at the window suggested he’d slept through the evening, and into the morning, as pre-dawn light filtered in through the gray curtains. He certainly felt better, though. He turned, expecting to see Teodor laying next to him, but the bed was empty, and the sheets smelled only of lavender, and there wasn’t even a hint than another had lain beside him. Dacien suddenly missed the pine-musk scent of Teodor. Why was he alone?


  What happened to him last night?


  The door swung open, and a tired-looking Teodor walked in. “I’m sorry, Dacien, I knew you were waking but I was talking with Metrios.” The minotaur’s muzzle twisted in something like a pained grimace laced with amusement. “You certainly wouldn’t have wanted to there for that.”


  “What…” he croaked, but his jaw ached. Dacien reached up; he realized he had a headache, a tight tension over his temples, and his fingers found a swelling – two of them. He rubbed them, but it didn’t help. He must have hit the ground hard last night, to not remember it.


  “I’m sure you’re hungry,” Teodor said apologetically, unbuttoning his shirt. “I should have fed you last night but I didn’t want to wake you up again, you were so disoriented.”


  Just the mention of food make Dacien realize he was starving. “Yes,” he got out. “Hurts,” he added. “I ache.” He realized that was true; his entire body felt bruised from the fall. From the fall? Hadn’t Teodor caught him? He must be remembering wrong.


  “I’m sorry,” said Teodor, swinging himself up onto the bed. “Here,” and he drew Dacien up onto his body. Dacien fastened his lips around Teodor’s right nipple, and began the rhythmic almost-but-not-quite chew that would start the flow of milk.


  He was starving, he thought somewhere, as he suckled, hard, trying to pull more of the thick creamy pine-tasting milk from the minotaur. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was, just waking, in the dull complaints of his body. The milk was good, though, sweet, thick, and it seemed to soothe a craving he had. Craving? Was this addictive, too? Had Teodor said milk was addictive? He thought about asking, and didn’t, because he’d have to take his mouth away from the minotaur do so. When he was done, he promised himself, he’d ask. Just as soon as he was done.


  “Don’t do that, please,” Teodor said, moving his hand away from his head, where he’d been rubbing one of the contusions. “Leave it alone.”


  Dacien mumbled something as he continued to nurse.


  “You’ll just irritate it,” Teodor said. “It …”


  The voice of Lord Chimes interrupted him.


  Teodor? Are you free?


  “Is it short? I spent almost the entire night speaking with Metrios,” Teodor answered. “If this could wait…”


  The Lord of Bones wants to speak with you, in person.


  “That sounds like it can wait.”


  Today.


  “Oh,” said Teodor. “I can’t come to Maze today.”


  The Lord of Bones is leaving for Mistingrise in about ten minutes.


  Teodor said nothing, he just lay on the bed, one hand stroking Dacien.


  Teodor?


  “I heard,” the minotaur said tiredly. “Can he come tomorrow?”


  No. He leaves for House Green tomorrow. He’s on a tight schedule; he needs to be back in Ourobouros in three days. He is their Speaker.


  “Could he visit me after Lord Green?”


  No.


  “And you can’t stop him?”


  I do not think it would be politic to do so.


  “Ruus… ah. There’s no help for it. Why… why does he have to speak with me?”


  He wants to know everything you saw at the massacre.


  “No he doesn’t,” grumbled the gray minotaur. “Nobody wants to see something like that… no, no, I know what he means, and yes, he’s a right to it, and yes, I’ll receive him. Fine. Am I putting him up overnight?”


  No, he’s coming back to Maze tonight.


  “Fine,” said Teodor. “I’ve no guard for him. Or from him, for that matter, beyond Dapple… he doesn’t know about Dapple, does he?”


  We warned him about ninja, but no, he’s not aware that we have one.


  “I don’t want him to know.”


  Agreed.


  “So then. No guard for him. I can’t receive him with the appropriate pomp.”


  You can, actually. Remember, he’s formally visiting not as the Lord of Bones, but the Lord of Appeal.


  “He’ll let me get away with that?”


  If you consent to see him, yes. I’ll let him know.


  “The Lord of Appeal it is,” sighed Teodor. “Is there anything else I should know?”


  If he has any other motives for seeing you, I do not know them.


  “Thank you, Ruus.”


  I’ll reach for you later tonight.


  “Yes, please do,” sighed Teodor, and the sense of Lord Chimes faded. The minotaur looked down at Dacien. “Well, I suppose that solves the problem of having to go back to Maze…” he said. “But it leaves other problems. Lunch, he’ll need lunch…” and Teodor’s face went curiously blank. Gray tendrils of magic snaked out, leaving a wet coolness behind them, and the minotaur mage shifted Dacien to his left side.


  He drank more milk for some length of time, and then the gray magic faded. “Lunch, open the doors, River Suite and rooms,” muttered Teodor, “set the library, the dining room… clothes. Can’t forget clothes…” Another gray tendril snaked out, and the minotaur was silent, concentrating, and then it faded. “Should be fine, everything should be fine,” Teodor said. “I’ve got a couple of hours before he… you did hear that, yes?”


  Dacien was still drinking, but he wasn’t so hungry he couldn’t answer. “I did, Master.”


  “Teodor,” the minotaur corrected drowsily.


  Dacien chuckled, but didn’t bother to answer.


  “Let me up for a moment,” the minotaur said, gently disengaging from the human. He slithered out of bed, and slipped out of the rest of his clothes, and then he came back. “I need to rest, Dacien. Here. A moment,” and the minotaur lay on his side, so Dacien could still reach the small jutting nipple. “Come,” he said, and Dacien did. The hunger had mostly abated, but as he’d nursed, as he’d gently suckled on Teodor, he’d felt the minotaur relax. This last kiss, of tongue to nipple, was less for him than than for Teodor. He had heard the exhaustion in Teodor’s voice, felt it in the slump of the minotaur’s body against the headboard, and now, he could feel that exhaustion give way to relaxation, and then a restful motionlessness. Dacien sighed, and then he, too, followed Teodor into sleep, cuddled against the warmth of the exhausted minotaur.


  

  Butler woke them, rocking Teodor gently in the bed. “Master,” he said. “Master. Your guest will be here. Your bath is ready, Master.”


  “Mmmm,” said the drowsy minotaur, and he shook his head. “Yes, yes, of course, thank you. Hot water,” he said. “And… did you…”


  “Yes, Master,” said Butler, in an of course I did tone, handing him a tall glass filled with something thick and pale yellow. Teodor gulped it down, much to Butler’s surprise. “Master?”


  “It was fine,” Teodor reassured him, and swung himself over and out of the bed. “You said the bath was ready?”


  “Yes, Master. I’ll lay your clothes out…” his voice trailed off as he saw Dacien, still laying tiredly in the bed.


  “Ah,” said Teodor, regarding the human in his bed for a moment, and Dacien could almost see him thinking about what to say to the house slave. “I’m afraid I’ve taxed his endurance rather heavily the last few days, and… he’ll be some time recovering, even if I had the luxury of letting him do so which I fear I may not.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Butler, again.


  “He won’t be accompanying me to see the Lord of Bone… no, no. The Lord of Appeal. Address him as…”


  “Great Lord, yes, Master,” said Butler impatiently. “We know, Master. Your bath is getting cold, Master, and while I know it’s no great matter for you to heat it up again…”


  “I am sorry,” said Teodor, accepting the mild chiding. “I know. It’s just… I can’t seem to put it out of my mind that he’s the Lord of Bones.”


  “Excuse me, Master, but, does it matter? A great lord is a great lord.”


  “The Lord of Appeal is a great lord,” Teodor said dryly. “The Lord of Bones is a head of state. Imagine formally receiving the Patriarch, or Lord Chimes.”


  “Oh,” said Butler. “I… I’ll let the staff…”


  “No,” said Teodor. “The only thing allowing us to receive him properly at all is that he’s visiting as the Lord of Appeal, which, properly speaking, is an office belonging to him, and one that has its own precedence, albeit lesser than that of the Lord of Bones proper. Therefore, the Lord of Appeal he must be. Do not let the staff now he is anything beyond that, please.”


  “Speaking for the house, Master, if I may be so bold, we’ll do our best regardless,” Butler said.


  “I know that,” said Teodor, walking over to the bathing chamber and vanishing inside it. “There’s simply no point in making anyone nervous,” his voice called back, accompanied by splashing. “I’m more than nervous enough for all.”


  “As you command, Master,” Butler said, disappearing into another room, and then emerging with a set of gray clothing. “There was another matter, Master,”


  “Yes?” came Teodor’s voice, along with some splashing.


  “The… other minotaur who arrived with you. He’s… insisting on being treated as a slave.”


  “That’s because he is,” Teodor said promptly. “Don’t call him ‘Sir.’ His correct designation is ‘Dapple.’”


  “It seems wrong, Master,” Butler offered. “Most of the staff is avoiding him.”


  “That’s… unfortunate,” Teodor called back. “He’s my personal slave, just as Dacien is, but he is a slave. I think, if you talk to him, you’ll discover he’s very well behaved. Er. Butler? I seem to be out of the hyacinth wash…”


  “Yes, Master. There was no more oil.”


  “Not to worry, the rose will… actually, it’s quite nice,” said Teodor, sounding a little surprised. “It’s not as overpowering as the last batch.”


  “Thank you, Master,” Butler said. “So we’re to treat Dapple just as another slave?”


  “If you can,” Teodor said. “I understand that might seem strange, but really, one of his problems is being disconnected. I’d appreciate it if you’d make an effort to be pleasant.”


  “He’s asked what chores he can have.” This sounded very disapproving.


  “What did you give him?” came back the mildly interested answer.


  “I haven’t decided, Master,” Butler said. He began arranging the clothing. “Will you want help drying?”


  “I’ll cheat this once,” Teodor said, walking back into the room. Dacien pushed himself up in the bed, admiring the minotaur. He’d thought Teodor bulky and muscled, but… after seeing Dapple and Chelm and even Lord Green, Teodor was lithe for a minotaur, much, much thinner. He smiled, and Teodor smiled back.


  “I’m sorry,” Dacien started to say, but Teodor shook his head.


  “I’m pleased when you smile, Dacien,” Teodor said warmly. “Truly I am. And what will I be… the butterflies, excellent,” he said, pulling on the shirt. But where is the robe?”


  “I’ll bring it right before you open the door, Master,” Butler said.


  “Very well,” said Teodor, putting on the heavy gray silk trousers. Dacien could see fluttering butterflies embroidered on them, thick and thin gray threads against backdrop of gray cloth. “Would you do the ties?”


  “Yes, Master,” and Butler began tyeing the cords along the sides of the trousers.


  “A great bother,” said Teodor, “but elegant, once they’re done.”


  “Yes, Master,” agreed Butler.


  “Dacien, I want you and Dapple to stay out of sight while the Lord of Appeal is here. There are any number of things I don’t care to discuss with him, and I’d be hard pressed to say which of you I’d least like to explain.” The gray minotaur pondered for a bit. “Dapple?”


  “I’ll fetch him, Master,” started Butler, only to be cut off by Teodor.


  “Finish the frogging, please,” the minotaur said. “I can’t tie it myself. I can barely reach it, and I don’t pretend to tie as neatly as you do.”


  “I’ve got a better reach than you do, Master.”


  “That, too,” agreed Teodor calmly. “Send someone to knock when the Lord of Bones – Appeal, the Lord of Appeal, approaches. There should be some time?”


  “Yes, Master. Everything is set. The library is ready, the bar is stocked, the lunch can be ready in minutes – we’re ready, Master. Don’t worry.”


  “I’ve complete faith in your comportment,” Teodor said. “I’m just… well. This is a political visit, not a formal one. So. Am I presentable?”


  “Six more to go, Master,” Butler said. “Will you wait in the library?”


  “No,” decided Teodor. “I’ll wait in the sitting room. Send Dapple in there, please, and… Dacien will wait on me there, too.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Strike that,” said Teodor. “Ask Dapple to look over the preparations, he’s trained in such things. Send him up to fetch me when the Lord of Appeal arrives. Yes.”


  “Very well, Master,” said Butler, and then stood, and quickly left.


  Teodor sighed. “Trouble, I sense trouble,” he said. “Still… Dacien. Hungry?”


  Dacien considered, and then nodded. “A little.”


  “To be expected,” said Teodor. “I do feel better after that nap… let’s do this in the sitting room.”


  “Yes, Master,” Dacien said, pushing himself out of the bed. “I’m sorry I was so… out of it, I guess.”


  “Last night, you mean?”


  “Yes. It was like I was drunk, or something, and… well, you know better than anyone I wasn’t.”


  Teodor laughed, “In a sense you were.”


  “Drunk?” Dacien paused. “What do you mean?”


  “Minotaur milk has a number of side effects,” Teodor said calmly. “The drowsiness, difficulties with coordination. Perfectly… well. Expected.”


  “Addictive?” asked Dacien.


  A frown creased the gray minotaur’s muzzle. “Not… not as such, no. It should depress libido, actually. It’s pretty much killed mine, I admit. It does induce a… hmmm, temporary, I suppose, dependency, but that will… pass. In some period of time. I’m not… not entirely certain how long that will take.”


  “So how will I know when I can eat real food again?” said Dacien, following the minotaur into the sitting room.


  Teodor sat in one of the chairs, and sighed. “It will be some time, I’m afraid. I really don’t know.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien, watching as Teodor unbuttoned his shirt. “I was wondering…”


  “So am I,” said Teodor. “I hope it doesn’t upset you that I don’t have all the answers.”


  “No,” said Dacien. “Just the ones you won’t share.”


  Teodor took a deep breath as the human climbed up on top of him. “I suppose I deserved that,” he said.


  “Yes,” said Dacien.


  

  Dapple crept into the room about an hour later. “Master?”


  “I assume he’s here?”


  “He will be, Master, in two minutes.”


  “Thank you, Dapple,” Teodor said, gently shifting Dacien off and onto the chair as the minotaur cautiously got up.


  “Butler is waiting with your robe, Master,” Dapple said.


  “You are to wait here with Dacien,” Teodor instructed. “In… why don’t you both take a bath. I’m not planning on calling for you, but… I’m not entirely certain the Lord of Appeal is here only for a first-hand account.”


  “I can’t protect you if I’m that far away, Master,” Dapple said warningly.


  “You couldn’t protect me from the Lord of Bones if he wanted me dead, Dapple,” Teodor said, “unless you struck before he did.” Teodor smiled briefly. “Although, if he kills me, you may eliminate him and his entourage. Does that make you feel better?”


  “Yes, Master,” Dapple said solemnly.


  “In the meantime… clean up, find something reasonable to wear – I am sorry, all the clothes are gray, ask Dacien if you’re curious about it – and hope I don’t call you downstairs.”


  “Yes, Master,” said Dapple.


  Teodor nodded, and quickly left the sitting room. Dapple watched him speculatively.


  “Dapple?” asked Dacien.


  “Yes?” said Dapple, and then, “Master?”


  “What are you thinking?”


  Dapple turned back to Dacien. “I don’t understand him,” the minotaur said softly. “The gray coloring is his mage-signature, isn’t it, Master?”


  “Yes,” said Dacien. “He told me he just buys undyed things now, and lets them bleach to his gray.”


  “I’ll go start the bath,” Dapple said, after a moment.


  “Wait,” Dacien called. “What don’t you understand?”


  Dapple froze, and then turned around. “I don’t understand what he wants,” the black-and-white dappled minotaur said, with something approaching frustration. “How can I serve him if I can’t tell what he wants?”


  “Why not just… take him at what he says?”


  Dapple shook his head tiredly. “Because nobody really says what they want. They’ll tell you what they want you to think they want, or in rare cases, what they think they want, but… what they want? Half the time they don’t even know themselves. That’s what makes… that’s why… if I can understand what he wants, then…” the minotaur’s voice trailed off.


  Dacien blinked. “That’s what you want?”


  “Yes,” said the minotaur. “I want to serve. That’s…” Dapple broke off, started talking again. “That’s what I learned in training.” The minotaur turned, and walked calmly into the bathroom. The sounds of running water came from the still-open door, as did wisps of steam a minute later.


  Dacien sighed, and headed into the bathroom as well.


  

  They’d finished drying and dressing just as Butler walked in to tell them that the Master required them downstairs, in the East Solarium, at their earliest convenience. Which meant, Butler went on to explain, as soon as they were presentable. Butler granted that their clothing was adequate – Teodor’s closet had turned out to have some human-size garments. Dapple had needed to look harder, but he’d turned up some plain gray clothes for a minotaur larger than Teodor that didn’t fit too poorly. Butler clearly didn’t approve, but all the other human said was, “We’ll have some proper clothing for you, Dapple.”


  “Thank you,” Dapple said back. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know where the East Solarium is.”


  “Conservatory, second floor. With the glass ceiling? With the plants?”


  “Yes, I saw that,” Dapple said. “I know where that is.” He looked confused. “I didn’t see any chairs there.”


  “We moved furniture in,” Butler said tersely. “Now go. He’s waiting.”


  

  The East Solarium was, not surprisingly, on the east side of the house. It was tiled closely with oddly-shaped tiles, thickish diamond shapes interleaved almost randomly with thin ones, and all of them Lord Fog’s signature shade of gray. Metal racks that held potted plants were clustered thickly around the edges of the room, all of them laden with plants. Hundreds of plants lined the walls, and thousands of leaves added unique colors of green to the room. The day might be overcast, the light as gray as the rest of Lord Fog’s house and interior, but the plants were green, almost glaringly so after the monotonous gray on gray that spread over every other room in the house. Even the smell, earth and cool and the faint herbal scents of green growing things, seemed to break the sterile gray of the rest of the house.


