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  Prologue


  

  Lord Hector Desanti, the only son of a venerable lineage had been brought up with the finest of instructors. As a stag of some thirty-odd summers, he stood tall and sure, broad antlers crowning his head regally and white fur gleaming with a perfect sheen. He had spent his youth learning languages, scholastics, politics, etiquette, fencing, geography, and, most of all, decorum. The man claiming to be a healer, however, was testing the elk’s dedication to the final teachings.


  “Over eleven hundred years of recorded history, and yet, in that time, I am to understand that the Kingdom of Pross has yet to provide their healers even the most basic training for curing a man of an injured leg?” It was not an insult… not precisely. It was, as those in court preferred to call it, ‘inferred scorn’, and Lord Hector considered its use to be handed out judiciously… though the hedgehog claiming to be a skilled surgeon was trying his patience.


  The healer bowed his head, “Curing men? Yes, my Lord… but your messenger came to the guildhall requesting treatment for a slave… and so you get me.” The hedgehog cleared his throat, reaching for the lamp he’d been brought from the main manor; the slaves quarters did not have lamps and he had said that light was necessary for him to work, “When you ask for a surgeon to help a slave walk again you are asking for no small feat, Lord Hector.”


  “I have the coin to pay for it… that should be sufficient enough.”


  The hedgehog bowed his head and shook it back and forth, looking once again to the twisted leg of his patient. The mouse slave, Finneas by name, simply stared up at the ceiling passively as the healer worked. The hedgehog finished up with the bloody needle and thread and sighed, “Any healer worthy of a title would not so much as answer your summons. Honestly, your Lordship… to waste such talent on a slave–”


  “It would not be wasted if the price was right.” Lord Hector objected.


  “My Lord… perhaps you do not understand as you hail from Vensii, but in Pross there is a stigma when it comes to–” but the healer was interrupted when the stag’s fist slammed onto the wooden post of the bed; the hedgehog fell silent.


  “Will Finneas walk again?” the stag asked.


  The healer nodded meekly, “That is very likely, yes, your Lordship. I set the bone and the skin is–”


  “Then we are done here.” Lord Hector announced flatly without bothering to look up from the mouse, “Pay the man.”


  The hedgehog’s eyes went wide when the large, collar-wearing, shirtless lion standing beside the door dumped a fat leather satchel into his paws. The healer stammered, “My Lord… this is–”


  “The going rate of a skilled healer.” The stag turned to gaze at the surprised man, “You have done as asked, and I keep my side of the bargain.”


  “But, Lord Hector… after the accident my license was revoked… I… I cannot lawfully charge this much to heal slaves. These are the wages for healing a free man when–”


  “I paid you to heal,” the stag replied flatly, eyes going back to the mouse, “Why should I care how much you charge? Consider the rest a bonus.” He waved the porcupine away, “Ulric… show him out.”


  “Come… Sir. You heard the Master.” The lion obediently escorted the hedgehog out of the slave quarters… not that there was any doubt which way to go considering the entire building was a single room with only one exit.


  The stag waited until they were both gone, “I promised you that I would make this right, Finneas… you have my apologies for being harmed in my service.”


  “Thank yeh, Masteh…” the mouse acknowledged, gazing down at his paws, which lay on his stomach, “Ah tried t’git back home–”


  Lord Hector smiled, “I know you did… but you should not have tried to walk with a broken leg. Just know that I do not fault you for having to be helped.”


  “Ahm, sorry, Masteh…” the mouse’s eyes remained on his paws, obediently avoiding eye contact with the stag, “When th’ slaves at th’ pit started sayin’–”


  “Enough, Finneas.” The stag placed a paw on the slave’s, “I want you to rest… and do not concern yourself with such matters.”


  “Ah’ll be ready teh go back fer more errands when yeh need me, Masteh,” the mouse promised. Lord Hector wouldn’t have expected anything less from the slave; he was loyal to a fault and always eager to do as requested… sometimes too eager.


  The stag was firm in his next decree, “You will not be running any errands off of the manor grounds in the next fortnight, Finneas. Do you understand?”


  The mouse looked immediately mortified, but responded with a very obedient, “Aye, Masteh.”


  Lord Hector stood, “Good. Then you will spend the next few days resting and recovering and if you are recovering well I may have you ‘gab-and-gather’ for me around the estate.” The term was one that Finneas had created for himself: a description of the mouse’s duties, which involved mainly delivering messages and picking up deliveries on the stag’s behalf, “Focus on healing, and before you know it you’ll be back to your duties. Do we have an understanding?”


  “Aye, Masteh… it’s yeh will.”


  The stag gave the mouse a light pat on the shoulder, “Good man.” Standing, Lord Hector took his leave, exiting the slave quarters and stepping back into the early morning light. Although the sun had only just left the horizon it already felt as though the day were much further along than it actually was; such was the way of awakening early to bad news.


  Finneas had been sent into town the previous day to collect a house slave for him, but, according to reports, had been beaten by a small mob of other slaves. The mouse had attempted for most of the night to get back to the manor, but had collapsed half way home alongside the highway. Thankfully one of the road wardens had recognized the two shades of green on Finneas’ collar and returned him to the stag’s estate. Finneas was loyal, and eager to please, but that often meant that the mouse was prone to foolish acts in the name of service.


  Lord Hector gazed around the courtyard of his manor; his house, the largest structure on his estate was on the far side of the plaza, while the half-dozen slave barracks were lined up well to the side to avoid detracting from the aesthetically pleasing view of his living area. Three stables, two for slave teams and one for beasts of burden completed the triangle that comprised the courtyard. His walled estate’s gate was positioned between the barracks and the stables, which were mostly hidden from general view by a combination of arbor vitae and hedges. “Master…” the gruff-but-obedient voice called for his attention, immediately pulling Lord Hector’s focus to the wolverine who stood to his side a respectful distance away.


  “Yes, Gralz?” he inquired. As one of Lord Hector’s three slave masters, the wolverine was chosen to lead the house slaves because he had been able to conduct himself with a degree of refined manners, and that had only become better with practice.


  “Your guest awaits you in the study,” the slave master replied, looking at him, but not meeting his gaze.


  The stag managed to restrain himself from frowning, “I am not expecting a guest.”


  “Yes, Master.” Gralz bowed deeply, “I told your guest as much, but he guaranteed me that you will meet with him if I were to trouble you, and tell you that it is in regard to your fortune.”


  The stag’s ears raised, “Thank you, Gralz… that will be all,” and he started off immediately, pausing only long enough to add, “See to it that we are not interrupted.”


  “I will, Master.”


  * * * * * *


  The curtains in the study were drawn when Hector arrived, cloaking the entire room in darkness save for small shafts of golden light peeking through the crack where the two bolts of thick fabric met. The dusty nature of the room made that single ray show all the more prominently as it cut through the darkness, providing a single blade of illumination on the floor, which highlighted the fur of a pure-white tail. The tail was pulled back into the blackness to join its owner as the stag entered.


  “How is your slave, my Lord?” the voice spoke barely above a whisper, the normal volume preferred by his secretive guest during their clandestine meetings.


  Lord Hector took a seat purposefully within the cascading shaft of light, “I would ask how you knew, but we both know that answer, don’t we?”


  The glint of a sharp tooth showed for a split second from the shadows, “You chose your healers well, Lord Hector… if anyone could heal your mouse’s leg it would be old Tresyn.”


  The stag sat forward in his seat, gazing at the dark shadow across from him, “I assume you believe that Finneas is going to walk again?”


  “I have no doubt of that, my Lord…” the shadowy visitor acknowledged, “…though not in time to get you your next slave.”


  “I have no other slaves to send to the market,” the stag announced, “And, as you may have guessed, there is far too much here for me to tend to without having to go into town myself to purchase another–”


  “You have a suitable replacement for Finneas already.”


  Lord Hectors ears raised anew, “I do?”


  The cloud-white tail flicked back into view for just a moment, the reaction of his guest, who was likely enjoying the stag’s confusion, “A fox… his name is Sidney, and he is one of your house slaves… he will make the trip on your behalf.”


  The stag studdied the darkness for a time, attempting to catch any signs from his guest’s intent, “I do not remember any foxes among my slaves.”


  The sharp-toothed grin returned to its place in the shadows, “Given enough time I am certain you will remember him.”


  “And you think I should send a house slave to the market while Finneas is healing?” Hector couldn’t keep the doubt from his voice.


  A far-too-knowing chuckle emerged from the blackness, “Of course not… before the end of the day you’ll see fit to promote him.”


  “You believe he will impress me that much?”


  The stag’s guest chuckled softly, “I am well aware that very little impresses you, my Lord.”


  “But you are saying that I should have faith in this untested slave?”


  The stag gazed at the blackness without saying another word. His guest shifted slightly and Lord Hector was greeted with the eerie green glimmer of a carnivore’s eyes, “I would hope so… you listened to me when you purchased him from Lord Bulhue’s auction.”


  The origin of the fox helped Lord Hector remember, “Ah… yes… the… personal slave. And you think he has the necessary business acumen and temper to be good at bidding against others at the pits?”


  “Can you recall the last time I have led you astray, your Lordship?”


  If any smile had been on Lord Hector’s lips, it quickly disappeared, “No… but I likewise cannot recall the last time I have ever known you to give me a straight answer during these little talks either.”


  The glinting sharp-toothed grin returned, “Your fox will return before nightfall if you have him sent now. He is working in the main hall… right this very moment, in fact; I saw him on my way in.”


  Lord Hector flicked an ear in agitation, “The main hall isn’t even between here at the door. How could you–”


  His visitor laughed, “My dear Lord Hector… since when have you known me to be inclined to use the front door?”


  The stag did not bother attempting to add any humor to his words, “Of course… how foolish of me. Was it the garden terrace? The servant’s entrance, or perhaps…” he fell silent when he realized he was alone in the study once again, and that’s when he discovered the answer to his own question, “…the passage.” The soft closing of the door hidden within the book case on the far side of the study attested that he was right.


  Saved the time it would take to dispense the over-abundant pleasantries of wishing farewell to his guest, Lord Hector went immediate out to the foyer and, from there, made his way to the great hall. Glancing around, the stag was mildly perturbed to see that it was devoid of a fox. The numerous vases, statuettes, and other such costly trappings of the upper class were all in place and, the elk noted, well cleaned. Just as Lord Hector was about to leave, however, Gralz passed by.


  “Gralz.”


  The wolverine was by his side in a moment, “Yes, Master?”


  “The fox you had cleaning here… where is he?”


  Gralz paused, but took only a moment to zero in on who Lord Hector meant, “Sidney? I sent him to get some polish from your leather worker, Master.”


  “Find someone else to run the errand.” Hector said, “I am reassigning Sidney to Ulric for today… I need a slave to gather something from the city for me.”


  Despite the confusion and doubt that snuck onto the wolverine’s muzzle for the briefest instant, Gralz was far too obedient to object, “Yes, Master.” And he disappeared off down the hall toward the main entrance.


  With Gralz seeking out the fox, Lord Hector went to find his leonine slave master to be certain that Sidney received proper instruction. The stag encountered Ulric outside by the side of the manor, directing two field slaves… neither of them were the lion’s responsibility, “These men are not your concern, Ulric.”


  The lion about-faced immediately, squaring his shoulders and puffing out his chest, almost like the king’s soldiers; it was no secret that Ulric tried everything he could to seek the stag’s favor, and presentation was one of those things, “Yes, Master… they are from Wragol’s stable, but he–”


  “He is out in the field… and these slaves should be returning to their duties,” the stag interrupted him.


  “Yes, Master. Of course, Master.” The lion gestured dismissively to the bear and the tiger… but neither went anywhere.


  “Uraou.” Hector spoke the name of the bear, a large, Diermynan grizzly.


  “Aye, Masta?”


  “Where is Dorias and why is he not with you and Choel?”


  The tiger spoke up, “Wragol took–”


  Hector didn’t boter letting him finish, “I was asking Uraou, Choel.”


  “He was talking to Uraou, slave.” Ulric repeated the stag’s comment and backhanded the tiger on the side of the muzzle.


  Lord Hector was not pleased, “Ulric!” The lion froze at the tone of the stag’s voice, “Do you take enjoyment out of damaging my property?!?”


  “N-no, Master… I only meant–”


  “Go to the courtyard and await me there.”


  “Yes, Master.” Ulric had the good sense of not waiting around to be further addressed. With no other direction required, the bowing slave master made a quick retreat.


  The elk turned back to the other two slaves, just in time to hear the tiger growl under his breath, “…his tail down his own throat…” a drop of blood fell from his nose, unnoticed since his eyes remained on the lion.


  Lord Hector sighed; field slaves were often some of the most onery, and Choel was certainly no exception, “Go to Wragol and inform him that I expect Dorias to join you when you return to your training… is that clear?”


  “Aye, Masta,” the bear confirmed.


  Choel was less immediately agreeable, “Wragol took Dorias out to the field to help with the plowing, Master.”


  “Thank you, Choel, for that information… but I did not ask why Dorias is with him, only that it is my will that he be with the two of you… training.”


  Choel opened his muzzle in what Lord Hector knew was going to be a very improper response, but Uraou grabbed the tiger by the wrist and shook his head. It was enough to get the impetuous slave to change his choice of words, “Yes, Master. I’m sorry, Master.”


  “No harm done…” the stag replied, “…this time,” and he left the two slaves to return to their slave master. Lord Hector had always prided himself in being able to accept any slave, no matter how little liked by their last master, and find something redeeming within them. It was true that some were harder to shape and develop, but the stag believed that everyone had value, and that, for some, it simply meant digging deeper.


  The elk made his way around to the front of his manor where he knew Ulric would be awaiting him; the lion was a good example of such a hard-won prize. Impetuous, difficult to manage, and prone to acts of violence on other slaves, it had taken Hector several years of work to help guide him into the position he had been assigned. It was true that Ulric was still not perfect but, the stag reminded himself often, no man truly was.


  The lion spoke, eyes gazing down at the ground in front of the elk, “I’m sorry, Master. I will submit to any punishment you feel I deserve.”


  “For what are you apologizing, Ulric?” the stag asked calmly.


  “I was issuing orders to slaves that were not in my stable, Master.”


  Lord Hector flicked an ear, “And?”


  There was a moment’s pause as Ulric thought about the question, “And I spoke over you. I would accept a thousand lashes if I had made you think I place myself above you… there is no one above you, Master, and I–”


  The stag interrupted him, “You struck Choel.”


  “Yes, Master.” There was obvious confusion in the lion’s tone, but he obediently agreed regardless.


  Lord Hector chose to elaborate for Ulric’s benefit, “Choel was not yours to discipline.”


  “He disrespected you, Master. As one of your slave masters, it is my duty to–”


  The stag’s frown alone silenced the lion, and Hector spoke up only once Ulric fell silent, “It is your duty to obey… and we have discussed this before.”


  The slave master lowered his nead, falling to his knees, “Of course, Master.”


  The stag placed a hand on the lion’s shoulder, “Stand. You can make it up to me.”


  “Anything, Master.”


  “I am assigning one of my new slaves to take over Finneas’ duties for today. I still need a new house slave, and I am moving a fox named Sidney from Gralz’s stable to your supervision… for today only. You are to provide him with this script,” at which point the stag handed a sealed envelope to the lion, “and instruct him on what he will need to do to make the purchase at the slave pits in the city.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  The stag narrowed his eyes as he gazed at Ulric, who immediately looked down at the ground, “His name is Sidney; I do not want him harmed. Ensure that Sidney does well on this and you will have redeemed yourself. Do you understand?”


  “I will not fail you, Master,” the lion vowed. The promise was oddly apropos, as Hector’s visitor had noted that Sidney would do what needed to be done, yet the stag had an eerie doubt when it came to Ulric.


  In the end, Lord Hector simply nodded, “Dismissed.” As the lion trotted off to attend to his task, the stag was left standing on the cobblestone path that lead from his front door, wondering just what was so important about having another slave… and why it was imperative that the strange, young, untested fox be the one to fulfil that duty. Despite his misgivings, Lord Hector left that answer up to fate and trust… but mostly fate.


  Lot 17


  

  Sidney backpedaled quickly as a group of slavers passed him in the hallway. It had been scarcely a year since he himself had been at the mercy (or lack thereof) of the hyena pack that all but ruled the city’s meat market. As a fox, and a relatively good looking one by any measure, it was not hard for them to find a buyer, but a year was nowhere near enough time for his anxiety to be kept in check.


  He was owned, but that did not make him fear the slavers any less. Even though he wore a collar identifying him clearly as property of Lord Hector, there had been plenty of stories of owned slaves ‘mysteriously disappearing’ during outings to the market. As far as masters went, Lord Hector was more favorable than any Sidney had ever believed possible; he did not like the idea of becoming a commodity for trade when his current master was everything he could have prayed for.


  “So… what’ve we got here?” the harsh, guttural voice spoke up as Sidney crept his way toward a metal slab that served as a desk in the deep recesses of the slave pit. A gnarled, gray-furred hyena glared down at the recoiling fox. The slaver’s one good eye gazed piercingly at him, the other held behind a black eye-patch, which, judging by the long, jagged scar beneath it, probably hid an empty socket.


  “M-my Lord Hector… h-h-he sends a purchase request… s-sir,” the fox stuttered, barely able to refrain from peeing himself in the presence of the hyena. Sidney did not want to be anywhere near the slavers, but his master commanded it, thus the fox would do as he was commanded.


  The hyena snatched the scroll from the fox’s paw, and glanced over it, “Hmm… that’s good money,” he rolled the scroll up and slid it into an alcove behind the metal slab, “Alright, slave… go up to the bleachers, and take this with you.” The hyena shoved a wooden paddle into his paws. The slaver offered no explanation as to what it was, but the black numbers on it were familiar enough to Sidney, who had been purchased by a representative of Lord Hector using one very much like it.


  “Lord Hector’s credit is good here… let’s hope he approves of your purchase.” The hyena slaver cackled as only hyenas could, and the sound sent a shiver up the fox’s spine. Sidney quickly left the slave pit, a dull ball of coldness starting to form in the pit of his stomach. Far too many memories were resurfacing from his time within the pit, and he made his way out of it as quickly as possible, keeping one paw on his collar, courage bolstered just a little with the knowledge that, as Lord Hector’s property, he would be safe… he hoped.


  Emerging into the daylight once again, Sidney’s heard finally began to slow. The panic that gripped him when he was surrounded by the darkness of the slave pit was seeping away, but it was replaced with a new, more immediate apprehension; he was walking to the bleachers for buyers. Sidney had been on the bleachers once before long ago. It had been his job to clean them for the slavers when he was new to their herd. Cleaning the bleachers and being on them with an auction about to begin was something different entirely, and he shirked away at the last moment.


  “Hey! You there!” shouted a hyena from the side. Sidney yelped reflexively, tail tucking as he turned to regard the slaver moving to him.


  “Y-yes, Ma’am?” he inquired of the hyena. Male hyenas were bad enough, but the females were larger, stronger, and much more brutal. He again worried that he would dampen his loincloth, barely able to restrain from piddling before her.


  “That section of the bleachers is for free buyers… go sit your tail over with the rest of the runners.” She grabbed him by the scruff and gave him a powerful shove to the right. Sidney quickly recovered from the push, avoiding a possibly dangerous stumble. Situated around the benches were various slaves, not unlike himself. Though some wore messenger clothing or house crests, most were just as shabby-looking and ill-adorned as he. Without any further encouragement, the fox moved to the smaller section of bleachers which, to his infinite relief, made him feel more at ease.


  “New t’ this side o’ th’ pits, are yeh?” came a call from behind him. Turning to look at the speaker, Sidney met the gaze of a ratty-furred badger.


  “My master sent me to get a new house cleaner.” Sidney explained, “His usual buyer is injured, so he sent me.”


  “Ahh…” the badger replied, peering a little closer at him. Although the older slave was adorned in more than just a loincloth, his clothes were shabby and probably almost as old as he. Sidney also saw the prominent collar on the badger’s neck, the green and yellow markings on it identifying him as a slave of Lord Valhauss. The badger was likewise studying Sidney’s collar, “Lord Hector, eh?” the badger inquired, “So yeer fillin in for Finneas, are yeh?”


  Sidney nodded in confirmation, “My name is Sidney.”


  The badger responded with a humorless “Ha,” and went on to note, “Yeer Lord is a good man, Sidney… not many Lords let their slaves keep a given name… though my Lord is a good man, and generous, he still chooses names for us all. If I were yeh, I’dn’t go about tellin’ everyone here yer name… might get some folks a lil jealous… an’ yeh wouldn’t that… believe me.”


  “Um… why?” Sidney was afraid to ask, but he almost felt compelled by the matter-of-fact nature with which the badger brought it up.


  “Well… let’s just say that Finneas wasn’t one ta’ keep his fool mouse-mouth shut.” The badger sat back in his seat, effectively ending the conversation. Sidney turned back to look at the arena floor below them, not really sure he wanted it to continue anyway. He didn’t have to concern himself with any uncomfortable silence, however, as the slave auction began at that moment.


  Sidney sat uncomfortably on the bench as wave after wave of slave was brought out to be sold. It wasn’t so much the hard wooden benches – he’d had much worse in his lifetime. What caused the fox’s disquiet was the eerie memories coming back to him, recalling the auction that he went through. At that time, however, he was down in the arena, not on the bleachers.


  The fox’s auction went far better than the slavers had planned. He was sold for three times more than the starting price, which was a very hefty sum, he was later informed. Sidney’s first owner cared little for his true well-being, but was incredibly interested in his appearance. The hippo, Lord Bulhue, had purchased Sidney as a bedroom slave. It was Sidney’s task to look good, smell good, be positively presentable in all ways… and do anything and everything asked of him. Lord Bulhue had a lot of demands.


  During that time, Sidney had no name… he was merely referred to as ‘fox’ or, more often, as ‘the toy’. His master tired of him after three months. By that time, Sidney was receiving constant treatment from Lord Bulhue’s healer, and the hippo considered him to be ‘not worth the upkeep’. Although Sidney learned many techniques for ‘pleasing’ his master, it was not enough, and Sidney was sold for less than a fourth of the price of his original purchase.


  A depreciation of value was a sign of great shame for slaves. They had no personal belongings for themselves; their skills were expected of them, and with no notice of jobs well done or memorable appreciation from their masters, the one thing a slave could take pride in was his or her purchasing price. Sadly for Sidney, most slaves used for pleasure were worth the most new, and their value rapidly diminished once they were ‘broken in’. Lord Hector, however, had not purchased Sidney as a bedroom slave.


  Sidney let out a sigh, thinking fondly of his owner, a tall, proud elk of noble birth, and even nobler demeanor. Lord Hector had purchased the fox rather than have him sold off to one of Lord Bulhue’s cousin’s. Sidney later learned that the cousin was known for beating his slaves to death, a fact that made Sidney even more devoted to his new master. Lord Hector used his slaves’ given names; the fox was smitten… though he wouldn’t have dared admit it to anyone.


  Any opportunity for a task, any change of duty or added responsibility was something that Sidney obediently and greedily jumped at. He wanted more than anything to prove his worth to Lord Hector, so that his master would never tire of him… never grow weary of him… never feel the need to cast him off or replace him. Sidney hoped beyond hope that one day, Lord Hector would take note of him… and be given the chance to practice the skills he learned at the impatient hands of his first master on someone who would really be worth pleasing. Until then, he served as one of the elk’s house cleaners.


  “And that’s an end to the small breeds.” The announcer’s most unfortuitous declaration broke Sidney from his musings, and the icy clutch of utter dread gripped his heart. ‘Small breeds’ referred to any slave that would be suitable for house work and fine labor. Although Sidney himself was a ‘mid breed’, he was a fox, and foxes were considered interchangeable. He could only sit in mute terror as the announcer declared a progression to large breeds… and large breeds were always the last of the slaves to be shown.


  Sidney was ready to start whimpering. His complete lack of focus was his undoing – it was a common enough problem, but this time, he knew he was doomed. He had the opportunity to show Lord Hector that he was a valuable addition to anywhere the stag would have him fill in… but he blew it. He would have continued fretting and mentally castigating his lack of attention, but a commotion from the pit broke his train of thought. All of the other buyers in the bleachers were gazing down upon an extraordinary scene.


  They were an audience for a display of insanity; one of the slaves had broken away from the podium, somehow having slipped his restraints, and had overpowered two of the slavers. It was a tall, broad-shouldered horse. The stallion was very well built, and somehow surprisingly unscarred compared to most of the large breed slaves on the block. He was dressed in only a loincloth, but could have easily passed for a knight with the way he presented himself against the slavers.


  Sidney watched in rapt attention as the muscled horse grabbed hold of the end of one of the whips aimed at him, and pulled the attending slaver closer, delivering a powerful punch to the hyena’s muzzle and sending the unfortunate guard reeling into unconsciousness. He didn’t stop there, actually hefting up the prone hyena and throwing him at two of the others. The slave’s strength was incredible, and the badger behind Sidney whispered to no one in particular, “He’s gonna to take some of ’em with him, he is.”


  Some of the other buyers near Sidney had enough gall to start cheering the stallion on, but few retained the inclination when the slavers’ gazes were turned upon them. All in all, the horse put up quite a fight; five slavers were taken down but, in the end, as expected, the horse was overcome. The female hyena Sidney recognized from the pit forced the horse to his knees, and brought her elbow across his muzzle in a sweeping arc, sending a mixed spray of saliva and blood into the air.


  She backhanded the stallion twice more, but the slave’s insubordinate gaze did not abate, and his ears remained back in a threatening expression. Even kneeling on the grass, beaten and restrained, the stallion was still an impressive creature. Sidney gazed to the hyena conducting the ceremony, who quickly spoke up, “Ladies and gentlemen, you have seen quite a display of strength and fortitude from lot 17. You can tell there is quite a spirit that will need to be dealt with, but none of you can deny what an excellent worker you will be purchasing. Shall we start the bidding at 10,000?”


  Silence prevailed. Every last buyer around Sidney that had been cheering the horse on knew better than to purchase such a wild asset for their master. Every prospective buyer on the free-man’s bleachers realized that the stallion would be worthless if he remained unbroken, but none were willing to spend that kind of capital to take that kind of a risk. No one bothered raising their paddle.


  “Oh, surely SOMEONE in the audience can see the VALUE in such a fine specimen?” the hyena continued, “Who will pay over 8,000 for lot 17?” but his request was met again with silence. Sidney’s eyes remained on the horse and the female hyena who was kneeling down next to him, teeth bared, likely growling threats and promises of pain to him for his disobedience. The stallion suddenly flexed his legs, and, lowering his muzzle, rewarded the female with a head butt.


  The attack knocked her onto her back but, more than that, it knocked the wind from Sidney’s lungs. He watched, aghast and amazed as the hyenas descended upon the horse with thin, flexible clubs, beating at him mercilessly. Sidney had taken a few blows from the slavers’ sticks before. They were designed to cause maximum pain while limiting any long-term harm; the fox could barely watch as the stallion was forced back to his knees.


  “Give us 5,000 for this stallion? He may serve well as a toiling steed. He could be used for field work. Perhaps you may find use for him as a stud – he would assuredly produce many fine foals who may be well prepared for your fields from birth. 5,000 for lot 17?” the announcer’s words were slowly losing their casual tone, and starting to take on a faint hint of a snarl. Sidney knew what would happen if they couldn’t find a buyer for the stallion – chances are that he wouldn’t have another chance at being sold.


  “Very well… no bid for lot 17? No buyer… going once…” the hyena scowled, “…twice…” the hyena paused, and looked at Sidney, then quickly spoke up, “Sold!”


  Sidney looked disbelievingly at his paddle, which was held up in his numb, traitorous paw. His mind was awash with any number of punishments he would receive. Not only did he not find a house slave, but he purchased an unsafe, unruly, and unbroken horse. More than that, however, more prominent in his mind than anything else, were the icy, deep-blue gaze of the stallion’s two eyes glaring at him.


  The horse remained on his knees, breathing heavily as his body attempted to recover from the beating. Blood leaked from his nose and his long mane half-covered one side of his face, but it did nothing to dampen the severity of the gaze. The stallion remained on his knees, eyes locked onto Sidney’s as if wordlessly saying “You have no idea what you just got yourself into.” The fox was unable to disagree.


  A hyena came to collect Sidney’s paddle, “You can go down to the pen to pick up your package whenever ya want…” and he added with a chuckle, “Gods, I hope your master is the understanding sort.” Sidney hoped so too.


  New Slave Master


  

  Sidney thanked the gods that he didn’t have to go back into the slave pit to collect the stallion. Not only was he fortunate enough to avoid having to enter the pit, but the slavers also supplied transport for his new purchase. The transport was appreciated, but not the condition of the stallion when he arrived at Lord Hector’s manor.


  The slavers had taken what they called ‘extra precautions’ and the stallion was beat into a bloody pulp. Even after the slavers literally dumped the unconscious slave on the doorstep, the horse didn’t so much as move. It was at that point that Sidney really started to panic. The fox tried three times to move the prone stallion, but, for all his strain, the horse was moved all of five feet.


  When Ulric, Lord Hector’s slave master arrived, things did not improve in the least. The lion circled the horse once as if inspecting a wagon stuck in the mud, then approached Sidney. The fox was afraid of Ulric, even though they worked in different capacities. The lion, like him, was a slave, but was given a certain degree of power since it was Ulric’s place to make certain things operated smoothly. It was obvious by Ulric’s glare that he did not consider the horse to be ‘business as usual’.


  “What is this… thing?” the lion sneered.


  “A new slave for the master, Sir.” Sidney noted, tail curling inward as he looked down at the ground.


  “Lord Hector sent you to get a house slave, fox… does this look like a house slave to you?”


  “Perhaps… he could help with moving furniture, or–”


  “I did not ask for suggestions on how we could use him, fox! Now… does he, or does he not look like a house slave to you?” the demand was much more of a growl than the first question.


  “No, Sir.” Sidney closed his eyes, knowing what was to come. Regardless of being prepared, the bright flash of light that blurred his vision still caught him by surprise, and he stumbled as it was quickly followed by a dull, thudding pain from where the back of the lion’s paw had impacted his muzzle. Sidney knew better than to check for blood; that would have to wait.


  “Then why, in the name of master, would you purchase a horse for Lord Hector?” Ulric rumbled with fury. Sidney was unable to provide an answer, which made the lion all the angrier, “Why would you spend the master’s money on this bloodied lump of meat when he sent you for something more suited to serve the needs of his house? How much did it cost our generous master?”


  “Five… thousand.” Sidney murmured, knowing what would come next. His ear twitched, when he heard the loop of leather slide off of the slave master’s belt, and his eyes already began to water at the burning sting that Ulric’s whip would soon deliver.


  “You insolent cur…” the lion roared, and Sidney hunched down, waiting for the pain… waiting for the agonizing, burning bite of the whip… waiting for… something that did not come.


  “Ulric,” said a calm, refined voice beyond the darkness of Sidney’s clenched eyes, “please tell me the reason for this great commotion.” The fox’s eyes ever-so-slowly peeled open. Standing before him, like a guardian angel sent by the gods, pure-white gleaming with a silvery white shine, was his master. Sidney’s master had interjected on his behalf; his legs felt week.


  The slave master was stuck in an awkward stance. The lion’s arm holding the whip was drawn full back, readying a forward flick, but Lord Hector’s grip kept Ulric horribly off balance. Although the elk held the wrist loosely, the lion made no attempt to struggle, “I was disciplining an unruly slave, your lordship.”


  “The one on the ground, or the fox there?” the elk inquired, an eyebrow raising, “I dare say, good man, if you have been disciplining this horse, you have quite outdone yourself…” Lord Hector’s easy smile quickly dissipated as he added, “…unflatteringly so.”


  “No, my Lord… I would never–” the lion began, but the elk was no longer looking at him, instead, Lord Hector’s eyes gazed straight down at Sidney, who remained half-cowering, unmoved since his master’s arrival.


  “You… you are Sidney, is that not so?” the regal bearing of his lord and master almost made the fox piddle, but he managed to hold back as the glory that was his owner shone upon him.


  “I… I am, master.” Sidney responded, feeling each strand of fur on his body stand up on end at the sound of his name spoken in the smooth, majestic voice of his benefactor.


  “This fox was sent to purchase you a new house slave, master.” Ulric explained to the elk, “He returned with this half-dead horse.”


  Lord Hector simply nodded at the comment, taking a step closer to the cowering fox, “Stand up, Sidney – I will look you over.” The fox, still week in the knees, did as well he as he could, keeping his eyes averted from the awe inspiring site of his master, feeling unworthy to be so close.


  His body betrayed him with faint shivers of delight as the elk’s thumb and first two fingers took hold of his muzzle and turned it this-way-and-that, “How did you come by a bloody muzzle, Sidney?” Lord Hector questioned.


  “I… I disobeyed your order, Master…” Sidney whimpered, feeling a few tears leak from his eyes. He would not dare lie to Lord Hector, and yet, he wanted nothing more than to cater to the elk’s every wish, “I have not done as asked. I am loyal to you, Master… my punishment was deserved.”


  “Is it now?” the stag questioned, raising the fox’s muzzle higher into the air until Sidney’s eyes could lower no further, and were forced to look Lord Hector in the face. The fox’s entire body froze when he met his master’s locked stare, the elk’s steel-gray eyes boring into his own. Sidney could not answer… could not even move.


  He could do nothing but shiver in abject shame as he felt his sheath leak out seed that his member expelled without even being touched, let alone aroused. Sidney prayed to the gods that Lord Hector would not notice; and he spoke a silent ‘thank you’ as the stag slowly released his muzzle and walked back to Ulric.


  “Ulric… Sidney came to me via Lord Bulhue, did he not?” Lord Hector questioned.