  Dacien instantly understood why Teodor would have chosen this room to greet the Lord of Bones or Appeal or whoever he was – this might be the only room in the house with color. Were plants immune to Teodor’s signature? He almost reached out with his own senses before remembering there was another mage here, for whom Teodor had told him to keep a low profile. He’d ask later.


  Dacien suspected the metal racks had been rearranged to make room for the chairs and low table that now stood in the center, but it didn’t look it. Three comfortable gray leather chairs were arranged around a table with the same fat-diamond shape of the tiny tiles on the floor and walls. Lunch, if they’d had it, had been cleared away, and there was now simply a decanter of brandy – Dacien thought he recognized from the library, and suppressed a smile – and two heavy crystal glasses. The one on the little table to the side of Lord Fog’s chair was mostly full.


  The one on the matching table to the side of the other minotaur’s chair had only a few drops left. The chair matched the other one – and now Dacien was certain they’d been moved from the library. Had that other table been in there too? He couldn’t recall.


  Which meant the other minotaur had to be the Lord of Bones, masquerading under the polite fiction of the Lord of Appeal. Dacien glanced around, looking for other minotaurs – guards, but he didn’t see any. He snuck a glance at Dapple, and realized why he didn’t see any. They were here, hidden in time. Perhaps Teodor couldn’t sense them, but Dapple was glancing around, almost ready to spring.


  “Here they are,” the deep voice of the Lord of Bones washed over him, along with a musty, dusty wind across his face that had little to do with physical sensation.


  “Yes,” said Teodor.


  The Lord of Bones was wearing gray, too, if not Teodor’s signature gray. An elegantly cut gray tunic and an open gray robe. The Lord of Bones was the first minotaur Dacien had seen, other than Teodor, who might be called gray. But he wasn’t, and sitting in the gray leather chair dressed in slightly darker gray clothing, across from a gray minotaur who practically blended into his clothes, no matter how elaborately decorated with embroidered butterflies and extravagant ties, Dacien could only call call him silver.


  There was an almost metallic shine to his pelt, and the yellowed horns – standing out straight, like Luzeil’s had been – only emphasized the brightness of the Lord of Bones. Like Teodor, he was lithe, although in his case, Dacien got the feeling of old. Perhaps even shrunken, and for a minotaur, that had to be old indeed.


  “I suppose you’re wondering why I wanted to see them,” the voice said, and again, it was strong, confident, and carried the hint of dust in a way that was just on the other side of real.


  Teodor took a breath. “No,” he said.


  Dacien followed Dapple’s example, kneeling on the left side of Teodor’s chair as Dapple took the left.


  The silver minotaur smiled. “Ah, that’s what I love about you, Lord Fog. Always so certain… but I need Five back.”


  Teodor shook his head. “That’s literally impossible.”


  The silver minotaur narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. “Literally impossible, eh? You’ve taken his name.”


  Teodor nodded.


  “You haven’t wasted any time,” the other minotaur said, “I’ll say that for you.”


  Teodor nodded again. “You know something?”


  “I got this,” and he produced a folded sheet of paper, “the day after I told Renso and Jervais.”


  “Deathbed secrets,” said Teodor, sounding disgusted. “Really.”


  “I’m inclined to believe you,” said the Lord of Bones. “It should have been delivered when the old Lord of Tongs died, not Luz.”


  Teodor just shook his head. “I’m sorry, but… that’s just a pathetic way to manage secrets, leaving notes, hoping they’ll be delivered correctly, hoping there will be time to whisper something before the end. I wonder just how much lore has been lost that way?


  “Neverthelss, I bought him, I’ve taken him, and he is mine.” Teodor leaned back in his chair. “And he’s going to stay that way.”


  “I know he’s ninja-trained,” the silver minotaur said, conversationally. “How will Lord Chimes and the Patriarch react, knowing you’ve got yourself a ninja? One that answers to you and only you?”


  “Lord Chimes was surprised when I told him,” Teodor said, equally calmly. “He’d thought they were extinct. I’ve no idea how the Patriarch reacted when Lord Chimes told him. I’d imagine he’d be concerned and worried, possibly surprised, unless he’s been keeping secrets, too.” It was Teodor’s turn to smile.


  The Lord of Bones snorted. “I see. I had thought you were at odds with the rest of the council.”


  “Whoever reported that was incorrect,” Teodor said. “I disagree with most of them, yes. I am not at odds with any of them. They are my brother mages.”


  The silver minotaur shook his head. “You don’t understand. Five –”


  “Please do not call my Dapple that,” Teodor said, putting up a hand. “It distresses me.”


  “Dapple?”


  “Yes,” Teodor said.


  “How sweet,” said the silver minotaur.


  “My Lord, I was told you needed to be back at our Maze tonight. Yes?”


  “I do.”


  “Then why not move straight to the attempt to bribe me, now that the subtle threat has failed.”


  “You’re not bribable,” the Lord of Bones said. “Mind you, I didn’t believe it when Luz told me, but… I’ve come to agree with him.”


  “Ah. Then what comes after the bribe?”


  “Another threat, I’m afraid,” the silver minotaur said, softly. “Filius is not a match for my guard.”


  “Mmmm,” said Teodor. “No, I suppose not.”


  “And once you are dead, Dapple can be claimed. He won’t – cannot, in fact – obey any order posthumously.”


  Teodor shook his head. “Then before you give any commands you might have cause, although not opportunity, to regret, allow me to correct a misapprehension. My Lord of Appeal, I took his name at House Green. I didn’t think it wise to have a ninja answer to, as you put it, me and me alone. He doesn’t.”


  “Lord Green,” muttered the silver minotaur. “It’s frustrating, although… I admit I’m just as glad that option is foreclosed. I have the greatest respect for you, Lord Fog, and it’s still growing. I’m quite happy to avoid… unpleasantness. But… that very neatly solves… any number of problems you might have. May I congratulate you on your foresight?”


  “Thank you,” Teodor said.


  “It doesn’t, however, help me.”


  “No,” said Teodor. “I don’t think it does. I must admit, My Lord of Appeal, that I am not feeling particularly helpful, especially after being threatened in my own house. I find I resent it, My Lord. Is there anything further we must discuss?”


  “Yes,” said the silver minotaur. “I’m afraid I… misled you myself, when I suggested this was the letter I received after Luziel’s death. It’s not.” He handed the paper to Teodor, who took it cautiously. “I was hoping not… well, I, too, can prepare for unlikely outcomes.”


  The Lord of Bones refilled his glass and sipped the brandy appreciatively while Teodor read the letter. Teodor finished it, looked up, took an abstemious sip from his own glass, and reread it. He folded it back up, handed it over to the silver minotaur, who simply set it down on the table between them. “I admit I didn’t follow the mathematical portion of the argument. I think I understood what it was trying to support,” Teodor said. “I am not sure I am convinced, but it seems… possible. If this analysis is correct – and I’ve every reason to think it is, even if I do not follow it, then… I find this alarming.”


  “I can follow the mathematics,” the Lord of Bones said grimly. “I assure you they are clear and constitute sufficient proof for me and Ouroborous. The problem is, we didn’t have an answer to the problem.”


  “I assume your guards don’t know about this.”


  “Correct.”


  Teodor nodded thoughtfully. “Then let us discuss it discretely. The situation is… unpleasant. Difficult. But this applies to all clans, does it not?”


  “Yes. I’ve done the maths for them as well,” the Lord of Bones said. “Personally. Right now, only I, you, and… one other knows about this.”


  “Deathbed secrets,” said Teodor, disapprovingly. “Really. Every mage on your council should know this. You should have alerted your Patriarch.”


  “It’s too sensitive.”


  “We’ll have to agree to disagree,” Teodor said. “Speaking for myself, I will relay this to Lord Chimes, and our Patriarch will be told.”


  “Deathbed secrets,” said the Lord of Bones. “I understand from Luzeil you do have one. And I suspect you have another.”


  Teodor froze; that was the only word for it, Dacien thought. “Ah?”


  “You may not have seen the problem, not like this, but… you’ve still solved it. Haven’t you? And apparently you’ve solved it twice. I saw Chelm before I left, and, um, Dapple, now. Care to part with those deathbed secrets, Lord Fog?”


  Teodor set his glass down. “There’s no point in dissimulation.”


  “I don’t think so, but… I would like to see you lie. Luzeil said you could do it. That make three deathbed secrets, wouldn’t it?”


  “It would.” Teodor said.


  “That I know of,” the Lord of Bones added, in a bright, cheerful voice.


  “Perspicacity appears to be more useful than percipience,” sighed Teodor.


  “You should be speaker, not the Lord of Chimes,” the Lord of Bones said. “You’re wasted here.”


  “I’d hate it,” said Teodor.


  “I’m not fond of it either,” said the Lord of Bones. “So?”


  “Ruus’s percipience makes him the superior administrator,” Teodor said.


  “Yes, that has let Lycaili squeak by,” the Lord of Bones said dryly. “Until the humans figured out how to block it.”


  “More salt for my wounds, please.”


  The Lord of Bones smiled, in a most unfriendly way. “Give.”


  Teodor blinked. “It occurs to me, that… your threat against my person was bluff.”


  “Of course. I’d never risk a war with Lycaili. We can’t win that fight. Nobody can.”


  “Because dead, my deathbed secrets are lost,” Teodor continued.


  “Maybe,” said the Lord of Bones. “Possibly not. You’re not the kind to set things up that way. But… I don’t know how you’d ensure they got passed on, and I don’t have the time to figure it out.” The silver minotaur considered. “You’re wasted in Lycaili, Lord Fog. Wasted. Lord Lash is the favorite to replace Lord Chimes, is he not?”


  “I’m sure it would be improper for me to discuss that.”


  “How would you like to be Ouroborous speaker?”


  Teodor set his glass down. “You adopt me into Ouroborous, and then retire in my favor? That’s…”


  “How long have I held my office?”


  Teodor nodded. “You want to retire.”


  “I want a younger bull in the position,” corrected the Lord of Bones. “Someone… adequate to the task.”


  “I am Lycaili, and have accepted the responsibilities of a Lycaili mage,” Teodor said. “What you suggest would be dishonorable.”


  The Lord of Bones shrugged. “Ask Lord Chimes and the Patriarch to release you. I’m sure they’d leap at the chance to make a Lycaili minotaur Lord of Bones. It could be quite an advantage to Lycaili, having a staunch and reliable friend in Ouroborous.”


  “My understanding is that we already had that,” Teodor said. “I decline. Even making the request would undermine me.” He paused. “And, just as an aside, as a bribe, it’s an awful one.”


  “It is,” agreed the Lord of Bones sourly. “I couldn’t agree with you more.” The silver minotaur sipped more brandy, and then refilled his glass from the decanter. “This is lovely, by the way.”


  “Another thing to agree on,” said Teodor. “Are we through fencing?”


  “No,” the silver minotaur said. “I want… those solutions.”


  Teodor nodded. “Fine. What is Ouroborous prepared to give for them?”


  “We forgive the slaughter of our troops.”


  Teodor looked confused. “I didn’t realize you blamed Lycaili.”


  “We don’t. We forgive the humans.”


  Teodor was quiet for a moment, and looked abashed. “I don’t really understand your offer, My Lord of Appeal. I am sorry.”


  “It means we drop our retaliatory invasion plans,” the Lord of Bones said. “I’m not in favor of that… but the other matter is more important to me.”


  Teodor shook his head. “You would have to invade us, first. I know the council’s mind on this, and… the mage’s council will block it. I know the opinions of my brothers on this matter.”


  “Oh?” The silver minotaur sat back in his chair. “If we fortify and defend Mog Ford?”


  “A permanent armed presence on Lycaili territory?” Teodor asked, dubiously.


  “Well. Under the command of… a Lycaili general.”


  “Really,” said Teodor, with even more doubt. “And…” Teodor sat up and tapped the folded letter laying on the table. “And who is going to provide a mage for this exercise? Ouroborous?”


  “Point,” sighed the silver minotaur. “Defeat. What does Lycaili want for this information?”


  “I hardly know,” said Teodor. “Let us say that Ouroborous owes Lycaili two favors to be specified later, and one to be specified now.”


  The Lord of Bones grimaced. “I had hoped to avoid that.”


  “Then you ought have brought Lord Chimes with you,” said Teodor. “He, not me, is best suited to trade on these matters.”


  “I had hoped…”


  “To find me an easier negotiator?”


  The silver minotaur nodded.


  “Am I?”


  “No,” the Lord of Bones acknowledged. “You drive at least as hard a bargain as Lord Chimes would.”


  “Flattery,” said Teodor. “But it’s kind of you to say it, I suppose.”


  “What favor do you want now?”


  “Something that… will work to your benefit, actually,” Teodor said. “As you know, I am not warrior-trained.”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ve thought about attending Tancresos, but… it would be strange. All would know me as Lord Fog. I could not be… just a student.”


  “Probably not,” agreed the silver minotaur.


  “So perhaps I might attend Zargalos,” Teodor continued. “Just as Teodor, a minotaur with an unfortunately bland pelt.”


  “And an endless bucket of gray paint, to splash about? Because, that might work.”


  Teodor smiled, a small, humorless expression. “I have found a way to suppress that.”


  “Have you,” breathed the Lord of Bones. “Have you, now.”


  Teodor nodded.


  “How?”


  “I would, of course, be available for… consultation and assistance in matters magical. And I’d probably want to have one or two others with me. Interested?”


  “Yes,” said the Lord of Bones. “That is easy. If, and I do say if, you can quietly suppress your signature. Although the Zargalos curriculum is very difficult. Harder than yours.”


  Teodor shrugged. “If I can’t handle it, that’s hardly your fault. I do not want any favoritism, beyond entry.”


  “No, I don’t believe you would, Lord Fog, and that is to your credit. And your offer to assist… would be useful.”


  “Please remember I have no ability with earth spells,” said Teodor. “I am an indifferent healer, at best.”


  “But you do have an affinity for fire, if I recall correctly.”


  “I can learn fire spells,” said Teodor. “And I have learned… hundreds, from Lord Ember. What looks like affinity is merely memorization.”


  “Good enough for most things,” said the Lord of Bones, sounding more enthusiastic. “This is good. Very good. And…”


  “Yes?”


  “Dapple would be with you?”


  Teodor blinked. “Yes. Why?”


  “Might I… borrow him?”


  Teodor was silent for a minute as he considered. “Why?”


  “Training. He has tempus techniques that we don’t. Techniques… I must have.”


  Teodor nodded. “I don’t see why not… but is there some reason… wait, wait.” He closed his eyes. “Dapple, have you been out in the gardens?”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “There are three fountains. Have you seen the one with the fishes and the leaves?”


  “I have, Master.”


  “Excellent. To the east there is a pillar, with a bust of Lord Ember. I don’t expect you to recognize him, but… that is who it is, regardless. If you take the bust off, the pillar unscrews to reveal a fairly small space. There is a small book, wrapped in lead foil. Well. All you can see is the lead foil, really, but… there’s only one package, so only one book. Would you be good enough to fetch me that package, please?”


  “Of course, Master,” and Dapple rose and headed out. Teodor waited until the slave minotaur had left the room.


  “Are you planning on training ninjas, My Lord of Appeal?”


  “Do you miss anything, Lord Fog?”


  “I wouldn’t know,” Teodor said. “After all, I would have missed it. And yes, from time to time, small matters I’ve overlooked are brought to my attention. Are you planning on training ninjas, My Lord of Appeal? Do you have an unexpurgated copy of O Katallilos Paideia apo Anthropinos yet?”


  “I do. I’ve recovered five of the known eight copies so far.”


  “If you’re looking for the one belonging to Learned Vices, I have it, so you can… cease looking for that one.”


  “I appreciate your telling me. Ultimately, though, it just doesn’t matter if I can have Dapple or not. My mind – and the Patriarch’s – is made up on the matter,” the Lord of Bones said. “I’d rather have them as well trained as I can, but even if I cannot use Dapple, Ourobouros will have ninja.”


  “Ghastly,” said Teodor. “Repulsive and ghastly.”


  “I lack your luxury of idealism,” said the Lord of Bones. “I have borders, and officers, and responsibilities, and clan members and their dependents to protect.”


  “I see it as betrayal of those clan members,” Teodor said.


  “And if they volunteer?”


  “I see it as betrayal of those clan members,” Teodor repeated. “Dapple, sweet as he is, is mentally crippled, deliberately so, to allow him prodigious feats of temporal manipulation.”


  “It’s not your decision,” the Lord of Bones said softly. “I believe you declined this chair, not five minutes ago.”


  Teodor nodded. “I reserve my objections, but yes, it is your decision to make.”


  “And that decision has been made.”


  “So be it.”


  “Under those circumstances… may I borrow Dapple?”


  Teodor was quiet, thinking. “Yes, on two conditions. One is a formality, that Dapple agree. Since I wish it, he will. Two, that each of your volunteers spends one day with Dapple, so they understand – truly understand – just what it is they are volunteering for. And finally, this permission is for volunteers, not volunteered. That is one of the assumptions of your request, after all.”


  It was the Lord of Bones’s turn to consider. “Perhaps if the one responsible for the decision spent the day?”


  Teodor took a moment to answer, “Very well. Yes.”