  “He did, Master,” the lion noted, amber eyes beating down on the fox, who quickly returned his own eyes to the cobblestone path on the ground.


  “And he served as the esteemed hippo’s ‘private slave’, did he not?” the elk’s choice of words seemed so very eloquent, enough so to send shivers up Sidney’s spine; in most cases he had ever only heard of his prior position as ‘sex slave’ or ‘toy’. Even the less derogatory ‘bedroom slave’ had less charm than the term his master had chosen. Sidney refrained from panting, though he longed to show his benevolent lord what he had learned.


  “He did.” Ulric responded.


  “Tell me, Sidney… during your time in Lord Bulhue’s employ, did you receive any training in medicine, or in the art of healing?” the stag questioned.


  The fox could feel his master’s gaze upon him, but he dared not look up, “I had spent much time with the healer, Master. Though I was not trained, I am very good at learning, and I watched closely.”


  “But no formal training?” the elk asked.


  “No, Master… I am a slave – I am not trained for such things,” the fox lamented, wishing that he would be able to say ‘yes’ to anything his master demanded of him.


  “But you are a good learner, are you?” Lord Hector questioned.


  Had his master thought him bragging? No… he would never brag; it was not a slave’s place to brag, “I have been told, Master,” the fox fell to all fours, lowering his head.


  “Then I will leave this horse to your care, Sidney,” the elk noted matter-of-factly.


  “Master?” Sidney would have died of shame immediately at questioning Lord Hector but, thankfully, his own disbelieving exclamation was drowned out by Ulric’s. Unlike Sidney, however, the Lion continued to press the question.


  “This fox has purchased a slave for 5,000 coins of your own treasury! You sent him for a house slave, and he has returned with a bloodied horse. Surely you cannot condone this! He must be punished!” Ulric noted.


  “And a slave who proposes to order his Master about? What should be done with him?” the stag questioned. Sidney, who refused to look up, heard no response, “I can find use for this horse, Ulric…” Lord Hector noted, “And Sidney will accept responsibility for him. Am I not correct, Sidney?”


  “You are always right, Master.” The words exited Sidney’s muzzle because it was the right thing to say, but, at the same time, he realized how brilliant his master was; the horse would be his punishment… if the horse did not heal, if the horse became an imposition, of the horse broke free – any of those possibilities would be solely his fault. Sidney saw that things were not headed in a very good direction.


  “Very good, Sidney… then I will make you now a Slave Master, and give you full authority over this horse. See to his well-being, and I will come to see you tonight. Ulric, gather some of the heavies and have them drag our new acquisition to the work shed.”


  “Yes, Master. Your will shall be done.” The fox heard the Lion rewrapping his whip. Once the sound of hoof on cobblestone was no longer audible, Sidney slowly stood up. Ulric sneered at him with complete contempt, “You… a Slave Master?” With that, the lion left him alone with the horse adding as he walked off, “You won’t last a day.”


  At first, Sidney was horribly worried that Ulric had abandoned him. There would be no easier way to sabotage the fox than to leave him with the horse unconscious at the foot of the stairs. Thankfully, however, just as Sidney was moving from panicked to hyperventilating, a boar and a bull came out from the side of the building. They gave Sidney one look, then glanced down at the horse. The two of them hefted the large equine up and hauled him to the work shed, a cottage-sized building off to the side of the courtyard.


  Once inside, the two set the horse down atop a pile of loose straw and made their exit, not offering so much as a single word to Sidney. The fox, once alone with the horse, remained motionless, mind trying to find some hint at where to begin. Sidney had no fresh water, medicine, no healer’s kit, no bandages, and certainly no formal training. Just as he was about to give up, Sidney was surprised by the work room door opening suddenly, and a limping mouse entered with a wrapped package underneath one arm.


  “Finneas?” Sidney asked, sitting up from his place on a dilapidated bench.


  “Evenin’,” the mouse replied, handling the fox the package, “Looks like ya had a wee problem wit’ th’ slave pin, aye?”


  Sidney’s ears blushed in response, “They were going to kill him because no one would buy him.”


  “Not a good ting ta used the Master’s coin on, Sidney… not if’n ya value yer own hide… believe you me… I’ve seen it happen enough, bein’ a messenger an’ all.” The mouse patted him on the shoulder, “Thanks fer standin’ in fer me t’day, mate… I hope it doesn’t end up bad for ya. Oh yea… barrel o’ water’s waitin for ya outside.”


  “Thanks, Finneas… I hope your legs gets to feeling better,” the fox offered, letting the mouse leave as he began to inspect the package he’d been given. Sidney slowly pulled out a variety of equipment he was familiar with from the time he’d spent at the healers while in service to his prior master. Some of it brought back bad memories, but he quickly pushed those aside as he focused on the task at hand. Pausing, feeling the stickiness beneath his loincloth, Sidney quickly went outside with a cup and filled it from the barrel of water.


  The fox doffed his loincloth, undoing the simple leather cord that held in in place, and washed his sheath. The water was freezing cold, but he realized that sooner was better than later when it came to drying seed, and the same went for his loincloth. He left his little bit of clothing to dry, also taking the opportunity to let his fur do the same since what little linen he had was best saved for bandages.


  Moving over to his ‘patient’, Sidney began to tend to the wounds. He made the trip for water three times, each time using a small amount of linen to clean the cuts and ruptures on the horse’s hide before carefully dressing them in a larger amount of bandage. The fox was required to sew three wounds closed; thankfully, he had some small amount of experience with tailoring, and he found it similar in practice.


  Through it all, the horse barely moved. Whatever damage they inflicted on the horse was enough to keep him out cold. Finally, as most of the prominent wounds were addressed, Sidney moved to the most obvious of the lesser wounds, such as the furless manacle-burns on the horse’s wrists, and worked to clean and dress those as best he was able. Finally done with his patient, the fox used a little remaining water and a small piece of cloth to dab at the blood on his own muzzle, wincing at the tenderness of it.


  It was during Sidney’s self-attention that the horse first started to rouse. The fox wanted to call for help, but realized that he was a Slave Master, which meant that he wouldn’t get any; it was his responsibility to tend to the slave over which he presided, and that was the horse. Feeling his chest tighten with fear, Sidney was again reminded the amount of damage the horse had done to his slavers, and he turned to face the stallion.


  The horse was sitting up on the pile of hay, inspecting one of his wrists. The stallion’s nostrils worked, smelling the herbed bandages that were affixed to his right forearm. Slowly, the large slave’s attention moved to Sidney, who felt his heart freeze in his chest.


  “H-hi…” Sidney stuttered, trying not to make it sound like a whimper. The stallion slowly planted a hand on the ground, and grunted, moving into a kneeling position, then a standing position, then stumbled, toppling over back onto the hay, “Woah! Hold on there!” Sidney noted, moving quickly over to the horse.


  The stallion spoke up quickly, bringing a fist back as the fox approached. The words that emerged from the horse were nothing that Sidney was familiar with… it was a language from another kingdom.


  “I… I don’t understand.” Sidney noted, keeping a distance, “I… I don’t speak that tongue.”


  The horse let out a deep sigh, and slowly lowered himself back down to a sitting position. The horse’s hands, which had been fists, slowly relax, resting on either of the stallion’s massive thighs. He made another comment then, as if realizing that Sidney didn’t understand, motioned to the bandages on him.


  “Oh… that was me.” Sidney said, motioning to himself.


  The horse offered a hesitant smile, and said a quick two words.


  “If that’s ‘thank you’, then you’re welcome.” Sidney noted, remaining at a distance.


  The stallion winced, moving a hand to his forearm, where Sidney could see red starting to bleed through the bandage there. The horse noticed it too, and then looked to the fox. His tone implied a question and, though he spoke closely, it gave Sidney no clue as to what he was saying.


  “Hold on…” Sidney said, and slowly backed away to the bag of healer supplies. He grabbed another length of bandage along with a few pinches of herbs and moved back to the horse, “I’m going to come closer now…” the fox offered in as calming a voice as he could, showing the bandage to the other slave.


  The stallion made no hostile move, remaining calm and neutral as Sidney moved up beside him. The fox motioned for his patient to show him the arm and the stallion obediently complied. Sidney slowly unwrapped the other bandage and took a moment to inspect the wound. The horse’s movement had apparently opened it up further, and the fox realized that there was no other way but to stitch it up. Of course, stitching an unconscious stallion was far different than trying to do the same to a conscious one… and one that was probably very ornery.


  Going back to the bag, Sidney returned with a length of thread and a needle. He looked up to the horse, who gave a simple nod, and lowered the arm back to him. Steeling himself against a possible thrashing mound of muscle, the fox hesitantly began his work. To his surprise, the stallion moved no more awake than he did in his sleep. Looking up at the horse, he the piercing blue eyes staring right back down at him, as if the other slave were intently studying his work.


  More than a little intimidated, Sidney continued sewing up the wound, realizing that, not only was the horse not wincing or crying out in pain, he actually seemed completely unbothered by the activity. Once the stitching was complete, Sidney quickly applied the poultice and wrapped the wound, eager to get back out of striking range, not completely trusting any large slave, let alone one so unpredictable as to flatten seven slavers before being taken down.


  The stallion remained sitting, but took the opportunity to flex the arm that Sidney had just sewn. Looking back to the fox, the horse nodded once, as if in approval, and slowly lowered his body back down onto the hay. Sidney noticed, however, that the stallion’s eyes remained focused on him.


  “What did I get myself into?” Sidney spoke aloud. After a pause, the stallion slowly undid his own loincloth and tossed it atop an adjacent pile of hay. Sidney was surprised by the sudden action, and began gazing around the work shed for some reasoning behind the horse’s sudden nudity… but it became clear when he saw his own loincloth resting beside the stallion’s… and he couldn’t help but blush when he realized what a show he had given the new slave.


  “Well… first day as a Slave Master… I’d say it’s a work in progress.” Sidney sighed to himself. The horse responded to the words in his own language, which only made the fox’s sigh deepen, “Tomorrow is really going to be interesting…”


  Inspecting the Merchandise


  

  Sidney hadn’t realized he had fallen asleep until he was awakened by the sound of the work-shed door opening. Jolted awake almost immediately, the fox remained, nonetheless, somewhat confused in his grogginess. It had been anything but an ordinary day. It had been filled with stress and chaos, and Sidney realized that it would probably only get worse. He didn’t know what time it was, but he saw darkness beyond the opened door.


  A shadow crossed the entrance for a moment. Sidney’s heart beat increased in tempo as the doorway was taken up by his master, Lord Hector. The stag’s gleaming white fur reflected the moonlight like a glowing mirror of platinum, making him appear almost to glow. The fox, who had stood when the door opened, fell back to his knees, lowering his eyes immediately. He heard the door close quietly.


  Sidney did not look up as he heard his master move away from the door and into the work-shed. The fox fought back the urge to droop as he heard Lord Hector move away from him, but, at the same time, he felt relieved. Sidney took the chance to take stock of his situation, ears blushing immediately when he realized that he was still naked. His master was entitled to view as much of his slaves as he wished, but something about being bare before the stag concerned him; what if Lord Hector caught sight of his interest. Damning himself, Sidney realized that thinking about it created a response within his sheath, and he felt his member stirring, poking out of its hiding space unbidden.


  “You’ve done well with the dressing.” Lord Hector spoke quietly, his firm voice carrying a sweet, melodious tone to Sidney’s ears. Though it was barely above a whisper, the fox had no time hearing it and clung to every word; his master had praised him.


  “Thank you, Master,” the fox glowed at the compliment. “I wish only to please,” the words came out of his muzzle, a veiled admission of just how much he wanted to serve. He heard the sound of his master returning to him from across the room. Sidney wished longingly that his loincloth was within reach.


  “Stand for me, Sidney.” Lord Hector requested. Whimpering inaudibly, Sidney complied. He tried standing at a half-angle, avoiding meeting the stag’s eyes as a suitable excuse. The fox folded his paws across his abdomen in what he hoped looked like a casual stance, praying to the gods that he could hide his excitement at having his master so close to him. He felt as if his body betrayed him, as the proximity of his paws and their warmth made his member emerge just a little further. He cursed his body under his breath.


  Without saying a word, Lord Hector approached him. The stag came from the side, and stopped uncomfortably close; Sidney imagined that he could feel his master’s breath against his fur, and fought back the urge to shiver at how near the perfect, silvery body was from him. He kept his eyes down, biting down on his tongue until he could taste blood in an attempt to get his body under control. The stag walked around him towards his backside.


  “A good master knows his slaves well.” Lord Hector noted, “A good master can tell a lot about a slave by body structure… distinguishing features… scars… visual cues… even just by how he carries himself,” the stag slowly circled him while speaking. Sidney felt his tail begin to tuck slightly as his master walked around to his front, “Hands by your side, Sidney,” the stag stated casually. The fox, swallowing the developing knot in his throat, complied.


  “Now…” Lord Hector paused, offering simply, “You are a fox… medium build…” one of the stag’s hands pressed against his chest and stroked down to the top of his abdomen, “smooth fur…” Sidney whimpered, this time a little more audibly, tortured by the perfect touch, and he felt a slickness as more of his flesh emerged from his sheath. If Lord Hector noticed, he didn’t say anything.


  “Yes, Master…” Sidney spoke, fighting to keep his teeth from chattering at the stimulation merely being near the stag brought him.


  Lord Hector knelt down and brushed the fox’s toes with a hand, “Digitigrade stance.” The stag’s antlers brushed Sidney’s thigh and, for a moment, he thought he was going to lose himself and cover his master’s head with his seed. He fought against every impulse of his body and managed to stay himself. Lord Hector stood, “Give me a paw,” he held out his hand within Sidney’s vision, and the fox, without even a pause, placed a paw into the hand.


  The stag turned Sidney’s paw over and inspected the velvety-black pads on his fingers and palm, “I see…” and he let the paw go, and took a step even closer. Sidney jumped with the stag’s muzzle came to rest against his neck, and Lord Hector took a deep breath, inhaling right against his fur. Sidney’s eyes fluttered, and he had just enough time to move his paw, coating his wrist and palm in his own jetting fluid, “…and smell,” the stag stated.


  Lord Hector about-faced and took several steps back across the work-shed. Having no other option, Sidney quickly brought his paw to his muzzle, and removed all evidence of his ‘inadvertent mis-step’. He was no stranger to the taste of seed, but he was not in the habit of consuming his own. Regardless, he made quick work of it as his master stood, gazing at the still sleeping horse across the way.


  “You’re from a southern village, are you not, Sidney?” Lord Hector questioned suddenly.


  The fox jumped to attention, brushing his tongue against the roof of his mouth one last time before speaking up, “I am, Master.” He wasn’t certain how his master had known, but he knew well enough not to ask.


  “In Deirmyna, I would wager.” Lord Hector proposed, mentioning Sidney’s kingdom of birth.


  “Yes, Master.”


  “Your parents sold you when you were in your early teens. You were with a traveling cartel until you were sold to pit slavers.”


  “Yes, Master. You are right, as always,” the fox said the words by rote, but he was astounded. Had Lord Hector studied his history? Had his master taken an interest in him?


  “I understand you were owned for a time by Lord Bulhue… is that when your hip was broken?” the stag questioned.


  “It was, Master.” Sidney answered, completely dumbfounded by the stag’s intimate knowledge of him and that his master had known of a past injury. It was a horrible experience, and one he hoped he wouldn’t have to go into detail about.


  “And it is fair to assume that your interest is in me, as opposed to the horse?” the question held with it a faint barb of pointed humor.


  Sidney knew it was nigh impossible for his master to have not seen the signs. The fox was well aware that Lord Hector would have been far too astute to have let such an obvious display go by unseen. The slave was optimistic, but he was also a realist. Regardless, the direct phrasing of the question caught him unaware, and he was unable to answer.


  “I will take that as a ‘yes’,” the stag chuckled.


  “Y… yes, Master.” Sidney hung his head, ears and tail drooping. He was humiliated, but, at the same time, the knowledge that Lord Hector knew made him even more embarrassed by the fact that he enjoyed the embarrassment… he enjoyed it a lot.


  “And I assume, by this time, that you are either wondering how I know, or think of me some kind of wizard,” the stag offered, obviously bemused by the situation. He took a seat on bail of hay. Sidney gave no response as his master had not asked him a question; he knew his place, and his place was not to speak until asked for a response.


  “You may ask a question… I know you wish to.” Lord Hector offered.


  “I…” Sidney took a seat on the ground in front of his master, “I do not know what to ask if I can only ask one.”


  The stag’s smile comforted the fox, “Then ask until I tell you to stop. You seem like a good fox, Sidney… and there will have to be some element of dialogue between us if you are going to be a slave handler for me.”


  “How…” Sidney paused, thrust into unfamiliar territory with having the opportunity to ask things of his master. He had so many questions, thoughts, considerations, quandaries; how would he be able to give them all a voice. Regardless, he tried his best, starting with the most recent question, “How do you… know so much about… me?”


  Lord Hector’s muzzle turned up slightly in a casual smile, “As I said… I know much about you simply because of what I can tell from your body.” Numerous dirty thoughts flittered through Sidney’s mind as he wondered how many things he could learn from the stag’s beautiful body, but that consideration did not linger for more than a moment as Lord Hector continued, “I am well learned, as you may have guessed, and a body can tell much.”


  “How, Master?” Sidney inquired, eyes gazing at the hooves just at the top of his vision. He never thought he’d have an opportunity to really speak with his master, let alone help direct a conversation.


  “Well… let us take you, for example, Sidney,” Lord Hector began, talking much more casually than any slave master he’d ever had talk to him when providing any of the minimal education he’d received, “There are three main kingdoms that have stances like yours: Meisenyl, Diermyna, and Vensii. Vensii doesn’t permit slavery, so that limits your origins to the first two.”


  “Stances like mine, Master?” Sidney shut his muzzle audibly when he realized he had somehow interjected another question while his master was still speaking. He felt the phantom-sensation of a whip lashing his back, wondering what horrible torture Ulric could devise for him… yet the elk continued, to Sidney’s surprise, completely unfazed, and even offered an explanation.


  “You have proper paws and your feet are built such that you stand on what would otherwise be called ‘toes’. That is opposed to the alternate stance most folk born in Tenvier, Larana, or here in Pross would take, walking on their entire feet like the humans of legend,” the elk explained patiently.


  “Master…” the fox ventured, “I stand like you. Aren’t you from Pross?” he tried to phrase it as best he could, but found no way to not compare himself, a lowly slave, to the wonderful magnificence that was his Master… but it was a comparison he was unable to avoid.


  “Ah… very good eye, Sidney. You are right… we do have a similar stance… and you may wish to know, that Deer, Elk, Pigs, Horses, and other folk from Pross don’t have hooves.”


  “So…” Sidney reasoned, “You… are not from here?”


  “Very good, Sidney. That is correct. My family was from Vensii, originally… much like the new slave,” he motioned to the horse.


  The fox paused at that, looking over to the sleeping horse. Although he and his master were speaking softly, Sidnely found it odd that the horse was still asleep – Sidney certainly would have woken up if people were talking around him. The fox suddenly halted his thoughts as he looked back to his master’s hooves, “You… are from the same kingdom as he was?”


  “Yes. I came here a dozen years ago, or more.” Lord Hector volunteered the information, a fact that Sidney did not miss, and it gave him warm feelings all over.


  “But… you speak Prossian?” Sidney asked.


  “You are from Diermyna, but you speak Prossian.” Lord Hector countered, “and without even a hint of a Diermynian accent.”


  “As you said, Master… I was fourteen when I was sold to slavers, and I was made to learn Prossian and unlearn Diermynian.” Sidney lowered his head. When his master did not respond, he quickly asked, “How did you know I was sold to slavers?”


  “Most slaves who were captured usually have a litany of scars from the experience. Aside from the fact that you were a ‘private slave’ to Lord Bulhue, the only scars you have are those that identify a slave who had to learn the difference between cartel and pit slavers. Hyenas, if I’m not mistaken.”


  “You are right, as always, Master.” Sidney offered, “There were many differences.”


  The fox heard his master nod silently in agreement, “Indeed,” the elk acknowledged, “As a slave owner, I’ve come to understand and appreciate those differences.”


  “As a slave, I have as well.” Sidney offered before he could shut his muzzle, feeling his ears burn at his own comment.


  The stag laughed good naturedly in response, “indeed.” A rustling of hay off to the side signaled that the laughter had awoken the horse, unlike their talking.


  The stallion had sat up immediately, fighting back a grimace as he flexed an arm. His eyes locked onto Lord Hector, and the horse’s muzzle twisted into a scowl, not unlike the one with which he had faced the hyenas. Sidney’s heart began to beat rapidly as he feared the worst, but he froze in place as Lord Hector addressed the stallion in the strange language the fox had heard the new slave speak. Surprise flowed across the horse’s muzzle, relaxing his features in slack attentiveness.


  Sidney was not sure for how long the two spoke, but he kept his attention on the horse, whose expression quickly changed from surprise to indignation, then from indignation to something else… something much more… downcast. The horse spent the rest of the discussion with eyes facing the floor, not unlike most of the slaves Sidney had come to know. Seeing that from the horse gave the fox the feeling of a cold stone stuck in his stomach; it felt somehow wrong.


  Lord Hector did most of the talking, the stallion speaking up only every now-and-again. The language, as Sidney listened, had a beauty in its own way, much like the native language he was made to forget. Though Sidney didn’t understand any of the words, the tones they each used seemed to tell him a lot. As with any slave, Lord Hector had little trouble establishing roles with the stallion, and it was obvious that he controlled the conversation while the horse obligingly answered questions.


  As the discussion came to a close, the elk pointed to the fox, and Sidney squirmed when he saw the horse’s two piercing, blue eyes stare at him. The horse nodded, not taking his eyes off of the fox. Sidney squirmed in place as Lord Hector turned to face him, “He understands that you are his handler.”


  “Master…” Sidney noted, the word starting out almost as a feeble ‘yip’ until he could get his voice under control, “How am I supposed to direct him if we don’t speak the same language?”


  “That, in itself, is a lesson for you both,” the stag noted with a pleased grin on his face, “Now… if there’s nothing else… it is late, and I believe my bed is waiting for me. Is that everything?” Lord Hector directed the question straight at him.


  “Just… one more question please Master.” Sidney pleaded. He wasn’t sure if the question was literal, but there was one thing he had to know.


  “Yes, Sidney?” Lord Hector invited the question.


  “His… um… sheath, Master… is there something wrong with it?” he asked, his ears blushing.


  The elk looked back to the horse, who was seated attentively cross-legged. It was a relaxed position, but it granted a rather open view of his groin. Sidney couldn’t help but look at the alien-member that hung between the stallion’s legs – he had never seen anything quite like it because the furless sheath was not attached, allowing it to hang freely.


  “Ah… I see what you mean,” the stag noted with a half-chuckle, “No, Sidney… there is nothing wrong with it. Vensians do not have sheathes… that is called foreskin.”


  “Master?” Sidney ventured.


  “Yes, Sidney?”


  “You had said that Vensii does not allow slavery…” the fox let the comment trail off, not about to second guess his master, but hoping the stag could explain further.


  “Correct. This new slave was not a slave – he was a warrior. He must have been captured in battle to have become a slave in Pross.”


  The answer made Sidney more than a little uncomfortable, but his mind, still wandering, began looking in a new direction. His eyes slowly raised their gaze as Lord Hector stood. His imagination began working overtime as he realized that his master’s family was from Vensii, which meant that the stag was also – he glanced back to the horse’s groin, then to his master as the elk exited the work shed. The alien-look… the exoticness… he was certain that Lord Hector would be even more amazing for it.


  The stallion cleared his throat, gaining the fox’s attention once again. Sidney looked to the new slave and immediately felt the discomfort and unease settle back in, “Uh… hi,” the fox said, feeling his ears droop slightly.


  The horse pointed to the bandage on his bicep, looking at Sidney. The fox paused for a moment as an uneasy half-smile appeared for a moment on the horse’s muzzle, and the new slave spoke a few words in Vensian.


  “I don’t understand.” Sidney answered.


  “I… dond… undur… stant,” the horse repeated the words.


  “Right…” Sidney let out an exasperated breath, closing his eyes and rubbing his forehead. He tried to contemplate a next course of action, but his thoughts kept drifting back to Lord Hector, the horse in front of him, and the many similarities they shared, and their many differences.


  He finally remembered that he still lacked his loincloth and grabbed it from the hay nearby, “Better get some sleep,” he said aloud to himself as much as the horse, “I can already tell tomorrow isn’t going to get any easier.”


  Put to Work


  

  It was still dark outside when Sidney awoke. Although most slaves were expected to rise with the sun, Sidney had been a bedroom slave, and bedroom slaves were always expected to be up before their masters, ready and waiting to service their every need. Although it had been many months since Sidney had been in service to Lord Bulhue there were certain habits that died hard, and the extreme importance of being awake with enough time to make oneself presentable before attending one’s master had stuck with Sidney even into his new position as a – the fox paused; he was no longer a house slave.


  Glancing nervously to the stallion still asleep on the hay at the opposite side of the work shed, Sidney was relieved to see that he was still there; he had no idea what he would have done if the horse would have run off during the night. Based on horror stories he’d heard about Slave Masters failing in their task of securing their masters’ slaves… it was almost too much for the fox to think about. He suddenly felt claustrophobic in the shed despite its ample size. Breathing heavily, the fox panted, going for the door.


  Not daring to awaken the still-sleeping horse, Sidney opened the door with shaking paws, wincing at the creak as it moved in front of him, and then wincing again as he closed it behind him. The fox leaned back against the outer wall of the building gasping for breath, feeling his heart pounding in his chest. Sidney was not about to let his body get the better of him, however; he had been trained in far too many ways to let that happen. The fox took a deep breath, inhaling to a count of three, then exhaled it as a big blast all at once. He repeated the steps four or five times until he felt his pulse begin to normalize.


  Sidney took a few moments to let himself recover from the draining anxiety attack; he’d had them before, but it was of utmost importance that he would be able to continue his duties – there were no alternatives. As he stood there, leaning against the face of the work shed, Sidney looked to his right, gazing across the well-kept lawn to one of several out-buildings on his master’s property. Unlike most of the out-buildings, the one that caught his attention was stone and not wood, and light was shining brightly out of each and every crack. The fox could also easily see Ulric at the door to the building, face lit by a sliver of light as he knelt there peering within.


  Moving closer, Sidney made no attempt to hide his approach, but it was obvious that the lion was completely absorbed in whatever it was he was watching. The fox watched as Ulric’s tail lashed back and forth on the grass behind him. The lion kept one paw against the door, steadying himself as he peered through a crack. Sidney came to a stop when he saw Ulric’s tongue slip out of his muzzle, licking saliva that was forming on his lips, and the fox took a step back when he realized that the lion’s second paw was moving vigorously beneath his loincloth; Sidney could smell the scent of self-induced-pleasure in the air.


  All of Sidney’s fur went up on end when he heard the loud crunch his paw made once he stepped back. Snails were not uncommon in the lawn in the pre-morning and the colder the morning was the louder they were of they were stepped on; it was a fairly cold morning. Ulric stood in less than a second, golden eyes gleaming with rage as they locked on to Sidney’s. The fox froze in place, wanting so very much to run but knowing at the same time that it was entirely useless to try. The lion’s right paw was curled in anger, claws unsheathed and obviously ready for use. Ulric stalked toward Sidney, who couldn’t bring himself to even take so much as one step backward.


  “You little grime streak…” Ulric seethed, fuming as he approached. The lion’s left paw latched out around the fox’s neck. In the back of his mind, Sidney acknowledged the smell of the leoine slave master’s distinctively male scent, and knew that his first impression of what Ulric had been doing was correct… but in the forefront of his mind the fox could only focus on the claws of the lion’s right paw glinting in the waning light of the pre-dawn stars, “I’m not a house slave, but I still know how to get rid of stains.” Ulric sneered.


  A strangled gasp from within the stone building made the lion pause, then stop. Ulric glanced from Sidney to the building, then back to Sidney, “No…” the slave master scowled, “You’re going to have to deal with more than just me.” A wide, evil grin spread across the lion’s muzzle revealing his gleaming, pointed teeth. Sidney was beginning to wonder if he would have preferred the claws. Ulric kept hold on the fox’s neck, picking him up by the throat. Sidney’s feet dangled in the air and he could do nothing but grip the lion’s wrist, trying valiantly to keep himself from being choked to death. Walking at a casual pace, seemingly unburdened by the fox’s weight, Ulric moved to the door of the stone building and dropped Sidney in front of it, also pushing in as he did so.


  Sidney’s arms cartwheeled as he tried in vain to keep himself from falling backward. The sound of his back slamming into the door echoed in his ears louder than thunder. He yelped as his tail landed on the step leading up to the door, and he saw stars as a pain shot up his back. Part of him registered Ulric quickly fleeing and, for a moment, was relieved. The fox was resting halfway into the building, falling onto his back as the door opened inward.


  When the world came into focus, however, that relief of seeing Ulric flee was completely gone. From his position on the ground, Sidney looked at Lord Hector who appeared upside down in his vision, standing over him as he was. The silver stag wore a deep royal red bathrobe… which was not tied about the waist. The fox was unable to see much of Lord Hector’s face however, as the first thing that he could focus on was the stag’s erect flesh, still dripping with seed. The stag quickly reached down and unclipped a metal ring that was attached at its base.


  For a reason the fox couldn’t understand, he found his attention drawn to the ring. While Sidney was only able to catch a faint glimpse of the metal, he was almost certain he saw a faint glow within the gems that were inset around its outside. Once it slid into the pocket of Lord Hector’s robe, however, Sidney realized he had a much more pressing problem to contend with; the stag’s eyes were gazing straight down at him. It was impossible for him to misread his master’s expression: disappointment. Sidney felt crushed.


  The fox did not dare speak as Lord Hector led him wordlessly into the stone building, but he felt his fur stand up on end as the silver stag turned and closed the door, barring it behind them. Although many things around the room of indescribable interest perked Sidney’s curiosity, he did not dare look at them, or so much as make an audible sound; he kept his eyes to the floor. To distract himself from his utter discomfort and sense of failure, Sidney focused solely on the stone floor. It was cold beneath his feet and appeared to be made of the same type of stone blocks as the walls – it was as if the entire building were just one large, earthen box.


  Lord Hector moved about the room and, though Sidney did not look up, he was easily able to track his master by sound alone. The stag stopped by a table, and Sidney could hear him cleaning himself off. The fox detected the unmistakable sound of a strap of cloth being drawn tight and tied. Finally, Sidney heard his master sigh, and the stag’s firm, enchanting voice spoke up, sending a little shiver up the fox’s spine from tail to neck as the first word out of the stag’s muzzle was his name, “Sidney…”


  Sidney dared not respond; he remained looking down at the floor, but he fell to his knees, lowering his head in supplication of the godlike stag that was his master. He managed to avoid crying, but only barely. He knew his master was upset – he was able to read it in his movements without even needing to see him and he was able to read it in the tone of his voice.


  “Sidney… stand up,” the stag spoke. It was an order, Sidney could tell, and he dared not disobey. The fox was up in an instant, though his eyes remained looking at the ground, “Stand straight,” his master directed him. Sidney did so without a moment’s hesitation, “Now look at me.” Lord Hector told him. The fox balked, but only for a moment… then did as was requested.


  To Sidney, it was like looking at the sun. The handsome stag was everything that was good and right in the fox’s world. Lord Hector’s fur seemed almost to have a light of its own, reflecting the faint, dull glow prevalent throughout the building back as a nearly-pure white sheen. The stag’s fur was gloriously thick, slightly wavy, and, to Sidney, it looked as though it were just the thing to be lost in for an entire night. His body began quivering as his mind started to draw up fantasies about feeling the stag’s fur against his back, his master’s strong arms gripping his hips as Sidney was bent over a dresser and–


  “What are you thinking now, Sidney?” the stag inquired, the interruption of the daydream almost causing the fox to wet himself in surprise and embarrassment.


  At first, Sidney thought to lie… it would be a simple enough thing to do – he would save himself the shame and possibly a beating if he could just fabricate a simple falsehood. He realized before his muzzle even opened however that there was no way he would be able to speak anything but the truth to the adonis before him… his master, “About you, Master.” The admission came hesitantly at first… but then it emerged freely in a rush.


  “About how I want to feel your fur against me, Master…” Sidney lowered his head, unable to keep looking at Lord Hector as he admitted it, “and your flesh inside of me. To be able to serve you as I served Lord Bulhue…” he shuddered as the words were spoken aloud; he both regretted it and reveled in the admission, “only with you, I would relish my task every day and in every way. There would be nothing that you would have me do that I wouldn’t feel was a blessing from the gods… that every time you must find release, you find it with me… that your seed never needs to hit the floor again… that the next time you have to clean yourself off… it…” he felt his ears redden even further, “it will be with my tongue.”


  The room was silent for far longer than Sidney had the will to remain standing at attention and he slowly slunk back down to his paws and knees. He groveled before the stag to whom knew he had gone too far. The stag had asked him his thoughts, and received instead an admission that could, in all rights, get Sidney skinned alive. The fox quivered where he knelt, wondering if the first blow against him would be with a hoof, a fist, or a makeshift weapon. Although the fox had not had a chance to fully inspect the room he had seen that any number of poles, straps, and spikes were within easy reach of his master… and he knew that he deserved them all.


  When he was finally touched, however, Sidney did not find it to be painful. Although he recoiled at first, the fox found himself drawn up to his feet without any harm being done to him. Lord Hector’s paw gripped him around the bicep and pulled him up to a standing position, “Why do you grovel so, Sidney? I told you to stand.”