  “Good,” said the Lord of Bones. “Then I have one of the three things I wanted.”


  “Lucky you,” said Teodor, and then frowned. “That was poorly said. I beg your forgiveness.”


  “I understand. It is nothing.”


  Teodor nodded. “I assume… no. We are agreed?”


  “We are agreed.”


  “Very well. The book I sent Dapple for consists of nearly a century of research. It is the only copy, and, as you guessed, a sort of deathbed secret, although I would say that it represents an experiment only partially concluded. You may make use of the book for one year, at which time it will be returned to me. Nobody but yourself may read it. You may not reveal, to anyone, for any reason, where you got it, or any names you find in it, nor cause any person mentioned to be revealed in conjunction with my experiments. Are these conditions acceptable?”


  “But I may disclose the information, create my own notebook, as long as I do not reference the source of the lore?”


  “You may. I am concerned only that my name not emerge, nor the name of anyone involved. You wanted the secret, this is what I know regarding it. In some cases, these are my conjectures and guesses.”


  “Acceptable, and very fair, although… you will not be credited with the discovery. Rediscovery.”


  “I require no credit,” Teodor said. “And in fact do not want it. Again, out of respect for the living.”


  “So you’ve succeeded?”


  “I have.”


  “Amazing,” said the Lord of Bones. “Even Luzeil didn’t guess that.”


  “I misled him,” said Teodor. “Very carefully. I hid something else and let him discern that which I did not care about. Please don’t think less of him for that.”


  “I don’t,” said the Lord of Bones. “I just wonder what else you’re hiding.”


  Teodor smiled tightly. “Whenever you have the leverage to pry it out of me, My Lord of Appeal, we can have a further discussion.”


  “And you are poised to succeed again, I think. And the other? How do you account for Dapple and Chelm?”


  “A moment. Let me tighten the spells of quiet around us.” Dacien could feel soft gray magic creep out, and form a bubble around them, just him, Teodor, and the Lord of Bones. “This secret is held… by a minority of our council. We have an apprentice who can cause a bull to become a potential mage, but as of yet, no potential mage he’s made has transitioned to active. So… again, rather than a secret passed on a deathbed, merely an incomplete experiment.”


  “Very impressive. And… well. I will raise the issue of this apprentice with Lord Chimes. I…”


  “No,” said Teodor. “We do not know that this procedure is safe yet.”


  “You say bulls. You’ve failed with humans?”


  “We haven’t dared to try yet,” Teodor admitted. “We’ve created a number of potential mages, and we’re waiting to see if – how – they become active. It seems too good to be true, really.”


  The silver minotaur nodded. “I can see that. Still… you should know in a decade, though.”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “And… my authority to reveal this might be questioned. I would appreciate your discretion. Let me handle it, and perhaps, when I come to Zargalos, I might include the mage with my entourage. For security reasons, we’re keeping this under… extremely tight control. Please consider this carefully; widespread knowledge of this might easily provoke a clan war – especially when mixed with that,” and Teodor pointed to the letter. “I assure you, it is our intent that Ourobouros benefit as fully from this capability as Lycaili, you are our closest and best allies, but I beg you to consider the damage indiscretion might cause. We say, out loud, that Lord Green and I were the targets, but…”


  “Suddenly you have to wonder if perhaps a hint of this got out, yes,” the Lord of Bones said. “A dead apprentice benefits… well, neither Ourobouros nor Lycaili, certainly. I’ll brief the Patriarch, but nobody else.”


  Teodor nodded solemnly. “Most reasonable. I thank you.” He lifted a hand, and the grayness dispersed with the coolness that was the hallmark of Lord Fog’s magic.


  Dapple was standing just at the edge of the dissipating circle. “Master?”


  “Ah, I’m sorry, Dapple,” Teodor said. “We just needed some… extreme privacy, that’s all. Did you…” his voice trailed off as Dapple held out a small sealed lead container.


  “Marvelous. Present it to the Lord of Boh – Appeal, please,” and the Lord of Bones solemnly took the package from Dapple.


  “I will guard it carefully,” the silver minotaur promised, and then paused. “Might I ask… why did you compile everything into a journal? Did you expect me to ask for it?”


  “No,” said Teodor. “I never dreamed Luz would be… indiscreet. Not that I fault him, I just… well. I should have known better, I suppose, but Luz was always a blind spot of mine. I wrote it for Chelm.”


  “Oh,” the silver minotaur said. “I… yes. Of course. I should have realized.” The package disappeared into his robe. “When do you think you might be able to come to our labyrinth?”


  Teodor shrugged. “Soon, I hope. A year, two. There’s too much undecided at the moment.”


  “There is,” the Lord of Bones agreed. “And it gets late. I cannot think of anything else we need to discuss.”


  “Nor I,” said Teodor, rising. “I wish you pleasant travel back to our maze. May I see you to your carriage?”


  “I would be delighted, Lord Fog,” and the silver minotaur rose as well. A quick hand gesture to Dacien indicated that he should stay still, and he waited until the two minotaur had ambled out of the room.


  Dapple shot a quick, questioning glance at Dacien, who just lifted his hands in confusion. “I don’t know,” Dacien said. “I didn’t understand half of what they were talking about.” The black and white minotaur just nodded at that. “Should… we follow?”


  Dapple shook his head strongly. “No. We wait. Master will tell us what he wants.”


  

  What Teodor wanted, Dacien soon discovered, was for them to meet him in the entry hall as the Lord of Bones’s carriage, there to take them – or more specifically, Dacien, since Dapple was sent back up to Teodor’s suite – down a staircase concealed behind the gray wood paneling, walked past two more heavy wood doors, and then through what could only be called a secret door. Opening it required moving a huge (and heavy) wood-framed painting from its position on the wall – where, Teodor explained, its weight was keeping a bolt from moving, and thus preventing the door from opening. “We’ll put the picture back when we come out.”


  Beyond the door was another stairway, of filigreed iron, heading up. It was uncomfortably close for Teodor, even though he was on the small side for a minotaur, but Dacien had no problems at all. They went up for quite a while – “four stories” – and finally emerged into a large open room, with one wall covered with curtains. Teodor yanked them aside, and sunlight streamed in, making the room bright despite the omnipresent gray that caused the polished wood floor to blend seamlessly into the wood paneled walls and ceiling. Teodor pulled a chair out from a closet, set a clever metal stand up on a tripod, and placed a mirror on the stand, directly in front of the chair.


  “There’s a spell laid in on the mirror,” Teodor explained. “Quite a useful one, or it would be…”


  “But?”


  “But it’s hard to use,” Teodor said. “The original idea was that these mirrors would be an extension of the far-talking spell, allowing vision between parties as well as speech, in addition to allowing those of us who cannot work the far-talking spell to reach our colleagues. Lord Rill made them, quite a long time ago, twelve of them, one for each mage on the council.”


  “So…”


  “Why don’t we use them more often? Because, since they are mirrors, silver-coated glass, they are fragile. Three have broken. Also, although they were easy for Lord Rill to use, it turns out they are immensely demanding on everyone else. Lord Green can keep the spell going, although he has no attention left for conversation. Lord Chimes can manage conversation along with the spell, but not for more than five minutes. I can do about as well as Lord Chimes. Lord Lash can’t use them at all, and Lord Doze… well. Lord Doze finds they reflect his signature in a peculiar way. His attempt to use them caused him to fall asleep. Lord Winter can’t do more than send a still image.


  “In short,” Teodor continued, “they were a good idea that just didn’t work out in practice.” He settled the mirror, and adjusted the chair a bit in front of it. “That looks good, doesn’t it?”


  “I guess,” Dacien said


  “I’d like you to try to work the mirror,” Teodor said. “I’m wondering if your… unusual gifts will make it easier to work. Which would be good, very good, if the mirrors could work the way they were intended.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien, somewhat daunted. “I…”


  “This,” said Teodor, “is my workroom. If you calm yourself, you’ll sense… protections, woven into the floor, the walls, the windows. If it looks similar to… Chelm’s weapon-practice room, which used to be the scriptorium at House Gray, well, there’s a reason. That was my workroom in the city. I don’t doubt you could overcome the protections, if you tried, but they will protect us and everyone else from us. I know I’ve asked you to be… cautious in testing your power – and in fact I’ve told you not to.” The gray minotaur nodded, and gestured to the mostly empty room.


  “Here is where you can test and experiment, in safety. Relative safety. Magic is never safe. Not for me, not for you… and I’m afraid it will be all the more dangerous for you.”


  “Why?” asked Dacien. “Does this… being here, having a magic lesson, count as doing magic?”


  “It does,” said Teodor approvingly. “I am Teodor when we are in here. Quite right.”


  “Thank you,” said Dacien. “So, why will it be more dangerous for me?”


  “Because I’ve never known anything like your magic. As a lens, you are… unworkable. Working with me as a lens… I will be honest, Dacien. I think I may ask Sasha to work with you on that. Your… presence is fairly overwhelming. I would rather not expose myself to it again.”


  “Then why would you ask Sasha?”


  “Sasha is already addicted to lens euphoria. You can’t make him worse.”


  “But I could?”


  Teodor looked down at the human. “As I said at the time, there are things you can do to… have less impact on your lens. But yes, I think you could have such an effect on me, even if you were trying not to. And I would rather not be addicted. Nor would you care for me to be addicted to you, Apprentice.”


  Dacien blinked. “You’re right.”


  “Not always,” said Teodor blandly, “but often enough, I think. So. If I dare not work spells through you to show you how it is done, and if I dare not coach you through working spells through me, then… what is left? I’ve been thinking and thinking and thinking, and I recall when you sent magic through a spell I was weaving. The night the rain broke – do you remember?”


  “Yes,” said Dacien.


  “But I’m… a little leery of working a spell and having you… experiment. So this is what I’ve come up with – Rill’s Mirrors. A large, complex, pretty much worthless set of enchantments on which you can experiment to your heart’s content,” the minotaur concluded.


  “Worthless?”


  Teodor nodded affirmatively. “Nobody except Rill could use them well. The far-speaking spell is far more useful. This, although it would be useful, since it relays both image and sound, is large, unwieldy, and delicate. I’ve no idea what Lord Rill was thinking, to build them. The mages of his time used them, until Lord Rill passed, but only because Lord Rill could hold them open.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. “So if I break one…”


  “It’s a loss,” Teodor said. “This is a priceless historical artifact. I don’t offer it up because it’s trash. I offer it up because… I think it will have value.”


  “What… what do I do?”


  Teodor shrugged. “Experiment,” he said. “See what you can make of it. Be careful, but… just see what happens.”


  Dacien nodded, and… extended his sense out, to the currents of magic around the mirror. He could feel the spell there, lines and curves and complexities imposed on the currents of magic, somehow anchored to the great mirror itself, waiting. They were hollows, emptinesses, curving away in impossible directions, looping around and somehow not… the human pulled his own magic, the clearness, like water, like air, and sent it into the channels of the mirror. The complex spell laid on the mirror absorbed it, like water into a sponge, the spell contorted and twisted and then the magic began to flow out of it, reaching out, and Dacien replenished the magic. Again. And again, and again, and again, until the mirror was humming with magic, and twelve strands of power stretched from it. Dacien could feel the pull, and realized that those mirrors were reconnecting with their brothers, he could feel the dead weight of the missing three, and he pulled more and more and more magic through the mirrors, until the spell stabilized. There was a slow bleed of magic from the three dead links, but that was easy enough to stabilize. All he had to do was to feed the spell, at the right speed.


  “Dacien, are you seeing this?” The minotaur’s voice cut into his thoughts. “This is… amazing.”


  Dacien dragged his eyes open – it was surprisingly hard to do, especially while feeding magic into voracious spell of the mirrors. But nevertheless…


  The mirror had vanished, or rather, it seemed to have gained depth. Eleven huge mirrors hung in a half-circle, or seemed to. Three of then were black, and another three were black, but their blackness was simply they showed a dark place. Seven of the others showed an empty room, and the eighth opened into a minotaur’s study – and it faced the cream-colored Lord Chimes, who was reading papers. Apparently, he hadn’t seen the change in the mirror that must be hanging directly in front of his desk.


  “Intriguing,” said Teodor, to the mirror. “Ruus. Ruus!”


  The cream-colored minotaur looked up, and then at the mirror, and looked, for just a moment, shocked, before the expression vanished into bovine calmness.


  “I didn’t know you get that old thing working,” he said.


  “I didn’t,” Teodor said. “My apprentice did. It looks like it’s an effort for him, though.”


  “He’s got the whole thing going. Didn’t you tell him to do one mirror at a time?”


  “I didn’t tell him anything,” Teodor responded. “I told him to… see what he could do.”


  Shock flickered across Lord Chimes’ muzzle. “What if he broke it?”


  “Exactly.” said Teodor. “Better it than me. He can’t be trained as a lens, I will not willingly be a lens to him – and I advise you to avoid that, too. What else is left?”


  Lord Chimes shook his head. “It’s rash.”


  “Yes, yes,” said Teodor. “I will make my apologies to the Council in good time.”


  “Your human will have to be put down.”


  “That decision… has not yet been made.”


  “What other decision is possible?” asked the frustrated other minotaur. “Teodor. Lord Fog. You simply can’t train a human as a mage!”


  “You yourself gave him to me,” Teodor said. “And… may we have this discussion later? The Lord of Bones has just left.”


  “So?”


  “You don’t imagine he only wanted my observations, do you?”


  “He guessed about Dapple?”


  “Worse,” said Teodor. “He knew.”


  “He wants to…”


  “Creator’s folly,” said Teodor. “You encouraged him.”


  “And how else am I supposed to keep Lycaili safe?” snapped the creamy minotaur.


  Teodor blinked. “You don’t keep a land safe from bandits by training bandits.”


  “No, you train warriors. To fight bandits.”


  “Well. That wasn’t all,” Teodor said. He pulled the letter the Lord of Bones had given him. “Did you see this?”


  “No. What is it?”


  “It’s an invitation to dinner, to you, from me,” Teodor said calmly. “At your earliest convenience. I think we’ll have a hazelnut mousse.”


  This time, the look flickered across Ruus’s face so quickly that Dacien couldn’t identify it. “You want do discuss the training issues?”


  “No. And… I led the Lord of Bones to believe two untrue things, that Lord Green has an apprentice, and that Lord Green is also Dapple’s master. Please do not undeceive him.”


  The minotaur blinked again, opened his mouth as if to say something, and was cut off by the scream.


  Dacien hadn’t meant to. The spell had been pulling on him, more, and more, and he’d felt the resonance in his bones, a tingling discomfort that stopped short of outright pain, but it had spread, the magic flowing through him, expanding – that was the only word for the sensation – expanding, out into his muscles, into his flesh, and it had finally reached his skin. Only the sensation of the magic hadn’t stopped with tingling. Dacien had a moment to realize that what he was feeling wasn’t the spell on the mirror, but something else, just before the uncomfortable but bearable tingling changed, without warning, to ripping.


  His bones were tearing in two; his teeth – he could feel them, squeezing out of his jaw, and somehow that was worse than the popping sounds coming from inside his ears, or the cracking noises from his arms and legs and hips and as he shuddered and gasped for breath for a second scream, he could feel the magic run out of the mirror but still pooling in him.


  Teodor was kneeling by him, a look of horror on his face, and gray magic snapped into place like an arm popping back into a socket – he couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t move, although the pain was gone.


  “Dacien,” Teodor said quickly. “I’ve… paralyzed you, to block the pain. I have to let you breathe, though. I’ll continue to block the pain – but don’t move. You could do unrepairable damage to yourself while you can’t feel anything, and… letting your diaphragm move while holding the rest of you still requires my full concentration.”


  The magic shifted, air flowed into his lungs. Something was wrong with vision, though, the gray of the room seemed… grayer. Duller. More dead. And… something was funny about the room, something looked wrong…


  “Don’t speak. Just stay still. I don’t know what’s happened, and I fear to do anything beyond ease the symptoms…” he paused.


  Dacien could still breathe, though, through the gray, and he could feel other strands of magic, moving quietly around him.


  “I don’t know what it is about you and magic,” the minotaur said at last, “but you do seem to bring out the worst in it. You’re not in any danger at this point – you’ll be fine. Something that should have happened painlessly, over time, has… happened, or at least tried to happen, in seconds. I can set everything to rights, but… it’s going to be excruciatingly painful. Yes, worse than this was, I think.” There was a short pause.


  “I’m going to… well. Put you into a very, very, deep sleep, while this completes.” There was a pause. “I’d like to shut your mind down completely, but… it’s a bad idea. You will probably have some strange dreams,” Teodor’s voice said. “May they be pleasant, Dacien.”


  There wasn’t even a moment of darkness.
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  Aftermath


  

  The dreams came and went. Sounds that weren’t sounds, colors that came and went with sensations of warmth, a feeling of heaviness that was a watery green-tinged blue, a feeling of lightness that was orange and tasted of coffee and salt. Words, in plain Latin and Greek, that were actually in some other language he didn’t know. And of course, the dreams.


  Most were just too tenuous to grasp, but some stayed with him. Walking up a staircase – a minotaur sized staircase – that curved to the left, made of polished wood. The railing was flesh and blood, though, covered in fur like a cat, and he could feel it breathing under his hand as he walked up. Somewhere, a hundred or a hundred hundred flights up, there was a skylight, but no doors, just stairs, going up, his footsteps echoing endlessly in the stairwell. He remembered walking up them for a long, long time.


  Dreams of floating in a wide ocean of strawberry, drinking the sweet liquid, letting the waves rock him. He hadn’t been able to move much, but then, he hadn’t needed to, supported in the warm fragrant sea.


  Dreams of hurling himself at a window, trying to get into the night sky, to dance with the stars. The window was huge, as tall as two men, curved at the top. Fifteen panes of glass were set in it, thin wood bracing the clear flat glass, and it didn’t even budge when Dacien through his entire weight at it. The stars were calling him, and eventually, trapped behind featureless blue walls, all he could do was sit at the window and cry tears of wine and honey while the stars cried tears of fire and movement.


  Cool dreams of caves, warm dreams of meadows with wildflowers – except that the flowers were rings of petals surrounding puppies, leaning frantically toward him on their stalks, begging him with big soulful eyes to come play. Hot dreams of ashes, eaten cold, that tasted of the ink and parchment they’d once been, and then a foulness that he couldn’t identify. That was the kind of dream one woke up screaming from, not out of fear, but out of an ineffable sense of horror, but he couldn’t wake, so he just fell into another dream, riding a dark silver six-legged horse over bridges chasing a herd of deer. Just as he caught up with them, they unfolded great golden dappled wings, and launched themselves into the air, like so many pigeons avoiding a cat.


  There were brief moments of dream that seemed real, in a soft minotaur bed, drinking warm milk mixed with honey, the gray solidity of Teodor, the hesitant black-and-white obeidience of Dapple, and even a red figure, stolid and strangely quiet. A rumbling voice would say, “Sleep, sleep,” and the dream changed, to something more fantastic yet, or to a colorful melange of images and moments and thoughts that faded from memory as fast as they appeared.


  When he finally opened his eyes, he was in exactly the bed he’d dreamed of. Large, soft, comfortable, and large enough for a minotaur, although it was smaller than the others he’d seen. Gray sheets matching gray walls and furniture made him certain this was Mistingrise. From where Dacien lay, he couldn’t see the windows, but the day had to be overcast, sending gray light in to further deaden the signature non-color of Lord Fog and his home. He felt… odd. Stiff. As if he’d been laying in bed for too long. His face twisted in a grin – that’s exactly what had happened. But… why? A memory of pain rippled through him, he remembered… the mirror, the spell collapsing. What had happened after that?


  A motion drew his attention; a human. A human, wearing glittering stripes of dark colors tattooed across his skin – like Chelm’s slave, Zebra. No, it was Zebra, but the stripes that had been so black with hints of color where the light touched them now practically burned with dark fire. What had happened to the tattoos? Had Teodor changed them? The human reached out an almost painfully colorful hand to lift a polished silver bowl to his lips.


  “Water, Sir,” the human whispered.


  Thirsty? He hadn’t thought about it, but yes, he was. Horribly. The water was sweet, laced with another taste, metallic, but not quite salty, and herbal, like sage, or bay. Not pine, Dacien thought, and he realized a half moment later that pine was what he’d expected. He drank the bowl, and then another, and another, before he felt like he could stop.


  “I’ll go tell Master you’re awake,” the human said, quietly, almost as if he were ashamed of himself.


  “No,” and the voice was low, deep and uneven with disuse. It felt like he hadn’t talked for a while. “Wait…” too low, the sound was too deep, Dacien tried to clear his throat to speak normally, “why are you calling me sir?” It hadn’t worked, his throat still wasn’t working correctly. He inhaled, trying to clear his throat, and choked a bit. He could smell Zebra, and… something else. Something… almost familiar, almost… it was…


  “Master will explain Sir,” the human said nervously. “He commanded firmly, Sir, that I should fetch him if you woke.”


  Whatever that ephemeral scent or memory was, Dacien lost it. He tried to say, “yes,” but he settled for just nodding. The human bowed, and ran out, the door swinging shut slowly, and then Chelm was there, just stepping to his side. Or at least… no, it was Chelm, even if the deep red of Chelm’s pelt was redder, much redder, than it had been, with a coppery sheen that Dacien didn’t remember. And…


  That scent. It was back, stronger, clearer. Chelm. Somehow – something – marked the scent as minotaur, and more than minotaur: Chelm.


  “Father is asleep,” Chelm said, quietly. “You’ve been… asleep, mostly, for just a bit over a week. Father was frantic. I don’t think I’ve seen Father frantic before.” There was a glint of amusement in his eye. “I hope not to see it again, but… it was amusing.”


  “Over…”


  “It took him a couple of days, but he thinks he knows… oh. You still don’t, do you, brother mine?”


  Brother?


  “Father thought you might have guessed, but perhaps not.” Chelm continued, thoughtfully. “Or perhaps you have, and you just haven’t admitted it to yourself.”


  A hundred things came together in Dacien’s mind. Of course. How… how could he not have known. Maybe he had. And yet… he dragged an arm up, heavy beyond belief, and turned his head with determination to look at it.


  Something on his head caught at the pillow as he did, and the arm – his arm, he supposed, although it seemed hard to think of it like that – was thickly covered with the same fine red hair that covered Chelm. It – he – wasn’t anywhere near as muscled as Chelm, and as he shifted, he could see the outline of taut muscle shifting across bone. But if it wasn’t as grown as Chelm’s, or even Teodor’s, it was still a minotaur’s arm, not a human’s.


  “You’re a little on the thin side,” Chelm continued. “Father says you can eat normally again, although he wants you to start off with broth. He wasn’t sure if you’d be hungry when you woke up, and he told me I should wait to see if you were.” Mild annoyance crossed his face. “And a hundred other things, none of them useful.”


  Was he hungry? He’d been thirsty, but… he didn’t feel hungry.


  “Not hungry,” he whispered.


  “Not yet?” Chelm asked. “Father expects you to be, soon, so I’m having something brought up for you, anyway.” The red minotaur was quiet for a moment. “Let’s see. What else… Lord Chimes is here, ostensibly to plan how to prevent Ourobouros from crushing the humans, but actually as a favor to Father.”


  “What… what happened? With the mirror, I mean? Something went wrong?”


  “You could say that, I suppose.” Chelm’s eyes glinted with some emotion, but Dacien couldn’t quite tell if it were amusement or frustration. “As near as I can make out from Father’s comments – he doesn’t explain himself to me the way he does to you – the transformation is a complex spell guided by milk.”


  Dacien nodded, and then frowned. “Why do you think he explains himself to me?”


  Chelm closed the expressive bovine eyes, and his reply was calm. “He did while you were asleep. I happened to be there, but… he was explaining himself to you, Dacien, not to me. I’m not sure… I’m not sure if he thought you could hear him, or if he did it to make himself feel better. And it might have been both.” The minotaur’s eyes opened again, and Chelm continued, his voice sliding easily back into a normal cadence. “I’m unsure if it’s the spell of the milk, or the milk itself that is incorporated into your body, but one of them is. And apparently one of your bizarre unheard of ridiculous magic gifts is something akin to overloading spells with magic.”


  Dacien nodded again. “With the mirror, yes,” he said. Talking was getting easier as his mouth felt less and less dry.


  “I was in Lord Chimes’ office,” Chelm admitted. “The mirror was impressive. But if I might return to my topic, Father believes you somehow overloaded the milk’s spell, or whatever magic was involved in the transformation. Physical growth that should have happened over some longer period of time happened all at once, and it didn’t happen evenly. Your horns are a yearling’s, but other parts of you weren’t changed, or weren’t changed as much.”


  “It hurt,” Dacien said, as another flash of memory came to him.


  “I imagine so. We heard you scream through the mirror right before the mirror returned to normal and… Lord Chimes tried to reach Father, but Father was not willing to discuss matters. I believe he ordered Lord Chimes to come here. If you’re asking what happened after that, I’m not entirely sure, but I gather Father put you to sleep, and tried to balance things out, as much as he could. He said it was really a task for an earth-mage, but… well, Father was quite smug about solving that problem.”


  “How?” asked Dacien.


  “He didn’t say,” Chelm said. “And I didn’t ask. Lord Chimes was able to speak with him, about four hours later. Father asked Lord Chimes to send me to him – he needed me, he said. Lord Chimes was furious, Father was insistent, wouldn’t explain himself to Lord Chimes, told him that the far-speaking spell was not safe from eavesdroppers. He said…” His tone turned thoughtful, and he looked straight into Dacien’s eyes. “It’s you, isn’t it? You can tap into the far-speaking spell, can’t you.”


  Dacien looked up at Chelm, surprised, and the roan minotaur took his surprise for confirmation. “You can. Another bizarre ridiculous unheard of magic,” Chelm said. “Whatever Father was sitting on, Lord Chimes had to come out. Had to. Father wouldn’t leave you – refused a direct order from Lord Chimes. So they got here, Lord Fog and Lord Chimes worked their versions of privacy spells, and…” Chelm paused, considering.


  “Do you know what was on the letter the Lord of Bones gave Father?” he asked.


  Dacien shook his head.


  “Lord Chimes had me check it for them. One of my Learneds, after all, is mathematics. I told Lord Chimes, who is my Lord, that… the math says pretty much what the letter says it says. If I understand it properly. I think I do, although I’m still pondering some of the implications. Whoever did the original analysis for the Lord of Bones is… hmmm. Brilliant and ingenious, to say the least.” There was a noise behind Chelm as Zebra handed the red minotaur another silver dish and set some kind of stand up on the table by the bed.


  “Ready for broth?”


  Dacien considered, and nodded.


  The broth tasted nothing like the meat stock he’d expected. Bright green, it tasted of parsley and herbs and the faint sweet of carrot, and it tasted wonderful. The flavors danced on his tongue – and he sputtered, as he realized just how long that tongue was, just how much his face had changed, until…


  “Too much?” Chelm asked, pulling the bowl back. “I’ve never done this before.”


  “No. I… I just got tangled on my tongue. It’s…”


  “Larger?”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s not the only thing,” Chelm said, with a note of amusement. “There are quite a number of differences between minotaur and human. And any number of things Father should have told you, but didn’t, because he’s an absent minded idiot.”


  “He’s been…” and Dacien stopped.


  “Good? Kind?” said Chelm dismissively. “Yes, I’m sure he has. But that didn’t stop him from experimenting on you, did it? Always hunting for change.”


  Dacien paused, and gathered his thoughts. “It may be that I think Teodor has wronged me, in ways lesser or greater. But I will discuss that with no one but him.”


  He wasn’t sure what Chelm would say, but the red minotaur simply gave him the bowl back to drink from, and he drank for a while before Chelm spoke. “You’re right. I’ve no cause to… drag my various arguments with Father out in front of you. And it is doubly wrong to attempt to enlist you in their service. I beg your forgiveness.”


  “You have it,” said Dacien, and then paused. “Or are there formal words I should say?”


  “‘I forgive you,’” said Chelm, “Or, ‘there is nothing to forgive.’ Which one depends on how you feel about it.”


  “I forgive you,” said Dacien.


  “Thank you.” Chelm smiled, an honest smile that surprised him. “Now that you’re awake, you’ll recover your strength…” he paused. “Hmmm. It won’t recover, will it, if you’ve never had it. You’ll gain strength, very quickly, Father says. Feel like getting up? Maybe even seeing what you look like? I don’t think anyone will recognize the impudent half-trained feral human Father’s been dragging around.”


  “I would,” said Dacien, throwing off the covers. He looked down, at a red and white minotaur’s body. Was that really him? It was, but… was it?


  “Hold on,” said Chelm. “There’s a mirror in your bathing room. How does a bath sound?”


  It sounded wonderful. “Good. Really good.”


  “Dapple’s been giving you sponge baths,” Chelm said, taking some of Dacien’s weight, “but those don’t really let you feel clean…” his voice faded into uncertainty.


  “We have baths in the Empire,” Dacien said, a touch irritated. “Public ones. Not as nice, not magical. We have plumbing, too.”


  “Yes indeed,” said Chelm. “Mostly of plumbum,” and Dacien crinkled his eyes – or tried to – at the asperity of the comment.


  “What else?”


  “Copper or steel. Plumbing should be copper or steel. Or bronze. Your Empire has bronze, doesn’t it?”


  “Yes. But plumbum’s…”


  “Poisonous,” Chelm said. “Very slowly, but there’s no cure other than a mage for it.”


  “It is?”


  “It makes you sick, very slowly, but you never get better, never. It gathers in the bones and flesh.”


  “But…”


  Chelm shrugged, and Dacien kept walking into the bathing room. Not as large as Teodor’s, it was still a good size, with a small sunken pool as washbasin. Everything was gray, though, aside from the silvery pipes that delivered water. “Huh. Teodor’s bathroom has some colored tiles…”


  “He spelled them,” Chelm said. “They shed his bleaching magic. He protects his books, similarly. Here’s the mirror.”


  Dacien had been deliberately not looking at the mirror, as if… somehow, putting off the moment would…


  Would what?


  “What do you think?” continued Chelm, oblivious, for the moment, of Dacien’s hesititation. “Dacien?”


  “I don’t know,” the once-human said, staring into the mirror at the creature he had become. “I don’t know.”


  He made handsome minotaur, Dacien thought, staring into the mirror, even if he was still on the scrawny side. He. A minotaur. Him. His pelt was the same brilliant red – roan, Teodor had called it – that Chelm was. Small horns curled away from his head. Across his chest and legs were three large blotches of white that tickled his memory as he realized they looked like Dapple’s black markings. He glanced over at Chelm, wondering if he, too had them, and if Teodor had once had them, before the mage had faded to gray.


  “What?” asked Chelm.


  “Do you have these… white blotches?”


  “Blotches?” said Chelm, sounding amused. “White spots? Those are referred to as marque blanche. Blotches! Possessing them is being lune embrassé, and they’re considered… attractive. As to whether I have them – no, not unless I were to bleach them into my pelt, and… I’m too vain to be that vain.” Chelm regarded Dacien thoughtfully. “You may have trouble convincing anyone they’re real. Marque are not unusual, but they’re usually black – marque noir, the nuit embrassé.”


  “So Dapple is nuit embrassé? How…” Dacien paused as a new vista spun out in front of him. He’d been seeing minotaur, and thinking of them as white or gray or silver or… or whatever they’d looked like, but they obviously had their own descriptions. He thought back, but the only time he’d ever heard Teodor discuss appearance was… when he’d mourned his own bleaching from roan. “So, I’m roan marque blanche?”


  “Almost,” said Chelm. “I’m roan. You’re lune embrasséroan. Or a roan with marque blanche.”


  “Then Dapple is… white nuit embrassé? No, nuit embrassé white? Or white with marque noir.”


  “Yes,” said Chelm. “That’s right.”


  “Cream?”


  “What?” asked Chelm, taken by surprise. “You want cream?”


  “No, I mean, what’s the term for a… a cream-colored minotaur? Like…” Ruus, he almost said, and then managed to substitute, “Great Lord Chimes.”


  “Just Lord Chimes,” corrected Chelm, with a slightly pained expression. “You don’t have to call him great lord. Just lord. Lord Chimes is ivory.”


  Dacien nodded. “Then Lord Green is black?”


  “No, black is a different color,” Chelm paused, thinking. “Less glossy that Lord Green, without the blue sheen. Lord Green is ebony.”


  “Gold, like… the Lord of…” Dacien paused, trying to remember Luzeil’s title.


  “Tongs?” guessed Chelm.


  “Yes.”


  “Or,” Chelm said. “Luziel Lord of Tongs was or.” The twist that suggested a grin flickered for a moment, and then Chelm added, “I don’t know why we don’t just say yellow, or gold, but… the term we use is or.”


  Dacien somehow pulled his eyes – large, round, brown, away from the minotaur in the mirror. And looked back. Hooves. He had hooves. His legs were… not backwards, he realized, just… different. His foot was stretched out, he was walking on his toes – or should have been his toes – or what once had been his toes – and – and – he hadn’t even noticed. What was this?


  “Are you all right?” Chelm’s voice stalled the incipient panic.


  “I…” Dacien started.


  “You’ll feel better after you’re clean,” Chelm said.


  “I…” Dacien thought for a minute that he’d give anything to feel normal but what was there to say? He’d have to settle for better. “Yes,” he said. “Thank you.”


  The roan minotaur snorted. “It is nothing.”


  Dacien opened the water-valves easily, and then closed off the spigot, causing hot, steaming water to spray down into the tub. He scrubbed himself – or his new self – with sweet-smelling soap; it smelled floral, and good, but he didn’t recognize the fragrance. Water and scented foam ran over the red pelt; the fine hair – fur? – caught the soap, and lathered easily.


  He did feel better, as he got out of the tub, and Zebra was there waiting with a huge gray soft towel scented with… with… it smelled familiar, but he couldn’t identify it, and then the detail slipped from him in a yawn. Tired, he was tired, Dacien realized, and after laboriously using the towel to dry himself more or less effectively – he understood why Teodor had so often dried himself with magic. He yawned again, and walked back into the bedroom. The bed had been changed, the sheets and pillow-covers replaced with fresh crisp steamed ones, and Dacien dropped into the bed gratefully. After another bowl of the steaming green herbal soup, exhaustion caught up with him again, and Dacien fell asleep even before Zebra had finished pulling the sheets up around him. This time, his sleep was dreamless.


  

  He woke to find the room awash in a warm gray light, the reds of dawn filtering in and adding a subtle color to the gray, washing it with soft light that lessened the dead color. Dacien sucked up a deep breath of cool air, scented with the moist smell of morning from the window. The air had the trace of morning mist, and the softer earthy notes of soil and plants, and he felt good – not just good, but renewed. He’d dreamed he was… that he had… could… could… The conversation with Chelm – yesterday? Could it have been real? Not a dream?