  “I’m sorry, Master.” Sidney hung his head again, “I am weak, and fearful… I… I do not know how to stand when I am being punished…”


  “Why would you be punished?” the stag inquired. It seemed like a punishment in itself, as it required Sidney to recount what he had done wrong, and the offenses he had levied against his master.


  “I… I…” Sidney spoke, eyes going back to his feet, “I have not done as well as I should do in serving you… and you found me outside of this place when you obviously wanted time to…” the fox hesitated before finding a word he could feel comfortable saying, “time to yourself.”


  “Did you disturb me on purpose?” Lord Hector inquired.


  “No, master… I would never do such a thing.” Sidney answered without hesitation.


  “Not even if it were for the purpose of saving my life?” the stag asked.


  Sidney was caught off guard by the question and hesitated, “I… if… I” and he whined faintly, “Master?”


  Lord Hector chuckled softly, the sound having a strangely calming effect on Sidney despite his inability to answer his Master, “Calm yourself, Sidney,” the stag chuckled, and let go of his arm. Sidney was both relieved and morose that his Master no longer held him, “The correct thing to say is that if you were trying to save my life, then you would not be disturbing me – you would be saving me.”


  “If I were interrupting you, Master, then it would be to save your life, not to disturb you.” Sidney spoke up immediately. The comment made Lord Hector laugh all the harder. Despite the incredible discomfort, fear, and confusion Sidney felt, he could not seem to get his tail to stop swaying back and forth at the sound of his Master’s laughter… he wanted to hear more of it… always and forever. He longed to be the source of the sound and bring his Master joy at every opportunity.


  “Sidney.” Lord Hector’s laughter died away, and the slave’s voice was spoken in a serious tone; the fox was immediately at attention once again, “You were not spying on me, were you?”


  “No, Master!” Sidney was quick to speak up with as much emphatic denial as he dared.


  “And you would never lie to me, would you, Sidney?” Lord Hector continued, moving to stand in front of the fox. Sidney’s downcast eyes led his gaze to the knot of cloth tied around Lord Hector’s waist and he fought hard to ignore his memories of what he saw lay beneath.


  “May my tail be taken from me and may I be forced to eat my own ears while they still drip blood from having been removed by a wood saw, Master, I would never lie to you.” Sidney answered, and he was surprised at how poetic it sounded even to his own ears… and he meant every word of it.


  “Tell that to me when you look me in the eyes, Sidney,” the stag demanded.


  Sidney’s eyes slowly traveled upward, rolling across his Master’s body as he took in every inch visible. It was a gift he never knew he would receive as Lord Hector waited patiently while the fox battled for control of his eyes, emotions mixing fear, courage, lust, and eagerness to obey into fuel for his slow-moving eyes. By the time he locked gazes with the soul-seeing deep blue of his Master’s gaze, Sidney knew that he could say it with complete conviction, “I would never lie to you, Master… my body would rather refuse to live than to speak anything but the truth to you… I am yours forever.”


  “And apparently your skills with words are being wasted… you’d make a fine page, Sidney,” the stag spoke casually.


  “By your inspiration alone, Master.” Sidney responded, unable to look away from the deep blue orbs that held his eyes. He wanted to shirk away… to collapse into supplication once again… to return his gaze to the floor… anything so that he could free himself from the indomitable will that held him where he stood, stiff as a statute… and in more than just posture.


  “Tell me, Sidney… was someone else outside of this building before you came?” Lord Hector questioned.


  “Yes, Master,” the fox answered without hesitation.


  “It was Ulric?”


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney felt his eyes tearing, realizing that he would quite likely not live another week after having given up the lion’s spying.


  “You are afraid of Ulric, aren’t you?” the stag questioned.


  “I am, Master,” the fox admitted, not even needing a second to decide on the true answer.


  “And you are worried there will be retaliation because you said something?”


  “I am, Master.” Sidney confirmed.


  “Would it bring you comfort if I told you that you have nothing to worry about from him?” Lord Hector questioned. At that point Sidney finally hesitated, and slowly slid back to his knees. The stag reached down to pull him to his feet, “Stand, Sidney,” and the fox complied. “Now…” Lord Hector spoke in a louder, more commanding tone, “Would you be more at ease if I gave you my word that Ulric will not harm you?”


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney answered, unable to hesitate when addressed in such a way by the stag that he could as well have worshiped as a god.


  “Very well, Sidney… you have my word that Ulric will both have no need to harm you, and will also be incapable of such a thing.” Lord Hector decreed.


  “Thank you, Master.” The fox bowed his head. He was confused at how his Master would accomplish such a thing, but he was unwilling to disbelieve the claim; Lord Hector’s word was law.


  “Get a mop, Sidney… since you are here, I want you to clean this room before it is needed again.”


  “Yes, Master,” and the fox quickly ran to a door clearly labeled with the picture of a broom and dust-pan; he recognized the symbols readily. Sidney obtained the items he knew he would need, having once also been required to clean up messes left by his prior Master, Lord Bulhue… and the hippo had been plenty messy in that regard. He wasted no time tracking down the ‘mess’ to which Lord Hector referred and he began quickly cleaning the floor. Sidney was quite skilled at the task and made quick work of the floor; he then turned his attention to the strange metal-and-stone device from where the streams appeared to have originated.


  The fox moved to the object, which resembled a large, stone table jammed into the floor at a 15 degree angle, leaving it mostly vertical, but tilted slightly back. There were metal clasps on it, not unlike the manacles he’d seen slaves carried away in, though instead of chains connecting them together, the metal bands emerged directly out of the stone slab. There were 15 in total, spaced in a slightly irregular circle around the stone.


  “I see you’ve taken an interest in the ‘Sardassi’.” Lord Hector’s voice spoke up from behind him and to the right; Sidney almost jumped out of his fur.


  “I – I’m s-sorry, Master, I was just–”


  “It’s alright, Sidney… it’s alright,” the elk noted, moving up a little closer. Sidney felt his fur begin to stand on end at the proximity of his Master; he could feel the stag’s body heat. The fox shivered slightly when his Master’s hand rested on his shoulder, and, as he half-glanced back to the stag, he saw that Lord Hector was reaching into his pocket, and drew out the ring he had seen earlier wrapped around the base of the elk’s most private of places. “Take this for a moment, Sidney,” and it was placed into the fox’s paw.


  Sidney’s head swam with the male scent given off by the ring. It felt slightly slick in his paw, a mixture of sweat and ejaculate. He felt as if he were dreaming, but knew that the excitement was far too real for his mind to have possibly been able to make up, “You look curious now, Sidney,” he heard his Master’s bemused voice speak up. Slowly turning to regard the stag, Sidney was shocked and surprised to find him naked again, robe folded neatly and resting on a chair off to the side. Sidney’s voice failed to function.


  “You have questions, I am sure, Sidney… by all means, speak them,” the stag spoke, standing there completely naked as if he didn’t even realize the effect it was having on Sidney, though the fox was certain that the stag knew.


  “I… when…” the fox couldn’t coordinate a cohesive thought as his eyes remained locked on the flawless, godlike body of his master. His eyes traveled every curve and drank in each feature until, before he knew it, a set of words managed to slip out of his muzzle, “Master… why are you naked?”


  Lord Hector laughed and motioned for Sidney to come to him. The fox eagerly complied, but he had trouble walking due to the constraining nature of his loincloth. He looked down to it once, taking a few steps to his Master, then looked back up; Lord Hector was fully clothed once again, his robe secure around his body, “How did–?” Sidney looked to the stag then to the chair then to the stag again… there was almost 10’ distance… was his Master that fast?


  “Tenvierian machinery.” Lord Hector explained.


  “ma… sheen…” Sidney pronounced slowly.


  “-ery… yes. Machinery,” the stag acknowledged, “The Tenverians are masters at constructing devices of all kinds, combining magic with physical objects… it is an ancient secret among their most skilled engineers called ‘Artificing’.


  “But… what…” Sidney glanced between the device and his Master.


  “Go to it again… place your paw on it.” Hector directed him. It did not sound like an order, but Sidney wasted no time in obeying. He took two steps to the slab of stone and rested his paw against one of the metal bands.


  “Do you notice anything different?” his Master inquired. Looking back to the stag, Sidney almost lost his footing as his knees grew weeks. Lord Hector was once again completely naked, and the flesh between his legs stood as it had when Sidney had first seen him at the doorway. The elk’s velvety sac hung full from his legs, and Sidney could just imagine the feel of – “Ah… and now you can see how it works,” his Master interrupted the daydream, “or, I suppose, you can feel how it works.”


  Sidney hesitantly drew his paw back from the metal band and looked to his Master, who had come closer, but was once again fully clothed, “I… I don’t understand, Master.” Sidney whimpered slightly. It was a strange game the stag was playing… one that the fox both loved and hated at the same time; he was so incredibly confused.


  “There are many uses for this device, Sidney… not many of my servants know of its existence, and now you are but one of four slaves out of my entire estate that know it is here.” Lord Hector explained.


  “I am honored, Master.” Sidney spoke.


  “You are going to be one of two allowed to understand it, and operate it,” the stag noted, and held out his hand, “The ring, if you please.” The fox obediently dropped the metal ring he had been holding back into his Master’s hand.


  “Take off your loincloth, Sidney.” Lord Hector directed.


  The fox swallowed, but did not hesitate in following his master’s command, “Yes, Master,” he wheezed through his tightened chest. He held the loincloth balled up in one paw, standing uncertainly before his Master, his erect flesh at attention, dribbling, and he was helpless to control it, the images of Lord Hector’s body so fresh in his mind… so real… he was surprised that he hadn’t already exploded.


  “Very good, Sidney… now hold out your paw,” the stag ordered, and the fox quickly complied. Sidney received the metal ring again; he saw that the gems around the edge were glowing once more. He looked to his Master for direction, “Before you can use the ‘Sardassi’ you will first have to know how it works… and you’re going to learn, by using it yourself…” the elk smiled slyly, “Now… put it on, Sidney,” the elk ordered, “and we’ll get started.”


  The Sardassi


  

  Sidney stared at the strange metal ring he held in his paw. No more than ten feet from him his master, Lord Hector stood watching. The fox’s vision had seen altered by the strange artifact and he could do nothing but stare at the supple, sculpted, sleek body of the elk. He admired each smoothly flowing stretch of fur, the color change along his master’s abdomen as the platinum fur became pure white and the trail it made as it lead down to–


  “Sidney… the ring.” Lord Hector repeated. The stag’s piercing blue eyes held him in their willful gaze. Sidney had seen his master’s use of the ring, and knew what was to be done with it. Despite his intentions and exerted will, the fox could not draw his eyes away from the stag’s groin and the flesh that stood at the ready there.


  Somewhere in the back of his mind the fox realized that he was simply imagining it – he had been shown that the Sardassi created illusions and false senses, but he also realized that what he saw was his mind’s memory of his master’s endowments as he had seen them bare. The stag’s member was not like his own, but that had been explained to him; Lord Hector was from Vensii, which meant that he, unlike Sidney, did not have a sheath. Sidney found it enthralling in its exoticness.


  The thoughts ran through his mind in mere seconds, fast enough that he was able to focus on the stag’s words, “Yes, Master,” the fox stated without further delay. He held the ring between his index finger and thumb, paw quivering as he looked at the strange device: a smooth metal circle adorned with gems of many colors along the outside of the band, glowing faintly. As he moved the ring down to his groin, Sidney paused. Although he was more than excited enough to be sticking freely from his sheath, he found himself instead hard within it.


  “What’s wrong, Sidney?” the elk asked, the words flowing out of him like water bubbling to the surface of an oasis deep in the desert; they were cool and refreshing, not reproachful or impatient in the least, and it helped the fox to ask what was on his mind.


  “Master… how am I supposed to–”


  “Ease back your sheath, Sidney, and slide the ring on your bare flesh.” Lord Hector directed.


  The fox, unwilling to argue with his master, used his other paw to gently encircle the tip of his sheath. He grit his teeth, knowing full-well the discomfort trying to force an erect shaft out of a sheath but he was unwilling to disobey. Swallowing hesitantly, Sidney slowly began to peel back his sheath, but was surprised when it slid easily back. More so, however, his muzzle fell open as a shiver ran through him, the sensation of his sheath smoothly withdrawing caused a spike of pleasure to hit him full force – something of which the likes he’d never experienced, but he managed to bite back the moan, unwilling to embarrass his Master over such a simple order. He shut his eyes as he took a moment to regain his will.


  “Good, Sidney. Now put the ring on,” the elk repeated.


  Sidney felt a tingling in the paw that held the ring. Opening one eye then the other, the fox gazed down at the ring. His other paw gripped his member, and he guided the tip through the open ring, feeling the same strange electric resonance within it the moment it did. Sidney watched as the strange glow in the gemstones began to illuminate brighter then quickly dim before glowing anew, pulsing in time with what the fox realized was his heart, “M-m-master…” Sidney shivered, the word getting caught in his throat as he felt his whole body begin to tingle with impatience.


  “You’re doing just fine, Sidney… take a moment if you need it, but you aren’t done yet,” the stag moved several feet to grab the chair. He brought it over in front of the Sardassi and sat down directly across from Sidney, “You aren’t in pain yet, are you?” Something about the addition of the word ‘yet’ made the fur on the back of the fox’s neck stand on end.


  “N…no… Master.” Sidney mewled softly, shivering as much in the strange euphoria granted to him as by the fear at the thought of that three letter word.


  “Good…” Hector nodded, “There is a transition period when you use the Sardassi for the first time. You will not enjoy that transition, Sidney, and it gives me no pleasure to put you through it.” Something about the stag’s voice held a hint of… Sidney couldn’t place it… was it sympathy? For him? Was his master remorseful for causing him pain? The thought swam through the fox, just another source of euphoria, “Raise your left arm and place it against the stone,” the elk continued.


  Sidney complied, and he moved the arm up and back. He winced as his wrist hit cold metal. He moved his arm a fraction of an inch higher and tried again, not stopping until he felt the stone against the back of his paw. The fox jumped when he heard the metallic clank of one of the metal clasps securing itself. He tried moving the arm, but found that the bonds were quite firm around his wrist. For a moment he felt his heart begin to beat faster but, as if on cue, the calming voice of his master declared soothingly, “It’s alright, Sidney… it’s supposed to do that.” And everything once again seemed alright.


  The fox steadied his heartbeat with several deep breaths, looking once more toward his master. Sidney couldn’t bring himself to meet the elk’s gaze, but he drank in Lord Hector’s silvery furred legs, the firm, tight, sculpted calf muscles, the thick, wavy fur. The fox fought back a moan as he felt a distinctive tingle flow through his groin – there was something alien about it, though the reaction his body had was all too familiar.


  “Take a breath, Sidney…” Lord Hector directed and the fox did so without hesitation. The cool air entered his lungs, a stark contract to the heat he felt throughout his body, “Good. Another,” the elk ordered, and the fox complied. Sidney felt the tingling decrease in intensity, but it was still present. He licked his muzzle and he felt himself blush as he realized he was drooling, “Sidney… I want you to support yourself with that arm and raise both of your legs off of the ground.”


  The fox did as ordered, flexing his stomach muscles as he tensed his arm. Lifting his feet off the ground, Sidney slowly spread them and jumped in surprise as he felt metal clasps snap around his ankles… he even let out a quick ‘yip’ in surprise. A sharp stab of pain shot up either leg, causing the fox to yelp in surprise. He tensed his entire body and felt another shot of electricity rock through him from the soles of his feet, up his legs, through his abdomen, and up his left arm.


  “Sidney. Relax. Now.” It was an order from his master… and it was meant to be obeyed. The fox let his entire body go slack and the pain subsided almost immediately. His wrist felt sore from the weight it was forced to support and his shoulder was turned slightly due to the odd angle from which he hung… but it was all bearable… he’d had much worse in his life time, “Good, Sidney… very good.”


  “Thank you, Master.” Sidney spoke softly, letting out a hesitant breath through chattering teeth. He could not avoid admitting to himself that he was afraid. The tingling began again and, for a moment, he was worried that it would repeat the painful shock-like sensation but, instead, the electrifying sensation throughout his whole groin began like it originally had, and he felt his shaft begin to leak in eagerness.


  “Now, Sidney, listen carefully…” Lord Hector spoke, standing again, “There is a small metal panel on the side of the Sardassi… you can move your right paw down and feel for where it is.” And, drawing a little closer, the stag knelt down right beside Sidney; the fox’s eyes never left him, “Here… drop your right arm and feel,” his master requested of him.


  Sidney complied, feeling around until he could touch the cold, flat metal. There were several raised sections and he brushed his fingers across each of them, “You’ve found the buttons… good,” the stag stated, “Can you locate all five? They’re in a row.”


  The fox reached and felt for them, managing to locate each, “Yes, Master.”


  “Good.” Lord Hector nodded, “Now… listen to everything before doing as I say.”


  “As you command, Master,” the fox answered by rote.


  “Those buttons can be pressed to activate the Sardassi,” the elk explained calmly and Sidney could only imagine the expression that showed on his own face based on the way Lord Hector smiled, “That’s right… it’s not even active yet,” the elk chuckled, “The button at the very bottom will turn the Sardassi off – it is off now. The second button will turn the Sardassi on low. The middle button will turn the Sardassi to mid-level. The second highest button will turn the Sardassi on full power.”


  Sidney waited patiently as Lord Hector stood and moved back to his seat. The obvious question that came to Sidney’s mind was regarding the button that was not explained, but his master had not given him permission to ask, thus he did not. Once Lord Hector was seated, the stag’s eyes turned to regard him once more, “Alright, Sidney… I want you to turn the Sardassi on full power. Once you activate it, you are to move your right arm up like your left. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Master. You ask that I press the second-highest button on it and them move my arm over my head.” Sidney responded.


  “Very good, Sidney… very good,” the elk nodded, “You may begin.”


  Letting out another breath, Sidney moved his paw to where he was instructed and carefully felt out the buttons. He counted one, two, three, four… and pressed it. A strange humming filled his ears completely and the stone slab began to give off a strong vibration. The fox quickly moved his right arm up over his head and pushed it back against the stone slab, feeling the metal clasps surround his wrist. The fox had a few ideas about what was going to happen next but he greatly underestimated the Sardassi.


  Sidney let out a scream as he felt lightning arc through his body. His vision went white and took several seconds to return to him, but by that point he had clamped his eyes shut, crying out in pain as every single muscle he had spontaneously cramped. The fox felt his body convulse once… twice… and a third time… and then the pain subsided. By that time, Sidney was sobbing.


  “Calm, yourself Sidney… stay calm.” He heard his master’s voice, and he fought for control of his body, forcing it to do his will and relax. Sidney had been forced to learn body control, but nothing that had come before had prepared him for what he faced. It was all he could to do make his breathing return to normal, but, despite his mental orders, his limbs would not stop shaking, and he had to fight with himself to keep from whimpering, “I know it hurts, Sidney,” the elk noted soothingly.


  Thoughts began to rapid-fire around the fox’s mind. He had questions. He had concerns. He was worried. The pain was gone but the memory had seared itself into his brain and he could already feel the energy starting to grow within the artifact upon which he hung. The fox slowly opened his eyes, feeling his cheeks wet with tears, and he forced himself to look around the room. He made himself take stock of the situation, looking at everything as it was illuminated by an eerie blue-green glow. That last fact made the fox pause.


  Looking at his restraints, Sidney was astounded to see that the metal was glowing so brightly that it looked as if it were pure energy. He pulled lightly with one of his legs and was surprised when the band stretched; metal did not stretch, he realized. Looking up at one of his arms, Sidney pulled at that band as well, and was likewise astounded that the restraints also gave slightly, though the energy grew brighter as it was flexed. Sidney was just about to look down at his other leg when he was suddenly surprised by the metal clank of a restraint securing itself around his throat; the fox struggled anew.


  “Sidney. Stop,” the two words were as pure a command as they could possibly have been, and the fox let his body go limp immediately. The moment he relaxed every muscle he could another blast of energy seared through his body. The fox flinched, but he couldn’t even begin to explain it; there was almost no pain. He felt a strong amount of discomfort, and his muscles threatened to cramp up again, but the searing agony that had accompanied the first pulse of lightning was absent. The fox let out a hesitant, shaky breath… and that’s when it happened.


  Sidney’s vision went pure green the moment a new blast of energy traversed his body. There was something about the way the collar around his neck tingled that made the fox realize that it, like the restraints on his wrists and ankles, had become energy. His muscles began twitching and convulsing, beyond his control. It was not painful, but it was disconcerting.


  “Just relax, Sidney… you are doing very well.” His master praised him, and the fox felt a new wash of warmth flow through his body – more than just the electricity; his master was pleased with him.


  A new tingling began to permeate from Sidney’s bonds. The strange sensations flowed down his arms and up his legs. He felt an eerie vibration begin at the base of his shaft where the ring was still secured. Sidney tried to glance down, but found his neck throughly affixed to the stone slab. He swallowed, and felt the energy restraint around his throat distend and contract in time with the body function. That alone was enough to make him shiver, but he was given an even greater reason to do so immediately thereafter.


  Sidney lost control of his voice, moaning as a powerful wave of energy washed across his body from his feet to the tips of his ears. Eyes shut, the fox could still ‘see’ the green wave as it flowed across his face. He began panting as he opened his eyes once again. Gazing down as much as he could, Sidney could see that every strand of fur on his body was standing on end along with his rock-hard member, bobbing in time to his rapid heartbeat.


  “Ssshhh… it’s alright, Sidney,” his master crooned softly. The fox looked across the room with green-tinged vision at the elk, still seated on the chair, watching him squirm beneath the tingling bursts of energy from the Sardassi. Lord Hector’s own flesh was at stiff attention and one of the stag’s paws had it encircled, stroking it eagerly. The elk’s piercing blue eyes never left Sidney, gazing at him with a hungry intensity.


  The greenish hue in Sidney’s vision became more prominent as another wave of energy pulsed throughout his body. The newest surge of euphoria caused him to lose focus for a moment but, in the half-second of clarity afterward, Sidney realized that his vision was being played by the artifact again – his master would not be so out of control to give into pleasuring himself as he watched Sidney be manipulated by the device… was it possible?


  The next pulse of electricity that shot across Sidney’s body did not subside, rather, it continued to course through him in a constant stream. Unable to bite back a dull moan, the fox’s mind finally came to a conclusion: whether Lord Sidney really was or was not that excited didn’t matter; the Sardassi controlled his every sense and, while it did, then everything was real enough to – he wasn’t sure how to finish the thought, but it didn’t matter. His whole vision flashed completely green as the energy crested his chest, arcing across to his face, and and blast through his head in a mind-numbing explosion of pure ecstasy.


  As Sidney opened his muzzle to release a groan of bliss he felt a tingle in his tongue and a flash of green shot through his vision as an electric spark arced between his teeth – his groan was that much louder. The fox’s hips began to shake as he felt wave after wave of lightning release from the ring around his shaft, shooting up into each of his limbs, only to bounce right back down into the ring. The waves of electricity involved his whole body, forcing it to hunch and thrust, strain and stretch as much as the restraints would allow.


  Sidney’s body began convulsing in time with the energy pulses. He felt his tail curl, kinking at its place pinned to the slab of stone behind him, and his breath came quick and sharp. He tried several times to speak but, each time, his breath was taken from him with another shock from the Sardassi. The energy began to hurt again, but he was unable to ask for reprieve and, with the combined stimulation to his entire body, he wasn’t sure that he wanted it to. The fox started crying even as he would have begged for more.


  “You’re nearly done, Sidney,” the calming voice of his master spoke. Sidney’s eyes were shut tight, but he could still somehow ‘see’ his master in his mind; it was an illusion of the Sardassi, he knew, but it was too wonderful – too magical – too hypnotizing – too stimulating to ignore. The fox felt his fur stand on end again, but this time because of a new sensation that was beginning to invade his body with all the subtlety of a tunneling wolverine.


  “OOooooOOOooohhhhh…” was all the fox could emote, feeling his entire body begin to tense as the powerful energy flowing through his body cut back to a mere trickle, all except for the glowing metal band around the base of his shaft. Sidney began struggling against his bonds as the sensations abated. He began to thrust urgently into mid air, unable to stimulate himself any further than the sharp, painful bursts that occasionally struck him in the groin. It was enough to make him cry. Then, suddenly, in one final blast of lightning, the fox finally did… and found his release.


  Sidney continued to cry as he surrendered his body once more to the ministrations of the Sardassi, the electricity coaxing every muscle in his groin to surrender everything he had… and more. His whimpers continued long after he gave up all his seed, but the sensations from the ring did not cease… if anything, they began to increase their intensity once again. His cry of alarm was caught in his throat as the sensations that ran through him made it all but impossible to resist the ministrations of the machine, and he could do nothing but whimper as his member began to harden again.


  “Sidney…” Lord Hector spoke to him. The fox, ears back, grimace on his muzzle, looked across the room to the silver stag who was resting against the chair, legs spread, fingers tantalizingly stroking his erect shaft, “Sidney…” his master called again, and, by some strange recognition in the back of his mind, the fox realized that the elk’s voice was not coming from the strange ‘apparition’, but from right next to him.


  “M-master?” Sidney could hear the feeble whimper in his own voice.


  “It’s alright, Sidney,” the stag spoke quietly, “I need you to listen to me before the Sardassi begins its next rotation.” The words made little sense to the fox, but he nodded in compliance. Lord Hector continued, “I need you to repeat these words exactly as I say them… now listen, Sidney… listen closely.”


  Sidney felt the stag’s warm breath on his ear, and the sensation sent little sparks throughout his entire body, his member stiffening even faster, but he grit his teeth and listened as his master spoke the six syllables, and the fox panted them out in compliance, “Sarsasi’en ee’nu,” and the strong vibration within the Sardassi slowly trailed off.


  Sidney felt the cold metal clasps around his wrists and ankle spontaneously open, and he crumpled to the ground at the base of the device. A firm paw gripped him by his left arm and hauled him to his feet. The fox stumbled, but managed to get his balance and turned to gaze at the platinum paw holding him up. Sidney followed the stretch of pure white fur to the blue bathrobe attached to his master, and then up to the glinting, good-humored eyes that gazed at him with mirth. The fox quickly looked back to the ground, the strange image of those happy, gleeful eyes burned into his mind.


  “You did well, Sidney… you did very well.”


  “Thank you, Master.” The fox felt a new wave of euphoria flow through him but, unlike the Sardassi, there was no pain to go with it. The new feeling was knowing that his master was pleased. Sidney had done well… he had done very well.


  A Slave’s Favor


  

  Lord Hector remained in the stone building with Sidney as the fox cleaned everything, followed by himself. Sidney was perfectly happy to have his master so close by, still able to smell the stag despite the reasonable distance between them. The slave was happily going about the task, giving every last part of the cleaning job his ultimate attention in an attempt to make his master even more pleased. Lord Hector was happy with him; the thought almost made him forget about Ulric… almost.


  Sidney glanced to his master; Lord Hector had a brush in his hands and was casually smoothing out his silvery fur. Although the fox desperately wanted to speak about the leonine slave master, he realized that it was not his place. Lord Hector had promised him that Ulric would not cause harm to him, and that would be enough. It should have been enough. Although Sidney had complete faith and trust in his benevolent master, he could not shake the feeling of dread.


  The stag looked up the moment Sidney wrung the mop out into the bucket, “Are you done?”


  The fox paused halfway through the motion of putting the mop back into the small storage closet. He glanced at the mop, then to the floor, then to Lord Hector, “I…” he paused, looking back at the floor. Was his master displeased with his work? It wasn’t clean enough? Had he missed a spot? A faint whine almost escaped the fox as he softly spoke, “Yes?”


  “Good.” Lord Hector commented, “Once everything is put away, meet me outside,” and, with that, the platinum-furred elk stood and casually strolled to the door. He opened it and stepped through closing it softly behind him leaving Sidney alone in the room. The fox swallowed his unease and put away the rest of his cleaning equipment, then hurriedly went out into the open courtyard after his master.


  Lord Hector stood a dozen feet away from the door, hands on his hips, gazing skyward to the lightening sky to the east; the pre-dawn horizon shed the faintest light across the morning mist, leaving Sidney shivering. The early hours were not abnormally cold, but the fox still shivered. The faint corona of light cast off of his master’s fur mixed with the hanging haze of fog and gave the stag an unearthly glow so ephemeral, so amazing, that the fox felt his still-aching groin begin to stir anew, which counted for far more of the shudder than the temperature. Sidney fought back the growing erection with the skills he had learned as a personal slave, but only barely succeeded.


  “Sidney,” the buck inquired, causing the fox to almost bark in surprise as his attention was immediately called to order.


  “Yes, Master,” the slave moved obediently to his side and knelt, gazing down at the grass. Thankfully, the movement and requirement for self-reflection helped ease his body’s reaction, though he could still smell the hypnotic, tantalizing musk of his master, and Sidney could only come to the conclusion that he would never be free of arousal while his beloved Lord Hector was near.


  “I have a set of orders for you to complete before the morning comes,” the stag stated, “You will not be going back to bed.”


  “I would stay up a hundred nights if you wished, Master.” Sidney vowed, though, mentally, he continued to consider ways that 100 nights could be spent better than just sleeping if Lord Hector were involved. He drifted upon the scent of the buck, giddy at the proximity of his amazing master. Despite the fatigue caused by the Sardassi, Sidney could still feel his pulse quicken as he considered all of the things that he might do for his master in private if not for their clothes. He avoided licking his muzzle at the thought.


  “Do you understand?” Lord Hector questioned, pulling Sidney suddenly out of his daydream. The fox panicked. What had his master said? What had Lord Hector demanded of him while he was, like a fool, caught up in his own mind? Sidney began shaking faintly, his tail tucking as he knelt on the ground.


  “I… I’m sorry, Master…” Sidney whimpered, “I… the…”


  A calming hand came down to rest upon his head between his ears, “Calm yourself, Sidney… calm,” the buck softly stroked his head. The shivering did not stop – if anything it intensified as he reveled in his master’s caring touch, “You may still be feeling some of the effects of the Sardassi… tell me… are you well?”


  “I… don’t know, Master. I think I am.”


  “Are you unable to carry out my wishes?” the stag inquired, slowly removing his hand from the fox’s head.


  “I would die before I was unable, Master,” the fox stated with conviction.


  “Good… now listen to me, Sidney…” Lord Hector began, and Sidney did.


  “I want you to return to the work shed; do not go inside. Busy yourself with stacking the loose wood by the chopping block into a neat pile beside the shed. You will do this until the sun is half-way over the horizon,” the stag’s hand returned to his head, “Do you understand this much?”


  “I do, Master.” Sidney confirmed.


  “Good,” the hand patted him on the head, then moved to his shoulder, “Come,” and the stag walked back with him on tow toward the main portion of the courtyard. Once the two had gone a dozen yards, Lord Hector continued, but spoke in a quieter tone, “Once the sun has risen to its appointed spot you are to return to the Sardassi.” The two walked several more paces before the buck added, “That is all.”


  Sidney stopped in his tracks. What Lord Hector asked of him was simple enough, but it didn’t make sense. Once he returned to the Sardassi, then what? What was he supposed to do? He paused, his tail starting to tuck again as the elk turned to regard him, “Is something wrong, Sidney?”


  “I do not understand, Master,” the fox whimpered.


  “You do not understand my directions?” Lord Hector inquired, looking to him.


  Sidney lowered his gaze so he could avoid looking his master in the eyes, “I do not understand what I am to do once I return to the Sardassi,” he clarified.


  “That is the end of my series of orders, Sidney,” the stag explained, “Whatever you do after that is up to you,” and, with that, Lord Hector walked off toward the house, “I will call for you in the afternoon, Sidney – until then, do not neglect your Slave Master duties.”


  Sidney stood in place for several seconds, almost failing in an attempt to fight back a whimper. The fox made no attempt to try and guess at his master’s meaning. He knew that Lord Hector was far wiser and learned then he and, while he would never presume to guess what was on his master’s mind, Sidney truly had no idea why he received the instructors that he had been given. He let out a sigh, but it caught half in his throat as Lord Hector suddenly turned to face him, “One more thing, Sidney…”


  The fox was immediately attentive, “Yes, Master.”


  “You may not reveal any information about the Sardassi to anyone… do you understand?” the stag’s voice was firm and even, but the fox had no illusions that a cold threat of horrific punishment would befall anyone who disobeyed that command.


  “With all I am, Master.” Sidney promised.


  “Good,” the stag nodded, “I will see you this afternoon, Sidney…” and, as he walked away, the stag added, “I know you will not let me down.”


  “You are always right, Master.” Sidney spoke almost inaudibly, and turned to make his way back to the work shed.


  The fox was rarely assigned to physical labor; it was not one of the standard tasks for a house slave. Despite the exertion, Sidney could not wholly say it was something he disliked – there was a purity of form to it… a simplicity that allowed him to keep his body moving without having to involve his mind. The methods for which he was required to be physical in his prior position usually required the investment of his mind – a kind of careful observation of everything he did and everything that was done to him. He had to be able to act and react to every move, every need, every demand whether it be in bed, or just in general.


  He’d heard it called intellectual rape by another bedroom slave – being required to invest oneself in the act so fully for the sake of another without any interest (or sometimes, the direct opposition) of wanting to. Sidney was much less melodramatic; to him, it was simply his lot in life. Regardless, the fox had rarely been given so free an opportunity to let his mind wander as he went through the motions of a repetitive task of stacking wood. He managed his job with a faint wag, enjoying the freedom of being able to let his mind wander.


  The fox was in good shape of course, as it had been required of him ever since he was first sold as a pleasure slave. The task of moving chopped wood from one place to another was neither strenuous nor exhausting, but it did get his circulation going and, after over an hour, even managed to get him panting lightly. Despite the fox’s propensity for distraction, however, he did as was requested and completed his task as the sun rose half-way above the horizon.


  Sniffing at himself, Sidney sighed; the physical exertion had brought up the power of his body odor. Excessive musky scent from a pleasure slave was frowned upon but, he reminded himself, he was not a pleasure slave. Regardless, Sidney promised himself that he would clean up before his day officially started. Before that, however, he was to check on the Sardassi.


  Sidney loped to the stone building at a quick pace, the activities of the morning, strangely, added vigor to his step rather than taking it away. The fox moved to the door and reached a paw out for the doorknob, but froze in place; when he left, Sidney had closed the door completely but, as he stood gazing at it, the portal was ajar. The fox slowly opened the door, but not before brushing his knuckles against it several times in a quiet knock, “Lord Hector?” he called mutedly, “Master?” Gazing into the room, Sidney stopped dead in his tracks by what he saw.


  A powerful hum met his ears the moment the door was open wide enough for him to see. The Sardassi was powered to full and bluish-green emanation cast flickering light and long, dancing shadows throughout the room. Energy crackled from the device and its restraints, coursing with power, held fast despite the constant thrashing of the Sardassi’s user. The artifact, to Sidney’s surprise, was not occupied by Lord Hector, rather, the current user was Ulric… and it was readily obvious that he did not know how it worked.


  The lion’s back was fully arched, teeth clenched as sparks cascaded off his whiskers like miniature fireworks. His paws gripped at the stone table, toes splaying and clenching intermittently as he fought against the restraints, which were solid energy, which flexed only enough to give the illusion of progress – Sidney knew the feeling well… he himself had been subjected to it less than a pawful of hours before. Unlike his own experience, however, the lion had apparently not been informed of its proper use; lightning arced across his chest as a completed circuit lanced between the restraints on either wrist.


  Ulric continued to thrash in place, jolts of energy shooting up either leg from the lasso of electricity restraining his ankles. Sidney, despite his surprise and alarm at the situation, had his attention drawn to the glowing ring that adorned the lion’s erect shaft. The ring glowed with as much ferocity as the bindings, and it visibly vibrated with the strumming jolts of power that were fed to it from each of Ulric’s limbs. The lion’s tortured member pulsed and heaved constantly, covered with remnants of multiple releases. A faint, constant dribble of fluid leaked out of it, no longer able to be considered ejaculate, as the pool on the floor hinted that the tortured slave master was obviously long-since spent.


  As Sidney watched, the lion’s back arched further, and his paws clamped down on either side of the machine. The energy coursing through his body snapped and crackled, creating little eddies of back flow across Ulric’s body, appearing not unlike the strange glowing runes inscribed into the sides of the artifact itself. The lion roared, but it was a feeble sound, a combination somewhere between a raspy cough and a sob. Despite his obvious exhaustion and his body’s spent reserves, the Sardassi somehow managed to coax even more from him, and the fox watched in awe as the lion’s heaving shaft was forced to give up even more to the insatiable artifact’s ruthless will.


  Ulric groaned and went slack as the device lessened its flow of energy into the tortured lion. Sidney knew that it would not remain idle for long, so he quickly spoke up, “Ulric?” he murmured quietly, tail tucked, ears back.


  The lion looked up slowly, tongue panting out of his muzzle as his eyes fought to focus, “S… sid…ney?” he wheezed. Ulric’s eyes met his. Sidney watched as a small sheen of green light danced across the lion’s pupils, “Mmm… you look good like that…” a pained grin came to Ulric’s muzzle, tongue licking the parched lips, “come a little closer and turn around… let me see that cute little tail of yours…” The fox did not miss the little crackling motes of energy that snapped between Ulric’s teeth and tongue.


  “It’s the Sardassi, Ulric… you’re not looking at the real me.” Sidney explained. In any normal circumstance, the fox would have done as directed, but he realized that Ulric was not in control of his own body, much less the situation. It was strange to see the lion so subdued… so helpless; something about the situation made the fox that much less intimidated of him.


  “I’m surprised…” Ulric continued, panting, “I thought Lord Hector would have ordered you pulled apart by two teams of horses… instead… he shows you… how to use this… thing…” the lion began to struggle anew as the faint hum of the Sardassi raised in pitch.


  “Stop struggling… it only makes it worse.” Sidney explained, and he took a step closer.


  “Heh… I like the way you make that sound…” Ulric licked his muzzle again, “Usually that’s my line,” the predatory gaze in the lion’s eyes made the fox take an involuntary step back. A crackle of energy shot through Ulric’s body, and his grin disappeared, but the gaze remained.


  “It’s going to start again.” Sidney spoke, gazing away from the lion’s hungry stare.


  “It’s… it’s so good…” Ulric purred, and another jolt of energy caused him to wince, “but… it hurts… it hurts so much…” and he began struggling anew.


  “Ulric… stop fighting it.” Sidney pleaded, unable to watch as the large slave master as sent into a fit of groans and gasps. The fox wanted to explain more, but he had promised Lord Hector. The lion continued to struggle, and the Sardassi only increased its power. By that time, Ulric had once more become distressed.


  “Sidney…” the lion gasped, “Sidney… make it… oh GODS… make it STOP!” the lion writhed as much as the faint give of the restraints would allow, squirming atop the stone table as his spent member was forced to attention once again, quivering at the unreal demands of the device.


  The fox moved up beside the Sardassi and knelt down next to it. Ulric’s paw, barely two inches from Sidney’s head, was spasming uncontrollably, claws digging ineffectively at the stone surface as the lion whimpered through another induced orgasm, “Make it stop…” the slave master whimpered, the plea barely audible, “…make it stop…” he sobbed.


  Sidney leaned closer to the device, “Sardassi’en ee’nu,” he whispered to it, and the strong thrumming of energy left the room immediately. Several simultaneous metal clanks later, and the exhausted lion fell to the floor. Sidney knelt down, resting a paw in front of Ulric’s muzzle and felt for a breath; the lion was still breathing. Ulric let out a long, agonizing groan, “Stay here.” Sidney stated, and he ran to the cleaning closet.


  The fox had dealt with cleaning supplies often enough to recognize an enchanted storage closet when he saw one, and the one in the Sardassi building was no exception. Sidney opened the door and grabbed the cleaning bucket. Although it had been put away dirty, it had since been made pristine, and pure water sloshed around within it. He moved quickly back to the prone lion, and slowly helped him to sit up, groaning under the lion’s massive frame.


  “Here…” Sidney offered, cupping a pawful of water and raising it to the lion’s muzzle. With a growl and a clumsy shove, Ulric pushed Sidney back and grabbed hold of the bucket. The lion raised the entire container and began drinking greedily of its contents. Water sloshed down either side of his muzzle, further drenching the lion’s already sweat-covered fur. Ulric moved the bucket aside, setting it on the ground to his right as he leaned to his left and vomited.


  Unwilling to continue watching, Sidney quickly went back to the supply closet and gathered the mop – Ulric had made quite a mess… and not just with the vomit. No words passed between them as the lion lay on the ground and the fox moved about the room. Sidney took a cloth to the far wall; he could only imagine what Ulric must have gone through if he somehow ejaculated on a wall nearly 20’ away from the Sardassi. The entire room smell of the lion, and Sidney knew that cleaning everything to spotless perfection would not be an easy task. His pondering ended the moment heavy paw landed on the his shoulder, gripping it tightly. Sidney yelped.


  A broad muzzle bumped the top of his head and its nose drew through his fur as the large form behind him shivered, “You have a girly scent, Sidney.” Ulric spoke into his fur, “You’d be a disgrace to males everywhere, except…”


  “Except?” Sidney asked, his voice high in his throat as his tail curled between his legs.


  “Except you smell so damn good…” the lion rumbled. A second paw clamped down on the fox’s hips and pulled him back against the slave master behind him. Sidney felt Ulric’s naked groin press against the small of his back, and the fox’s eyes went wide in surprise. The lion began to lick the top of Sidney head, kneading his shoulder as he spoke, “I hear pleasure slaves can do things that most folks only dream of.”


  Slowly, but purposefully, Sidney snaked a paw back around between their bodies until his fingers encircled the other male’s flesh. Ulric let out a powerful purr at the touch, though the sound was laced with agony at the stimulation on his overworked member. Sidney’s paw slid down to the base of Ulric’s shaft and the lion just started to thrust into the touch when the fox unclipped the ring that had still been in place. Ulric let go of him immediately.


  Sidney stepped away from the lion, who fell to his knees, trembling, “It is the Sardassi,” the fox explained, placing the ring into the cleaning cloth he had been using, knowing better than to hold it with exposed flesh, “Ulric… are you alright?”


  The lion continued staring at the ground, entire body quivering. He remained there for some time as his body slowly began to relax and the shaking ceased. Ulric stood then purposefully walked over to a side table where his loincloth lay. the lion picked it up, walked to the water bucket, dipped his paw into it, and then cleaned off his groin. Still, without saying a word, Ulric donned his loincloth and passed by Sidney; he did not make eye contact.


  The fox watched him go, closing his eyes as he took a steadying breath. Sidney opened his eyes once his heart had stopped racing and he glance down to the ring in his possession. The object appeared to be at rest, the stones embedded in it lacked the glow that he had seen so many times. Lord Hector said that it would affect whomever held it when it was in proximity to the Sardassi and that it shouldn’t be touched. Sidney continued looking down at the ring he held in the cloth and slowly went to place it back down on the table where it had been before Ulric’s intrusion.


  He stared at the ring as it sat on the table. It was a simple little thing… strange that it would have such a powerful effect on people. He thought back to Ulric’s grip on him, and the lion’s naked groin pressed needfully against his back. Making a face, Sidney quickly used the cloth in his paw to wipe the remnants of Ulric’s excitement from his fur.


  The ring’s power over the lion had been absolute, and the drying saliva on Sidney’s head was proof of that. The fox gazed down to his own loincloth and the tent therein. He looked to the ring again then back to the firmness between his legs. Did the ring have that much power over him too, or was the truth much more concerning? Shaking the thought from his mind, Sidney returned to work; the room was very, very messy.


  Language Barrier


  

  Sidney sat in the work shed, the events of the morning still fresh in his mind. Gazing across the room to the still unconscious stallion, the new Slave Master could only shake his head in apprehension, “How long can he sleep?” it seemed an almost impossible feat for the fox to accomplish – the horse had slept nearly eight hours. Sidney couldn’t remember the last time he slept eight hours… he doubted that he ever had.


  The fox knew that the stallion was under his guidance and that he realized that, as a Slave Master, he should consider awakening his charge, but, Sidney realized, he didn’t have the first idea of how to be authoritative. What if the horse was angry? That wasn’t supposed to matter, was it? He was the one in charge. He was the one who was supposed to give the orders. Sidney felt a little quiver of fear in his stomach; he had never given an order in his life.


  Swallowing the growing sense of concern, Sidney stood up and slowly approached the horse. He cleared his throat once… a second time… then a third, and opened his muzzle, ready to issue his first command ever, drawing on his impression of Ulric’s very vocal orders – and bit back a yelp when a rapid knock sounded from the door, “Yeah?” the fox called, quickly changing his focus from the prostrate horse to the door, which slowly opened.


  The portal opened most of the way and a brownish-gray rodent’s muzzle peeked through. Finneas looked in on him, whiskers twitching. The mouse’s eyes went to Sidney, then the horse, then back to Sidney, “Yer two sleepin’ in? Master won’t like that, ya know, mate.”


  “I’ve been up for hours,” the fox responded, “I… I can’t believe he can sleep that much.”


  “’e’s a horse, Sidney… th’ bigger the worker the more energy they use… the more energy they use, the more they wanna sleep,” the mouse explained.


  “So… it’s alright that he sleeps that much?” the fox asked.


  “Not mah place t’say,” the mouse shrugged, “I’m not ’is Slave Master.”


  “Oh… right,” the fox’s tail curled between his legs. He looked up at the mouse; Finneas was still favoring his leg, holding onto the door frame for balance, “What was it you came for?” Sidney asked him.


  “Ah…” the mouse nodded, as if suddenly remembering the purpose of his trip, “Gralz told me ya gotta move yer stuff outta the barracks… guess th’ Master wants ya to make this the place where ya lay yer head.”


  Sidney paused at that, “The work shed?” he asked.


  “Aye,” the mouse nodded.


  “Really?” the fox was barely able to restrain his elation at the prospect. Ever since he first became a slave he’d either shared a bed with a trainer or master, or, when he was given time for himself he was still surrounded by dozens of other slaves. The thought of having the work shed not only provided him with privacy, but also an actual door. His eyes slowly swiveled to look at the blessed, blessed portal that he never expected to provide privacy that slaves weren’t supposed to have.


  “Yeah…” Finneas nodded, “With ’im too,” he thumbed toward the still-unconscious horse.


  Despite the realization that he was going to be ‘trapped’ with the stallion did little to lower Sidney’s spirits. Did his Master truly approve of him, or did the stag simply not realize how much of an amazing gift he’d given to the fox? Either way, Sidney was overjoyed, “Wow…” the fox’s muzzle split into a huge grin ear-to-ear.


  “Hold off on th’ celebratin’… ya still gotta clear out everythin’ from the barracks,” the mouse stated, “Anyway… I gotta get started… Master needs some packages delivered.”


  Sidney nodded, knowing better than to ask any questions; it wasn’t his place. Finneas remained in the doorway right where he was until the fox finally had to ask, “Was that everything?”


  The mouse nodded, “Aye.”


  “Then…” the fox paused, one ear up in confusion.


  “Ya a Slave Master now,” the mouse reminded him.


  “Oh!” Sidney suddenly got the idea, “Alright… then… um… you’re dismissed?” it came out more a question than permission for the mouse to leave.


  “G’luck, Sidney.” Finneas announced, heading back out the door, “I’m thinkin’ ya gonna need it.”


  Sidney let out a sigh, “That makes two of us,” he said once the mouse was out of earshot. Glancing back at the stallion, the fox saw that he was still very asleep, “Well…” Sidney said to himself, “He’s not going anywhere…” and, at length, he walked out the door, heading back to one of the four large wooden buildings on Lord Hector’s estate. He proceeded to the one closest to the manor home, reserved for the versatile slaves that held any number of positions in Lord Hector’s house.


  Most of the slaves had already left the barracks for the day; few used it for anything other than to sleep. Slave Master Gralz, a rather imposing wolverine sat off to the side going over a collection of papers. Unlike most of the other slaves in Lord Hector’s employ, Gralz knew how to read. Under the ownership of almost any other Master, the wolverine would have been put to death but, thanks to the kind, benevolent, gentle ownership of Lord Hector, the wolverine’s unique talent was put to good use.


  Although Gralz was not the most intimidating, fear-inspiring, or commanding of Slave Masters, he was afforded the most power because, as Sidney had heard it said, Lord Hector appreciated intelligence. Sidney felt a moment of remorse that he was not more intelligent than he was – although the fox had received more training than most, he realized that he would never be able to impress his Master with fine speech, philosophy, or or knowledge of foreign tongues. He managed to resist laughing at himself; the best use he knew for his tongue was–


  “Sidney!” Gralz spoke up in his well-known, gruff manner.


  Sidney almost yelped at the wolverine’s bark, but he managed to compose himself, “Yes, Sir?”


  The wolverine rolled his eyes, “I’m not your Slave Master anymore, Sidney… you don’t call me sir.”


  “Yes, sir–” the fox nodded compliantly before quickly adding, “I mean… Gralz.”


  The wolverine let out a sigh, “I have a new shipment of slaves coming in. You have one to worry about, but I have thirty four. Get everything and get it out of here,” he motioned to Sidney’s old cot.


  “Yes, si–” the Slave Master shot him a glance, “Gralz,” the fox quickly corrected himself.


  “Why did Lord Hector make you a Slave Master, Sidney?” the wolverine questioned, “did you finally get your paws on him? Is that it?” the accusation was a harsh one, and said with as much spite as the fox had ever heard from Gralz.


  “No,” the fox answered, withdrawing further from the wolverine, “I was sent to the pit to buy a house slave for the Master–”


  “Isn’t that Finneas’ task?” Gralz interrupted.


  “It is… but he was recovering from a hurt leg.” Sidney explained, quickly gathering up what few items were on his cot: three pieces of clothing and a light, threadbare blanket. Clothing and blankets were usually assigned to slaves so they wouldn’t share with other slaves – it decreased the chance of an outbreak of fur mites, ticks, and lice.


  “So he put you in charge of the slave you picked up?” the wolverine challenged, “That sounds a little strange to me.”


  “I… I purchased a horse for the Master.” Sidney admitted.


  Gralz laughed. Sidney felt his ears droop as he gathered the items from the cot and bunched them into a ball, carrying them to the door. The wolverine continued to laugh as Sidney sidestepped him and, just as the fox was leaving, Gralz finally interrupted his mirthful expression to speak up, “Hoooo boy… you are one unlucky fox.”


  “Yeah… I guess.” Sidney commented, leaving the barracks without another word. Despite the dark cloud cast over him by the wolverine, the fox was able to gain the slightest bit of relief when he realized he didn’t have to wait to be dismissed by his old Slave Master; Gralz had been in control of him at one point, but no longer. Gralz wasn’t bad as far as overseers went – though he had a very sharp tongue he rarely resorted to pain as a punishment. Still, it felt good for Sidney to know that he was a Slave Master… he was that much closer to being in direct contact with Master Hector.


  The fox moved quickly across the courtyard once again. A large number of slaves were already out and about; the yard slaves were caring for the garden, grass, bushes, hedges, and plants while the larger slaves were putting their mass and muscle to good use moving heavy crates and barrels of supplies. The yard workers and the laborers were both under the command of Ulric, and that was one individual Sidney desperately wanted to avoid – their interaction early that morning still weighed heavily on the fox’s mind.


  The lion, fortunately, was nowhere to be seen and Sidney made his way swiftly back to the work shed. Entering through the small shack’s door the fox let out a deep breath of relief. He knelt down next to the pile of hay where he’d slept and began spreading out his blanket. Setting his meager clothing on top of his new ‘bed’, the fox took a seat and spent several moments to admire his new room… a room with a door. He had a room where he was the Slave Master. He had a room all to himself without anyone else – his thoughts quickly skidded to a stop; where was the horse?!?!


  Sidney frantically searched around the work shed, a feeble prospect considering there wasn’t enough of anything to hide such a massive stallion, but he had few other ideas. Without any other recourse, the fox quickly bolted out the door to the yard. He considered calling for his charge, but realized that he didn’t even know the horse’s name. Sidney figured he could call for help, but that idea fell flat when he realized just how many people would love the opportunity to see him burn for it. In the end, Sidney realized, unsurprisingly, that he was on his own.


  Racing around the estate, Sidney made it a point to keep out of the way of the rest of the slaves. He sprinted from place to place, keeping his eyes peeled for the massive new slave that was quickly becoming as much trouble as the fox was worried he might become. While several other slaves objected to the fox racing across their work area, those slaves in-the-know quickly informed those not aware of the change that Sidney was a Slave Master, and he, for once, didn’t have to worry about angering the laborers; they gave him plenty of space to carry out his activities. Unfortunately, as Sidney continued to run aroud the massive state, ‘space’ was one thing he was quickly wishing there was less of.


  After almost an hour of running it only seemed reasonable that Sidney would be tired and, feeling the ache in his arms, legs, and lungs, he would have liked to have slowed down, but he still didn’t know where to locate the slave he’d been told to look after. As the fox continued his fruitless search for the horse, he had just begun to gain confidence that the other slaves would let him go about his business undisturbed when a rhino and an ox came jogging after him from across the field. Not having much of a choice except to create a break in his stride, the exhausted fox slowed as the two heavies approached.


  As he came to a stop, so too did the rhino and ox. They looked at one another for a moment, shrugs, grunts, and casual head-gestures later, the rhino chose to speak up, “Sir…” it was obvious that the heavy didn’t like the taste of the word.


  “Yes?” Sidney tried to avoid sounding meek, and attempted to say the word with at least some amount of confidence – he was pretty sure he failed, but the two slaves were apparently willing to let it slide; rank had its privileges.


  “Please stop,” the rhino requested.


  “What?” the fox asked, glancing between the two. At first he thought they had a problem with him running around the estate, but that’s when, he noticed that both of them had several fresh whip marks along their shoulders and biceps.


  “Tell the horse he wins,” the ox noted flatly.


  “He wins?” Sidney asked, but he quickly picked up on the first part of the comment, “The horse?” both slaves nodded, and Sidney perked up immediately, “Take me to him!” it was the first command he ever truly issued with any amount of conviction… but he was too busy following the two slaves to realize it.


  They led him to the side of the estate where several laborers were busy preparing drainage ditches for new irrigation to the fields. Sidney knew next to nothing about crops or the best way to prepare the fields, but he’d seen it enough from a distance to understand the basics of what as going on. Several work crews were creating a pattern of lines through the earth, all apparently working at double-speed compared to how they normally would. That is when he found out why.


  Several observers were shouting and cheering; the laborers were engaged in some kind of challenge and, on the far side of the field, Sidney was able to see the challenger: the horse. Each of the laborers were working in groups of two, toiling away as they dug trenches and cleared away soil. It seemed almost supernatural how quickly the horse moved, working alone with such efficiency and speed that the groups of two were barely able to keep up with him.


  Sidney was transfixed as he watched the horse’s every motion; each step, each swing of the pick, each pull against the earth blended together as if it were a dance. The workers were no strangers to the way of ditch digging but their every move seemed clumsy and wasteful when placed next to him. Several of the field slaves had already collapsed, gasping for breath off to the side but their Slave Master, Wragol a foreboding, massive, ill-tempered bull was more interested on those still trying to keep pace with the stallion. Wragol brought his whip to bear several times on the slaves still digging, shouting at them to go faster… but it was all for not.


  Sidney remained by the sidelines simply staring at the goings-on. His eyes danced from worker to worker, slave to slave as they pushed themselves to the limits, falling one-by-one until only the stallion remained standing. The gathered crowd raised a cheer for the victorious horse, but he still didn’t stop. The crowd, beyond any understanding of the stallions motives, slowly began to calm down, only to erupt in cheers again as the horse finally laid down his pick – only then did everyone realize his goal; between his activities and the double-speed with which the workers attempted to keep up, the entire field had been dug… a whole day worth of work completed before noon.


  The stallion, covered in a thick sheen of sweat, casually walked past the audience and stopped right in front of Sidney. He looked down from his massive height at the fox and spoke a short set of words in his strange language, CRACK then recoiled as a whip bit into the flesh of his arm.


  “So THIS is your responsibility, is it, Sidney?” demanded Wragol, pulling his whip back for another strike, “What’s your game, you little furball?” he demanded of the fox, lashing the horse with another strike CRACK!, connecting the end of the whip to the stallion’s neck, “Trying to show up my laborers?” he challenged. The horse turned to face him and the bull struck out again, CRACK! lashing the stallion across the chest.


  “No!” Sidney objected, “Stop!” he pleaded, “I–”


  “Thinking just because you’re a Slave Master that you can come in and disturb the chain of command?” the bull snorted, “Well you’ve got another thing coming.” Wragol lashed the whip out again, CRACK! catching the horse on the side of the face. The stallion stood there, staring at the bull as a trickle of blood escaped each of the whip marks.


  “He didn’t do anything wrong!” Sidney objected.


  “Oh? Was he just following orders then? Is that it?” the bull pulled the whip back again, “I’ll teach you to undermine me!” he bellowed, and Sidney winced, recoiling as the tip of the unfurled whip came screaming in at him… but there was no crack… no lash… no pain. Looking back toward the bull, Sidney’s ears went up when he saw the stallion’s massive arm between him and Wragol; the whip was wrapped around the horse’s forearm.


  “How dare you!” the bull roared, and pulled back on the whip; the stallion didn’t move an inch.


  “No,” the horse stated and, almost casually, yanked the whip with such force that the bull was pulled forward, stumbling the whole way. With as much grace and ease as he had swing the pick, the stallion brought his left arm forward; the fist and Wragol’s head met with a resounding crack that Sidney was convinced could have been heard on the far side of the estate. The horse didn’t react to the sound; Sidney winced; Wragol dropped like a rock. As the echo of the powerful collision slowly faded, the crowd erupted into a new set of cheers; the bull was hardly a well-liked taskmaster.


  Sidney’s tail was straight out, puffed as much as it could be as his entire body was more tense than a pulley line. He looked up at the horse, who casually picked a tooth out of his knuckles, “We need to go,” he stated. The horse looked down blankly at him; Sidney motioned back toward the work shed. Without commenting, the horse started out in that direction, forcing Sidney to quickly run to catch up. The stallion’s strides were long, eating up turf at a quick pace, making the fox jog just to keep with him, “That wasn’t a good idea.” Sidney said.


  “Goud eiy-deeee-uh,” the stallion sounded out.


  “It was not a good idea.” Sidney repeated.


  “Not a goud eiy-deeeah,” the horse stated.


  “Right,” the fox nodded, stopping as they reached the shed. He opened the door and motioned the stallion inside, and was thankful beyond words when the slave complied. Once they were inside, Sidney dropped to the ground, letting out a shaky breath, “You hit a Slave Master…” he said to the horse, who took a seat on the ground facing him. The stallion’s ears were up, his piercing, intent, willful eyes boring into Sidney. Despite that there was no challenge in the gaze, Sidney had to look away, “We’re going to be punished…” the fox sighed.


  “Pun… ish’d,” the stallion sounded out.


  “Yeah…” Sidney nodded, his sigh accentuated by a faint whine. He reached to the healing supplies and pulled out a fresh bandage. Holding out his paw, the fox didn’t wait long before the horse got the idea, and held out his own; Sidney began wrapping the wound from where the stallion’s fist had connected with Wragol’s muzzle.


  “Yeah,” the horse repeated.


  “We’re not off to a very good start.” Sidney noted, putting the rest of the bandages away.


  The horse looked at his fist, clenching and unclenching it in the bandage a number of times before looking to the fox, “Thenk yuu,” he sounded out.


  “You’re welcome.” Sidney responded by rote, then paused, realizing what the stallion said. He managed a half-smile at the horse’s words, “Yeah…” he let out a sigh, “for all the good it will do.” It wasn’t long before several of Lord Hector’s men came looking for them; at that point Sidney wasn’t sure what would happen next, but he was fairly certain he wouldn’t like it.


  Inflicting Compassion


  

  A wolf and cougar slave stood on either side of Sidney as they led him from the work shack. Neither bothered touching him, as they were slaves and he was a Slave Master, but he hardly needed the physical contact to follow their direction; he knew that he was in trouble. The stallion followed behind him without event, which was a small favor as far as the fox was concerned; the bear and elephant sent to collect him looked like they were up to the job but Sidney was glad that there wasn’t any need for it… they were probably both in enough trouble at that point anyway.


  The fox’s heart started beating faster as he was led around behind the west wing of the manor; there was only one possible site they were heading to, “The Stone Garden.” Sidney whispered. All four slaves guiding them to the destination chuckled darkly at his realization.


  Sidney had only ever been to the Stone Garden once, and that was as an observer. Less than two weeks after he’d been brought to Lord Hector’s estate, Ulric had called the slaves together to witness the punishment of a young squirrel who was new to the household. The boy was new to slavery and hadn’t learned his lesson about escape; he was caught quickly. With Lord Hector out on business, Ulric was the ultimate word when it came to the law of the slaves and since the estate had so many new slaves he chose to make an example of the squirrel.


  The fox’s fur stood on end as they passed the house and the Stone Garden came into view. Two obelisks rose up from an oval-shaped bed of smoothly raked sand. Around the sand was a crescent of loose river rocks piled together; from the small pebbles rose three monoliths, perfectly shaped fingers of black stone, each of progressively larger size. Manacles hung languidly from each of the monoliths, seemingly harmless if imposing decorations unless someone had seen them in action… Sidney had.


  The squirrel had been shackled to the smallest of the stones, chest against the black rock as his clothing was torn from him; the fox remembered hearing the poor boy call for his mother… it was unfortunate that Ulric particularly hated that response. The gathered slaves were forced to watch as the lion made use of a snap-flay, a paw-held device made up of six leather strips each about four feet in length. The strips were braided together at one end for about one foot and the remaining feet of leather were left to hang loose, pierced intermittently by shards of metal shavings.


  The boy was sentenced to five lashes. As Sidney drew closer to the Stone Garden he shivered in revulsion; he could still remember the sound the squirrel made after the first strike. The second was even worse. The third lost volume but its muted nature didn’t lose the agony in its tone. The squirrel mewled helplessly at the fourth, blood pouring from the open cuts and wide gashes in his back. He didn’t react to the fifth. When the manacles were opened, he dropped to the ground. Ulric had a healer called but it didn’t make much difference; the boy lived for two more days, dying just before Lord Hector’s return.


  Sidney knew that such a thing wouldn’t have happened had the Master been at home; Lord Hector would never have permitted such a horrific display. Ulric explained to him upon his return that the boy was caught trying to escape and died from wounds related to his capture; the lion was disciplined, and life continued. Despite the fox’s desire to get the thought out of his head he had little luck, especially when he saw the slaves gathered around the sand pit… and the figures already within it.


  Lord Hector was there, but it was little comfort to Sidney, who saw a collie standing beside him holding a snap-flay; the fox got weak in the knees. If seeing the dreaded device wasn’t bad enough, he saw the imposing figure of Wragol stood behind the stag and to the side. Despite the missing tooth, the bull’s sneer was still just as intimidating. Sidney felt light-headed, as if his body were trying to awaken from a dream that was most certainly not a dream; it was one of those times where the fox wished he could wake up from real life… but that was not to be.


  Despite the sensation of growing faint, Sidney was not about to stop; the slaves sent to collect him and the horse led them straight into the sand pit, and the fox was stopped right at its edge. The collie beside the stag wore a slave collar, but it was a style with which Sidney was not familiar – he wasn’t one of Lord Hector’s slaves, “Lord Hector…” the collie spoke up, “Your fox Slave Master, and the horse in his care.” The dog’s voice was smooth, almost melodious, but with a hint of something dangerous. It matched his appearance, Sidney realized: a polished, finely cultivated demeanor, but perfectly at ease holding an instrument of torture and punishment. The stag nodded in acknowledgment, and turned to face Sidney.


  “Sidney,” Lord Hector spoke, and the fox immediately went to attention, “Come here,” he said calmly. Sidney responded immediately, stepping forward to stand before his master, eyes focused down at the ground. The fox heard the sound of the snap-flay exchanging paws, and was suddenly surprised when Lord Hector took hold of his wrist. The stag put the device into his grasp and spoke up, “This horse is your charge, Sidney. As a Slave Master, I am charging you with administering his punishment.”


  “Master?” Sidney inquired, providing as much objection as he could manage, which was a feeble, single-word question.


  “The slave in your care struck a Slave Master… this is unacceptable,” the stag noted slowly, enunciating clearly and deliberately, “Do you understand?”


  “I do, Master.” Sidney acknowledged, hearing the sound of the horse being led away from right behind him.


  “You are going to administer the punishment to this slave.” Lord Hector stated simply, motioning behind the fox. Sidney turned around to face the largest monolith; the horse was being attached to the manacles, chest resting against the stone, bare back exposed, “Do you know how to use a snap-flay?”


  “No, Master.” Sidney admitted, hoping his ignorance would save him from getting anywhere near the horse with the weapon; he’d seen what the stallion was capable of doing to someone as large as Wragol; if he could knock out the bull with a single blow, Sidney had no doubt that he’d lose his head to such a strike.


  The stag motioned to the collie, who approached the fox, folding his paws around Sidney’s and began adjusting his grip on the tool, “Hold it half-way between the end-knot and the top-knot… bring your arm back to its full extension but do not bend your elbow. You can bring your arm up over your head, or around at the shoulder, whichever is most comfortable when you swing. You bend the elbow only at maximum height or once it is as far to the side as you can… this will give you the maximum amount of power on the swing.”


  “But…” Sidney managed to object, “what if I don’t want to use the maximum amount of power?”


  “Then you end up lashing yourself,” the collie responded casually, “And do not back-swing… it is a weak strike and you’ll end up hitting yourself that way too,” the dog stepped back.


  “This is your penalty as well, Sidney.” Lord Hector announced, “You will discipline your charge.”


  Sidney’s eyes widened as he realized the beauty of the stag’s punishment: he was going to be forced to administer the sentence on the horse himself and if he didn’t strike hard enough he’d end up getting raked by the snap-flay himself. Lord Hector couldn’t possibly have understood the fear Sidney had at attacking the horse… there was no way the stag would have been able to know what kind of aversion the fox had to causing pain in others… it was impossible for his Master to know just how much disgust he had for the object in his paw… and yet, Lord Hector’s divine ability to know him struck true; he was standing in the Stone Garden with the gods-forsaken snap-flay in his paw… well… he would have been, if it hadn’t just fallen to the ground.


  “Sidney…” Lord Hector noted calmly, “Pick up the snap-flay… we are going to begin.” Sidney dared not disobey, and picked up the weapon. The stag continued, “This is my will. For each strike that fails to draw blood, your charge will have an additional lash added to his sentence. If you drop the snap-flay again, or fail to do the task I’ve set before you, then Wragol will administer the five lashes in your stead,” as the simple-yet-effective threat sank in, Lord Hector continued, “Do you accept these terms, or will you give the snap-flay over?” the stag motioned with a paw to Wragol, who strode forward gleefully, holding an arm out.