  Dacien swung quietly out of bed to find Zebra, laying on the floor with a soft gray sheet and blanket. He tapped the sleeping human with his hoof. His hoof! The ordinariness of that almost overwhelmed him with a sense of strangeness, but instead the only thing that felt strange was that it seemed ordinary. He, Dacien, shouldn’t have hooves. He shouldn’t! Only… he did.


  He wasn’t expecting the startled speed with which Zebra leaped up, turning shocked eyes to him, and then dropping onto the floor, crouched and silent.


  “Zebra?” he asked, after a moment.


  The human nodded, without looking up.


  “Are you all right?”


  Another nod.


  “Why aren’t you talking?”


  “My Master… prefers me not to, Sir.”


  Dacien blinked. “Well, you can speak to me.”


  “Yes Sir. Thank you, Sir.”


  Dacien got up, and looked around the room, more closely than he had with Chelm. His mind had been, most definitely, on other things, at that point. He looked down at himself again, and wondered at how right it seemed. He’d… he’d expected to be upset, or surprised, or… or… something, but instead, it just seemed natural. He could feel the floor under his hooves, the soft carpet between the cleft. And it was just right. He smiled, and on the one hand, he knew – just knew – that his muzzle was twisting into that odd minotaur grin, and on the other – he was just smiling.


  Dacien sauntered off into the bathroom, and used the spray mechanism again, and this time, he took more time to examine himself. He seemed… smaller, he thought, than Teodor, shorter might be a better term, and he had nowhere near the firm musculature of Chelm, but he was certainly healthy. The fine red hair – Dacien decided he preferred the term hair to fur – covered the outline of his body. It might not look firmly defined, but under his fingers, it was.


  His sac was low, large, and the heavy stones themselves were nearly the size of a lemon. His maleness was sheathed, the sheath covered with the same fine red hair that covered his sac. It took him a moment of experimentation before he found just the right way to – not quite squeeze, not quite push, but almost that, to get his shaft to rise out of the sheath. It, too, was red, if a brighter red than his pelt, slick, and both thicker and longer than it had been before.


  A final rinse sent the last of the herbal soap down the drain, and he stepped out of the tub. The fine gray towel he’d grabbed from the rack brought the dampness down to a reasonable level, and Dacien faced his reflection in the mirror. A red, deep red, almost the color of blood red minotaur stared back at him, the white blotches – marque blanche – looking almost like wound across his chest and legs. He shook his head, and turned, to see his back, with yet another marque blanche on his right thigh, going all the way up to the small of his back.


  The tail was all red – roan – nearly all the way to the tip, where there was a tiny marque blanche right before the trim red tuft. The tail twitched, involuntarily, and then thrashed back and forth as Dacien tried to move it – almost drunkenly, he thought, swishing it around. He took a final look at himself, and walked back into the bedroom.


  The first thing he saw was Zebra was still kneeling, crouched over, by the bed. Obviously, still waiting for permission to get up, Dacien thought, and a twinge of guilt struck him. He’d have to think about these things, now. “Zebra, you can get up,” he said.


  “Yes, Sir,” said Zebra, who lifted his head, “thank you, Sir.”


  “Do I… are there any clothes?”


  “Yes Sir,” Zebra said. “What kind of clothes do you want, Sir?”


  Dacien paused. What kind of clothes? “Well, I thought I’d have breakfast,” he said.


  “Here, Sir, or do you want to go downstairs?”


  Dacien blinked. “I’d like to get out of this room, I think.”


  “Yes, Sir. Breakfast is… soon, downstairs, Sir. Should I get your clothes?”


  “Yes,” said Dacien, adding a belated “please.”


  Zebra rose and went out, returning a minute later with gray trousers, shirt, and robe, and, wordlessly, helped Dacien get into them. Although they were Teodor’s gray, the cloth itself had a strong pattern of vertical lines that gave it a restrained elegance. At first, Dacien had thought it was cotton, but the garments were slick against his fingers, and heavier than he’d expected.


  “Raw silk, Sir,” Zebra told him in a low voice when he asked what the fabric was. “Is that all right?”


  “Yes, it’s fine,” said Dacien. Somehow, Zebra’s behavior bothered him, but… it was the same way he’d behave to any other minotaur, wasn’t it.


  “Do you wish to have breakfast with the Great Lord and my Master?” Zebra asked. “Or do you just want to go down now?”


  Dacien consulted his stomach, and although he was hungry, he decided he’d wait. “With them. How… how do we know when they’ll eat?”


  “I’ll have one of the Great Lord’s servants let us know when they’re going down, Sir,” the human said, still in that very quiet voice.


  “Good,” said Dacien, and Zebra skittered from the room again, returning quickly only to crouch down again. “You may get up,” he said. “Have you eaten yet?”


  “No, Sir.”


  “When do you usually eat?”


  “When my Master decides, Sir.”


  Accurate, Dacien thought, but not helpful. “When did you eat… yesterday?”


  “Master came by and sat with you in the morning while I ate, Sir, and then I ate again when you woke, Sir.”


  “Are you hungry? Thirsty?”


  “A little, Sir.”


  Dacien just shook his head. “Would you like to have breakfast now, or with me?”


  Zebra froze, and then said, cautiously, “Whichever you prefer, Sir.”


  “Then you’ll eat with me,” Dacien said. “But… go get a drink. Or… why don’t you go wash up?” and Dacien tilted his head to the bathing chamber. “We should have some time, right?”


  “I don’t know, Sir. Sir? I’m… I’m to use your bathing chamber?”


  “Yes.” Dacien paused. “I mean, you know how everything works, don’t you?”


  “Yes, Sir, of course, Sir!”


  “Well, go.”


  Zebra rose, and went into the bathing chamber, and Dacien paced the room, ending up at the window. A fine gauzy curtain of thin gray obscured the view, and he pushed it aside to discover he was on the third floor, facing gardens and a neatly trimmed green lawn in the center of a hedge maze, where three minotaurs were practicing with heavy quarterstaves. Dacien watched with interest. Chelm wasn’t one of them, but he thought that the two of them – one brown, one cream – ivory, Dacien corrected himself mentally, and then wondered if even brown were the right word – were working under Filius’s instruction. It looked like fun, actually, even if the quarterstaff had never been his favorite weapon, and he grinned. A human might not be permitted weapons practice, but… a minotaur! Practically a duty! He got drawn into the match, watching the sparring, and decided that both minotaurs were very good with the weapon.


  And then he paused. Did that mean he… he could use tempus? Was he even still a mage? A moment of contemplation showed him the planes and ripple of magic, and he let the vision lapse, relieved. He flexed his hands, wonderingly. They seemed human, or almost so, but they were lined with fine red up to the first knuckle of each finger. The skin on the palm, and the underside of his fingers, was thin and fine, without any of the old calluses or marks he’d had. A quick check revealed that the other scars, too – the fine line on his leg wasn’t just hidden under short red hair, but actually gone. Gone!


  And he was just noticing? And… Dacien stared at his hand again, and the fine red hair that covered it. He turned his hand over, still looking intently, and he realized he was seeing the finest lines, the smallest details of the skin. He’d never seen the fine dots that made up skin, but…


  How? It wasn’t even voluntary, just a thought, and then the skin just looked like skin again, a pressure change around his eyes, and he bolted back to the window, back to the minotaurs, who’d moved on from their practice bout to the cream – ivory – now watching while Filius and the other sparred. He wasn’t sure how he did it, but… he could see the detail of that minotaur’s face, or at least the side facing him. He could see the hair on the butter-yellow pelt! It had to be a thousand paces, and maybe more.


  Dacien had had no idea. None. No idea that minotaurs could see so well… that he could see so well. He had sat back down on the bed, trying to understand, and was staring bemusedly at the miniscule fibers in the sheet when Zebra entered. “Sir?”


  Dacien looked at Zebra, and then… of course. The colors were different, too. It wasn’t Zebra’s stripes that had changed. As a human, he’d seen them as deep inky black with hints of color skating over the surface. But that wasn’t what a minotaur saw. They were chromatic bands of dark fiery colors he had no names for, that shifted and twisted all the way down. They were beautiful; and then Dacien blinked again, and looked at Zebra, and he saw the pattern in them. They might look random to a human but to a minotaur the play of line and light and shadow and color was… beyond beautiful. Zebra was a work of art, Dacien realized, the stripes applied carefully and exactly and… and… lovingly. He wasn’t sure why he thought that, but… he couldn’t shake the impression that whoever had laid out their design loved this human deeply; the tattoos were a unspoken declaration of ownership and fierce affection.


  And with another shock, Dacien realized that Zebra himself didn’t know that. Couldn’t know that; didn’t see them as a minotaur would see them. Did Chelm, he wondered, know that Zebra didn’t? Teodor hadn’t warned him of… Teodor hadn’t warned him of anything!


  “Sir?”


  The repeated word drew his attention back. “I’m sorry, Zebra,” he said. “I was thinking. What is it?”


  “Breakfast is being served, Sir, to my Master and the Great Lord, if… if you wanted to join them,” Zebra said. “Sir.”


  “Yes, yes,” said Dacien. “Am I presentable?”


  “Yes, Sir?” asked Zebra, clearly uncertain.


  “Are you?”


  “Am I what, Sir?”


  “Presentable.”


  The human just stared at him. “Presentable, Sir? I’m sorry, I don’t understand what …”


  “It’s fine,” said Dacien. “Don’t worry about it. Um. You do know how to get to… to wherever they’re having breakfast?”


  “Yes, Sir,” said Zebra.


  “Well, since I don’t know where it is, you’ll have to lead.”


  “Oh, yes, of course, sorry, Sir,” and Zebra started immediately out the door. Even from the back – especially from the back, Dacien realized, the stripes moved almost hypnotically across the human. He didn’t even think about paying attention to the path, but they simply went down a corridor, down a staircase, down another staircase, around and through another corridor, until Zebra came to a door that looked familiar, and opened it for him.


  Dacien walked through into the dining room where he’d eaten breakfast – if from the floor – with Teodor and Trand, the first morning he’d been here. The room today had more minotaur in it – six, and in the blink of an eye and… something like a wind pushed against him as four of them sprung into the acceleration of tempus. Dapple and Chelm materialized almost simultaneously in front of him, weapons drawn, between him and the other two.


  “No! Weapons down!” yelled Chelm. “No threat! No threat! Weapons Down!”


  The hint of magic that had crept through the room dissipated like a bell stilling into silence, and then Lord Chimes stood up. “Teodor? Who is this? And… why does my Captain of the Guard insist that a strange minotaur is no threat? And…” he paused. “You have a relative staying here? That you didn’t mention?”


  Teodor put a glass of purple liquid – wine? – down on the table, and stared at Dacien, before turning his head to Ruus. “In a manner… yes. Yes. He was ill, and… should be in bed. Sleeping. Or at least I thought he’d be sleeping, still…” the gray minotaur visibly gathered his thoughts. “A most pleasant surprise, really, although… perhaps, too much of a surprise…” Teodor tapped the table once. “As Chelm is correct, there is no threat at all, Dapple, please return to your place.”


  The white and black minotaur bowed, and did, as Teodor continued. “And Chelm, I do appreciate your… quick understanding of the situation, and… excellent reactions, but breakfast is waiting, is it not?”


  “It is.”


  “Perhaps your guards could return to their positions, Ruus?”


  “Yes,” said the ivory minotaur. “Perhaps you could introduce us. I thought… I thought I knew all of your line.”


  Teodor smiled. “Chelm has a brother, newly acquired.”


  Ruus picked up a fork of scrambled eggs and dipped them in a white sauce before eating them. “Not that newly acquired. He looks… fifteen? Sixteen? Have you had him here at Mistingrise all that time?”


  “Ah,” said Teodor, taking a sip. “I suspect he came down for breakfast… yes?”


  “Yes,” Dacien said, and managed to bite off the Master that almost followed it. “I did. I didn’t mean to surprise you.”


  “No?” said Teodor. “Well, bring Zebra on over. Get a plate for yourself.”


  Dacien got two plates, and heaped food onto the top plate from the steaming dishes on the sideboard. Eggs, sausage, greens – lantail, he recognized, and avoided it. Sliced apples and pears, a few grapes, and the purple liquid in the pitcher turned out to be fresh grape juice. The rest of the minotaurs ate in the stilted silence of an interrupted conversation, waiting for him to join them. He sat, divided some of his meal onto the second plate, and put it down for Zebra. Teodor watched him with… he wasn’t sure what Teodor was thinking. The Lord of Chimes was clearly angry and suspicious, but he was avoiding looking at anything other than his plate.


  “You clearly slept well,” Teodor said, after he’d served Zebra.


  “Yes, thank you,” Dacien said. “I didn’t know the… the Lord of Chimes was here.”


  “And vice versa,” the ivory minotaur commented. “Teodor, please introduce me to your son.”


  “Ah,” said Teodor, and Ruus looked at him.


  “Why…” and then the Lord of Chimes was quiet for a moment. “Let me rephrase that. Teodor, what are you doing, and what is happening?”


  “I really… didn’t want to introduce him until he was of age,” Teodor said.


  “Oh? Why would that be?” The Lord of Chimes turned to look at Dacien. “How old are you?”


  “Twenty-six,” Dacien said, as Teodor grimaced.


  “Age is twenty, is it not?”


  “Yes, well…”


  “Teodor. What are you doing?” the Lord of Chimes repeated.


  Teodor stood up. “My Lord of Chimes, may I introduce my son and apprentice, Dacien?” He extended his hand to Dacien, as he said, “Dacien, I present you to My Lord of Chimes.”


  The ivory minotaur put his fork down. “Dacien is the name of the…” and a chime of magic sounded, somewhere. “That’s a fine illusion, Teodor, but it…” he paused, and the chime sounded again. “I don’t see how you’ve constructed an illusion that… you can’t even sense earth magic.”


  “No,” said Teodor, sitting back down.


  “Don’t tell me this isn’t an illusion.”


  Teodor just smiled, and said nothing, taking a bite of hot griddle-cake.


  “It’s an illusion. It’s… purely mental? I’m… seeing what I need to see to make me believe it?”


  “Father,” said Chelm. “Please?”


  “Yes,” said Teodor. “No, Ruus, it’s not an illusion.” He paused, and looked at the guards. “You will consider this Council business – this entire conversation.”


  “Yes, Lord Fog,” the guards said, almost but not quite in unison.


  “It’s not possible,” said the ivory minotaur, shaking his head. “Or at least I would have said it isn’t possible.” He paused. “You could have told us.”


  Teodor smiled. “I suppose I could have.”


  Ruus snorted. “We would have told you not to do it.”


  “Do you know,” said Teodor, thoughtfully, “I do believe you may be right. Think of all the argument and hyperbole I’ve saved us.”


  “Excuse me,” said Chelm, turning first to Lord Chimes and then Teodor. “My Lord, Father, but… this is breakfast.”


  “Yes,” said Lord Chimes, coolly. “It is. What of it?”


  “Meaning no disrespect, My Lord, but it is not, for example, the council chamber, or your office, or Father’s study. It is, My Lord, not a place where business is conducted. This is a meal, My Lord, that you are sharing with Lord Fog and his family.”


  “That’s true,” said Lord Chimes. “I’m sure I didn’t mean otherwise.”


  “I’m sure you didn’t,” said Chelm, ignoring the mildly querulous tone. “But this is also the first meal I’ve had the pleasure of sharing with both Father, and my brother.”


  “Your brother,” said Lord Chimes, dubiously.


  “Yes, My Lord. My brother.”


  “Allow me to reserve my judgement,” said the ivory minotaur.


  “No, My Lord, I am sorry to have to disagree with you, but I do not think I can, and retain any semblance of honor.”


  “Captain?” said Lord Chimes, even as Teodor said, “Chelm?”


  Chelm nodded at Dacien. “This is my brother, My Lord. You can see the family resemblance between us, can you not?”


  “I think the council will want to discuss this, Captain,” said Lord Chimes.


  “I cannot see anything open to discussion.” said Chelm, speaking very carefully. “Nothing, Lord Chimes. And I assure you I will act to defend my brother against any kind of insult.” The roan minotaur looked steadily at the ivory one as he continued, “as is my privilege.”


  The ivory minotaur shook his head. “You can’t challenge over an objective fact.”


  “You are a earth-mage, My Lord. You do not represent to me that you have no way to determine consanguinuity,” said Chelm. “Do you?”


  “No,” said Lord Chimes.


  “Then what does your magic tell you? As an objective fact? Are we not related, Dacien and I?”


  Magic burst into the room and faded. “You are,” said the ivory minotaur, although he didn’t sound pleased.


  “And in a way that would suggest to any competent mage, brothers?”


  “Yes,” said Lord Chimes heavily. “I do not deny it.”


  “Then the objective fact, My Lord, is that we are brothers,” Chelm said. “Because…” and the minotaur paused. “Father, we’re reaching subjects unsuited for human ears.”


  “They will not hear us,” said Teodor, as cool gray filled the room.


  “Thank you,” the roan minotaur said. “As I was about to point out, minotaurs are human. Improved, certainly. But we breed with humans, we are born of humans, do you deny that?”


  “No, although there are those who would.”


  “I reject Exemptionism,” said Chelm. “Do you actually believe that minotaurs are a special exemption of the creators, Lord Chimes?”