  “Give it here, little fox… I’ll show you how you discipline a slave,” the bull grinned wide, revealing the missing tooth again. Sidney looked at the weapon in his paw then to the bull, then back to the snap-flay. He glanced over his shoulder at the stallion behind him, who stood with his head down against the stone, legs shoulder-width apart; from the angle of Sidney’s gaze the numerous whip scars on his back and thighs were a visible sign of what he was going to do if he kept hold of the snap-flay. Eyes drifting back to Wragol, Sidney’s paw almost extended, ready to surrender the weapon before the severity of the choice hit home: no matter how much pain Sidney tried to inflict there was no way that he would do nearly as well as the bull.


  “Have you made your decision, Sidney?” Lord Hector asked.


  “I will do it,” the fox noted, voice surprisingly certain despite Sidney’s reservations.


  “Good,” the stag noted simply, “Wragol… you may stand with the rest of the slaves. If Sidney fails to do his task then I will call upon you.”


  The bull scowled deeply but he was not about to object. Wragol stamped his way back to the other slaves, and cuffed a great dane on the side of the head when he didn’t move fast enough out of the bull’s way. He stood at the sidelines, watching with that same scowl. Sidney thought to compare it to a vulture’s gaze, waiting for a dying animal to expire before swooping in for the kill. It was obvious that the bull didn’t think that Sidney was going to succeed. If the fox was being honest with himself, he was willing to agree with Wragol.


  Lord Hector looked to the collie, “I am going to explain the horse’s punishment to him… though I plan to have him learn, he does not speak Prossian at present.”


  “Of course, Lord Hector,” the dog bowed deeply, averting his gaze from the stag, but focusing instead on the horse. The collie did not behave exactly as most slaves Sidney had seen, but enough like one for him to realize that it wasn’t an act. He would have been more curious if not for the weight of the snap-flay weighing him down physically… though the realization of what he was going to be made to do added on that much more weight mentally.


  The stag offered a short collection of Vensian words. The stallion replied with a nod, and said a single word. Though it could have been the fox’s imagination, he could have sworn the shackles vibrated in response to the deep, powerful baritone voice… he knew his bones did. Lord Hector continued speaking, motioning first to Wragol. Both the bull and the horse scowled at one another before the stag motioned next to Sidney. The horse didn’t bother looking over his shoulder, which wouldn’t have mattered since his restraints would have kept him from being able to glance back at Sidney regardless; he simply continued gazing at the bull, who matched his gaze with a sneer.


  “Sidney.” Lord Hector spoke up, the raise in his voice almost causing the fox to jump.


  “Yes, Master!” he responded immediately.


  The stag moved over to the fox and rested a paw on his shoulder, “Do this well, Sidney,” and, before leaving, Lord Hector gave his shoulder a faint squeeze, and a light pat. Although it was possible that the fox was reading too much into things, he could have sworn it felt almost like an apology.


  “You speak Vensian, Lord Hector?” the collie asked, “Your skills surpass every expectation Master Levid has of you.”


  “If Lord Levid knew all there was to know about me then I would hardly be as interesting, now would I?” Lord Hector responded casually, though his tone suggested an end to the conversation. The collie took the not-so-subtle hint.


  “You may begin, slave master,” the collie stated. Sidney looked to Lord Hector.


  “Begin, Sidney,” the stag nodded, and, with a deep breath, Sidney obeyed.


  The fox took a moment to adjust his grip on the snap-flay, half way between the top-knot and the end-knot of the grip, just as the collie had shown him. He spaced his legs shoulder-width apart and, despite the fact that he could feel his tail-tucking, he built up the will to draw his paw back, bent his elbow slightly, and, with all his might, swung the weapon over his shoulder as if he were throwing a rock. A loud, resounding sna-CRACK! echoed in his ears, followed a half-second later by an agonizing flash of red as his vision was blotted out by a searing pain along his upper arm and forearm.


  Sidney tightened his grip on the snap-flay as he felt his paw begin to loosen. Regaining his senses, the fox looked down at his arm and saw several long, jagged tears in his fur from where the snap-flay had twisted back in on him. Shaking, he looked up slowly to the horse, who had several similar lines along the back of his ribs. The fox turned to glance at Lord Hector, feeling his ears droop as he did so.


  “It was a failed strike,” the collie spoke up, “Start again.”


  “Are you Sidney’s owner, Slave?” Lord Hector demanded of the dog; it was the first time that Sidney had ever heard the stag call a slave by the word.


  “No, Lord Hector,” the collie responded, “But I was sent here by Lord Lev–”


  “I know why you were sent here, and I had spelled out the terms of the punishment clearly,” the stag countered, “Are you questioning my authority here, on my own lands, with my own slaves?” A sense of righteous anger seemed to flow from Lord Hector, a brilliant, beautiful, and intimidating thing, as one might expect to see as part of divine wrath of an avatar of a diety. Sidney felt cowed even though it wasn’t directed at him; the collie was silenced immediately, and the fox derived a small amount of joy in seeing a few errants droplets of urine drip from the collie’s loincloth.


  “I… I…” the collie sunk back, “Lord Levid…”


  “You will see to it that Lord Levid understands that I handle the control of my slaves suitably.” Lord Hector noted, the aura of menace disappearing back into a finely cultivated veneer of gentility, “As you yourself acknowledged my ruling,” the stag noted quite simply, “If his strike should fail to draw blood.” Lord Hector motioned first to Sidney and then to the horse, “As you can see, the strike did in fact draw blood… and on more than one target.”


  “Of course,” the collie bowed deeply, “I am stupid and foolish and blind, and not worthy of the explanation you have been gracious to provide.” It seemed that the dog was laying it on thick, even to Sidney… but he would have imagined that, were he in the collie’s place, he would have said and done anything at all possible to avoid staying on Lord Hector’s bad side.


  “Continue, Sidney,” his master bade of him, obviously not interested in wasting any more time on the collie.


  “Keep your arm straight, Sidney,” the fox said to himself, stretching each finger on his paw before reaffirming his grip. He brought the weapon out to the side this time, extending his arm to the right, and then overextending it behind him. With as much force as he dared, the fox brought the snap-lash around, curving his elbow only after the weapon was in front of him. He felt a strange moment of resistance from the weapon, just as it issued out a resounding, multi-faceted crack – the sound of it impacting against hide. Sidney was relieved that he didn’t feel the device’s stinging blow, but, as he opened his eyes, which he didn’t realize he’d closed, he saw the damage he’d done.


  Despite the fact that Sidney was not the strongest fox in the world, the snap-flay was made to do what it did… and it did it well. Several long lines of red were drawn across the horse’s right side: the snap-flay’s ‘finger-print’. Blood was already leaking out of the wounds and, regardless of how ill it made Sidney to see it, and how queasy he was to realize that it was his doing, the horse in front of him seemed surprisingly unconcerned; the fact that the horse’s ear rotated forward was the only indicator that the blow had even registered.


  “Continue, Sidney.” Lord Hector stated, “He has three more lashes.”


  Swallowing the bile rising in his throat, Sidney grit his teeth and repeated his last attack, striking higher on the stallion. Eyes open this time, the fox was able to watch as the leather strips bit into the horse’s hide, attaching only long enough to drag through his flesh as the snap-lash pulled its way across his shoulder-blade. Lines of red began to seep out of the newly cut wounds, but again, the only response from the horse was a backwards-turned ear, followed by an exhaled breath and the ear returning to its previous position.


  “The fox is going easy on him. Sidney, give it here, you runt…” Wragol sneered, stepping toward the fox with a paw held out.


  “Wragol.” Lord Hector stated simply, “Return to the line.” The bull did so immediately, “You heard my declaration,” the stag’s tone was like ice, “When Sidney is done you will move to the large stone where you will be strapped to it. You are to be given two lashes with a crop.”


  “Master, I–”


  “You have just earned yourself two lashes from a scourge instead. If you speak again or act out in any way I will see you snap-lashed today instead,” the statement allowed for no argument, and none came. Lord Hector and the collie exchanged a glance, and then all eyes were on Sidney once more.


  The final two blows were delivered in rapid succession. Sidney had begun to lose feeling in his arm… all feeling, of course, except for the horrible horrible pain where the torture device had torn his flesh. The horse weathered the fourth blow the same as he’d faced the first three, but the fifth blow did cause him to momentarily shift his stance, not quite going down to one knee. In one sense, the fact that the stallion never once fell or faltered gave some relief to the fox… but having seen that last shift of the horse’s posture revealed that he was not invincible… and the pain in the fox’s arm suddenly didn’t seem to be the greatest hurt he felt.


  The wolf that had escorted Sidney to the Stone Garden moved up beside him and took the snap-lash away, returning it to the collie. The cougar walked Sidney back toward the front of the estate while the bear and elephant who had brought the horse began undoing the shackles on him. The fox winced when he heard the sound of the stallion’s large body fall to the ground, and his fur started to rise at the sound of him being dragged along just behind Sidney. He didn’t dare turn around, rather, he kept pace with the cougar and didn’t say a word.


  He was led inside the work shack and he moved hastily to the side as the bear and elephant, walking sideways, brought the horse in and dumped him unceremoniously into the hay, “Shoulda given the ’flay to Wragol,” the bear noted, “Saved yourself the trouble,” and the other slaves left, closing the door behind themselves. Sidney sighed and shook his head; it wasn’t worth explaining to them his reasons for choosing to use the snap-flay himself. Looking down at the bloody stallion, Sidney realized that they had both made mistakes that day and that they both needed to be punished; it wouldn’t have been fair to have given the weapon over to Wragol because the stallion would have only had it worse.


  Looking down at the horse, Sidney saw the fresh tears in his hide. He began to feel sick again when he realized that he was responsible for them. The fox looked around the work shed until he spied the healing kit he had stowed away the prior night, and went to gather it. When he turned back around, he was surprised to see the horse seated, ears up and attentive.


  “But… you…?” Sidney moved over to the horse, still trying to formulate a reasonable way of figuring out the horse’s apparent lack of unconsciousness, “Were you faking?” he asked.


  The stallion pulled the healer’s kit out of the stunned fox’s paw and set it in the hay, “king?” the horse parroted the last syllable, apparently recognizing the word. He held an enormous hand up on his head, fingers extended in what Sidney assumed was a representation of a crown, “King?”


  “Never mind.” Sidney let out a sigh and moved a paw toward the stallion’s shoulder. The horse reached out immediately and clasped an enormous ham fist around the fox’s forearm. At first, the fox had a moment of extreme panic as he considered the possibility that the slave might want revenge for the injuries he had caused him, but that quickly subsided; once Sidney was pulled down into the hay the horse released him. The stallion opened the healer’s kit and began pulling out a collection of different ointments, salves, and herbs. The horse motioned to Sidney’s arm, and then to the various reagents, saying something in the Vensian tongue.


  “No…” Sidney noted, and made to stand up, reaching for the stallion’s shoulder. With a quick display of force, the horse rested a large hand on the fox’s head, pressed him right back down into a sitting position, and motioned to the healing kit and then Sidney’s arm again, repeating his earlier statement, “I’ll worry about me after I look at that shou–” the fox tried to stand again and, with patient force, the stallion lowered him to the ground again. Once more, the horse motioned to the healing it and repeated his comment in Vensian.


  Sighing, Sidney motioned to three different herbs and then some clean bandages, “Those three… and a bandage,” he said.


  The horse took out a bandage and held it in one huge hand, “Ban-di-guh,” and gathered up the herbs, crushing them into powder in his fingers before brushing it across the bandage.


  “Bandage… right.” Sidney noted, trying to glance around the stallion at the wounds on his shoulder. The horse turned to regard him, brow lowering as his piercing blue eyes gazed with a hint of threat at the fox.


  “No,” the horse noted with finality, and added a few drops of water to the cloth to help moisten the herbal powder.


  Sidney quickly sat back straight and attentive, mumbling, “I thought I was supposed to be in charge.” It wasn’t the first time that day the fox questioned if he was going to be lucky enough to survive being the horse’s slave master. It also wasn’t the last.


  Convalescence


  

  Sidney awoke with a groan, forcing himself up to a sitting position. Using his left arm to hold himself steady, the fox favored his right arm, which was still burning with pain from the snap-flay strike. Faint golden light filtered into the work shed, hinting at the dawn; Sidney was immediately concerned… had he slept through a whole afternoon and a night?


  The horse’s deep voice spoke several unfamiliar words, pulling the fox’s attention his way. Sidney’s charge was kneeling on a pile of hay, slowly pouring water into a bowl which held an herb-laced cloth. The fox flicked an ear, and stood, winching as he felt the torn flesh beneath his bandage pull tightly. Sidney rested his paw atop the wrap, shuffling the short distance to the horse before sitting down across the bowl from him.


  “You’re better with bandages than I am with a snap-flay… and a snap-flay is part of my job, I guess,” the fox let out a sigh. Sidney ran his left paw through the fur on his head, watching as the horse carefully dampened the cloth before looking to him. He recognized the horse’s gestures by that time to know enough to present his arm, and he waited patiently as the old bandages were slowly unwrapped.


  “You must be familiar with bandages, huh?” Sidney asked.


  “Ban-duh-dige,” the horse responded, moving an enormous thumb to press down on what remained of the bandage directly atop the fox’s wound. Sidney yelped, and moved his paw to remove the slave’s finger, but the horse gave him a firm shake, “No.”


  “I’m cut there!” Sidney objected, “What are you–?” but his objection was pulled from his muzzle as the horse quickly pulled back, taking the bandage completely off of the fox’s arm. “It…” he looked down at the torn slashes in his arm, “it’s bleeding again…” he murmured, then did a double take; every time he’d ever had a bandage removed from a relatively fresh wound it was pure agony… but he didn’t feel it that time. He looked up to the horse, who’s piercing blue eyes were watching him intently. “It didn’t hurt…” Sidney explained.


  The horse held up the used bandages, motioning to pieces of dried blood and several lines of scabs stuck to the cloth. He said a few words in his native language, then motioned to Sidney’s arm. The fox placed his arm in the horse’s grasp, “Alright… but I have to look at your back and your shoulder… we have to get you ready for work…” Sidney sighed, “Uh… of some kind.”


  The horse’s ears remained focused on him despite his inability to understand the fox, but his eyes were focused on the bandage, which he slipped beneath Sidney’s arm… but he didn’t close it over the wound yet. The fox watched as the horse reached back into the collection of herbs and pulled out a small bottle and looked it over. The horse popped the top and sniffed at it, and held it out for Sidney to see. He said a word in Vensiian.


  Sidney was unable to read the label, but he could tell what it was by the scent, “Thyme.”


  “Tiem,” the horse repeated.


  “It’s an herb used in cooking.” Sidney noted, “I’m not sure what it’s doing in–” he paused as the horse dumped several pinches out into the palm of his enormous hand, then tilted his head back and emptied it into his muzzle, “Um… yea… right… it’s used for eating.”


  Sidney watched the horse curiously as the slave casually chewed on the herb. The fox realized that it had been at least a day since the horse had eaten… was he so hungry that he was going to – but the fox was confused further as the horse brought a hand up to his muzzle, pushing the mixed saliva and thyme out of his muzzle using his tongue, creating a long line of the goo on his finger.


  “What are you going to do with–?” Sidney’s ears went up further, until he saw the finger near his arm, “you’re not going to–” and the fox’s ears fell to the side of his head as the horse drew the finger across the wound, “I guess you are…” Sidney acknowledged, but didn’t bother putting up a fight as the horse finished the work and completed bandaging his arm. The fox flexed the limb experimentally, “You’re way too good at this,” he noted, “Thank you.”


  “Well-come,” the horse answered.


  “Now you… turn around.” Sidney directed, moving his finger in a circular motion. The horse understood, and obediently complied, about-facing and settling back to the ground. Despite the fact that the slave was sitting, Sidney still had to stand to better focus on the horse’s bandages. The fox unwrapped the outer layer of the bandage and then, pausing for a moment as he chewed on his tongue, made his decision… and pressed a paw firmly against the horse’s back in imitation of the horse’s own action against his arm.


  The horse chuckled, but only faintly, pushing his back more firmly against the fox’s tentative paw. The slave said something in his own language.


  “Harder?” Sidney asked, meeting the horse’s pressure with more of his own.


  “har-dur… yes… hardur,” the horse replied, then quickly leaned forward. Sidney let out a yip of surprise as the bandage tore away from the horse’s flesh. He blinked once, then again, feeling sick as he saw the numerous wounds on the equine’s shoulder start to weep… but he quickly noticed that they were not as bad as when he first dressed them.


  “I can’t believe that works…” Sidney murmured, setting the used bandage aside. The horse reached over and slid the herbal bowl back behind himself to the fox. “Thank you.” Sidney noted, accepting the bowl and the bandages already soaking within them.


  “Well-come,” the horse acknowledged, and then slid the jar of thyme as well.


  “You…” Sidney flicked an ear, “I mean… I don’t think…” he felt his heart start to beat a little faster, “I’m not really into…”


  “Tiem,” the horse stated, “Ban-duh-dige.”


  “It’s a cooking herb.” Sidney objected, “Why would–”


  “Tiem,” the horse repeated with conviction.


  “Who’s the slave and who’s the slave master here?” the fox mumbled, but he did as directed, taking a pawful of the herb and dumping it into his muzzle. Sidney continued to prepare the bandages as he began salivating almost immediately; the powerful flavor of the herb practically had him drooling.


  “Eih nepper ’ad a mouff fuh uf Fhyme aforr.” Sidney mentioned, stopping at the end of the comment to lick several errant dribblets of saliva-and-thyme back into his muzzle.


  “Tiem… ban-duh-dige,” the horse noted.


  Paws full of soaked cloth, Sidney glanced around for a moment to try and find a way to free up a finger to help him spread the goo from his muzzle onto the wounds; he had no options in sight. Heart beating faster, the fox realized he ended up backing himself into a corner and, taking a breath, he lowered his muzzle, and licked the wound directly. The horse started at that, turning his head to look over his shoulder, but quickly resumed his prior position, patiently letting Sidney work.


  Sidney’s tongue, covered in the saliva-thyme mixture, traced its way along the grooves he’d left just the day before. In the back of of his mind he cringed, thinking that he had inflicted the very wounds he was now attempting to cure… and, on top of it all, he was licking them. Despite the strong flavor of Thyme in his muzzle, it was impossible for the fox to deny the musky taste of the horse’s hide… not-quite covered up with the lingering metallic tinge of blood.


  The horse said something in Vensiian with a sigh, snapping the fox out of his momentary obsession. The slave leaned back against Sidney’s muzzle. At first, the fox was surprised that the horse thought he wasn’t being forceful enough, but he realized that his patient’s words were not the same as those that had been used regarding pressure on the bandage. Once the horse let out another sigh, the fox was astounded when he figured it out; the horse was enjoying it!


  Assessing the situation with clarity that surprised even him, Sidney realized that it was probably not so much the fox’s tongue that the horse enjoyed, but the close contact… at least, that’s what Sidney would have said about the situation. As a slave, the fox found that very little contact with others was of a positive variety. He was used to being slapped, backhanded, kicked, lashed, beaten, and (on more than one occasion), bitten. Sidney could only imagine how long it must have been since the horse had someone provide a gentle touch or, in the current case, a soft lick.


  The horse said something in Vensiian, which made Sidney pause once he realized that his tongue had wandered to the undamaged hide at the back of the slave’s neck. Clearing his throat, the fox pulled away, “Um… right,” he noted, thankful at that moment that he and the horse didn’t share the same language; the lapse in his attention would have been difficult to explain not to mention, he realized, the tightness in his loincloth. “Damn it, Sidney…” he murmured to himself, “at least he’s not looking at you.


  “Ban-duh-dige,” the horse directed, causing the fox to jump at the statement.


  “Right…” Sidney acknowledged, pushing past a serious blush in his ears as he picked up one of several poultices from the bowl. “And it’s bandage… ban-dij… bandage.”


  “Ban-dij,” the horse repeated as the fox began to spread the damp cloth over the horse’s injuries.


  “Right. Bandage.” Sidney confirmed, placing another.


  “Thenk yoo… ban-dih,” the horse stated.


  “You’re welcome,” the fox noted, smiling to himself; the horse was a fast learner… surprising compared to the muscle heads he’d heard about in the gladiator area. The small slave master pushed his mind back on the subject at paw, and he finished securing the poultices in place. “I need the dry bandages now…” Sidney noted, pointing past the horse’s shoulder toward the clean linen strips.


  “Dri ban-dij,” the horse repeated, leaning foward and grabbing an enormous handful of the bandages. He held them over his shoulder, almost shoving them in Sidney’s face before the fox took hold of them.


  “Dry… right,” he noted, taking hold of a double-pawful of them before setting them off to the side. “Dry is… um…” Sidney flicked an ear, “the opposite of wet,” he made a face at his own stupid explanation.


  “ah-po-sit… wet,” the horse sounded as the fox began securing small strips to the poultices.


  “Um…” Sidney noted, organizing the bandages as he started winding the longest strip around the horse’s shoulder and under the large slave’s armpit, pausing at the discernable horse scent, “yea…” he breathed… and, once the bandage was secure, walked around to the side of the slave. “Dry…” he held up what remained of the unmedicated linen, and he brushed them across the horse’s hand, “and wet…” he dipped his own paw into what remained of the herbal water and flicked his fingers around.


  The horse’s ears went up in recognition, “Dry…” he held up a pawful of hay… and then dunked it into the bowl, and brought it back out, dripping, “wet.”


  “Very good!” Sidney acknowledged, wincing when he realized his tail was wagging, “Maybe I’m not so horrible at this after all,” and he decided then and there to see just how well he could get the slave to understand. “My name,” he placed a paw on his chest, “is Sidney… Cid-nee… and you?” he motioned to the horse.


  The horse dropped the hay, and stuck a thick thumb back into his own chest. “Maern,” the horse announced… then paused, and poked his broad index finger at Sidney, “Cid-nee?”


  “Good!” the fox announced, tail swaying back and forth at a faster pace.


  “Except,” Sidney heard Lord Hector’s unmistakable voice speak up from the doorway, “as his Slave Master, he is to address you as ‘Sir’.” The stag took two steps forward, bringing him into the work shed. “Did you forget that, Sidney?”


  The fox dropped to the ground, falling to his knees and lowering his head to the floor, “You are correct as always, Master, and I am wrong,” his tail stopped wagging, “Please forgive me.”


  Lord Hector did not reply to Sidney, rather, he began speaking immediately to Maern who, to the fox’s chagrin, did not bother prostrating himself before the stag. Sidney was conflicted about speaking up to correct the horse’s behavior and not interrupting Lord Hector; in the end he settled on the second option and kept his muzzle shut as the horse continued to stare right back at the stag; it was a grevious oversight that could be punished with a flogging.


  As their discussion continued, with Lord Hector doing most of the talking, Sidney occasionally caught one or two words spoken in Prossian… usually spoken slowly; the fox assumed that the stag was providing him basic translations, especially when he heard the word ‘sir’, and his sensitive ears caught the sound of Lord Hector’s tunic crumple when his master pointed to the still groveling fox. He also heard the word ‘master’, the stag’s proper title ‘Lord Hector’, and the word ‘slave’. It was the last word that sparked the most conversation.


  After nearly five minutes, their talk came to a close; Sidney didn’t mind waiting… he was used to being excluded from conversations involving anyone that wasn’t him. What did bother him was that, during the talk, the horse never once looked away from the stag. Toward the end of the discussion Sidney was almost grinding his teeth with the sheer wrongness of Maern’s actions. He still couldn’t help but shy away, however, when the horse’s piercing blue eyed gaze turned to him.


  “Sir,” the horse, answering what was apparently one of Lord Hector’s questions. The stag answered back with what sounded like an affirmative acknowledgement, and then spoke something else. “Mass-tur…” the slave sounded out, and added, “Lord-heck-ter.” After a slight correction, Maern spoke again, “Lord Heck-ter,” and the stag answered with that same affirmation. The two shared a moment of silence, and then Lord Hector spoke what sounded like a dismissal or a farewell… but he didn’t go anywhere.


  Sidney could feel his fur rising as he sensed his master’s gaze upon him. “Sidney,” the stag spoke, confirming the fox’s suspicion.


  “I am here, Master,” the slave master confirmed from his spot on the ground.


  “Stand up, Sidney.” Lord Hector directed.


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney acknowledged, standing immediately.


  “You are a slave master, Sidney, and I do not want you groveling.”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox accepted the order. He spent a moment trying to figure out how best to show complete and utter devotion if he was unable to throw himself at the stag’s feet, but he wasn’t given much time to think on it as Lord Hector continued.


  “I am going to be moving your slave to the stables,” the stag announced.


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney acknowledged.


  “Henceforth, you will be in charge of the eastern slave stables.” Lord Hector announced, “It has not been used since I’ve owned my land so your first task will be to clean it.”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox comfirmed his obedience.


  “There is a central room and six slave quarters,” the stag continued, “I will expect to see them spotless.”


  “Of course, Master.” Sidney knew that his master had several stables on his estate, but he never pictured presiding over any slaves who were housed there… they were normally reserved for laborers, breeding stock, and–


  “I want the stables presentable within two hours. I’ll have Finneas fetch several of the house slaves to assist with the work, should you need,” the display of generosity from Lord Hector almost made Sidney crumple into a melting pile of overjoyed fox, but the stag’s next worst chilled him to the bone, “Afterward you will have Maern fitted for a harness. Understood?”


  Sidney took the inquiry as the opportunity for him to get some clarification, “What type of harness… Master?” the fox asked for clarification, his heart beating so fast he thought it was going to explode. Laborers occasionally used harnesses… but usually when a slave owner spoke of a fitted harness it was a–


  “A Gladiator Harness, Sidney,” the stag confirmed his suspicion, making the fox’s stomach leap up into his throat, “Considering the way he handled himself around Wragol, I believe his skills are worthy of review. I expect you and Maern to report to the field behind the house after mid-day tea.”


  The words “Yes Master” had never been harder for Sidney to speak.


  Into the Pit


  

  The eastern stables, as Sidney had suspected, were in a dramatic stage of disrepair. In anticipation of pending repairs, someone had left a large stack of lumber, complete with wooden mallet and wooden stakes for fitting the interlocking beams together; slaves were never given metal tools. Letting out a deep sigh, the fox sat down in front of the graying wooden building, “I don’t know the first thing about repairing this,” he spoke aloud.


  Maern, standing right behind Sidney, made some kind of affirmative sound, and went straight to the pile of wood. He looked back to the fox and said something in his language, then motioned to the stables, “Wet,” he said clearly, then pointed to the new wood, “Dry.”


  “Old.” Sidney stated, pointing to the stables, “New,” he motioned to the pile of lumber.


  Maern shook his head and reached up to an overhanging branch and pulled a small stick free. He walked back over and knelt down in front of the fox, bending the green wood, “Wet.” He then picked up a small twig off the ground and snapped it cleanly, “Dry.”


  “Okay…” Sidney flicked an ear, “but what does that have to do with–” he paused, looking at the drooping structure and then glancing at the straight, cleanly cut lumber. “You mean…” he ventured, gazing toward the horse, “the building is wet?”


  “Build-ing.” Maern repeated.


  “Stables.” Sidney stood, motioning to it, “Stables.”


  “Stay-bulls wet.” Maern announced, bending the small branch he’d pulled from the tree, “Bad,” he added.


  “So… what do we do then?” the fox asked uselessly, knowing the horse didn’t understand.


  Despite their lack of conversation, Maern seeemd to understand the basics of the fox’s confusion and motioned for him to follow. Sidney walked after the stallion, heading into the run down stables. Powerful earthy scents hit Sidney’s sensitive nose the moment he stepped into the open doorway. He could detect the smell of rotten hay, decompsing feces, and more than a few random rotting vermin; despite Sidney’s prior excitement of running the stables, its condition did give him reason for pause.


  “Wet.” Maern, lightly slapping a large beam. He looked back to Sidney, “Bad,” he motioned to it, making a show of motion that looked like he was pulling it out. “Dry good,” the stallion offered, following it up with the gesture that appeared to be putting wood back in place.


  “So…” Sidney pointed at the support beam, “Move the old one and bring in a new one?”


  “Move old.” Maern stated, “Bringin anuon.”


  “Well… I suppose we can’t make it much worse,” the slave master shrugged.


  Sidney was able to distract himself for the majority of the morning with focusing his attention on the stables. The fox left the heavy lifting to the stallion, who handled it better than any worker he had ever seen. They started with the beam Maern identified. The horse reached up and flattened his palm against the roof next to the wood then, with a mighty heave, pushed up against it as he pulled at the rotting wood. The support beam crumpled in response to the stallion’s strength. Although the ceiling creaked, Maern seemed to have no trouble holding it up.


  “New,” the stallion directed. Sidney went outside and managed to stumble back with two long pieces of wood. “Good.” Maern noted, holding the ceiling up with one arm while taking a piece of wood from the fox. The horse slid the thin piece of lumber into the place the broad support beam had occupied then quickly took the next one from Sidney. Once that too was in place, Maern held up four fingers, “New.” The fox moved quickly, coming back with another two pieces of wood. Once Maern placed those he held up his hand again, showing two fingers, “New,” he repeated.


  Although Sidney was breathing heavily from the exertion of moving the six pieces of wood, he was surprised that the stallion showed no sign of tiring from maintaining the weight of the roof. As the horse fitted the sixth and final piece of wood into place he slowly let go of the ceiling, which settled into position atop the six joined beams. “Good,” he nodded, looking back to the fox.


  “It’s a start.” Sidney offered a smile, looking around at the rest of the rotting wood that made up the stables. He motioned to another beam, “We should do another before we take you to the leather worker.” Maern gave a kurt nod, and moved over to the dark-colored wooden beam. He gave it a solid slap, “Good,” he offered, then motioned to the next beam in place.


  “Not that one?” Sidney asked, motioning to the one the stallion passed.


  “No bad.” Maern noted, and then pointed to the one beyond that, “Bad.”


  “Well… it’s good to know at least one of us knows what he’s doing.” Sidney shrugged, and moved after the horse. He watched, amazed again as the horse stretched upward, supporting the ceiling as he casually backhanded the rotting support in half. Sidney didn’t need Maern to state his needs like the first time and the two worked in unison to replace the second beam; Sidney brought in another six pieces of lumber and the horse steadily worked away at making use of them. Once they were in place, Maern slowly let the ceiling settle back down onto the new support beams.


  “Good?” Sidney asked.


  “Good.” Maern acknowledged.


  The fox’s tail swished slightly at the confirmation, “Alright… now we need to go… we’ll work more when we get back,” he offered, not that the stallion could understand him. He motioned for Maern to follow, and headed out of the stables and back toward the main portion of the courtyard. The large horse followed obediently. Sidney went straight to the far side of the courtyard where the tannery was set aside from the rest of the buildings; when the tanner was at work the foul, acrid aroma of the chemicals used in treating the leather caused a horrible stench; nobody wanted to be anywhere near it.


  The leather worker, Gaius, was the closest building to the tannery; Sidney thanked his luck that the tanner wasn’t working that morning. Gaius, unlike most of the residents of Lord Hector’s estate was not a slave… of course, he was not exactly free either. The old porcupine was an indentured servant; Lord Hector had purchased his contract shortly after Sidney had come to live at the estate. Sidney waited patiently for Gaius to acknowledge him, which took quite some time because the old man was talking to himself in his native Tenvierian as Sidney entered the leather worker’s building. When the porcupine finally did look up he fell silent, “Oh… Sidney…”


  “Hello, Sir.” Sidney bowed his head respectfully; Gaius was not a Lord, but he was technically a citizen of Pross and slaves were required to show respect. He glanced back at Maern expectantly.


  The horse slowly bowed his head, “Hallo, Ser,” he sounded out.


  “So this is the new slave Lord Hector spoke of, is he?” the porcupine questioned, picking up a pair of spectacles from the counter where he had been working. Gaius shuffled over to look Maern up and down, “He’s a big fellow,” and the leather worker looked to Sidney next, “A Gladiator’s harness, is it?”


  “Yes, sir,” the fox acknowledged, ears drooping.


  “Yes, Ser,” the horse repeated, flicking an ear.


  “Does he repeat everything you say?” the porcupine inquired with a smirk.


  “He doesn’t really speak Prossian yet, Sir.” Sidney explained.


  “Vensiian, by the sound of his accent.” Gaius nodded, then looked at the horse, “Doma huus Vensii’al, iya?” he inquired in what Sidney figured was probably Vensiian.


  “Iya.” Maern acknowledged, and began to speak further until Gaius raised a paw to stop him.


  “We’d better stick with Prossian…” the porcupine explained, “I only know a few words in Vensiian.” Maern apparently got the point, as he fell silent again.


  “Alright… let’s see if you can get him to stand a little more relaxed.” Gaius noted, heading back to his work bench to pick up his measuring strap, “I want him to stand how he normally does so I can fit him.”


  “Um…” Sidney paused, glancing from the leather worker to the horse, then back, “That’s the way he normally stands, Sir.”


  “You’re kidding,” the old porcupine stated, pushing the spectacles further back up his nose, “He looks like someone stuck a stick down his head and out his tail… nobody stands that straight… especially a slave.”


  “He does, sir… honest.” Sidney noted.


  Gaius sighed, “Never you mind… Lord Hector requested a harness, not fitted armor… so it doesn’t matter that much anyway.” The porcupine moved to the horse and got right to work. Although Maern fidgeted once or twice at the leather worker’s attention he remained otherwise perfectly still. “There… that wasn’t so bad now was it?” Gaius inquired of the stallion. Maern, quite obviously, had no reply.


  “Lord Hector expects to have Maern on the field after mid-day tea.” Sidney reported to the porcupine, “Will the harness be ready by then?”


  The leather worker laughed, “I have several harnesses waiting for use. Your slave is a big one, but I should be able to modify something before mid-day tea even starts.”


  “Thank you, Sir.” Sidney acknowledged gratefully, bowing deeply.


  “Thenk yoo, Ser.” Maern nodded his head to the porcupine.


  Gaius simply nodded, “Of course… of course…” he waved the two slaves away after opening up one of the wooden cabinets at the back of his shop. The porcupine started sorting through numerous sets of barding, already lost in his work.


  “Okay… I think we’re done here.” Sidney offered to the horse, “We may as well get back to the stables.”


  “Stay-bulls.” Maern acknowledged, and followed after the fox.


  The slave remained behind Sidney as the two made their way back to the dilapidated stables. Sidney came to a stop when he saw two barrels waiting outside the half-open door of the structure. “We have our own supplies?” he asked of Maern, and then rolled his eyes at his own stupidity of asking the horse. “Come on,” he noted, and went to inspect the containers. The horse remained where he was, ears up, facing the fox.


  “It’s food.” Sidney explained, motioning to the barrels. He took another two steps before looking back at Maern, who continued staring at him questioningly. “Food… you know…” he made a gesture of stuffing pawfuls of air into his muzzle, “food.”


  “Fude.” Maern noted, flicking an ear.


  “Right… and they’re giving us a stock of it,” the fox stopped next to the barrels, gingerly resting a paw down atop one. A strange, almost alien feeling of elation flowed through him the moment he actually felt the wood of the containers. The emotion bubbled up and escaped him in the form of a giddy half-dance, half-leap, “We have our own larder!” he exclaimed happily, spinning around in a clumsy pirouette. The motion stopped immediately the moment he heard a loud blurt from the horse.


  Sidney turned back to Maern; the horse had a bemused expression on his muzzle, and it took a moment before the fox realized what he had heard: the horse had barked out a deep-bellied ‘ha’. The slave master’s ears reddened slightly in embarrassment, “I’ve never been in control of a larder before… that’s all.”


  “Fude?” Maern inquired.


  “Right.” Sidney acknowledged, “Ever since I can remember I’ve had others tell me when and how much to eat and–” the fox paused, realizing the horse wasn’t as interested in the story as he was inquiring about the contents of the barrels, “Oh… yea… food,” and he moved over to the large containers. Sidney grabbed hold of the metal bands securing the first barrel and gave a tug; it didn’t move an inch, “I think…” and he tried again to no avail, “We should probably get them inside…” and he strained with all his might, managing to drag it an inch closer to the doorway.


  Maern looked at him questioningly, motioning to the barrels, “Fude…” and then pointed to the doorway, “Stay-bulls?”


  Sidney nodded, motioning to the barrel, “We really should get them in–” and he paused as the horse grabbed the barrel and picked it up, settling it onto one of his shoulders, “–side,” the fox finished, watching as Maern casually walked the container into the stables and set it down then came back for the second, “Master Hector is going to be testing your fighting skills later today.” Sidney explained to Maern, “I’m not sure you should go tiring yourself out right now.” The horse walked past him, oblivious to the concern, and picked up the second barrel with just as much ease as the first and walked it back to the stables.


  “Fude. Stay-bulls.” Maern announced from inside the building. He turned to face Sidney, standing beside the two containers, “Good?”


  Sidney shrugged helplessly, “Yeah… good,” and he couldn’t help but let his tail wag… just a little. The fox went over to stand beside the horse, “Now let’s see what they gave us…” he began pulling at the metal tab securing the cap on the barrel, “Sometimes, if you’re really lucky, the huntsmen give the Lords of the city a chance to buy extra meat,” the fox gave the metal a tug, “Lord Hector likes to make sure that his slaves stay healthy. Most slave houses get a small amount of whatever he can get cheap… not that you’d be all interested in meat being a horse and all.” Sidney paused, looking at the metal wire that had shifted only a few inches for all his effort, “Maern?” he asked, looking back at the horse.


  “Sir,” the stallion responded.


  Sidney reached over and grabbed the healer’s kit from its place by the door and turned to face the horse, “Closed,” he explained, holding the kit in one arm. He then flipped the lid, “Open.”


  “Clossd… oh-pin.” Maern repeated.


  Sidney nodded, then pointed to the barrel with only the first half-foot of metal wire undone, “Closed,” he waited for the horse to look at the barrel, “Bad,” he noted, then paused for a second, “Open good.”


  The stallion flicked an ear and, without further delay, moved over to the barrel. He pulled the wire free and popped the top. “Oh-pin.”


  “Thank you.” Sidney noted amiably, and went to inspect the contents.


  “Well-come,” the horse answered, and waited patiently as Sidney began to sort through a collection of numerous sacks and satchels.


  “Oats… rice… flour… barley… beans…” Sidney counted them off, pulling out bag after bag, “This looks like it’s enough for a whole Slave House… it’ll last us a month at least!” he noted, astounded. His eyes slowly trailed over to the second barrel.


  Without having to be told, Maern moved over to the container and, in a matter of seconds, had it open. Sidney’s head swam at the powerful aroma of blood. The fox’s sensitive nose had long-since been able to tell the difference between feral meat and… other kinds. When Sidney had served Lord Bulhue the hippo occasionally had him join the servants on shopping trips, using him to identify the merchants that were selling real animal meat versus the less savory sort who put ‘extra slaves’ to new uses. While chopping up slaves for meat was not illegal it was considered a very low-class food source.


  “That’s real meat…” Sidney whimpered faintly; he’d had meat on occasion… usually once per week but it was rarely more than a small sliver included into a large bowl of soup; he was looking at an entire barrel of it. The fox moved forward and began pulling out the various bags of salted meat, jerky, and treated meat; his heart almost skipped a beat when he even found a tightly wrapped satchel of fresh meat. “This couldn’t have been meant for us…” the fox murmured, slowly unwrapping it, “That’s a lot of meat.”


  “Meet.” Maern announced, almost making Sidney jump at the sound of his voice. Surveying so much meat almost made the fox feel like he was breaking some kind of rule.


  “It’s for us… I think.” Sidney noted, looking down at the still damp meat he held in its wrapping. He sniffed at it tentatively, and paused, “It’s… a heart,” he felt the bile begin to rise in his throat; he had an aversion to organs. The fox quickly shoved the heart, wrapping and all into Maern’s hands, “Oh Gods… it’s… ugh…” he fell to his knees, feeling queasy. He coughed, spitting onto the floor once, “not insides… can’t do insides…”


  The feeling only got worse when he heard the sound of wet flesh and fluid. Sidney looked back over his shoulder, feeling green. The fox froze; Maern stood to the side, jaw moving as he chewed an enormous hunk of raw meat, blood dribbling down his chin; a piece of the heart was missing. The slave master opened his muzzle to object at the scene, but was forced to look away; more than words came out. Sidney heaved, holding himself with his arms as his mostly-empty stomach decided that it didn’t like what little it held, and he evacuated it onto the stable floor.


  A broad hand rested on Sidney’s shoulder, pulling him up once had finished retching. The fox slowly turned, refusing to look up at the blood dribbling from the horse’s mouth, “Horses don’t eat hearts… do they?” he asked, not entirely expecting an answer.


  “Meet. Good.” Maern announced, lowering the heart down to Sidney’s eye-level.


  The fox quickly backed away, narrowly missing the small puddle of vomit, “No. Nononono,” he quickly noted, holding his paws up between him and the horse, “Not again… I won’t ever eat that stuff again,” he rubbed at his nose, trying to cover it with his paw. Mucus ran down his whiskers, saliva trailing off his lips. His eyes were wet and it was all he could do to stay standing. Maern only took a moment to realize what the issue was; the horse folded the cloth back over the heart and wiped his muzzle clean with the back of his arm. The stallion, ears up, questioned Sidney, “Meet no good?”


  “I… can’t…” Sidney noted, leaning against one of the stable stalls, “a long time ago… I…” he shuddered, “no organs… I don’t eat that kind of meat,” he noted. He knew he had no way of explaining to the horse about his time in the slave pits… the way the hyenas handled the slaves that weren’t marketable. They half-starved most of the slaves… fed them ‘scraps’. The hyenas always ate well… they ate the slaves they didn’t sell. The slavers never ate the organs though… that was what the living slaves were fed. The fox almost vomited again just thinking about it.


  It took several minutes before Sidney had recovered his composure. Maern moved the barrels out of the way and, having figured out the fox’s aversion, stowed the half-eaten heart elsewhere; Sidney didn’t mind in the least. The horse went straight back to moving lumber while Sidney cleaned up the mess he left on the floor. Once the remnants of the fox’s stomach contents were removed he went straight into clearing out the moldy hay and the rest of the crusty contents of the stable stalls. Work continued right up until Sidney heard the clear, unmistakable toning of the manor’s bell identifying mid-day tea.


  The clear peal sent a shiver up Sidney’s spine. Regardless of how he would have continued to work to keep his mind off it there was no way around the significance: he had fifteen minutes to get Maern suited up and brought to the field behind the manor. Sidney was going to deliver the stallion to Lord Hector; if things went poorly then Sidney would probably be ordered to dig Maern’s grave; if things went well then Sidney was going to be acting as a Slave Master to a Gladiator. The fox couldn’t fool himself – he wasn’t ready for either outcome.


  Unexpected


  

  Though it was obvious that Maern didn’t understand Sidney’s sudden interest in haste, the horse nonetheless dropped everything and followed the fox out of the stables and across the estate. The fox turned and motioned to Maern, “Stay here,” he pointed at the ground outside the tanner’s front porch and made his way into the building.


  “Well… you’re here… mostly on time.” Gaius announced, reaching behind his work bench to collect a folded harness, “Are you going to have him come in to try it on? Fitting doesn’t take that long.”


  Sidney glanced to the porcupine then out the door then to the porcupine again, “Oh… sure… that’s a good idea,” he turned to the door again, “Maern!’ The horse peeked in through the door, ears up, blue eyes focused on the fox, “Come here,” he motioned to himself and the large slave obediently complied, moving over to stand right next to him. Sidney looked back to the porcupine, “Here he is.”


  Gaius looked the horse up and down, “This should be a close fit,” he announced, coming around the work bench to approach the slave,”Probably just one or two adjustments should be fine.”


  “Alright.” Sidney nodded, glancing out the open door, “I just don’t want to be late.”


  “Layt.” Maern sounded out.


  “We don’t want to be late,” the fox corrected.


  “Don twand dubee layt,” the horse scrunched his mouth up as he tried the words.


  “Close enough,” the porcupine interrupted flatly as he grabbed hold of Maern’s wrist and moved to raise the horse’s arm. He gave a start, almost stumbling as the appendage moved no easier than a fallen tree trunk. “Sidney…” he looked to the fox, “Do you mind?”


  “Oh… sorry, Sir. Of course.” Sidney acknowledged, “Maern…” he announced to the horse, and rose his own arm. It took the slave only a moment to understand what the fox wanted, and Gaius, who still had a hold of Maern’s wrist, was almost picked up off the ground before he let go.


  “Curse the Maker!” the porcupine exclaimed in surprise, then regained his composure, “This one’s a lot of trouble…” and he began latching the leather harness to the rope holding the horse’s loincloth up. Sidney observed from the side until the leather worker spoke up, “Sidney… this slave is going to need a belt if he’s going to have a proper harness.”


  It was a small enough issue and, despite how much the fox didn’t want to be bothered by it, the comment left him reeling, “I…” Sidney paused, “He doesn’t have a belt,” his paws began to shake; Sidney was already worried enough about the upcoming event that the last thing he needed was the added stress of showing up without Maern being suitably equipped.


  “Don’t worry about it,” the porcupine noted calmly, “I have one that should fit him just fine.” He went back to his work bench then glanced over his shoulder at Sidney, “Sit down, Sidney… you look like you’re going to fall over.”


  “I’ve never been in charge of a gladiator before,” the fox noted, taking a seat on the floor, fingers going to his muzzle as he began to absently chew on his claws. He looked up at the porcupine when he realized he was being addressed


  “There’s a chair right over there, Sidney.” Gaius repeated, motioning with his snout to a small wicker chair. He pulled a large leather belt out of one of the drawers in his work bench.


  The fox stood and moved to the indicated chair, “In a few minutes I have to present Maern to Lord Hector,” the Slave Master continued mumbling to himself, fighting to keep the growing fear in check; if he couldn’t get something as simple as equipping Maern right, what hope did he have of becoming a Slave Master Lord Hector could be proud of? “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do,” he spoke aloud.


  “Well,” Gaius announced simply, sliding the belt around the horse’s waist, “First, you can stop mewling like a little kit.”


  Sidney froze immediately; he hadn’t really meant to voice his concerns aloud and the leather worker’s comment brought him out of his stress-induced trance. “Sorry, Sir,” he mumbled, feeling his entire body flush in embarrassment, “I just meant–”


  “You’re in over your head.” Gaius finished for him, latching the belt in place and removing the rope from Maern’s waist, “You’ve had this slave for what… two days now?”


  “The better part of three, Sir.” Sidney confirmed.


  The leather worker attached the front portion of Maern’s harness. “And you’re only now just realizing you’re a little out of your element?” the porcupine inquired. The comment was without blame or reproach; Gaius spoke it as casually as he did when discussing different kinds of stitching.


  “I’m worried about his safety,” the fox admitted.


  “Then you’re not a very good Slave Master.” Gaius announced, walking around Maern to affix the harness in the back, “At least, not as far as gladiators are concerned.”


  The fox lifted his head and cocked it to the side, one ear up, the other out, “What do you mean, Sir?”


  “Slave Masters of gladiator stables are some of the most ruthless taskmasters out there,” the porcupine noted, reaching back behind himself to snap a quill free, and he used it to pin up a loose section of leather on the harness, “You care too much to be a Slave Master.”


  “So…” the fox fidgeted, “I should care… less?”


  “Hells no, boy.” Gaius announced emphatically, breaking off another quill to pin up another section of harness, “Just because you’re a bad Slave Master doesn’t mean you can’t be good at being a Slave Master.”


  “I…” the fox stared blankly, “…don’t understand.”


  “A Slave Master is responsible for looking after the slaves under his control,” the porcupine glanced at Sidney as he placed another quill to adjust the hold of the harness, “Do you do that?”


  “Yes, sir.” Sidney acknowledged, folding his paws in his lap attentively.


  “And you’re expected to make certain your slaves behave.” Gaius continued, pausing to pull a new quill free.


  “I haven’t done so well at that part,” the fox admitted, blushing again.


  “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me,” the porcupine noted, staring at Maern, who stared back disinterestedly, “Well?” the leather worker demanded of the horse, “Lower your arm. Deeault ut brak,” he demanded.


  “Iya.” Maern acknowledged and lowered his arm.


  “He’s obedient.” Gaius announced, getting a step stool to get a better vantage of where the harness passed over the horse’s shoulder, “He just needs to learn what’s expected of him… that, and he needs to learn Prossian… Prossian would help a lot,” the leather worker tightened down a buckle and stepped back down, “Besides… you have something the rest of the Slave Masters don’t.”


  “What’s that, Sir?” the fox asked, surprised at the strange combination of damning and complimenting coming from the porcupine.


  “You have some empathy.” Gais explained, “I don’t think Lord Hector is too far off his mark with you,” the leather worker chuckled, “He’s a good man, and he seems to like being surrounded by the same,” he tightened another strap, “Fear only generates loyalty for so long… but with the right mix of inspiration and charisma you can do a lot better.”


  “Slaves are loyal because they’re slaves.” Sidney blinked, “What does inspiration–”


  “Slaves are people, no matter what anyone says, Sidney.” Gaius interrupted him, “And treating the more like people gets better results.”


  “That isn’t how things are done in Pross, Sir,” the fox retorted.


  “I may be Tenvierian, but that doesn’t mean that what’s true there isn’t true here too,” the porcupine wagged a quill condescendingly at the fox.


  “But saying things like that won’t get you wipped in Tenvier, Sir.” Sidney pointed out.


  “Oh?” Gaius chuckled, sliding the large quill through a section of leather halter and through the belt around Maern’s waist, “I suppose if you say it, yes… but I’m not a slave so I can say whatever I like,” he took a step back and cocked his head one way and the other, looking over his handiwork, “There… that should–” his words stalled when the manor’s bell rang out.


  “Oh hells!” Sidney jumped up from the chair. Maern’s attention went immediately to him. “Maern! We can’t be late!” and, with that, the fox took off like a shot, racing out the door. He didn’t need to look back to know Maern was following him; the sound of the horse’s thunderous hoof-beats was more than enough. Somewhere behind them, Sidney heard Gaius complaining about not finishing the fitting, but the fox was more concerned with Lord Hector’s orders.


  Sidney arrived at the appointed site completely out of breath, wheezing and gasping as he leaned against a simple wooden post. After spending a good minute regaining what little composure he had, the fox realized that the post was a new addition to the field. Looking around, Sidney saw seven more just like it. The ring they created was a near-perfect circle and the ground within it had been cleaned of grass, leaving only smooth soil behind.


  “Ah, Sidney…” Lord Hector called. The stag’s voice was a ray of sun cutting through the dark clouds in the fox’s mind. The silver-furred noble strolled casually over toward the Slave Master and his charge, “I see you’re right on time,” he smiled pleasantly, “This should be an excellent test of Maern’s abilities,” and, with that single comment, the clouds returned full force.


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney lowered his head, “As you say.”


  “Maern,” the stag addressed the horse.


  “Iya, Lord Hek-ter.” Sidney was surprised to see Maern bow. It was nothing as formal or as courtly as the fox had seen from the nobility of the land, but there was a simple functionality to the movement; Maern, with his arms at his sides, simply leaned forward slightly, dipping his head.


  The stag spoke and the horse listened. Sidney had absolutely no idea what they were saying, but watched attentively as his Master motioned to the circle, apparently explaining what was going to happen. The fox felt more than a little jealous that Maern received an explanation but Sidney had none. He would never challenge Lord Hector’s view on who was to know what, but Sidney was curious as to what his part would be in the events to come.


  “Ya look like somethin’ bit yer tail, mate,” the good humored greeting was hardly subtle.


  Sidney turned to look at Fineas, who was standing right beside him on the other side of the post, “What are they talking about?”


  The mouse shrugged, “I don’t speak Vensian. Meisenylian, yea… Prossian, yea…Tenvierian, a little… but Vensian? Nah.”


  The fox glanced back at Lord Hector, who was leading Maern into the center of the cleared ring, then back to Fineas, hoping to distract himself from what he knew was to come, “You know that many languages?”


  “Yeah,” the mouse leaned against the post next to Sidney, “Probably th’ reason why Lord Hector picked me up from the slavers… most Lords and Ladies don’t care much fer slaves that know stuff.”


  “How did you learn all that?” the fox asked.


  “Ah knew it ’fore the slavers got me.” Fineas shrugged, “My Da worked as a diplomat… spent a lot a time ’tween th’ kingdoms.”


  “Wow…” Sidney murmured.


  “Yeah…” Fineas nodded thoughtfully, “nice life, ’til Da caused a big problem… got caught bein’ too friendly t’one a the king’s daughters.”


  “Oh…” the fox paused, “That’s bad.”


  “Real bad.” Finneas acknowledged, “Threw Da inta th’ dungeons an’ tossed me and Ma onta th’ slave block.”


  “That’s horrible…” Sidney murmured.


  The mouse simply shrugged in response, “Eh… almost forty years back… not worth worryin’ about now… it’sa different life,” and the gray-muzzled mouse glanced back to Lord Hector, and Maern. An ox had arrived and, at the stag’s insistence, was presenting a bundle of wooden weapons to the horse. Lord Hector motioned to them and explained something in Vensian. “Hmm… wonder what yer ’orse’s weapon a choice is…”


  Sidney said nothing, simply staring at the horse and the weapons. The fox almost melted into a relieved pool of feeble fur at the sight: wooden weapons; wooden weapons meant it wasn’t going to be deadly. “Koss,” the single word as spoken by Maern suddenly made Sidney’s fur stand on end. The fox didn’t know the Vensian word for ‘no’ before that moment, but the tone with which the horse had stated it left absolutely no doubt in his mind as to its translation.


  “Bora.” Lord Hector replied casually and waved the ox away. The stag turned to Sidney, “Sidney… your slave has elected not to accept a weapon.” The confirmation caused the fox to wilt, but his master’s next words were even more concerning, “Finneas… fetch Wragol and his hopefuls.”


  “Aye, Master,” the mouse confirmed, and he hobbled off toward the other side of the manor.


  “He’s healing nicely.” Lord Hector noted.


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney acknowledged, looking off after Finneas, “He isn’t using a cane anymore.”


  “I was referring to Maern,” the stag spoke.


  “I’m sorry, Master.” Sidney went to drop to his knees immediately, but latched his paw onto the post and he remained standing; Lord Hector had told him that Slave Masters don’t grovel. He slowly turned to face the stag, but he kept his eyes down toward the ground in deference, “I have been tending his wounds, Master.”


  “You are a much better healer than you give yourself credit for, Sidney,” the stag ran his hand across bandages on Maern’s back. The stallion remained facing forward, making no acknowledgement that knew of nor cared about the contact.


  “Thank you, Master.” Sidney bowed his head, “You ordered that I tend to him, and so it was done.”


  “Your slave doesn’t want to fight, Sidney.” Lord Hector announced with the same neutral tone as he had commented on the healing; the stag removed his hand from Maern’s back.


  Sidney looked up in surprise, meeting the gaze of the stag, and quickly averted his eyes, “You commanded that he fight, Master… so he must fight.”


  “I did not command him to fight, Sidney.” Lord Hector announced. The comment surprised Sidney enough for his ears to raise, but not enough for him to break his gaze on the stag’s left hoof. Silence passed between the two for several seconds, “That is your job.”


  If Sidney’s ears could raise any further they would have, and that comment was enough to force the fox’s eyes to break their hold on his master’s hoof and transfer instead to the steely, unreadable expression on the horse’s face. Maern gazed right back, fierce blue eyes boring a hole right into him with their intent stare.


  “Most slaves, if given the opportunity to become gladiators gladly accept.” Lord Hector moved to wooden arm chair brought out by two house slaves and he took a seat, “If a gladiator does well enough in the pit for a long enough period of time then a contract is drawn up by Lord Levid, the ruling noble in this province, and they join his army as indentured servants.” He glanced to the still stunned fox, “Do you understand?”


  “I do not, Lord Hector.” Sidney admitted, still looking at Maern.


  “Gladiators can win their freedom from slavery,” the stag spoke simply, “I know you may not be familiar with this because I have not made it a habit to have any gladiators among my slaves…” Lord Hector rubbed one of the arm rests, “Personally I find it distasteful… but, considering recent developments, my position has had to change.”


  “I’m sorry, Master.” Sidney apologized; he realized just what the stag was getting at. If the fox hadn’t purchased Maern then–


  “No, Sidney… this goes beyond anything you’ve done that you should apologize for. Your mistake, actually, was rather convenient.” The fox’s eyes trailed back to the stag, who was looking at the stallion, “I’ve had Wragol working for the past month on finding anyone among the field workers who might be suitable as a gladiator. He’s found three possible slaves, and Maern makes the fourth.”


  Sidney had several questions he would have liked to have asked, but he knew it wasn’t his place. The entire situation was an uncomfortable one, but he took solace in knowing that it wasn’t his doing that caused his master to promote a gladiator. His thoughts would have continued, but a laugh interrupted him.


  “Well… if it isn’t Sidney.” Wragol chided, walking right behind Fineas, who led him to the circle of posts. Behind the bull came three imposing figures: a massive cave bear, an enormous black-and-white tiger, and a furry yak that looked more like a stone mountain than a slave. “Looks like that horse of yours is about to be put in his place.”


  Sidney had no response for the comment and shied away a few feet as Wragol moved up to stand beside him at the post outside the circle. “Lord Hector, I have done as you commanded.”


  “Good, Wragol,” the stag confirmed, and motioned to the three slaves “They will need weapons if we’re doing this correctly.”. The ox beside Lord Hector hefted the cloth roll and proceeded over to them, unfurling it to provide the trio with their choice of weapons. The bear chose a large club, holding in with two paws; the tiger selected two swords; the yak hefted a two-handed battle axe.


  Sidney fidgeted, looking at each of the three combatants and their weapons, then to Maern, who stood unarmed. Somewhere in the fox’s mind he marveled at how relaxed and composed the stallion was. Did Maern realize he was going to have to fight one of these brutes? Sidney’s heart almost stopped; what if Maern had to fight more than one of them?


  “What’s wrong, Sidney?” Wragol inquired, a hint of spite in his words, “Your slave doesn’t even have a weapon! Is he worried about having to actually fight?”


  “He doesn’t wish to fight, Wragol.” Hector answered.


  “Ha!” the bull slapped Sidney on the shoulder, causing the fox to see stars; it was his wounded arm, “So he IS chicken!”


  “Since he did not select a weapon, he will be fighting without one,” the stag stated simply.


  “This day is only getting better.” Wragol grinned wickedly down at the fox.


  Sidney wanted to ask for a reprieve. He wanted to beg Lord Hector to reconsider, or at least give him a chance to tell Maern to pick up a weapon, but he was a slave, and it was not his place. He stood next to the laughing bull, numb to the events around him as he watched his master direct Maern out of the ring, and ordered Wragol to present his first two prospective gladiators.


  Wragol ordered the bear and the yak into the ring. Sidney watched transfixed, as if he were observing a great catastrophe from a long distance. He’d never seen a gladiator fight before and he was not particularly inclined to enjoy violence, but he couldn’t look away. He watched the two beat at one another, watched a weapon’s glancing blow here, a blow from the pummel of an attack there, seeing it all in a daze, realizing that, unlike the two combatants he was watching, Maern didn’t have a weapon.


  “Good.” Lord Hector announced when the bear had fallen. The yak had a hoof on the bear’s chest and had his axe up, ready to strike but, at the stag’s command, he lowered the weapon and held out a paw to help the bear up. The bear, in return, pushed the arm away and got up on his own.


  “I’m going to enjoy watching your slave get beaten bloody.” Wragol grinned, absently reaching over his shoulder at his back to rub at some hastily placed bandages covering his snap flay wounds. Sidney rubbed his own shoulder in empathy, but his attention was quickly brought back to the pit when Lord Hector announced that the fight would begin.


  Maern remained right where he was standing as the tiger slowly circled. The stallion didn’t bother tracking him, merely staring straight ahead. “He’s not even going to keep facing Choel?” Wragol smirked, “Maybe he just wants this to end quickly.”


  The tiger let out a roar and charged Maern, both wooden swords held high. The attacker swing both weapons forward with all his might, only to meet empty air; Maern had nimbly sidestepped at that last moment, still facing Lord Hector. Sidney’s jaw dropped – he had no idea someone so large could move so quickly. The tiger stumbled forward, falling down to one knee and dropping a sword. Growling, he picked it back up and turned to face Maern.


  “Stop playing, Choel.” Wragol snorted, “Beat him up good so we can get back to the real fights.”


  The tiger let out another roar and sprang at the horse, both swords leading the way. Maern’s expression remained neutral but his eyes finally came off of Lord Hector and regarded his attacker instead. The stallion took a large step back and reached out to grab the over-balanced tiger’s head, pushing it straight down. The tiger let out a yelp in surprise as he was forced face-down into the dirt. Maern stepped to the side and his eyes went back to the stag.


  “What are you pulling, Sidney?” Wragol bristled, “What is this?”


  “I… don’t know,” the fox replied in a feeble voice, “He isn’t fighting.”


  “Well he isn’t not fighting either,” the bull scowled, “Choel… one more display like that and I’ll throw you into sludge detail!”


  The tiger’s fur stood on end, a growl in each breath as he got back to his feet. The slave picked up both of his swords and began circling Maern once again. The stallion remained facing Lord Hector, calm and collected. The stag glanced casually to Sidney, “So you are aware, Sidney,” the elk announced, “the word ‘fight’ in Vensian is ‘covut’.”


  Sidney yelped when Choel brought both of his blades across Maern’s back. The resounding wood-on-flesh crack made the fox’s teeth grate. The tiger pressed the advantage when the stallion didn’t respond, striking him again on the other side, before hitting both his shoulders with either weapon. Sidney’s eyes went wide when blood began leaking out from beneath Maern’s bandages.


  “Maern!” Sidney screeched, “Do something!” Another two strikes brought Maern to his knees, blood now visible on the blades themselves where the impacts splattered the fluid from beneath the bandages. Choel raised both blades, ready to bring them down on either side of Maern’s neck, “Fight back, Maern!” Sidney screamed, “Covut, Maern! COVUT!!”


  The blades came down even as Maern’s arms shot upward. The stallions’ fingers gripped the tiger’s wrists and, bowing forward, Maern pulled the tiger right over his back. Choel flipped in midair, roaring in pain as both of his arms were dislocated by the horse’s iron-grip, shoulders bending impossibly due to the force of the swing. A split second later, the tiger was on his back, and Maern was standing, hoof raised over the prone slave’s head.


  “Good.” Lord Hector announced, and Maern immediately lowered his leg without delivering the promised stomp. “Iya, Maern… kuus.”


  “Iya, Lord Hek-ter,” the horse noted, and then turned to regard Sidney, “Good?”


  The fox paused, staring at the injured tiger. Choel was squirming around on the ground, grunting as he slammed one shoulder against the earth, and then the other, a double-repeat of the sickening sound of his arms moving within their sockets. “I’m gonna be sick.” Sidney noted.


  “You worthless little puffball…” Wragol growled, reaching out and grabbing Sidney by the front of his tunic, “I don’t know how you–” and he stopped immediately, turning to look at Lord Hector, who had leveled his gaze critically at the bull, “Lord Hector… should we prepare the next match?” he offered innocently, reaching down to provide Sidney a ‘friendly’ slap… on his injured shoulder. The fox let out a yelp and fell to one knee.


  Lord Hector blinked, continuing to stare at the bull, who rubbed his palms on his breeches, looking away immediately, “Yes,” the stag finally noted after a long pause, “But, considering the fact that I did not get a good judge of Sidney’s slave’s potential, I think this time we had best try two on one”


  A smile exploded across Wragol’s muzzle, “Oh, yes Master!” he chuckled, glancing to the bear and the yak, “You two…”


  “No.” Lord Hector declared, making the bull pause immediately, “I would like to see Dorias fight him, but I think I’ve seen enough of Uraou.”


  “Master…” Wragol noted, “The only other slave here to fight him would be Choel, and he–” the bull fell silent when he realized that the ox holding the wooden weapons was presenting them to him, “Me?” his expression was a mix of joy and hesitance.


  “You and Dorias,” the stag confirmed.


  Wragol pointed at Maern, “Now you’re gonna hurt, boy,” he declared. The stallion gave no response to the comment. Pushing the ox out of the way, Wragol stalked over and pulled the club out of the bear’s paw, “I’ll show you how to handle this,” and he motioned to the yak, “Come on, Dorias… we’re going to turn him into paste.”


  “This not a fight to the death, Wragol.” Lord Hector cautioned, “Use restraint.”


  “Of course, Master,” the bull acknowledged, glancing toward Sidney with a sneer, “I’ll be very careful,” and he gave a wink to the fox that suggested anything but.


  Once the combatants had formed up within the circle, Lord Hector nodded, “Begin.”


  Wragol immediately charged Maern, head down, horns leading the way. The stallion sidestepped, pivoting on one hoof, and pushed the other out against the bull’s rump. Wragol stumbled forward right into one of posts ringing the combat circle, and he met it groin first. Collapsing onto the ground, the bull dropped his club and cupped his crotch, but Maern’s attention was already on the yak.


  Dorias came at Maern with a quick stride, but did not charge. Within melee range, the yak brought his axe around in a wide swing at head height and, as Maern ducked, Dorias continued the spin and brought his leg up, his hoof connecting solidly to the side of the stallion’s head. Maern paused for only a moment, then stood back up.


  “Maern?” Sidney called, realizing what he forgot, “Covut,” he ordered.


  “Iya.” Maern immediately reached out and grabbed hold of the yak’s axe. The two wrestled over the weapon for a moment until Dorias leaned back and brought his hoof up to connect with Maer’s gut. The stallion held his ground, however and, the moment the yak’s hoof connected, Maern let go of the weapon. The impact from Doria’s kick didn’t do much damage, rather, it threw the yak further off balance and he fell backward to the ground.


  With a simple stomp, Maern’s hoof slammed down on the butt of the battle axe, causing it to rise straight up into the air. The stallion reached out and took hold of the weapon, spinning it around in one hand and arcing the shaft over to land in his other hand. Holding the battle axe in both hands, he looked down at Dorias.


  The yak let out a sigh, looking away, “I yield,” then added quietly, “Nu saap, iya?”


  Maern nodded, “Iya,” and he reached down to help Dorias to his feet. The stallion said something more in Vensian, and Sidney was surprised when the yak responded in kind. The fox was almost about to call attention to it, but Lord Hector spoke up first.


  “We are done for the day,” the stag announced, standing up from his chair.


  “Yes Master.” Sidney bowed immediately.


  “Yes, Mas-tur.” Maern repeated, bowing as well… and fell to the ground when a large boulder impacted against his head.


  “We’re not done!” roared Wragol, “I didn’t yield!” and he kicked the horse in the ribs.


  “Wragol!” Lord Hector’s voice echoed with the rage of a god, cowing Sidney immediately, but apparently not having the same effect on the bull.


  “You’re nothing!” Wragol shouted at the prone stallion, kicking him again.


  “ENOUGH!” the stag bellowed, and he stalked toward the bull.


  “He’s trash, Master… he’s worthless!” Wragol exclaimed, kicking Maern two more times.


  “Cease… or I’ll have you snap-lashed.” Lord Hector promised.


  “What, Master? Five lashes? Ten?” the bull raged on, kicking Maern with each number, “It’d be worth it.”


  The sound of metal on metal finally made the bull pause; Lord Hector had drawn his sword, “No, Wragol,” the stag noted, eyes glinting dangerously, “No lashes…” there was murder in his voice.