  “No,” said the ivory minotaur. “I don’t.”


  “Even those that claim to believe it – Ungoliant, for example, and Kurga – choose their humans for breeding with care – great care. Would they do that if they truly believed that a human, male or female, was simply a vessel for reproduction and offered no blood inheritance to the child?”


  “Actually they would and do,” said Teodor, surprising the other two. “Ungoliant believes that anything less than an exceptional warrior-trained human is simply unfit, and would dishonor the child.”


  “They say so, I’m sure,” said Chelm. “But they don’t act in accord with their belief. Lord Chimes, doesn’t your magic tell you that there is human consaginuity in every minotaur?”


  “I…” the ivory minotaur fell silent, and bowed his head. “It does. There is.”


  “Then, My Lord,” said Chelm, more quietly, “how can you even suggest that this is somehow not my brother?”


  “I am… persuaded,” said Lord Chimes, still sounding less than pleased. “But there will be others who are less amenable.”


  “Then they may face me in a circle,” said Chelm, calmly. “And I will prove the error on their corpses.”


  “Yes, I suppose you could,” said Lord Chimes with a sigh. “Brilliant, Teodor. Brilliant.”


  The gray minotaur blinked. “I? Brilliant?”


  “Chelm will prevent any reasonable challenge to Dacien, even once his… origin… gets out.”


  Teodor stood. “Lord Chimes,” he said. “I am proud of my son Chelm, and his accomplishments. But I beg you to take note that, until just a week ago, I was ignorant of them. I am gratified beyond words that he should so take his brother under his protection – but it was not something I calculated.” The gray minotaur inclined his head toward the roan. “I had no notion Chelm had become so formidable. Nor would I use my son so, even had I known.”


  The ivory minotaur just shook his head. “That is true, I suppose. No. I grant that you would not. But…”


  “But what?”


  “How am I going to explain this to the council?”


  Teodor sat back down, and resumed eating. “What is there to explain?”


  Lord Chimes nodded abruptly. “We say nothing, simply announce that you have a new apprentice. There’s no need to qualify the matter.”


  “Really? You don’t think anyone will wonder just how my own son became my apprentice?”


  Ivory-cream fingers tapped impatiently on the table. “Must we mention that part?”


  “The council will want to know who, as well as why the mage in question… was previously unknown,” Teodor said. “So I rather think we must. Lord Green, for one, is aware that my human was called Dacien. I daresay having a minotaur apprentice who is coincidentally named Dacien will make him curious. To say the least!”


  “We change his name,” Ruus responded.


  “Mmmm,” said Teodor, looking intently down at his plate. “Perhaps you would like to reconsider that last suggestion? As, I am very sorry to have to tell you, I do not think it is a comment worthy of my friend Ruus, nor the Lycaili Speaker Lord Chimes.”


  “I suppose not,” Lord Chimes conceded. “I beg your forgiveness.” He burst out, “But this is just… impossible!”


  “I know only too well how easy it is to… speak poorly, in a moment of confusion and passion,” Chelm said. “I hope I am never so churlish as to take offense at such.”


  “I, too.” said Teodor, nodding at Lord Chimes and then Chelm. “But it is not impossible. It’s not even difficult. You will brief our colleagues that I have an new apprentice, and inform them, via whatever codes you have, that there is sensitive information. And then in person, at your convenience and theirs, you explain the situation.”


  “Do feel free,” Chelm said in a deep voice, “to inform them that I will take great offense at any inference that my brother is anything less than a full-blooded Lycaili minotaur, and my father’s son, and I will feel free to beg their indulgence to improve their opinions. Directly.”


  Lord Chimes smiled very briefly at Chelm. “I’m sure that will be effective at cutting off the sputtering. But…”


  “But nothing,” said Teodor. “I – we, I should say, owe our brother mages full honesty, and a complete accounting. If they wish to task me with some deficiency, they may do so.”


  “That’s settled, then,” said Chelm, looking at the two mages, Teodor and Ruus. “Yes?”


  Teodor nodded, and Lord Chimes grunted, “I suppose.”


  “Good,” said Chelm, and turned to face Dacien. “Good morning, Dacien. Sleep well?”


  “Yes. Thank you,” Dacien replied. “I’m sorry to cause such an argument.”


  All three of the others exchanged a look, and then Teodor said, “Ah. Well, it won’t be the last one. Let us move on to… matters of the day. I admit I hadn’t expected anything more than your continuing to sleep. I’m delighted to see you up and eating – it’s perfectly fine to take more,” Teodor said, noting the now almost bare plate. “I’d expect you to be hungry. Very.”


  “I am,” said Dacien, getting up to take advantage of the suggestion. “I wasn’t, really, until I started eating, but… yes, I’m hungry.”


  “Good,” said the gray minotaur with a smile. “That means… well, it means everything is… going as expected. At this point.”


  “At this point?” asked Lord Chimes. “Is this connected to what happened with Rill’s Mirror? Or should I ask how it’s connected?”


  “It was. A miscalculation on my part,” said Teodor. “For which Dacien paid the price, I’m afraid. I am sorry about that, Dacien. It… the transformation process is the work of the Creators, and that some magic I – or you – could do could influence it never occurred to me.”


  “Dacien’s magic affected a Creator spell?” asked Lord Chimes, sounding perturbed. “That’s…” he paused, and Dacien felt a riffle of tones as magic settled into place. “Lord Fog, privacy? For the four of us?”


  Cool grey magic filtered out even as Teodor nodded. “If you wish. But why?”


  “Because,” said the Lord of Chimes softly, “the great war magics are Creator magics. The deluge that Xarbydis unleashed against Scylla – Creator magic, meant to fill oceans. Spells to raise islands, to submerge land in molten rock, to move mountains, open borders – Creator magics. Magics that are not affected by our lesser skills.”


  “Are they,” breathed Teodor, almost soundlessly with a shocked look. “I didn’t know… Surely Lycaili has no such things?” His words might have started as a statement, but they turned to a question.


  Lord Chimes shook his head. “There is no need to speak of such things,” he said. “But if Dacien could empower such a spell, then might he not be able to dissapate it?”


  Teodor was silent for a long, long, minute. “I do not know,” he said finally. “But now, Ruus, I am scared. Who must be told?”


  “The Patriarch. Lord Green. But I will tell them only that… the strong possibility exists that we might have a way to cancel out the great spells. Not how, not who, and certainly not…” Lord Chimes paused. “But if I tell them about him, they will make the correct deductions.”


  “Likely,” agreed Teodor. “Neither of them are stupid.” Teodor smiled, a brief, short smile. “Which I do believe is a good thing.”


  “Pardon me,” said Chelm, carefully. “Father. My Lord Chimes. I do not think I need to know this. Exclude me from the conversation, please.”


  “Agreed,” said Lord Chimes, and Dacien felt the magics shift. “Will he be willing to forget this conversation?”


  “He will,” Teodor said. “I will take it from him.” The gray minotaur looked concerned. “I and Dacien must know, if only to avoid the topic.”


  “Agreed,” said Lord Chimes, and then, for the first time, the ivory minotaur faced Dacien. “Do you understand why this… capability… must be hidden?”


  “No, Lord Chimes,” Dacien said.


  “Fear of the great Creator spells – the ones the Creators used to make the world – have kept us at peace, mostly,” Lord Chimes said softly. “There are at least twenty such spells… and I suspect there are more. Perhaps five times that number. They are the most closely guarded secrets of any Clan. Lord Fog himself is not privy to ours – not because he is distrusted, but because he has no need to know, nor does he stand in succession to one of us who do need to know. Everything regarding them is secret – everything. They are unlike most spells…”


  “Hold,” Teodor said. “I haven’t explained about spells to him yet.”


  “What have you taught him?”


  “Very little,” said Teodor, in a frustrated tone. “He is unsuitable as a lens, I will not permit him to use me as a lens without… great need. All of our training depends on those techniques. I have struggled with this problem for some time without resolution. And I will explain how the Creator spells differ from ours, when I… reach that point.”


  “Fine,” said Lord Chimes. “Just…” he paused. “When your apprentice is ready, Lord Fog, he will need to know everything about them. I will instruct him myself. If I am not available, Lord Green.” He turned back to Dacien. “Until then, forget this conversation. It did not occur. You have heard of war magics, but they are forbidden. That… they are anything more than that is… itself a great secret.”


  “I understand, Lord Chimes,” said Dacien, solemnly.


  “No,” said Lord Chimes, with a shudder. “You don’t. And I… I will put off your understanding, as long as I may.”


  “It is bad?” asked Teodor, awkwardly.


  The ivory minotaur looked down, at his plate. “It is… not something I can discuss, Teodor. And… we are done with this.” The soft tones that marked Lord Chimes’ magic faded.


  “Not quite,” Teodor said. “There’s a tiny bit more.”


  Lord Chimes’ magic returned. “What?”


  “The Lord of Bone’s theory.”


  Lord Chimes’ eyes narrowed. “Yes?” He turned to look at Dacien. “Does he need to know this?”


  “He does,” Teodor said quietly. “I told you I had something… but I couldn’t tell you just yet.”


  “Yes,” said the ivory minotaur. “Irritating.”


  “Judge for yourself,” Teodor sighed. “Dacien’s affinity is, as far as I can tell, magic itself. He can trigger a potential mage. Thus, Dapple, accidentally, as well as Chelm. Deliberately.”


  “Chelm?” asked a surprised Lord Chimes.


  “I needed to test it,” Teodor said, with a smile. “Who else could I fairly test it on? I do think we should hold off on making use of this power until we see how… it turns out.”


  Huge brown eyes set in soft ivory hair focused on Dacien with a thoughtful look. “Yes,” he said.


  “There’s more,” Teodor said. “He can tap into the far-speaking spell, if he’s close to the target. Conversations we’ve had when I was… out of the room, or at a distance, he was unaware of. But if he was with me… he heard everything.”


  “How?”


  “It seems to happen without any direct effort on his part,” Teodor said. “It seems unique. It’s entirely possible, probable even, that he is the only mage who can do it.”


  “We can hope so, at least,” grunted Lord Chimes unhappily. “Well. It’s not as if you didn’t warn me.” The ivory minotaur took a breath. “Have you identified his signature?”


  Teodor smiled. “I think so.”


  “Well?”


  “Listen.”


  The Lord of Chimes sighed, set down his eating-tine, and was quiet. Teodor just waited, smiling almost impishly.


  “I don’t hear anything,” the ivory minotaur said.


  “No? You are certain?”


  “Yes,” said the ivory minotaur, with a touch of impatience. “What is it you hear?”


  Teodor grinned. “Let me ask again, Ruus. Listen. What is it that… you don’t hear?”


  The puzzlement that flashed over the soft face was replaced almost instantly with understanding, which gave way, almost as quickly, to awe. “Creation!” he whispered. “How… what are the limits of this? How far does it extend?”


  “About a thousand feet from him,” Teodor answered. “And… it can be overwhelmed. When Lord Green and I were together with him, some of my signature leaked through, and I suspect, Lord Green’s, as well. It sufficed for Luzeil and myself, and even the Lord of Bones and myself.”


  “Did the Lord of Bones notice?”


  “No more than you did,” Teodor said.


  “Pardon me,” said Dacien. “But… what is the Lord of Bone’s signature?”


  The two other minotaurs looked at each other, and then Teodor answered him. “Dust. Ash. Everywhere.” Teodor grimaced. “Possibly easier to overlook than Lord Chimes’, or even mine, although nearly everything around me is already gray.”


  “Oh,” said Dacien. “So… what… what was in the letter?”


  Teodor glanced at Ruus; the ivory minotaur let out a huff of breath, but nodded, and handed Dacien the letter. “Here. Read it yourself.”


  Dacien took the letter gingerly as he admitted, “I can’t read, Lord Chimes.”


  “You explain it, then,” Ruus said to Teodor.


  “Certainly.” The gray minotaur pondered for a moment. “The Lord of Bones, Nikohorus, has some interesting mathematics that suggest – strongly – that there are far fewer minotaur mages than there ought to be, or rather, than there were, before the… stabilization spell became ubiquitous among us. Ourobouros, for example, has official titles for twenty mages, and… many years ago, most of them were used. Today, they have but four mages. Nikohorus – Niko – believes they should have nearly eighteen. Similarly, we – Lycaili – have five. Niko believes we should have nine. He’s analyzed other clans, and they are in the same situation we are. And that part of it, certainly, is true. In the past, we – and others – have had more mages, but in as much as we have about as many as those around us, we haven’t really been alarmed. The decrease has been slow.


  “Unnoticeably slow,” Teodor continued. “Niko’s clever mathematics appear to show that the current number of mages is… too low to happen by accident. I say appear, because, truthfully, I do not pretend to understand these mathematics. Chelm has examined them, and considers them very clever, if I may use his term. Although he reserves a final judgment on these maths, he is inclined to credit them. As am I, and the Lord of Chimes.” The gray minotaur paused for a moment.


  “It is not that we hadn’t noticed, at least in part. All of us mages are busy, very busy, always. Perhaps that kept us from noticing the entirety of it. Niko’s so-clever mathematics suggest that in another five hundred years, if things continue, we will have insufficient mages to sustain our clans.” Teodor was not smiling now, not at all. “This, then, is the problem before us. It is, at the moment, a deep secret, as we ponder the cause. Niko believes the extension spell is to blame itself, and certainly, it seems likely, but…” Teodor paused. “I wonder.


  “Dacien, do you recall the conversation I had with Luzeil? About a series of border raids?”


  “Vaguely,” said Dacien. “You thought Ourobouros was responsible, and Luzeil denied it.”


  “Yes,” said the Lord of Chimes dismissively. “Of course he would.”


  Gray horns shook in negation. “What he said sounded like truth to me,” Teodor said. “Phrased clearly. Not much room for deception.”


  “Perhaps he’s figured out your trick,” Ruus said.


  “Perhaps,” said Teodor, clearly not agreeing. “I wish I had been… more discrete with it.” Lord Chimes stared at Teodor. “No, no, I meant in admitting that the trick existed. I have shared it with no one. Nevertheless. Consider the possibility that there’s someone else involved.”


  “Who?” The Lord of Chimes’ frustrated question made it clear that he couldn’t imagine any serious contender other than Ourobouros.


  Teodor shrugged. “I don’t know. But if Lord Ember taught me nothing else, he did manage to convince me that ignorance is entirely different than evidence.”


  “Shadows,” muttered Ruus. “I won’t jump at shadows.”


  “No,” said Teodor. “But we can be prepared for something to emerge from them.”


  “There’s nothing there,” said Ruus, after a moment. “There’s nothing to be there.”


  Teodor waggled his hand, back and forth. “Perhaps,” he said.


  

  Chelm had taken him, after breakfast, on a tour of the house, as the two mages were still planning. Guest suites, the wing reserved for Teodor and Chelm, and now, Dacien as well. His suite. Not rooms connected to Teodor’s, but his own suite. With rooms of its own, for his own… Dacien forced himself to face the thought. For his own humans. It seemed so unreal, and yet, there was there Chelm – a minotaur if ever there was one, blithely leading him about the house, up to his own rooms, just as if he, too, were a minotaur. But he wasn’t! Dacien looked down at himself. He wasn’t a minotaur, no matter how much he might look like one. Was he? Did simply looking like a minotaur make him one? Or was he one, and… it just hadn’t sunk in yet. Would he feel different? What if he did feel different, and… he just didn’t know?


  “I’ve been thinking about what I need to show you,” Chelm said, as they finished, going into his own rooms. Zebra was there, waiting, with Markus – Leopard, Dacien corrected himself. Leopard. He stared at the ex-infantryman, searching for even a glimmer of recognition, but there was nothing, not now. “This is important. Very important.”


  Chelm pulled a chair to a small table. “Sit,” he told Dacien, and then he switched to Latin. “Leopard. I assume you’ve arm-wrestled before.”


  Markus nodded.


  “Good. You’re going to arm-wrestle…” Chelm’s voice faltered for a moment, as he carefully did not call Dacien by name. “My brother. Do your best. I will reward your best effort.”


  The human nodded again.


  “Why…”


  “Go on,” said Chelm, and then, as Markus was reaching for a chair, he added “No, Leopard, you stand. Yes, it will give you more leverage. Go ahead. Brace yourself.”


  Dacien sat, and locked his grip with the human. “Begin when Leopard does,” Chelm instructed. “Leopard, you may begin.”


  The heavy-set human looked at him, still without recognition, and then his muscles tensed as he set his strength against Dacien’s. Dacien’s own grip swayed for a moment, as he took the pressure, and then he pushed himself. Markus’s hold broke. Not expecting it, Dacien suddenly realized with a sense of horror that he was going to slam Markus’ hand – and arm – onto the hard table, and probably smash them.


  He didn’t, because Chelm’s own powerful grip, coming from the nowhere of tempus, closed around his hand, arresting it mid-air. “There,” Chelm said, and Dacien let go of Markus, shaken. Markus was looking at Dacien – resentfully? Angrily? Dacien wasn’t sure, but there was certainly no happiness in that sour expression. “Leopard, you did well – very well. Better than you might have. I’ll reward you properly… tonight.”


  The minotaur turned to the other human, as Markus settled, still visibly unhappy, into a resentful kneeling position. “Zebra, please return to his rooms,” and Chelm tilted his head towards Dacien. “Wait for us there.”


  Chelm didn’t bother waiting, he just headed out the door, and called back, “Coming?”