  “I… I am loyal, Master.” Wragol noted, taking a step away from Maern.


  “Yes, you are,” the stag acknowledged, “But you are also disobedient.”


  The bull spread his arms, “He pushed me to this.” Wragol motioned to the horse, “Both of them,” he added, pointing at Sidney, “I would never disobey you.”


  “If that were true, then my horse would not have broken ribs.” Lord Hector offered calmly.


  “I’m sorry, Master… I’m sorry,” the bull lowered his head, “I have done wrong, and I ask mercy.”


  “Sidney?” Lord Hector inquired.


  “Yes, Master?” the fox spoke up, hiding ineffectively behind one of the posts.


  “What is it I told you that Slave Masters must never do?”


  “Grovel, Master.” Sidney answered without a pause.


  “Wragol…” Lord Hector spoke, his voice holding an air of command, “I do not want you as one of my Slave Masters any longer.”


  “Master! I–” the bull gasped.


  “Sidney…” the stag spoke up, interrupting Wragol, “What should a slave do when he has angered his Master beyond all rights of mercy?”


  “Grovel, Master,” the fox responded without even having to think. Getting the picture, the bull fell to the ground.


  “Very good, Sidney.” Lord Hector acknowledged, and he turned back to Wragol, “He knows more than most give him credit for,” and the stag paused, “I do not care for taking life, Wragol, and I’m willing to give you a second chance.”


  “Thank you, Master… Thank you… I am yours,” he spoke into the ground, face down on it, “Always loyal… I’ll do whatever you’ll have me do to prove myself.”


  “I’m assigning you to Ulric,” the stag announced, and Wragol fell immediately silent, “Is that not acceptable, Wragol?” Lord Hector added after a moment.


  There was a momentary pause, “It is your will, Master,” the bull announced. Sidney could tell that he was not happy… but, unknown to either of them, Wragol was about to become even unhappier.


  “Sidney.” Lord Hector turned to face the fox.


  “Yes, Master?”


  “Wragol’s field slaves will moved to your care,” the stag announced, “Immediately.”


  Sidney didn’t bother having to find the right response; fainting saved him the trouble.


  Stabled


  

  The first sense that returned to Sidney upon him regaining consciousness was the sense of pain coming from his shoulder. The fox managed to move just enough to roll to the side, feeling the sticky sensation of half-dried blood on his fur; his snap-flay wounds had reopened. He let out a faint groan and firm paws stilled him, albeit, on his side instead of his back.


  “Ye got wounds opened again,” a deep voice spoke to him with the accent of a Meisenylian, and it took Sidney a moment to place it. Opening his eyes, the fox paused as his blurry vision cleared and he found himself looking up into the neutral expression of a yak.


  “Dorias?” Sidney questioned.


  “Ye know my name,” the yak observed.


  “Master Hector says names are important,” the fox stated, pausing to raise a paw to his head, “Ow…”


  “Ye took a spill at the circle.” Dorias explained, “Master ’ector had me take ye back ’ere.”


  Sidney was about to ask where ‘here’ was, but, on his next breath, the fox inhaled deeply, recognizing the old-dust-stale-hay-rotten-wood scent of the slave stables. “Thank you,” the fox offered meekly.


  “When Wragol said ye ’adn’ been a slave master fer long… but ’e didn’ bother sayin ye don’t know ’ow t’act like one,” the yak observed neutrally, squeezing some herbal-smelling fluid out a square of cloth before gently applying it to the fox’s wounds.


  Sidney was ready to recoil from the touch but the ache suddenly grew numb, and Dorias was able to tend to it without any extensive flare-ups of pain, “What do you mean?” the fox questioned of the yak’s comment.


  “Ye don’t say ‘thank ye’ t’ slaves, Sidney… ye be a slave master now.” Dorias’ neutral expression offered just the hint of a smile.


  “Oh…” the fox nodded, ears drooping just a little, “Sorry.”


  Dorias’ smile grew wider, “An’ ye certainly don’t owe a slave an apology.”


  “I guess I still have a lot to learn.” Sidney acknowledged, and, with the yak’s help, managed to sit up. he flexed his arm and offered his shoulder a faint shrug. He turned to Dorias to thank him for his help, but he suddenly paused, and cleared out his throat, saying instead, “Lord Sidney said that the slaves Wragol was supervising are my responsibility now?”


  “Lord ’ector decided t’distribute most o’ Wragol’s slaves t; other slave masters ’andlin’ field work,” the yak answered, cleaning up the healing supplies he had been using, “’e assigned myself, Choel, and Uraou to ye.”


  “The three of you who came to the circle?” Sidney questioned.


  “Aye.” Dorias nodded, “Seems ’e gave ye run o’ his gladiator stables.” The yak had continued talking, but the rest of it made little sense as the fox found himself once again confronted with a faint.


  * * * * * *


  Sidney’s next brush into consciousness was much more comfortable to ease into. The fox’s shoulder did not hurt nearly as much, but he started developing a headache mere seconds after he sat up. The stall around him was dimly lit by late afternoon sun, but the main cause of the pounding in his head was a loud pounding in the stall; somewhere nearby there was a mallet striking wood. Sidney tested his sense of balance and, finding that he could stand, he moved out of the stall and into the central area of the stables where what he saw surprised him.


  Uraou, the cave bear who had been at the ring, was standing on top of a set of crates, one foot per box. He had several large wooden pegs sticking out of the side of his muzzle. The hammering, which had stopped, continued right after the bear had another peg pulled from his lips and set against one of the boards of the overhead beams… and the pounding continued, both on the wood, and in the fox’s head.


  “Sid-ney…” the fox heard Maern’s unmistakable baritone, and the horse was near him in a moment, reaching out a large hamfist to rest it on his unwounded shoulder, “Sid-ney good?” the stallion asked.


  “My head hurts,” the fox admitted, “But I’m fine, I guess.” Sidney looked up into Maern’s face and he winced, taking note of the bandage wrapped around the horse’s head, “You got hit pretty hard…”


  “Prit-tee hahrd,” the stallion parroted back.


  Uraou stopped the hammering, and Sidney could feel the bear’s eyes on him. The bear spoke up, “Dorias is seein; to Choel, sir… we’re fixing what we can ta stay busy.”


  Sidney recognized the bear’s accent immediately, “You’re from Diermyna…”


  “Heard you were too,” the bear acknowledged, “bloody doesn’t sound like it though, pardon me sayin’… ya sound Prossian, through an’ through.”


  Sidney smiled at Uraou’s matter-of-fact tone, “I came here when I was very young… I’ve spent most of my life in Pross.”


  “Uraou came here almost twenty years ago.” Dorias noted, emerging from a back stall with a satchel of healing goods slung over one ample-sized shoulder, “But ’e still hasn’ lost ’is accent.”


  “Yeah, mate,” the bear acknowledged, “well I hear tell ya practically grew up here but somehow ya still talk like a bloody Meisenylian.”


  “It wasn’ a critique, Uraou, just an’ observation,” the yak offered amiably.


  “You were helping Choel?” Sidney interrupted the discussion, and both slaves fell silent at him addressing them.


  “Aye, Sir.” Dorias acknowledged respectfully, “Should be fine ina few days, but when ye get a shoulder popped all outta joint the ’ealin’ doesn’t always go so fast.”


  The fox nodded thoughtfully at the comment, then suddenly a question came to mind, “How do you know so much about healing?” It felt strange for the fox that he could be so free with the inquiries; it almost made him giddy.


  “My sire an’ dame were village ’ealers in Meisenyl… got picked up by soldiers durin’ a raid back in the war. They earned a livin’ workin’ as ’ealers for th’ Prossian army, but eventually they got sold. I lived with em ’bout ten years so I ’ad a chance t’pick up a few things,” he shrugged casually.


  “I don’t really remember my parents,” the fox admitted, then glanced around at all of the eyes on him, suddenly feeling very intimidated by all the attention, “Um… go ahead and keep doing… um… stuff,” he waved them away.


  “Yes, Sir.” Dorias and Uraou acknowledged in unison; Maern just kept staring.


  “Are you alright, Maern?” Sidney asked; the stallion’s head bandage covered one ear completely while the second, along with a few errant lengths of mane snuck out between the folds. The fox found the look fetching, in a way.


  “Ahl-rite…” the horse repeated the word. “Maern good,” he nodded faintly. “Fine,” he added.


  “Your head?” Sidney pointed to the bandages.


  “Good,” the horse acknowledged, “Fine.”


  “What about your ribs?” the fox motioned to the tightly wound cloth around the stallion’s midsection.


  “Herts?” Maern tried the word out, “Head herts?”


  Sidney couldn’t help but smile a little, “No, Maern… head…” he pointed to his own head, then rested a paw on his own side, “Ribs.”


  The stallion blinked once, “Head, ahl-rite…” he touched a thick finger against the bandages at his temple, then moved his hand down to rest against his side, “Ribs herts.”


  “Ribs hurt.” Sidney clarified.


  “Ribs hurrt.” Maern corrected himself. “Head, ahl-rite… ribs hurt.”


  “Good,” the fox smiled.


  “Maern…” Dorias spoke up from the other side of the stable, “Fehhis uh lavf,” the words were unfamiliar to Sidney, but he recognized them as Vensian, and they were spoken with courtesy, but they held an air of a request.


  “Iya,” the stallion acknowledged, and left the building.


  “How do you know Vensian?” Sidney asked the yak.


  “Before I belonged t’ Lord ’ector I was owned by an old librarian.” Dorias stated. The yak set the healing bag down by the rest of the supplies, “’e wanted t’ have someone that was big enough t’ keep people from causin a problem for ’im, but ’e didn’ want someone stupid… so, in ’is spare time ’e taught me.”


  “He taught you Vensian?” the fox asked, astounded.


  “’e taught me t’ read,” the yak elaborated, “An’ then made sure that I spent time every day doin’ just that.”


  “Slaves aren’t supposed to read.” Sidney pointed out one of the longest-standing rules he knew.


  “Aye…” Dorias sighed, “which is why, when ’e died, the folks settlin’ ’is estate decided I was gonna be put down…”


  “But you weren’t…” the fox observed.


  “Lord ’ector bought me offa th’ wagon…” the yak nodded, “paid em good money an’ told em that ’e needed more slaves for field work,” he turned to look at Sidney, “Wouldn’ be alive if not fer ’im.”


  Sidney paused thoughtfully, “But if Lord Hector knew you could read and had all of these great skills, why didn’t he use you for something else?”


  “Lord ’ector’s an owner, aye… but ’e can’t just do anything ’e wants.


  “Lord Hector’s a Lord… he can do anything.” Sidney objected.


  “Not always, Sir.” Dorias shook his head, “Just like slaves ’ave their place in th’ world, so do owners… an’ even lords. Lord ’ector has to act a certain way an’ follow certain rules… that’s probably why ’e’s finally decided t’have gladiators.”


  Something suddenly clicked for the fox, “Is that why he had to have that collie slave here the other day?”


  “Aye,” Dorias acknowledged, “That was one o’ Lord Levid’s slave masters… they’re ’is eyes an’ ears all over Pross… they make sure all o’ th’ slave owners follow th’ rules that Lord Levid puts on em…”


  “Why did Lord Levid send someone to look in on Lord Hector?” the fox asked, “I’m sure he follows all the rules.”


  The yak chuckled, “Less than ye might think, Sir,” and he cleared his throat, speaking a little more seriously, “Aye, Lord ’ector treats all o’ ’is slaves well, but a lot a other owners say ’e’s too nice… Lord Levid watches him real close.”


  The fur all along Sidney’s back began to stand up, “You think that’s why he’s getting gladiators?”


  “From what I know about Lord ’ector, ’e ’ates the idea a slaves battlin’ each other…” the yak nodded thoughtfully, gotta be some reason he’s doin it.”


  Sidney took in a deep breath then slowly let it out, “Well… it doesn’t matter why he’s doing it… he put me in charge, and I–” the fox paused as Maern came back into the tables carrying a large barrel on his back, “Maern!” the slave master objected.


  “Sir,” the stallion acknowledged.


  “What are you doing?” the fox demanded.


  “Sir, I ’ad ’im get extra supplies… ’ealing balm, bandages, unguent an’ the like.” Dorias spoke up, “Lord ’ector knows ye’ll need a lot more than a small kit.”


  “A whole barrel full?” Sidney asked incredulously.


  “Lord ’ector had it ready for us,” the yak explained, “I think ’e expects you to keep everyone in th’ best o’ ’ealth,” and he began to sort through the barrel as Maern stepped away.


  “I’m just glad that you and Maern can understand each other,” the fox noted, his tail swishing in relief as he spoke.


  “’e looks like ’e’s learnin Prossian pretty quick.” Dorias observed, then regarded Maern, “Maern… conis utz Prossiani, iya?”


  “Iya, Dorias,” the stallion acknowledged, then looked to Sidney, “Yes.”


  “Do…” the fox rubbed one paw against another as he looked at Dorias, “Do you think you could teach me a little Vensian?”


  The yak turned and regarded the fox, the supplies in the barrel forgotten for the moment, “An’ ye sure that be wise?”


  Sidney paused at that, “It isn’t?”


  “When ye be in Pross ya gotta speak Prossian.” Dorias stated the well-known phrase, “May as well ’ave him learn as fast as ’e can… why ye wanna learn any Vensian?”


  The fox blushed beneath his fur a she gave a noncommital shrug, “I just thought it’d be easier on him a little.”


  The yak smirked a little at the gesture, “Givin’ thought t’th’ slaves, are ya?” he chuckled softly, “Maybe Lord ’ector’s onta somethin’ in ye.”


  Something about the observation sounded far too much like praise for Sidney to not identify it, and he felt a little giddy at the thought that Dorias saw something in him that Lord Hector might have, “I hope so,” the fox noted.


  Dorias nodded, going back to the healing supplies. “We can hope so t’gether.”


  * * * * * *


  Sidney awoke the following morning far more refreshed than he thought he would be. The fox sat up on the blanket he had laid across the fresh hay that made up his bedding and, mindful of his injured shoulder, he stretched. Sidney was surprised at how well he could move; Dorias’ healing touch had apparently done far more than the fox could have accomplished on his own.


  Taking a moment to inspect himself, the fox slowly peeled away the bandages, mindful of his fur and the scab sticking to the cloth. Though he couldn’t see the majority of the wound across his back, the small amount he was able to look at appeared much less inflamed and the skin looked much healthier. He jumped in surprise at Maern’s voice, “Sid-ney good?” the stallion asked quietly.


  “A lot better, yea,” the fox nodded, “My shoulder doesn’t feel as–” then he paused, looking at Maern’s patient expression. Sidney cleared his throat, “Yes. Good,” he blushed a little, “How are you, Maern?” he asked, “Are you good?”


  “Good.” Maern acknowledged, pointing to his head and Sidney realized that the horse’s bandage was gone. He then moved the hand to his ribs, “Herts.”


  A thought suddenly occurred to Sidney, “What about your back?” he asked, twirling his finger in the air. Maern looked at him curiously, at which point the fox pointed to his own back, “Your back… back…” he pointed again.”


  “Good,” the stallion stated, then rolled his shoulder, “Herts…” he used the words simply and casually, but Sidney could tell that the horse would have liked to explain it further.


  “Sit.” Sidney directed, pointing to his blanket.


  Maern observed the fox for a moment, “Whut ab’out yore bak?”


  Sidney sighed, and turned around, “It’s fine… see?” and he started to turn back around, but the stallion’s huge hands clamped down on the smaller fox, and he felt Maern’s warm breath blow against the fur on his back as the horse examined him.


  “Good,” the stallion acknowledged, then obediently went to take a seat on the fox’s blanket.


  Sidney knelt down behind the horse, taking a moment to check on Maern’s wounds; they were healing well. The fox had to ask, “Did Dorias help you too?”


  “Dorias?” the stallion asked, obviously focusing on the word he knew best.


  “Dorias…” Sidney repeated, lightly touching the horse’s back, and then he reached forward to offer Maern a bandage.


  “Iya–” the horse cleared his throat, “Yes… Dorias… yes.”


  Sidney recalled that there were six separate stalls in the stables, and between himself, Maern, Dorias, Choel, and Uraou, five were spoken for – that one of them would be both a healer and able to speak Vensian was something he knew he should thank his lucky stars for nightly, “Well… at least that is something I can say is going well,” he said, not concerned in the least that the stallion was unable to understand him.


  The fox finished up his inspection of the stallion and then quickly rewrapped his shoulder. Although Sidney was ready to call it good, Maern refused to let him leave before the fox was subjected to a similar review by the horse and was likewise rebandaged. “You really don’t take no for an answer, do you, Maern?” he inquired of the slave.


  “’e probably would if ye knew the Vensian word for it.” Dorias spoke up from outside the stall.


  “Moa dun, Dorias.” Maern spoke calmly, standing up from his position looming over the fox.


  “Moa dun, Maern,” the yak responded, then opened the stall door, “Good morning, Sir,” he greeted the fox.


  “Moa dun?” Sidney asked Dorias, following Maern out of the stall.


  “It means good morning,” the slave explained simply.


  “So Moa is ‘good’ and ‘dun’ is morning?” the fox dissected the words.


  “Nay…” Dorias countered, “in Vensian what ye be talkin’ about comes first, an’ what describes it comes second… which means the direct translation o’ ‘Moa dun’ is ‘Morning good’.”


  “That’s…” Sidney paused, searching for the right word to use, “strange.” He looked to the yak, who was looking back at him.


  “It’s strange because ye not be used ta it, Sir.” Dorias pointed out, “If ye be wantin’ ta learn another language ye need t’be open minded ’bout it.”


  “Does that mean you’ll teach me Vensian?” the fox asked, feeling his tail swish in optimism.


  “Just like Maern will listen when ye tell ’im ‘no’, I’ll do what ye tell me, Sir… that’s what slaves do when their slave master tells em,” the yak explained.


  “I’m still learning how to be a slave master.” Sidney admitted, though he realized that it went without saying.


  “Doin’ better than Wragol did so far,” the fox heard Uraou’s unmistakably snide comment.


  “That’s because ye went through a whole day without gettin’ inta trouble with Sidney.” Dorias was quick to point out, “Getting to avoid a few lashes’ll make anyone a little ’appier about a new change.”


  Something about the yak’s comment suddenly gave Sidney a moment’s pause, “What if…” he quieted when all eyes were on him again, “Do you think… did Lord Hector choose me as your slave master because he thinks I won’t punish you?”


  Dorias shrugged, “It’s ’ard t’say what Lord ’ector thinks… not only is ’e a smart man, ’e also thinks like a Lord, an’ we don’t.”


  “Well, as far as I have any say, if he did choose you for us for that reason then he’s bloody brilliant.” Uraou noted, “if you’re not takin’ a lash to me every day I’ll work twice as hard ta keep you as my slave master.”


  Sidney paused, aghast, “I’d never lash anyone.”


  “Just snap-flay?” Uraou questioned flatly.


  “I–” the fox paused.


  “Slave Masters ’ave their own sets of rules they follow, Sir.” Dorias spoke up, motioning Uraou away with a gesture, “Th’ time might come when ye might do somethin’ ye don’ wanna do. No matter what, ye still be a slave, an’ that means ye do what ye gotta do.”


  “If Lord Hector orders me to, well, of course…” Sidney acknowledged, “…but I hope he doesn’t… not again… not ever again…” the fox sighed.


  * * * * * *


  Sidney and his slaves were left to their own devices that day. Much more coherent, the fox had the opporutnity to oversee the continued repairs of the dilapidated stables. Dorias, who had been the foreman for the prior day’s work turned out to be just as capable a laborer. Between Uraou, Maern, and the yak, they accomplished several major projects around the building before mid-day and, in the afternoon, they were joined by Choel.


  The black-and-white tiger was very cautious at first, careful of any movement or motion of his shoulders. He kept the majority of his attention on Maern, and Sidney could tell that the tiger wasn’t sure what to think about working alongside the stallion who was responsible for his sprained arms. Choel remained guarded for much of the day, but, just before the sun started setting, Sidney was able to see the tiger get a little more verbose.


  “Hold up that side.” Choel directed as three of the slaves lifted a beam, “Hey… you…” he spoke to Maern, “Move further to the end.” The stallion, not understanding the direction, simply hefted the entire length of wood by himself, “Or you could just do that.” Choel stated flatly.


  “Brings some perspective to what he could have done to your arms if he wanted to, eh mate?” Uraou questioned the tiger.


  “You’ll have reason to talk after that huge bruise at the end of your muzzle Dorias gave you goes away,” the tiger countered, gingerly picking up a bucket of wooden pitons.


  “What bruise?” the bear demanded.


  Choel looked at Urauo then paused, “Oh…” he grinned, “That’s just your big fat nose.”


  “Hey!” Sidney spoke up, affronted by the posturing, “Enough of that… I don’t want any of you fighting.”


  The bear and the tiger looked at one another and smirked, “Yes, sir,” the both acknowledged the fox, and Sidney was left feeling like he missed something.


  “So he is new…” Choel spoke up.


  “Aye.” Dorias acknowledged.


  “Yeah.” Uraou agreed.


  Maern questioned the yak in Vensian, who responded in kind.


  “You’d better get him out of that habit.” Choel noted, “Lord Hector won’t be happy if he–”


  “He knows, Choel, thank you.” Dorias interrupted him.


  “What does Lord Hector know?” the stag’s voice spoke up from the doorway to the stables.


  “Lord Hector!” Sidney noted immediately, feeling a sudden shiver of fear wash through him; was he being too lax on his slaves that he allowed them to talk about their Master so casually? Was Lord Hector mad? Was Sidney in trouble? He lowered his head immediately but, remembering his new place, did not fall to his knees. Around him, Dorias, Uraou, and finally Choel went down to their knees, palms on the ground as they prostrated themselves. Next to him, Sidney was aghast that Maern only went down to one knee, kneeling rather than a full-body bow.


  “And what is it your slaves are discussing this evening, Sidney?” the stag questioned, casually strolling through the stables to stand right in front of the fox.


  “We were discussing Maern, Master.” Sidney noted, looking straight at the hart’s chest.


  “Do your slaves believe that I do not handle him effectively, Sidney?” Lord Hector inquired.


  “It is not their place to question you, Master,” the fox stated without hesitation.


  “Whether it is their place or not has no bearing on whether or not they do it, Sidney,” the stag countered, and slid a finger underneath the fox’s chin, raising it up and forcing the slave master to look him in the eye, “If you let your slaves speak so casually then it should be because you care about their opinions…” he stared critically at him, “Do you care about their opinions, Sidney?”


  “I…?” the fox asked, keeping a faint whine of uncertainty from his voice.


  The stag glanced around at the rest of the slaves in the stables before his eyes settled on Maern. They slid slowly back to Sidney after that, “There isn’t a wrong answer.” Lord Hector finally clarified, “So that’s for you to decide… and you should consider it soon, because that is the basis of your style as a Slave Master,” the stag’s gaze turned critical again, “and if you plan on being a good slave master then you develop a good style.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “You do want to be a good Slave Master, don’t you, Sidney?” Lord Hector questioned.


  “Yes, Master. Of course!” the fox agreed emphatically.


  “Good,” the stag acknowledged, reaching out to give Sidney a pat on his uninjured shoulder, “I’m glad to hear that.”


  “I would never let you down, Master.” Sidney added.


  “I know you wouldn’t, Sidney,” the stag’s confident smile warmed the fox the whole way through, “Which is why I am going to need your help tonight.”


  “Anything, Master,” the fox stated without hesitation.


  “Good.” Lord Hector nodded neutrally, and then he glanced around the stables, “You’ve done some good work here so far.”


  “Thank you, Master.” Sidney accepted the praise, his tail swishing unrestrained.


  “I’m wondering if you’ll be as good handling slaves in less ideal situations,” the stag’s tone grew even more solemn.


  “Master?” the fox spoke Lord Hector’s title as much like a question as he dared.


  “I would like you to get your slave settled for the night once you finish your project.”


  “Of course, Master.” Sidney agreed immediately, a wave of relief washing over him that his master’s request wasn’t anything unexpected.


  “And once they are taken care of I want you to meet me by the work shed,” the stag added.


  “Yes Master,” the fox acknowledged. If Lord Hector wanted to meet him at the shed then that meant–


  “I will need you to assist me with a problem I’m having with a slave,” the stag said the words with a severity that left Sidney speechless.


  “At the work shed,” the slave master finally reiterated.


  “Exactly.” Lord Hector confirmed, “There’s something inside that will help with the problem, and my expectation is that it will be more beneficial to have you there than otherwise… normally I would ask Finneas to help me, but this should be the perfect chance for you to prove yourself,” the stag observed him for a moment, “Am I wrong in my assessment?”


  If Lord Hector planned to involve the work shed then it meant only one thing: the Sardassi. The fox had experienced far too much of the machine already and he was in no hurry to see it ever again, but, more than that, he realized that he could not disappoint Lord Hector. Sidney slowly shook his head, somehow managing to croak out the words, “No, Master… you are never wrong.”


  “I’m glad to hear that, Sidney,” the stag offered a smile that would have calmed him in any other situation. “Tharis has been a very valuable member of my herd for a number of years, and I’m hoping you can help me remedy the situation.” Several gasps from the other slaves in the stables left Sidney even more concerned, but he was left with few options.


  He fought to keep his tail from curling between his legs, “I will be there, as you command.”


  What’s to Come


  

  Sidney sat off to the side, caught up in his own thoughts as Dorias finished cooking a stew for the assembled slaves. Although the fox had wished to be alone with his thoughts, there was little he could do to convince Maern to spend his time with the others; the stallion remained at his side throughout dinner preparation.


  The yak announced the completion of dinner, and began dishing up wooden bowls with healthy serving sizes; it was a far greater ration than Sidney had ever seen being handed out to slaves but, considering the supplies Lord Hector had given them, it only made sense that they were able to eat well. Idly, the fox recalled something he’d once heard about slave being fed based on the physical nature of their job. His stomach soured when he considered how physical ‘fighting for your life’ would be.


  “Move your ass, you oaf.” Choel announced, giving Uraou a shove, “I’m still healing.”


  “Yeah?” the bear glanced back at him as Dorias handed him a bowl, “Well that means fighing ova’ who gets fed first won’t be that hard, now will it, mate?”


  Sidney felt his heart begin to pick up pace; he’d heard of the more physical slaves fighting over food before and he was well-aware that he would have no luck breaking up the fight. A moment later they both broke out into laughter, and Uraou handed the bowl to the tiger.


  “Not like you need to eat first anyway, you fat-bellied Lord-Bait.” Choel chided.


  “Yeah?” Uraur accepted another bowl from Dorias, not even bothering to look at the yak, “That’s true… it’s more useful for shutting up a tiga’ I know that complains more than a Laranian schola’ asked to travel three blocks on foot.”


  “Um…” Sidney spoke up before Choel could continue the banter. All eyes in the stable were on the fox immediately.


  “’es the Slave Master…” Dorias reminded the two, “Which means ’e eats first.” The bear and the tiger remained watching the fox.


  “No… I… I mean…” Sidney wrung his tail in his paws at the attention, “You can eat first, but you have to be… um… polite about it.”


  The bear and tiger glanced at one another before Choel looked back at the fox, “You mean… like… with spoons and stuff?”


  “Uh…” Sidney’s ears went up at the question, “Well… no… I don’t think we have spoons… I mean, you need to have table-manners.”


  “He doesn’t want you flapping ya gums, mate.” Uraou clarified.


  “Then you’d better stop wagging your muzzle.” Choel countered.


  “Wagging my muzzle? I’D have YOU wagging YA muzzle if I pulled off my loinclo–”


  “Is…” Sidney began, his voice faltering before he stated again, louder, “Is that a no?” he interrupted the two. The two slaves sat down facing one another, each smirking to themselves and one another as they ate their dinner; the humor, apparently, was lost on the fox. Despite Sidney’s discomfort and unease, his stomach grumbled faintly as the scent of the stew drifted to him on the night’s breeze that seeped through the cracks in the stable’s walls. The sound was not missed by Maern.


  Without a word, the stallion stood, then made his way over to the cauldron where Dorias continued to tend the stew. The two exchanged several words in Vensian, and the yak handed the horse two bowls. Returning, Maern set one of the bowls beside Sidney, and sat down facing him, his own bowl in his lap. The fox stared up at Maern, who stared right back until Sidney’s eyes slowly migrated toward the soup in the large horse’s grasp, “Aren’t you going to eat?” he asked the stallion.


  “Eat.” Maern parotted.


  “Yeah… eat.” Sidney acknowledged pointing to the stew, and then to his muzzle, “Eat.”


  The horse nodded, and pointed to Sidney’s stew, “Eat.”


  Sidney opened his muzzle to respond, but it snapped shut when he heard a murmur and some faint snickering from the other side of the stables. Glancing that direction, the fox saw the other slaves quickly focus back on their own stew. Feeling his ears redden, the fox withdrew his attention to himself, and began to eat; he didn’t miss the fact that Maern did the same… but only after Sidney started first.


  Although the fox had only one serving, there was more than enough for everyone to have several bowls, and the others made the most out of the opportunity. Uraou and Choel each drew a piece of straw and, upon the tiger finding out he had the shorter piece, began grumbling and complaining about injured shoulders as he dragged the cauldron outside to be cleaned; it was enough to get a faint smile from Sidney. Despite the distractions of the evening, however, the dark cloud of concern was ever-present.


  Just after dark, as Sidney was seeing to everyone’s sleeping arrangements, he realized that he would be expected in very little time; Lord Hector had given him an order, and the fox had every intention of following it, regardless of how much he had come to fear the work shed. Delaying as much as he dared, Sidney reminded himself that his master had told him to see the slaves under his care settled before he go to the shed, and the fox decided to do just that.


  Uraou was bunching up a fresh pile of hay when Sidney joined him in his stall. The bear casually but obediently stood up from his task as the fox entered, “Aye, Slave Masta’?” he inquired with far less respect than Sidney would have expected from a slave to Slave Master, but far more than he had expected for himself.


  “I’m… uh… making sure everyone is ready for bed,” the fox responded.


  “Aye, Slave Masta’… been getting myself ready for bed for quite awhile now… pretty good at it too,” the bear stated simply.


  “Uh… oh…” Sidney fidgeted, “Okay then…”


  Uraou raised a thick eyebrow, “You’re not so good at jokes, are you, Slave Masta’?”


  “I… uh…” the fox paused, “Most jokes I’ve ever heard are about questions with… um… silly answers…”


  The bear let out a deep sigh and rolled his eyes before closing them, “I’m ready for bed, Slave Maste’,” he announced formally.


  “Alright… thank you, Uraou…” Sidney acknowledged, “I’ll see you in the morning.”


  “Aye, Slave Masta’… in the morning,” and the fox let the bear’s affirmation end things there; he continued on to check in on Choel, who was in his stall being tended to by Dorias.


  “How are his shoulders, Dorias?” the fox asked as the yak looked up from his work.


  “Th’ ’ealin’s goin’ well…” Dorias acknowledged, “but it’ll be a few weeks until ’e should be fightin’.”


  “Lord Hector wants us to be gladiators.” Choel objected with a scowl, “How am I supposed to do that if I can’t fight?”


  “That’d be fer th’ Slave Master t’decide, Choel.” Dorias answered, running both of his enormous hands across one of the tiger’s shoulders, eliciting a grunt from his patient, “But if ye start doin’ more’n ye can handle, it’ll take even longer t’heal.”


  Sidney used the time they spent in interaction to consider the options, “Can he still do that… uh… practice stuff… the stuff with others?”


  “Practice stuff with others?” Choel repeated the comment, “You mean, ‘sparring’?”


  “Yes…” Sidney acknowledged, feeling his ears redded, “That.”


  “Aye, Sidney…” Dorias nodded thoughtfully, “assumin’ ’e does it slow an’ easy.”


  “Practice isn’t supposed to be ‘slow and easy’, Dorias,” the tiger objected, “The only thing I’d do ‘slow and easy’ is your mothe–” but Choel’s words were choked off as the yak squeezed a little bit harder on his shoulder.


  Dorias spoke calmly once the tiger fell silent, “Sidney asked if you could ‘practice an’ stuff’, an’ I said aye… but ye gotta do it slow an’ easy.”


  Feeling even more ill-at-ease, Sidney said a quick goodnight to both of the slaves, and went to the last stall to make certain that Maern was settled for the night; he was not. Sidney stood by the opening to stallion’s quarters; rather than use the large clump of hay for bedding, Maern had pushed it evenly out of the center of the room, creating open ground where he stood in the same stance he had used when Sidney saw him fight in the combat circle. As the fox observed, Maern went through several shifts of his weight, muscles bunching and churning beneath his hide with every motion; Sidney found the slow, purposeful movements mesmerizing.


  “Sid-ney?” the horse’s deep baritone rumbled the fox back to attention. Sydney snapped out of his zoning and saw that Maern was facing him, neutral expression, as usual, completely unreadable.


  “I…” the fox paused, almost offering up any number of greetings, excuses, and comments before he reminded himself that the stallion wouldn’t understand him anyway, “I… see you’re not ready for bed,” he motioned to the hay pushed up against the stall walls.


  “Sid-ney good?” the stallion asked casually.


  “Well… um… yes… but…”


  “Good.” Maern acknowledged, and settled back into the even stance he used for his movements.


  “Maern.” Sidney called for the stallion’s attention, which he got immediately. The fox pointed around at the hay, “You need to get ready for bed.”


  “Bed…” the horse repeated the word, his ears focused on Sidney.


  “Come,” the fox announced, motioning for Maern to follow, which he did. Sidney brought the stallion to the next stall, which was his own, where he pointed out the pile of straw. “Bed,” he noted.