  “Where?”


  “Outside,” Chelm called back from the hallway.


  “Sure,” said Dacien, hurrying a little to catch up with the older minotaur. “But shouldn’t I go…”


  “Father will call for you when he wants you,” Chelm said. “Probably in the afternoon. He and Ruus have been working in the mornings.”


  “What was that about?” asked Dacien, as they headed downstairs. “I could have hurt him!”


  “Yes,” said Chelm. “That’s exactly what it was about. You’re much stronger than you think you are. You’ll get used to it, but for the time being – treat everything as potentially fragile. Especially humans.”


  “Humans,” said Dacien. “But at the table you said…”


  “Wait,” said Chelm, interrupting him. “Wait until we’re outside. We don’t want to be overheard.”


  The gardens were not as elaborate as the gardens of House Green, but they were still elaborate, with stone block paths leading through carefully trimmed foliage. No flowers were blooming yet, but Dacien still felt he was wading in a huge green leafy pond. They navigated toward one of the fountains, three human females with water flowing from heavy stone jugs. Water poured from an upright jug on a standing woman’s shoulder. A tipped jug poured water from the second figure, and the third jug, held by a kneeling woman, was fully horizontal. Dacien glanced into the wide basin as they reached it, and was not surprised to see large fish, brightly colored in orange, red, and gold scales, swimming ponderously in the shallow water.


  Chelm looked around, and nodded. “Sorry to cut you off back there, but…”


  “I understand,” Dacien said. “Some things you don’t talk about in front of humans.” He tilted his head. “Human humans.”


  “Quite a number of things,” agreed Chelm. “For instance, whether minotaurs – we – count as human or not.”


  “But most think we… they…” Dacien stopped, and tried again. “Most think minotaur aren’t human.”


  “We permit humans to think that, but in truth… no, not in Lycaili,” said Chelm. “Most – minotaurs, Lycaili, at least, think of ourselves as human. Other clans… can differ. It’s an old argument – are minotaurs derived from human, but something different, or just… different humans. I don’t think there’s been a lot of passion about it. Lately. Sort of more the chicken-and-egg kind of controversy. But…”


  “But I might stir up a lot more passion,” said Dacien, sitting down on the edge of the fountain. “Right.”


  “Maybe,” said Chelm.


  “I’d like to thank you for… well,…”


  “Championing your cause?” asked Chelm dryly.


  “I suppose,” said Dacien. “I mean, I think I’ll be able to do it myself…”


  “Not anytime soon,” Chelm said. “You’re not full-grown, and you’re not a tempus master, and I doubt you’ll ever be one. I’m not saying you couldn’t be,” Chelm added quickly. “But you’re going to be a mage, remember? You’ll learn tempus basics, but you’ll be busy enough learning magic.”


  “I suppose,” said Dacien, again. “This is just… it’s… so strange.”


  “Yes,” agreed Chelm. “Oh yes. I’m sure it is.”


  “Can…” Dacien paused, unsure of himself.


  “You can ask me anything, brother,” Chelm said. “Believe me. I really do understand. Anything. Truly. Go ahead.”


  “Why?” Dacien said finally. “I mean, you’ve been… you’ve been much… I can’t imagine how you could have been more helpful. But… I mean, after listening to you back in… House Gray, I think, I don’t understand. I’d… I would have expected you to be… well, more like Lord Chimes. Or Lord Green. I’d… I mean I never would have thought you’d preemptively challenge anyone…”


  There was a brief laugh. “Of course I would,” Chelm said. “Or… ah, I see. Back in the city, when Father talked to me privately – he told me what he was going to do.”


  “I figured that.”


  “I told him he was crazy – it would kill you. I thought it would kill you, actually, but… well. It nearly did, but that was more of an accident. I told him it was rash, foolish, and even if it worked – it would kill a human. Do you know what he said?”


  “No,” said Dacien. “What?”


  “He just said, ‘It worked with you, didn’t it?’”


  Dacien sat, stunned. “Oh.” Chelm had been… human human?


  “Father says – and I believe him – that he transformed me as a newborn. That it took about six months. So,” Chelm continued, “when I say I have a really good idea of how strange you feel about this, I mean it. I spent the next couple of days – Folly! I still feel strange about it. But… I did come to the conclusion that you’re my brother.” Chelm nodded, to himself. “And… I think I realized just how… well, I have an idea of how strange it must be. All the strange that I went through, with the addition of suddenly being… different. As if I woke up one morning and discovered suddenly I was a human. That’s… that’s why I wanted to…”


  Chelm? The mental voice was that of the Lord of Chimes.


  “Pardon me for a moment. My Lord. How may I serve you?” asked Chelm, his voice changing to one of soldierly detachment.


  We’ll be leaving, after lunch. I’m sorry to tear you away from your family, especially in these circumstances, but Lord Green is going to be passing through town tonight. I don’t want to miss him, especially as he’s seeing Lord Winter next week.


  “Yes, My Lord. I’ll gather your guard. We wait on your convenience.”


  Thank you for being so understanding, and then the clear tones of Lord Chimes’ magic faded.


  “Duty calls,” said Chelm.


  “I heard,” Dacien said.


  “Well. I’d wanted… never mind,” Chelm said. “I have a present for you, something that I think… I hope that you’ll appreciate. There’s an ulterior motive to it, but…”


  “Thank you,” Dacien said. He glanced around the garden. “I was actually hoping maybe…”


  “Anything,” repeated Chelm.


  “I really miss weapons practice,” Dacien admitted.


  Chelm grinned. “I completely understand. I wish I could work with you myself, but… Filius is a good arms master. Talk to him, I’m sure he’ll be happy to work with you.”


  “Did… Teodor make him commander?”


  Chelm snorted. “No. Father hasn’t decided yet.” The roan minotaur got up, sighed. “I’ll need to get started… as I said, I have a gift. It’s in your rooms.” He started walking leisurely back to the house.


  “Thank you,” started Dacien.


  “Hold off until you know what it is,” said Chelm. “It’s Zebra.”


  “Zebra?” asked Dacien, surprised, and then surprised again that he’d thought so. Had he noticed such things before? He’d been attracted to Teodor, but… was this new?


  “He’s… well trained, competent, obedient, and… I saw you watching him.”


  “He’s handsome,” admitted Dacien, still wondering if this was yet another change. “He’s beautiful, actually. Those stripes… but…”


  “But nothing,” said Chelm. “He’s also sick. Father thinks he can… do something. Not cure, but… suppress, the problem. But to do that, he needs to be near Father, and… that means I need to give him either to him, or to you. And Father has enough humans and you… well, maybe he’s not the perfect gift. But I think I’d rather give him to you than Father. Father’s… awfully slack, with humans. They do better with a firm regimen.”


  “I see,” said Dacien wryly.


  “You disagree,” Chelm said, after a few more steps.


  “Yes.”


  Dacien thought the other was going to say something, but Chelm just nodded, and finally said, “Do it your way, then. May it work for you.”


  “I will,” Dacien said, and they walked back to the house in silence.


  

  Back in his rooms, Dacien noted almost glumly that the room had neatened, the bed dressings changed, and Zebra even looked liked he’d had a chance to wash. Dacien looked a little more closely at the now intensely colored stripes, and wondered again just how much his vision had changed. Along with everything else. It was hard to tell inside Mistingrise, of course, since nearly everything was Teodor’s monochromatic gray. The intense red of his – and Chelm’s – coat was almost a relief against the gray. The tattooed human kneeled respectfully at the side of the bed – Dacien wondered how long he’d been like that waiting. Not long, Dacien hoped.


  “Zebra,” Chelm said, quietly, and then, quickly, reached down and picked the human up, holding him tightly. “Oh, Zebra,” the minotaur said softly, holding the human carefully in his arms. “I have to let you go,” and Chelm put the human back down, gently, onto the bed, and then, incredibly, Chelm himself kneeled down onto the floor. “I have to let you go,” he said again, and this time, Dacien heard the pain in Chelm’s voice. The volume had vanished, too, and now Chelm was almost level with the human.


  Zebra hadn’t said anything, still, but Dacien still thought he could see tension in the human’s face as Chelm continued speaking. “You belong to Dacien, now –” and Dacien saw a slight twitch in the human, although Zebra was still looking directly at Chelm “– and I know you will serve him as well as you have me.”


  “But…” the single word of protest was chopped off under Dacien knew not what discipline, transformed into a tight, unhappy nod of acknowledgement.


  Chelm nodded back, and stood, and then turned to Dacien. “Brother mine, this is the single most precious thing I have… had,” he corrected himself. “Had. If you weren’t my brother, if…” and Dacien could almost hear him thinking, if Zebra didn’t need to be near my Father.


  “I know,” Dacien said, finding what he hoped were the right words somewhere. “I am… honored. Thank you. From…” he paused. “I don’t know how to say it properly, but I thank you. Brother.”


  Chelm just nodded, again. “I know you’ll take care of him,” the minotaur whispered, and again, Dacien heard the unvoiced because I cannot.


  “I will.”


  “Lord…” Chelm’s voice faltered for a moment. “Lord Chimes’ guard needs… I have to prepare for our departure.”


  “Of course,” Dacien said, and then, “but you’ll be back.”


  “Probably not.”


  “Not today, I didn’t mean today.”


  “Oh,” said Chelm. “Yes. Not today. I will be back, though, when I can. As soon as I can.” It sounded like a promise, Dacien thought. “Of course.” Chelm’s eyes flickered back to Zebra, and then to the door. “I…”


  “You need to go, I understand,” Dacien said. “It will be fine. Go.”


  “I thought we’d have more time,” Chelm said, softly, and then he’d left the room. Zebra’s eyes tracked his old Master’s exit, and then flickered back to Dacien, and immediately focused on the far wall.


  “You can talk,” Dacien said, after a moment. “I mean, you may talk. I think… I’d prefer it, to this silence thing.”


  “Yes, Sir,” Zebra said, very quietly, and then “I mean, Master. I’m sorry, Master… It won’t… won’t happen again, Master.”


  Dacien sighed. “Don’t worry about it. We’ve got… more important things to discuss, I think.”


  Zebra risked a glance at him, and then returned to staring at the wall. “Yes, Master.”


  “You can look at me,” Dacien said. “Or anything else you want to look at…” he broke off, wishing, suddenly, he’d been able to ask Teodor how to handle this. Actually, he’d been in much the same situation, if not exactly the same, that first night at Mistingrise. I’m doing this wrong, he thought.


  Dacien walked softly around the bed, trying not to think about hoof prints and carpet. He failed that, but he did manage not to laugh out loud. He took off his shirt, set it on the table, and then laid down on the bed. Zebra was facing away from him, as stiffly as ever.


  “Comfortable?” he asked, after a minute or so.


  “Yes, Master.” The reply was almost automatic, and Dacien let the quiet close over the response for a minute before he continued.


  “Are you…” scared, worried, curious… all suggested themselves, and Dacien settled on “angry?”


  “No, Master,” and again, the words were quick. And untrue, Dacien realized, but forcing the issue didn’t seem like the right thing.


  “I suppose it was a surprise.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “It surprised me too,” Dacien admitted. “I wasn’t sure what to think about it.” Zebra was silent, unmoving, and Dacien continued. “On the whole, though, I’m glad.” He waited another minute, and said, “That’s your cue to say something.”


  “Yes, Master,” Zebra said. “Thank you.”


  Dacien blinked. “I did something?” He paused. “No, that’s not fair. I’m sorry, Zebra. This is… an unusual situation for me. Too.” He let the silence deepen a little. “You’re only going to respond to direct questions,” he said softly. “Is there anything you’d like to know?”


  “Master?”


  “I mean,” said Dacien, “Chelm has just… transferred you to me, without a hint, as far as I know, and… you’ve got to be wondering about something. So… what would you like to know? I can’t believe you’re just… that accepting. I…” and Dacien paused. If Teodor had just given him to… to… Lord Green, say, or Trand, or Chelm for that matter, how would he feel? “What would you like to know?”


  “How I can best serve you, Master,” said Zebra, sounding slightly puzzled.


  Dacien started to say something about that rote answer, and then stopped. “That’s… not what I expected, but then, maybe I don’t know what I expected,” Dacien said. “So, to answer you, Zebra, I don’t know yet. I imagine we’ll find out, in the days to come, but right now… I don’t know. I suppose that’s part of why I’m asking you questions. I don’t mean to make this difficult for you, although… although I imagine it must be.”


  “It’s my duty to make it easy for you, Master.”


  Dacien nodded, and then realized that Zebra, still sitting where he was put, still facing the wall, was unable to see him. “If you’d like to move, Zebra, you may.”


  “Thank you, Master,” the human said, but as Dacien waited, the human didn’t move.


  “Zebra?”


  “Yes, Master?”


  Dacien started to ask just what Zebra wanted, and then paused. Maybe… there just wasn’t enough of Zebra left, after being with Chelm for… for… “How long were you… with Chelm?”


  “Many years, Master. More than fifteen, less than twenty, I think. I don’t know, exactly. I’m sorry, Master.”


  So long. thought Dacien with a shiver. So long. That’s what a human looks like after a lifetime with a minotaur. And more, he realized. No wonder minotaurs – all of them – looked so surprised when a human voiced an opinion, or had a thought, or even a desire other than pleasing whatever minotaur that human looked to. Did they even know what they were doing to their humans, year after year, loving them, eroding them, until there was… what? What was left? A shell that would collapse without a minotaur to fill it? Was that what was happening here? Was there really nothing left?


  “Zebra,” said Dacien. “Chelm didn’t really want to give you to me.”


  The stripes on Zebra’s back heaved, once, and his head twitched, but the human said nothing. He’d been trained too well, Dacien thought.


  “It hurt him to have to give you up,” Dacien continued, softly, pitching his voice low, even for his new voice. “Badly. You don’t… he didn’t want you to see him hurt.”


  Now, Zebra turned, looking at Dacien. “I hurt him?” the human blurted out.


  Dacien shook his head. “No. Giving you… to me hurt him.”


  “Yes!” said Zebra, “that’s what I meant. Are…” and then he stopped, his muscles clenching hard, and then releasing. “I’m sorry, Master.”


  “For what?”


  “For talking out of turn, Master.”


  Dacien started to shake his head, and then had to stop as his horns began to dig into the bed. “Please talk, Zebra,” he said. Dacien took a deep breath. “I need you to talk,” he said, with a puff of breath halfway between a sigh and a sob.


  “Master?”


  “I need to know…” started Dacien, and then he stopped. What did he need to know? How destructive a minotaur was to a human? That it wasn’t? That there might be something left of the original Zebra, whoever he’d been? And why… no. No, this was wrong. It wasn’t what he needed, however baffled and confused he felt. He was… well, he was the minotaur, and Zebra was too well trained to be anything other than a minotaur’s human, at least to a minotaur. “Chelm didn’t want you to know, but you’re ill,” Dacien said.


  “I know,” said Zebra, sounding resigned, and a little surprised.


  “You knew?”


  Zebra shook his head, and the stripes seemed to glitter as he moved. “I always knew. How could he think I wouldn’t know? He put me to sleep for the treatments, but I always felt so much better after.” The human looked at Dacien, disbelieving. “Mas – my previous Master, I mean, didn’t think I knew?”


  Dacien shrugged, and then smiled. “I don’t know, but… Chelm is the sort to see what he wants to see, and… I don’t think he wanted you to worry.”


  “Oh,” said Zebra. “I wasn’t worried.” Doubt crept into his voice. “Should I have been? Is… is there something to be worried about?”


  “No, not really, not now,” said Dacien. “My… Lord Fog has a way to… to fix it, so… Chelm gave you to me so that you’d be nearer Lord Fog. One reason. And… and I think he wanted to give me something he knew that I knew he valued. You. You’re… you’re important to him.”


  “I’m not,” came back the whisper. “I thought I was… but I’m not.” Zebra trembled, although his voice remained steady. “I’m not…” and finally, Dacien heard real emotion in the man’s voice.


  Desolation. Despair.


  “You are,” Dacien said, putting all his conviction into the two words. “So important that he’d rather lose you than harm you. What’s wrong isn’t fixable, as I understand it, and it hurts you. Chelm invented a way to minimize the hurt, but… Teodor’s magic can stop and even reverse it. Chelm had to decide between watching you die, and giving you up.”


  Dacien paused. “Zebra, Chelm couldn’t bear to watch you die. That’s why he gave you to me.” He waited another few heartbeats that seemed horribly long, and then reached out, touched Zebra lightly on the shoulder. “Zebra…”


  “I would have,” Zebra said, very softly. “I’d have been happy, if I could have stayed…”


  “Zebra,” Dacien said, pulling the human toward him. “I know. Believe me, I know.” The memory of his earlier conversation with Chelm raced through his head like some kind of bizarre déjà vu. “He knows, too. But… what do you think that would have done to him?”


  “What?” asked Zebra, turning to face Dacien on the bed.


  “Minotaurs – as you may have noticed – are very protective of their humans,” Dacien said. “Overbearing, overwhelming… but overprotective, maybe.”


  A smile crossed Zebra’s face, and he nodded. “I’ve noticed that. Master.”


  Dacien nodded. “So the only way he could protect you…”


  Zebra just shook his head. “I see. I wish…”


  “Things may change,” Dacien said. “Hey. You won’t feel sick anymore. That’s got to be worth something.”


  “Yes,” said Zebra, after a moment. “That’s… worth something. But…”


  “You miss him, of course,” said Dacien. “It hurts. It aches. And it’s going to get worse.”


  Zebra just stared at him.


  “’Strue,” said Dacien, sitting up on the bed. “C’mere.” He cradled the tattooed human by his side. “No point in pretending it won’t. But… as bad as it is, and it will be bad, I’m sorry, Zebra, but I know it’s going to be bad, it will get better. How’s that?”


  “Master?” said Zebra, cautiously.


  “We’re… we’re just going to sleep, Zebra.” For some reason, and Dacien resolved to ask Teodor about it, he just hadn’t been aroused at all since he woke up.


  Since he’d changed.


  Maybe he was just… still young? For a minotaur? He’d worry about it later, he thought, suddenly sleepy. He pulled Zebra – his Zebra, he thought, closer, feeling the warmth of the human’s bare skin slowly seeping through his pelt. Mine. My human, now. Strange, but… Dacien inhaled, the scent of Zebra strong, Chelm’s scent still there, and… his scent, Dacien realized. Zebra smelled not merely of Chelm, but of Dacien, and that scent was growing stronger. There was something comforting about holding the human to him.


  He’d have to ask Teodor about that, too.


  Some notes by OnyxTao


  


  On Minotaurs


  

  Male bovine anthromorphs in the Cold Blood milieu differ from the traditional minotaur in any number of ways. First and foremost, the classical Minotaur was a unique creature, the son of Queen Pasiphae of Crete and the White Bull, a beast sent by Poseidon at King Minos’s behest. The Minotaur was a monster, a terrible amalgam of man and beast whose savagery forced his confinement in the archetypal labyrinth. His physical appearance was that of a man with a bull’s head, no more, the capabilities of man led by the direction of a ferocious, murderous beast. The minotaurs of the Cold Blood universe differ in both form and intent. With bovine pelts, hooves, and even tails, they are nevertheless far from bestial mentally. They were created  specifically  as improvements to humanity, initially as a way to test improvements before those improvements were made to the pure humans. The humans of Cold Blood are close to the original evolution of the species. They have a few improvements, but nothing even close to what the Creators intended. The Creators were fully aware  perhaps too aware  of unintended consequences, and they were determined to test each planned improvement carefully before implementing that improvement in Neohomo Sapiens Sapiens. Most of their intended changes  and not a few purely experimental ones  made into their minotaurs.


  
    	Enhanced intelligence Not every minotaur is smarter than every human, but an average minotaur is smarter than an average human. This is not a perfect enhancement; minotaurs also tend to be less creative than humans, and often exhibit mildly obsessive-compulsive behavior. Minotaurs are both intolerant and distrustful of change. Minotaurs dislike non-normative behavior.


    	Enhanced vision This worked out much better; a minotaur’s eye is a complete redesign. A double compound lenses provide adjustable vision focus allowing a minotaur to see objects as small as a hundredth of a millimeter, and at distances up to twenty kilometers (although not objects that small at that distance!). Minotaurs perceive four base colors with almost twice the sensitivity of a human’s black and white vision (although they tend to lose color discrimination at distances).


    	Enhanced skeletal structure The ribcage is a structure carried between two sets of three ball-jointed bones (that have no analog in humans) on either side of the minotaur. These bones carry the weight of the minotaur’s body down the minotaur’s sides, directly to the hips and legs, rather than carrying the weight of the torso on the spine. These bones are not obviously visible, as the rib cage curves out from them, concealing them. A minotaur does have a spine, but it is primarily for the protection of the spinal cord, and it is composed of hard cartilage rather than calciferous bone. There are additional minor skeletal changes meant to enhance a minotaur’s upright stance and bipedal locomotion.


    	Enhanced cartilage and tendons Minotaur cartilage and tendon is significantly stronger than pure-line human. Neohumans share this change, as well.


    	Enhanced musculature A minotaur’s muscles more efficient than a human’s, and they are larger, as well, giving a minotaur five to eight times a human’s strength. A minotaur would pay for this with slower reflexes, but a minotaur’s tempus abilities more than compensates. The primary disadvantage is that minotaur muscle weighs about 1.5 times as much as human muscle  making a minotaur denser, and far less capable in water. A minotaur is a very poor swimmer!


    	Enhanced metabolism A minotaur’s digestion is far more efficient than a humans, allowing a minotaur to live (if not happily) on provender that a human would starve to death on, nor does a minotaur’s BMI go above 1.1. This does mean a minotaur will starve to death much faster than a human if deprived of food, although they can survive with lower quality food.


    	Improved immune system A minotaur, although based on the same proteins and amino acids as humans, store their genetic information on a DNA-analogue that is practically immune from mutation. (Sufficient mutation to break the error-correcting nature of their ADNA would produce non-viable cells). Similarly, protein folding is mediated by ARNA rather than RNA. Thus, a minotaur, while vulnerable to prokaryote, prions, and bacterial infection, is not subject to viral pathogens. Moreover, much (and possibly all) of the minotaur microbiome is likewise ADNA/ARNA based, and consequently a minotaur’s resistance to DNA/RNA based microbial life is tremendous.


    	Enhanced healing A minotaur heals quickly, whether the injury is to skin, muscle, bone, cartilage, or organs. Even their nerves regenerate.


    	Improved senses A minotaur’s sense of smell is superior to a human’s, although nowhere near so discriminating as a dog’s. A minotaur has excellent hearing, as well, although it is simply at the highest levels of human performance, rather than above them. Similarly, a minotaur has a greatly improved sense of taste.


    	Pheromones Many (and minotaurs themselves) ascribe the singular influence a minotaur has on a human, or another minotaur, in close contact as pheromone-inspired. Minotaurs refer to this effect as influence. Although some of the effect is pheromone-inspired, it is due primarily to the invasion of the human’s DNA/RNA microbiome by the minotaur’s ADNA/ARNA microbiome. This confers some (but not all) of a minotaur’s general pathogen resistance to the affected human.


    	Blood Minotaur blood contains no antigens (negative for all antigens in all blood typing systems), making them truly universal blood donors. Minotaurs and humans can freely accept minotaur blood, but minotaurs can never safely accept human blood. Additionally, minotaurs can also serve as marrow donors for other minotaurs and humans. Doing so permanently invests the human with a portion of the minotaur’s microbiome, rending that human permanently ‘influenced’ by that minotaur (and extremely susceptible to any minotaur’s influence), and gives the human a ‘minotaur’ blood type  making any kind of human blood unsafe for transfusion. It also imbues the human with an improved immune system (although there may be some autoimmune issues between the human’s DNA cells and the minotaur’s ADNA immune system in some neohuman lines). This was not completely worked out before minotaurs entered general production.


    	Magery Minotaurs are all latent mages, and any minotaur may become a mage. It is unknown if and how the neohumanminotaur transformation affects this (the Creators did not consider this case).


    	Telepathy Minotaurs are uniformly negative for telepathic traits. It is unknown if and how the neohumanminotaur transformation affects this (the Creators did not consider this case).


    	Bloodline Minotaur bloodlines are correlated with pelt, and this topic deserves more discussion.

  


  Minotaurs come in a variety of colors, and these colors indicate their associated bloodline. Clans contain multiple bloodlines. Each bloodline represents a design goal on the part of the Creators; some of these designs were more successful than others. The Creators apparently took a caste-based approach, and divided minotaurs into three mainline castes and then subcastes within those. At this point, there is no way to determine what, if any, ranking the Creators assigned within those subcastes. However, the initial division into a prime, secondary, and tertiary bloodlines is clear.


  
    	Ebon Prime bloodline Intended as generals, commanders, and flag officers, this bloodline is highly intelligent with significant tempus capabilities. The largest of minotaurs, Ebon minotaur are stereotypically aggressive, decisive, favor clear lines of authority, and are devoted to duty. Lord Green, and the Lycaili patriarch are ebon (and cousins).


    	Black Secondary bloodline Without the intelligence enhancement of the ebon line, black minotaurs share the other traits, including tempus potential. Although black minotaur are strong and large for minotaur, they are, on average, smaller than ebon minotaurs. Metrios Lord Lash Lycaili is a black minotaur.


    	Gold Secondary bloodline Intended as administrators, gold minotaurs are highly intelligent, conservatively risk-adverse, and favor careful planning to ensure they meet their responsibilities. The Lord of Tongs, Luzeil Ourouboros, was gold, as is Ruus Lord Chimes Lycaili.


    	Red (Roan) Secondary bloodline Roan are often artisans and scholars, highly intelligent and risk-prone, they nevertheless rarely put anyone other than themselves at risk. While no minotaur is irresponsible, roan minotaurs come closest, often devoting themselves to personal obsessions in addition (or in lieu of) other tasks. Roan are of average size. Chelm and Teodor are roan, whereas Dacien is a Roan/Pristine White cross.


    	Gray (White) Tertiary bloodline These minotaurs are on average the smallest of all minotaur, and lack any of the enhancements of the other lines aside from the sense of responsibility that all minotaur share. With the brown line, they share the docility (calmness) enhancement.


    	White (Pristine) Secondary bloodline Similar to black minotaurs, pristine white minotaurs are large with significant tempus potential. They lack the aggression-enhancement of the ebon and black line, but partake of the black’s size and strength. Pristine white minotaur dislike disorder in any aspect.


    	Blue Prime bloodline With their enhanced intelligence, loyalty, and mage-potential, blue minotaurs are mages and scholars. Perhaps because blue minotaur are mage-enhanced, they have low tempus potential. Blue minotaur are larger, similar to black and pristine white.


    	Violet Secondary bloodline Perhaps intended as mage-assistants, violet minotaur are mage-potential enhanced, although they tend to be weaker mages. Violet minotaur are low-tempus.


    	Indigo Prime bloodline Only the indigo minotaur are as large and strong as the ebon. Intelligent with high-tempus potential, indigo minotaur are thoughtful, reflective, and extraordinarily determined. Ianthos Lord Winter Lycaili is an indigo minotaur.


    	Copper Secondary bloodline Although the bloodline is called ‘copper,’ the pelt color associated with this bloodline is veridian  not red. Copper minotaur are of average size, and otherwise share the indigo advantages without the high-tempus potential.


    	Brown Tertiary bloodline The brown minotaur, although low-tempus, has the size and strength of the black line. Where ebon minotaur were enhanced to be aggressive, brown were enhanced to be docile. Sasha Lord Doze Lycaili is brown.

  


  Pelt Patterns: Generally, bloodline traits are dominant, and a minotaur passes a single bloodline on to his children. Mixed bloodlines often manifest as a Holstein-like pattern (blotches of one pelt color on a ground of another color), and inherit traits from both lines. Dapple and Kanail are both Pristine/Black crosses. Dacien is a Roan/Pristine cross.


  Biology is not destiny, and the roles described above are hardly fixed (and the minotaur themselves are unaware of this, although they are observant enough to understand their own heredity).


  Horns: Minotaurs have short, medium, or long horns. Although this is genetic, the heredity behind it is not linked to bloodlines and is complicated. Suffice it to say that short horn tends to be the dominant trait.


  

  Neohumans also deserve a word or two of comment. The ‘humans’ of Cold Blood are in fact neohumans, designed much like minotaurs, but with far fewer changes  and the ones they do have are extremely conservative.


  Most neohuman lines have disadvantages, as well.


  
    	Magery Most humans are mage-negative, and cannot become latent mages. Some bloodlines do not carry this dominant trait.


    	Minotaur susceptibility Most neohumans are prone to being influenced by minotaurs. Only one human bloodline carries the recessive trait that prevents minotaur-addiction.


    	Docility All neohumans have the same docility factors that brown minotaurs possess.

  


  Human bloodlines are not correlated with any physical feature or appearance, with the exception of a violet iris color. The human bloodline genetic factors involve immune system response (different bloodlines have differently designed antigen / markers and microbiomes). Although these might be of interest to a geneticist, or an anthropologist tracking neohuman dispersion patterns, they are not otherwise of note.


  


  On Minotaur Reproduction


  On Minotaur Genetics


  

  The minotaurs of the Cold Blood universe (or more properly, universes) have unusual genetics for mammalian creatures. Lacking females and possessing an artificial DNA (referred to as ADNA) as well as an artificial RNA analogue (referred to as ARNA), they nevertheless use the same proteins and carbohydrate carbon structures that other terran-type lifeforms possess. It is nevertheless wrong to think of them as such. Cold Blood minotaurs are artificial creatures and their reproduction is also artificial.


  Genetically, a minotaur can express traits from two bloodlines, and carry two bloodlines as recessives. One might think of them as ‘slots’ that get passed on from the parents. Each minotaur contributes one dominant and one recessive bloodline, drawn from the parent randomly (with replacement, so that each ‘slot’ is chosen from one of four possibilites).


  Additionally, if the minotaur carries multiples of the same bloodline (such as a pureblood Ebon then recombination within that bloodline is possible. For example: A pureblood Ebon, would have Ebon(A) and Ebon(B) as his dominant lines, and Ebon(C) and Ebon(D) as his recessives. Any child of such an Ebon would end up with at least one Ebon dominant and one Ebon recessive  but those dominant / recessive would be some combination of the available traits  call that Ebon(E) and Ebon(F)  E and F being new Ebon heritages composed of elements from (A,B,C,D). Such internal rearrangements happen only within bloodlines. A minotaur carrying four different bloodlines such as Ebon(A) / Black(A) dominant, Pristine(A) / Gold (A) recessive, could only pass on one of those four choices: Ebon(A), Black(A), Pristine(A), or Gold(A). There is no significant genetic transfer between the bloodlines.


  Alternately, consider a Black / Pristine cross such as Dapple. Dapple is Black and Pristine(A) dominant, and carries Pristine(B) and Ebon recessively. Dapple thus has Black/Pristine traits (including the double-tempus combination), and contributed Pristine(C) / Pristine(C) to Dacien.


  Teodor, on the other hand, is Roan(A) / Roan(B) dominant, Roan(C) / Violet(A) recessive. He contributed Roan(D)/Roan(D) to Dacien. This is unusual (and part of the Creator’s simplification for the transformation process) in that Dacien carries identical genetic codes for his dominant/recessive bloodlines. If he’d been bred from two minotaurs, he would have ended up as Roan(C)/Pristine(C) with Roan(D) / Pristine(D) (as the case most closely matching what actually did happen).


  Without a concept of genetics, minotaurs have only a rough understanding of how bloodlines function. They do understand that bloodlines can be suppressed or hidden, and they have a belief (mistaken) that these submerged bloodlines affect the minotaur who carries them (although they do not. Only traits from the dominant bloodlines are expressed).


  Thus, it is possible for a minotaur to express traits from two different bloodlines  but only in the case where two different bloodlines are dominant. Therefore, minotaur sexual reproduction happens not between two minotaurs, but between similar bloodlines present in a particular minotaur. The expression of traits is subject to sexual recombination, but sexual recombination never happens between minotaurs, it happens only within a minotaur.


  On Minotaur Gestation


  

  Originally, minotaurs were never intended to have to reproduce. The intent of the Creators was that new minotaurs would be created (transformed) humans, and this intention changed very late, in the last moments. The Creators realized they would need some direct method of reproduction for minotaurs, and they did not have time to design a female for the species (or redesign minotaurs to be ‘male’ in that sense). Technically minotaurs are asexual creatures, which reproduce by a convoluted budding system (see above). Sex in the sense of mixing genetic information happens within the minotaur itself.


  Because minotaurs were masculine in appearance and had male-appearing secondary sexual characteristics, the Creators decided to make them capable of impregnating other species with a form of gestational parasitism. Minotaurs can use humans or minotaurs to gestate their offspring, but the gestating creature does not add genetic information to the resulting baby. The gestating creature does pass on its acquired immune response to the child (and it is this deceptive similarity that leads Ruus to admit to Chelm that there is a clear link between humans and minotaur. Although a minotaur mage can judge relationships and consanginuity, what the mage is actually examining is not genetic information but expressed proteins, such as are conserved in the acquired immune system response). Human and minotaur genetic information is incompatible, and the only time DNA gets translated into minotaur ADNA is via the humanminotaur transformation.


  The Creators first intended that human females be used to carry minotaur young to term, but they discoverd complex and intractable interactions between the fetus and human mother that made it usual for a human female to suffer massive hemorrhaging following labor. The problem was never solved, and without magical intervention, most females die.


  Casting about for another solution, the Creators experimented with using human males to bring the term to young. Despite being invariably fatal to the human, since this variation results in (typically fraternal) twins it has survived in common use (and is the preferred method of reproduction in some clans such as Ungoliant). It is also possible for a minotaur to gestate the young  the Creators hoped that a minotaur’s superior healing and metabolism would enable him to survive what a human could not, but in this they were mistaken. The immune systems of the developing minotaur are incompatible with the parent, and the gestation process ends up suppressing the parent’s immune system (and killing the parent). No minotaur has ever survived bringing children to term, even with magical assistance.


  On Minotaur Parentage


  

  A baby minotaur requires a genetic contribution of two minotaur. However, as minotaur are sexually hermaphrodites (despite their all-masculine characteristics), it is possible (although very unusual) for one minotaur to fill both parental roles in terms of providing a genetic contribution. Minotaurs themselves are unaware that this can happen. When it does, instead of two parents supplying a dominant and recessive bloodline each, the single parent provides two random dominant and two random recessive bloodlines  effectively serving as both parents.


  Still, this is a rare occurrence, and even when it does happen, it happens by accident and the two minotaurs who are attempting to conceive a child consider (and believe) that both of them are the father.
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