  “…Bed.” Maern acknowledged.


  “Good.” Sidney confirmed, then made the return trip to the horse’s stall and pointed around at the hay, “Bed,” he announced in what he hoped was enough of a hint for Maern to figure out what he wanted; it was. A handful of seconds later, Maern had a serviceable pile of hay situated off in the corner. “Good.” Sidney nodded, “Thank you, Maern.”


  “Well-come,” the stallion answered, and then sat down on the hay.


  “Alright…” Sidney said, more to himself than Maern, “Okay…” and he turned to leave… then paused when he heard the rustling of hay behind him. Looking back to the stallion, the fox saw that he was standing again, “No… no Maern… stay,” he pointed to the pile of straw. “I have to go, but you need to stay,” he pointed again at the hay.


  Maern glanced at the straw, then back to Sidney, “Bed.”


  “Yes, Maern… YOU,” he pointed at the horse, “stay on the BED,” he pointed to the hay, and he turned to leave.


  “Sid-ney?”


  The fox about-faced once more to look at Maern, wondering how much harder it would be to convey what he was trying to say, “Yes, Maern?”


  The stallion sat back down on the hay, “Goot niet.”


  “Good night.” Sidney confirmed with relief, and showed himself out of the stables, leaving the slaves to their rest; his night was only beginning.


  * * * * * *


  It was a warm night, with the faintest hint of a cool breeze; it was the kind of night where Sidney was able to enjoy being outdoors. Before he had made the mistake that had brought Maern onto Lord Hector’s estate, the fox would have never expected to be given a reason to be outside at night so it was a rare treat. Or, rather, it would have been, if not for the purpose of his walk that particular evening.


  Sidney’s Master had told him to settle his slaves and then meet him by the work shed. The fox knew that visiting the work shed would mean somehow involving the Sardassi. Lord Hector had mentioned that he wanted Sidney’s help with another slave, which was the lone saving grace of the night; the fox was able to take heart in the fact that the Sardassi was not meant for him… though that would be of little comfort for the unfortunate slave meant as its intended victim for the night.


  The fox shuddered at the memory of the machine, but even more by the fact that he was excited by the same memory that he feared. Sidney had never felt so completely lost to his body’s actions. As a slave, it had been his duty to always be in control – to always do as his master commanded regardless of his body’s frailties or shortcomings… but, only after he had been trapped by and ‘encouraged’ by the energies of the Sardassi did he really understand how powerful some of his body’s urges could be.


  The sound of the work shed door opening caused Sidney’s thoughts to come to a halt… as did he. The silhouetted figure at the door was lithe of build but far too short to be Lord Hector. The fox didn’t need more than a few seconds give a name to the owner of the rounded ears and pointed nose, “Finneas?” the fox inquired.


  “Ah… Sidney… figured you’d be ’ere ’bout now,” the mouse leaned against the shed wall, setting his cane down as he rubbed his bad leg, “Master’s inside waitin’ for yeh… an’ Tharis’ finishin’ up some dinner before yeh get started…”


  “Before… I…” the fox’s ears raised for just a moment, before falling back in concern, “Is… is Tharis being punished for something?”


  Finneas stared at Sidney for several seconds before he shook his head. There was something about the mouse’s gaze that both concerned and embarrassed the fox at the same time. “Nah…” Finneas finally spoke up, “It’s what th’ Master wills.” The words were all the explanation that any slave would need, and Sidney would do Lord Hector’s bidding whether he knew what purpose it served or not.


  “So… um…” the fox noted, taking a few steps closer to Finneas so he could keep his voice low, “What am I supposed to do?”


  The mouse smiled ever-so-faintly as he picked up his cane, “Exactly what th’ Master tells yeh t’do,” and, with little more than a faint, farewell wave, Finneas limped off into the night leaving Sidney to his own devices. Letting out a deep breath, the fox turned toward the door and entered the work shed.


  The interior was exactly as Sidney remembered it: devoid of any real distinguishing features save several simple chairs, a small table, and, of course, the Sardassi. The dimness of the windowless shed’s shadowy interior was held at bay by a faint pulsing greenish-yellow light emanating from the Sardassi, but also by a simple silver candelabra situated on the table… and that is where Sidney saw his master.


  Lord Hector sat off to the side with an empty silver plate in front of him, fork and knife creating a polite cultured ‘x’ atop it. Sidney was readily familiar with table etiquette having spent so long as Lord Bulhue’s personal slave, but it had been months since the fox had seen a formal place setting; it seemed strange to him considering his surroundings. Seated across the small table from him was a slave. He was a bull… a very large bull.


  Sidney remained silent as two sets of eyes settled on him. The stag’s expression was not easy to place, though the fox ventured that his Master was sizing him up, likely seeking any sense of hesitance or reluctance; Sidney was dedicated to making sure he found neither. The bull was much easier to read: boredom and resignation. Considering the slave’s proximity to Lord Hector and the significance of the work shed, it truly surprised to fox to see anyone so blase about the situation. At length, Sidney spoke up, “I am here, as you commanded, Master.”


  “Very good, Sidney.” Lord Hector acknowledged, pulling the cloth napkin from his lap and folding it methodically before setting it by his plate. The stag looked across thet able to the bull, who had just stuffed the last of a hunk of bread into his muzzle; the bull gazed back, chewing. “Tharis, Sidney will be helping me tonight instead of Finneas.” Lord Hector explained casually to the slave. The bull simply grunted disinterestedly and stood up.


  Sidney took a moment to inspect the enormous slave. Tharis, as he was apparently called, was nearly seven foot tall, and that wasn’t including his horns. The bull’s fur was dark gray with streaks of light gray throughout, hinting at the slave’s age. Tharis’s build was much like Maern’s, though it was obvious that the years had slimmed him down… but not by much. The most discerning feature of the bull, however, was the litany of scars that adorned the many parts of his body.


  It was not unusual for a slave to have a share of scars – some unruly slaves managed to earn more than others, but the majority of the few that graced Tharis’ hide were far different than those Sidney would normally expect to see. “Your…” the fox murmured, then paused, surprised by his own voice, “your… scars…?”


  The bull took his attention from Lord Hector for long enough to glance to Sidney and snort. The fox noticed the brass ring in the slave’s nose for the first time; Sidney rarely ever saw a slave wear jewelery and then, it was only at their Master’s behest. Despite Tharis’ imposing size, Sidney surprised himself by being able to meet the bull’s gaze without flinching. He began to mentally congratulate himself on becoming a better slave master, until he realized he understood why it was so easy to stare back at the bull; his eyes looked… “empty…” he breathed the word aloud.


  “Is something wrong, Sidney?” Lord Hector inquired, seated at a chair closer to the Sardassi. The stag was peering around the bull’s bulk to look at the fox.


  “No Master.” Sidney acknowledged immediately, “I… I’ve just never seen a slave like this one,” the fox admitted honestly. He hoped he hadn’t blanked out on something his Master had been saying.


  “That’s quite alright, Sidney…” Lord Hector responded, “I wouldn’t have expected you to have encountered a gladiator before.” Sidney’s ears went up at the identification of the bull, and it was an expression of surprise and interest that the stag did not miss, “As one of my Slave Masters, I expect you to become familiar with identifying slaves,” the stag motioned to a spot on the floor closer to himself.


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney accepted Lord Hector’s expectation as law. The fox obediently moved to the spot indicated on the floor, knowing well enough that his Master didn’t wish to keep peering around the bull to see him.


  “Do you know how you can tell Tharis was a gladiator, Sidney?” the stag questioned. Although the fox’s full attention was on his Master, he couldn’t help but notice a faint tik from the left side of the bull’s muzzle and the slightest twitch to his eye; something about the question affected Tharis in a way neither Lord Hector nor the Sardassi did.


  The answer was an easy one for Sidney, “Because you said he was, Master.”


  Lord Hector’s smile was one of humor rather than being pleased at a correct answer, “And how would you know if I hadn’t told you, Sidney?”


  “I do not know, Master,” the fox hated being unable to answer the question.


  The stag didn’t seem to mind in the least, and calmly directed him, “Look at Tharis, and tell me what identifying features he has.”


  “He’s old…” the fox offered, and took an involuntary step back when Tharis let out an indignant snort. Lord Hector began laughing immediately. Sidney looked between his Master and the bull, who was again impassive; the fox felt his tail begin to tuck, “Did… I…” he swallowed, “was… that…?”


  “Unlike most slaves, gladiators aren’t used to ‘old’ being a compliment, Sidney,” the stag explained, and Lord Hector looked to the bull, “That was not an insult, Tharis… he meant to say you look like a veteran.” The gray-furred slave did not reply, and the stag looked back to Sidney, “What else?”


  The fox looked Tharis up and down, finally settling on the most prominent feature he’d noticed when he first came in, “He is very big.”


  Lord Hector nodded apprasingly at that, “True, Sidney… but many field slaves are also quite large,” the stag cocked his head at a slight angle, eyes still on the fox, “What about other features? What do you notice about Tharis that you might not have seen before?”


  With few other options, Sidney chose the feature he hated considering the most, “He has scars, Master… lots of scars.”


  “Plenty of slaves earn scars, Sidney,” the comment, the fox could tell, was not a ‘no’, rather, it was a subtle way for his Master to tell him to elaborate.


  “His scars are not like the kinds I’ve see on field slaves.” Sidney answered, finally beginning to understand what Lord Hector said about putting all of the visual information together to understand a slave, “They were not made by a whip, or a Snap-Lash, or a flail… they are thin scars,” he took a step toward Tharis and peered closer; the bull seemed to take no notice of him. “A lot of them look like they were probably treated by healers.”


  Lord Hector acknowledged, “Tharis was a pit fighter… most of his wounds were from bladed weapons, and, yes; Tharis’ wounds were treated by healers dedicated to keeping Gladiators in prime condition.” The stag smiled approvingly, “Very good, Sidney.”


  “Thank you, Master,” the fox bowed his head, but, remembering himself, quickly looked up toward Lord Hector.


  “What else?” the stag questioned.


  Though not entirely unprepared for it, the fox paused before answering his Master as he considered the last detail, “He has a ring in his nose, Master.”


  “And what about a nose ring is so strange, Sidney?” Lord Hector sat forward in his chair, eying the fox intently.


  “Very few slaves wear jewelery, Master,” the fox answered immediately, voicing the thoughts he’d already had about it.


  “What kinds of slaves are most often told to wear jewelery, Sidney?” the stag continued pressing the discussion.


  The fox took a moment to think, one ear folding down as he searched his memory for few times he had ever been told to wear such livery, and he could only think of one, “I only ever wore metal when my owner before you wanted to show me off… he said it made me look better.”


  “And have you ever seen other slaves wear jewelery, Sidney?” Lord Hector asked patiently.


  “No, Master,” the fox admitted.


  The stag nodded in agreement, “So… based on the fact that Tharis is too large to be a good house slave, and jewelery is most often used for presentation, what other kinds of slave could he be?”


  Sidney reviewed the different kinds of slaves with which he was familiar, and came up with only a single option, “He could be a breeding slave, Master,” the fox proposed, “They have to look good if they are going to be hired out?”


  “…and if you were to use this information to create a profile for Tharis?” Lord Hector motioned to the bull, who obediently moved to stand beside Sidney.


  The fox glanced up at the bull, who continued staring straight ahead. Sidney looked back to his Master, “Tharis was a Gladiator, but he is now in your care as a breeding slave?” it was a jump to connect everything, but, considering Lord Hector’s record of saving slaves such as himself, the thought that the stag brought the bull out of the pits made sense; the fact that Lord Hector hadn’t pressed Sidney for anything past ‘breeding slave’ gave the fox additional confidence that he was close to correct, if not completely correct.


  “Very good, Sidney.” Lord Hector nodded, “I am pleased that my faith in you was not unwarranted,” the stag nodded slightly, then looked to the bull, “Tharis… we are now ready to begin,” he announced simply.


  The bull did not acknowledge the order other than to reach down and undo the knot holding his waist-wrap in position. Tharis let it fall to the ground and Sidney fought to keep his muzzle closed; the bull was proportionally as large there as much as elsewhere. Sidney could do nothing but stare as the slave moved obediently to stand before the stone slab. Despite his attention taken up by Tharis’ fist-sized testicles, the fox did not miss the fact that the glowing runes on the device grew slightly brigher with the bull standing in front of it.


  “Sidney…” Lord Hector called Sidney’s attention to him, “…can you tell me where Tharis is from?”


  “Diermyna or Meisenyl, Master.” Sidney gave the answer before he even realized that he knew it, but then he elaborated for himself as much as his Master, “He walks on hooves, which means he is from Diermyna, Meisenyl, or Vensii… but, once his loincloth is off–” the fox coughed, feeling his ears turn red as he glanced at the bull’s wrist-thick sheath, “it’s obvious he isn’t from Vensii.”


  “And, if I were to tell you that there are no bovine families from Diermyna…?” the stag continued leading Sidney through the chain of questions.


  “He is from Meisenyl, Master…” the fox stated immediately, “…like Finneas and Dorias.”


  Lord Hector’s ears went up in curiosity as he looked from the bull to the fox, “And how do you know they are from Meisenyl, Sidney?”


  The fox swallowed against the moment of fear he felt at volunteering information he had thought to be correct. In that moment of panic he began to spout out everything he knew about each, their accent, and what family histories they had told him. He continued with every last detail he could manage until his Master held up a hand.


  “Enough, Sidney.” Lord Hector announced, “You are correct, on all counts, of course…” and the stag grinned, “just remind me to never tell you any of my secrets.” Sidney felt himself blush anew. The stag’s attention shifted decisively to the bull, “Tharis, say: ‘You are right because I am Meisenylian.’.”


  “You are right because I am Meisenylian,” the bull repeated the words and Sidney heard his lack of accent immediately. Sidney realized by Lord Hector’s expression that the twich in his ears gave him away, and that his Master realized that he knew his error.


  “Remember, Sidney,” the stag noted, “When discussing slaves, it is important to identify them by their race, and not nationality. If I ask where a slave is from, I am asking their breeding, not their country of origin because, more often than not, they will be from Pross.” At that, he motioned to Tharis, “Tharis, for example, was born in Pross, though, when I ask where he’s from, you would need to tell me he is Meinsenylian,” the stag gave the fox an appraising look, “Does that make sense?”


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney acknowledged immediately.


  “Good.” Lord Hector nodded, “Can you tell me where I am from?”


  “Vensii, Master,” the fox answered.


  “Not ‘Vensian’?” the stag questioned.


  “You are from Vensii, Master – you are not a slave.” Sidney responded; the smile on his Master’s face acknowledged that the fox had passed a test of some kind.


  “Very good.” Lord Hector affirmed. The sound of a clank drew Sidney’s attention away from the stag and toward Tharis, who had clasped one of his arms into one of the outermost metal restraints on the Sardassi. “Excellent,” Lord Hector acknowledged, “It looks as though we are ready to begin…” and, at that, Tharis put his other arm in place, eliciting another clank from the device.


  Sidney realized that the stag had the right to speak for all of them but, as his Master placed the Sardassi’s control ring into his paw, the fox couldn’t help but feel that ‘we’ didn’t include him; even though Sidney wasn’t going to be the target of the Sardassi’s power he was not as calm as the seemingly bored bull. All in all, the fox fairly certain that he would never be ready for what was to come.


  Numb


  

  Sidney felt a shiver run up his spine at the far-too-familiar tingling sensation of the Sardassi. His Master had given him instructions, however, and he was not about to go against Lord Hector’s wishes. The fox made a cursory inspection of Tharis; the Sardassi had latched onto the bull’s wrists and ankles and held him securely, though none of the crackling arcs of energy had yet begun.


  Although the Slave Master had noticed Tharis’ thick bronze nose ring, until the bull was strapped to the Sardassi, there hadn’t been enough light for him to see the delicate golden chain leading away from it. The lead was little thicker than a fine necklace, but it was long – long enough to wrap down Tharis’ right arm, encircling it four times as it spiraled down and finally disappeared into the bull’s clenched fist. The discovery was enough to make Sidney lag in his duty.


  “Is everything alright, Sidney?” Lord Hector inquired from his chair.


  “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged immediately.


  “Why the pause?” the stag questioned patiently.


  “He…” Sidney delayed, not precisely sure how to explain what he was thinking, “He has a… a chain…”


  “Yes he does.” Lord Hector confirmed, “Gladiators outside of the pit are required to have a lead.” Sidney cocked his head to the side as he glanced at the gold chain and the motion was not lost on the stag, “It doesn’t look very sturdy, does it?”


  The Slave Master shook his head, “No, Master.”


  “Some slave owners might choose something more restrictive but, as I said, Tharis is no longer a Gladiator… and the laws say that a lead is required, not that the slave must be shackled.” Lord Hector turned his attention to the bull, “You prefer a gold lead over manacles, don’t you, Tharis?”


  “Yes, Master,” came the flat, obedient response.


  “You see, Sidney? It is a matter of following the law… and, of course, the chain is attached to his nose ring, and any slave owner knows that a nose ring is an excellent method for control… the pain of it being tugged on is enough to keep most slaves in line,” the stag picked up a small goblet that sat on the floor next to his chair, “Nose piercings are a popular a method for gladiator control.”


  “Yes Master.” Sidney acknowledged, accepting Lord Hector’s explanation as fact.


  “Now… continue with preparing Tharis for the Sardassi,” the stag motioned to the large, immobile bull.


  “Yes, Master,” the fox looked back to the device and the slave positioned on it, and quickly avoided the return gaze from the massive bovine. Sidney checked the metal clasps on each of Tharis’ limbs, gritting his teeth against the sensations he felt in the tips of his fingers each time he touched one; the tingling was mirrored beneath his loincloth, and he wasn’t even the one strapped down.


  The thought led the Slave Master into his next realization: just the faintest touch of the metal restraints caused his flesh to stir. Sidney also acknowledged at the same time that Tharis was not so responsive. The bull was strapped down and exposed to the entire device yet didn’t show any reaction at all to it. Glancing at the slave’s massive limp sheath, the fox was amazed that anyone would be so unaffected – that anyone could be so unaffected.


  “Tharis’ neck restraint hasn’t closed yet, Sidney.” Lord Hector reminded the Slave Master, “See to it.”


  The fox jumped slightly, but did a show of hiding the surprise at the stag’s voice by my moving quickly, standing up on one of the wooden blocks placed on either side of the Sardassi so he could reach the clasp, “Of course, Master,” he acknowledged, sliding the strip of metal around the bull’s throat. At first, Sidney thought that there was no way that it would possibly fit the girth of Tharis’ neck but, as surely as the fox knew the Sardassi was magical, the metal made due; he quickly removed his paws the moment the two sides of the latch clicked together and began to hum.


  “Very good, Sidney.” Lord Hector stated, “Get a piece of chamoise leather and one of the blue bottles from the middle shelf,” the stag motioned toward the storage closet.


  “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged and moved obediently to do Lord Hector’s bidding. He found the door unlocked, and quickly located one of the bottles in question; everything was color coded and made it easy. The chamoise leather was kept in a large box on the bottom shelf, and Sidney took one at random; they were all the same size and he hoped that his master didn’t have a specific one in mind. He returned to the stag with an item in either paw.


  “Excellent,” his master confirmed, “Tharis will need to be cleaned before we begin.”


  “Cleaned, Master?” Sidney questioned; he had been close enough to the bull to know that he must have had recently washed, “I do not understand… he is clean,” he fought to keep a whine out of his voice; was he missing something?


  Lord Hector smiled patiently and held up a ring, and Sidney paused, glancing back to the bull; he wasn’t wearing the ring. The stag waited until he had the fox’s attention again before reiterating “You will need to unsheath Tharis and clean his penis before you put the ring on him. It is an important step for tonight’s work.”


  Sidney didn’t understand why Tharis had to be cleaned when his Master hadn’t cleaned him during his paws-on instructional experience with the machine, but he was already too embarrassed at his lack of comprehension to even hint at wondering further; it was his place to obey whether he understood or not, “Yes, Master. Of course, Master.” Sidney bowed his head, and slunk back to the bull, who remained completely disinterested with any of the goings-on around him.


  The fox set the rag and the bottle on the edge of the Sardassi and glanced up toward Tharis’ head and found the bull staring right back down at him; he quickly looked away, choosing to gaze at the object of his work: the slave’s wrist-thick sheath and the fist-sized globes hanging heavily beneath it. Sidney swallowed involuntarily and, feeling Tharis’ gaze on him the whole time, slowly reached forward and rested one paw on the flesh between the bull’s legs.


  Despite the fine layer of fur covering Tharis’ sheath, Sidney could still feel his body heat through it. The flesh felt alive and warm yet, despite the touch, the bull didn’t respond save to offer a faint snort; it sounded like pure indifference. The thought left the fox feeling a little disconcerted. Letting out a breath to steady himself, Sidney reached his other paw out and gently circled the tip of Tharis’ sheath, and slowly began to ease it down.


  The fox meticulously unsheathed the bull’s shaft; he’d had enough experience under Lord Bulhue’s command to know how to handle another male’s member. Despite the fact that Tharis was larger than even his prior master, it mattered little; the concept was the same. Using both paws to withdraw the furred flesh from around the bull’s organ. Sidney was completely fixated on the uncovered member by that point, realizing that it was not like Lord Bulhue’s at all; it wasn’t as thick, but it was far longer… of course, that was while it was still flaccid!


  “…with the cloth.” Lord Hector finished explaining, which was unfortunate for the fox, because he hadn’t heard what had been said. Thankfully, the stag mercifully added, “Did you understand the directions, Sidney?”


  “A thousand apologies, Master… I do not,” the Slave Master begged forgiveness.


  Lord Hector began reciting the directions in a simple manner. “Use half of the bottle directly on Tharis’ flesh. Use the other half on the leather, and then use it to make certain he is clean. Once you are done, you may put the ring on.” The stag paused a moment before repeating, “Do you understand the directions, Sidney?”


  “Yes, Master. Yes,” the fox nodded his head vigorously and, with one paw still holding the bull’s sheath in a withdrawn position, he picked up the blue bottle and popped the cork. He looked back to Lord Hector for permission and, when the stag nodded, the fox slowly poured the bluish, syrupy fluid out onto Tharis exposed member. The bull snorted when the contents reached his shaft and Sidney realized a moment later why: the fluid was cold. The fox quickly set the bottle down and pulled his paw back, gazing at the droplets that had soaked through his fur.


  “Pay attention, Sidney.” Lord Hector noted calmly.


  Though the words held no sense of rebuke, the fox’s tail tucked immediately, “Of course, Master… I’m sorry, Master,” and his paw went back to the bull’s sheath, which had rapidly moved to cover the exposed, furless flesh. He mindfully avoided the bluish syrup.


  “The cleaner won’t harm your paws, Sidney,” the stag pointed out.


  Sidney did not miss the pointed hint, and quickly changed his grip on Tharis, moving his paw to the base of the bull’s shaft, “Yes, Master,” and he reached over with his other paw, encircling the heavy meat and began to spread the cleaning fluid all over the slave’s member. Although Sidney’s fingers felt the cold acutely, it wasn’t long before the syrup was warmed by their joint body heat, at which point it became less sticky, and far more viscous… it was almost… lewd. The fox felt a twinge in his sheath at the realization.


  “Good, Sidney.” Lord Hector complimented him, “And now the leather… clean up, and we will begin.”


  “Of course, Master. I am honored to serve,” the fox bowed, using the action to also grab the cloth and the bottle with one paw, the other never leaving its hold on Tharis’ surprisingly still flaccid flesh. Maneuvering the bottle into his muzzle, Sidney held the open end downward, aimed at the leather in his paw. once the bottle was emptied, he transferred the chamois to his fingers so he could drop the empty container into his palm and, from there, moving it to a resting place on the work table. He waited long enough for the cold fluid to warm up in his paw, and then got to work.


  Using the silk-like cleaning leather, Sidney wrapped both paws around the bull’s member and began to stroke it, spreading the bluish fluid all across Tharis’ furless flesh. Sidney glanced up a single time from his ministrations to glance at Lord Hector, who was inspecting the Slave Master’s work with a fine eye for detail. The fox also glanced once toward Tharis, who was no longer paying him any mind, gazing off instead disinterestedly at a wall. The fact that the bull’s shaft was still limp was not lost to Sidney.


  “Alright, Sidney… that will be fine.” Lord Hector announced, “Put the cloth down,” and, with that, the stag stood, and approached. Sidney obediently complied and took a step away from the Sardassi. The stag smiled, just a little, “Where are you going?”


  “I…” the fox paused, “Was making room for you, Master.”


  Lord Hector chuckled at that, “No, Sidney… this is your task. I don’t need any room,” and, with that, he held out the all-too-familiar ring to the fox. Without showing any of the hesitation he felt, Sidney accepted the ring from his Master, who dropped it into his palm. The fox felt the impact of its faint weight in paw like the blow of a cudgel, and the near-overpowering sensation of the Sardassi’s presence assailed him immediately.


  Looking away from the hypnotizing form of his Master, the fox was stunned as his eyes fixated on the flesh emerging from Tharis’ sheath. Sidney licked his muzzle, attempting to avoid salivating… but the indiscretion lasted only a moment before the bull turned to regard him; embarrassment and humility quickly took hold and the fox forced his gaze down to the ring… which was already glowing a fierce green.


  The ring seemed laughably small compared to the girth of Tharis’ flesh, but he didn’t laugh at his master’s next words, “Put the ring on Tharis, and we will proceed.”


  Acknowledging Lord Hector’s command, Sidney returned to his place by the Sardassi even as Lord Hector went back to the chair. The fox’s free paw went once again to the base of Tharis’ member where the partially withdrawn sheath bunched up around the limp flesh. Sidney gave the bull’s shaft a faint squeeze, using the pressure to cause the softness to firm up.


  Letting out a breath of hopelessness, he placed the ring at the tip of the large slave’s glans, and attempted to slide it into place; Sidney had never been more surprised when he found that he could somehow manage to work the metal ring down the length of the bull’s penis. Astonishingly, Sidney realized that the ring was either far more malleable than he presumed, or the fantastic nature of the Sardassi somehow permitted far greater feats than he had expected from the strange device.


  Drawing his paw away from the slave’s sheath, the Slave Master shot an inconspicuous glance up at the bull’s face; Tharis was still looking at the wall, blank and expressionless, as if the goings on didn’t involve him in the least. Sidney found it disconcerting, but he pushed the thought aside and focused back on his task. Pressing the ring down into position, the bull’s sheath was held in check by its presence. The moment it was in place, a powerful hum emerged from the Sardassi.


  The fox was still dumbfounded with the realization that everything that had been done had done nothing toward exciting the slave; Sidney would have almost been insulted considering his training if not for the fact that one: he wasn’t trying to stimulate the larger male and two: he was still far too worried about the presence of the Sardassi to take it personally. His attention was drawn back to Lord Hector when the stag pointedly cleared his throat.


  “Sidney… you will find crystal flasks beneath the Sardassi… please gather one,” his Master commanded.


  “Yes, Master,” he complied immediately. Letting go of Tharis’ flesh, Sidney left the ring to keep things in place. Sidney had seen alchemy flasks before, and was not surprised at the appearance of the containers save for the flecked golden lips that ringed the broad opening of each. The fox knelt down and picked up one of a dozen identical looking, round-bottomed flasks, then stood once again and showed the item to Lord Hector, who nodded.


  “Very good, Sidney…” the stag praised casually, “Now carefully connect the ring to the lip of the flask.”


  The Slave Master glanced between the golden-flecked opening of the container in his paw and the glowing ring encircling Tharis’ manhood. Unwilling to hesitate following his Master’s orders, Sidney upended the flask and slowly maneuvered the bull’s flesh into the opening of the crystal container. At first the fox didn’t think that the flask was long enough to accomodate Tharis’ shaft but he was prove wrong as the ring and the crystal, upon touching, made an audible click and they snapped together, sealing immediately. The bull’s flesh ran the length of the flask’s neck, his glans just poking through to where its large, round base broadened out.


  “Gods…” Sidney breathed.


  “Perfect… well done.” Lord Hector nodded, taking a sip out of his goblet before continuing, “Now come around to this side of the Sardassi.” Sidney did as was directed and his Master nodded, “There’s a good fox… now go to the controls and turn the Sardassi to the lowest setting.”


  The stag’s praise went practically unnoticed as Sidney gingerly tip-toed around the device, mindful of the faint hum it elicited now that its captive was wearing the ring. The fox did not miss the rhythmic, pulsing green glow of the ring around the base of Tharis’ shaft; Sidney knew it was mimicking the slave’s heartbeat. Pulling his attention away from the huge bull penis, the fox instead focused on the control of the device and obediently pressed the lowest button, and took a quick step back – nothing happened.


  “Sidney… did you press the lowest button, or the second-lowest?” the stag questioned calmly. Upon that disguised reminder, Sidney remembered that the lowest button was off.


  “Sorry, Maser,” he spoke up, then corrected his mistake by pressing the next one up.


  A jolt of energy shot through Tharis’ body, causing his muscles to spasm slightly, visibly twitching beneath his thick hide. Other than the involuntary reaction, however, Sidney saw no discernible response from the bull. Tharis remained looking at the wall on the opposite end of the work shed. A second jolt of energy interrupted his sigh and Sidney saw the unmistakable twitch of the bull’s jaw muscle, identifying the momentary clenching of teeth; the fox felt immediately sorry for the slave.


  “Just relax, Tharis.” Lord Hector spoke in a calming manner, though by Sidney’s appraisal the bull didn’t appear anything other than disinterested… almost… bored.


  “Master…” Sidney spoke at barely a whisper. He cleared his throat and hazarded a slightly louder voice, “Master?” and he shrank back just a little when he gained the stag’s attention, but he spoke on, “He… is not responding to the Sardassi,” and the fox motioned to the bull’s shaft which, still gripped by the ring and the flask, was no firmer than it had been when it was first coaxed from its sheath.


  “Tharis has been in service to me for over five years, Sidney,” the stag offered calmly, “He is not unaccustomed to the Sardassi, and it is on its lowest setting… have patience.”


  “Of course, Master,” the fox bowed his head, “I would never doubt you.”


  “I know you wouldn’t.” Lord Hector acknowledged, “Now… please select the middle setting, Sidney.”


  The Slave Master did as the stag commanded, and the hum from the Sardassi increased significantly. Little crackles of energy started in the glowing shackles around the bull’s ankles and, as Tharis’ fur began to stand on end, motes of lightning arced off of the individual strands of hair, cascading its way up to his groin. The slave remained casual; the jolting power turned the ring around his shaft into a glowing corona of light seemed to have no more effect on him than when they had first begun.


  “Take a deep breath, Tharis.” Lord Hector commanded and the bull replied obediently. The inflation of the slave’s chest caused more jolts of electricity to rush through him and his abdominal muscles spasmed in response. Sidney watched with rapt attention as Tharis’ thigh muscles twitched and clenched as the power shots its way up his body… but still the bull remained otherwise calm and collected, appearing almost bored with the process.


  “Sidney,” Lord Hector called to the fox, snapping him out of his fascination with the bull’s body’s response to the device, “Please increase the Sardassi to its high rating… the fourth button,” the stag was quick to add the last portion of the order, but Sidney did not need the reminder; he shuddered inside to think what the truly highest rating would do.


  Clenching his teeth, the Slave Master whispered a silent “I’m sorry,” under his breath as he did as was commanded of him, trusting in Lord Hector’s guidance to assure that things would turn out for the best in the end. Powerful jolts of lightning shot down Tharis’ arms and up his legs, meeting in the middle of his body. The metal clasps securing the bull to the stone slab became the energy tethers that Sidney could still remember burning and freezing him at the same time, and he shuddered.


  Sidney remembered the feeling of it, and reflected on the memory of seeing Slave Master Ulric convulsing on the Sardassi on the same setting. The Sardassi was blasting the bull with just as much power… but something was different… very different. The energy arcing through Tharis was not as great as Sidney remembered when he was on the Sardassi, which, in turn, was not as much as Ulric had suffered. The key, the fox recalled, was to not struggle.


  “He is used to it.” Lord Hector explained, answering Sidney’s unspoken question. The fox remembered that the pain was at its worst when he had tried to fight, and Tharis was remaining surprisingly still despite the huge amount of energy blasting through his body. The bull’s self control, Sidney considered, was probably unequaled.


  “Now… listen to me very closely, Sidney…” the fox felt the stag’s hand rest on his shoulder; Sidney had been so focused on the bull that he hadn’t noticed his Master move, “I want you to press the highest button, and then immediately press the second-highest.”


  The fox felt his fur stand on end; the way Lord Hector specifically directed the command made Sidney’s heart beat faster, “This one…” the Slave Master indicated the top button, “And then immediately after, I press this one,” and he indicated the button that was currently impressed.


  “Yes, Sidney,” the stag confirmed, “the top button, and then that one. Do not hesitate between pressing them… do not count, or delay, or falter… do you understand?”


  “I do, Master,” the fox nodded, forcing himself to stop shaking.


  “Then go ahead,” and, with those three words, Lord Hector returned to his chair; Sidney realized a moment later that the movement back to his seat was so he wouldn’t have to witness what came next. The fox, on the other hand, saw it all.


  The moment Sidney’s finger pressed the top button the Sardassi burst into a blazing azure light, and Tharis’ otherwise passive demeanor finally changed. The bovine back arched, body thrust out from the stone table by the sheer force of the energy blasting its way through him. An arc of green electricity crackled in the air between the bull’s two horns and, Sidney realized as his finger slammed into the next-lowest button, Tharis had been holding his breath; the bull coughed, sending out several puffs of steam as he did so.


  “Are you still with us, Tharis?” the stag asked, slowly sitting back down into his seat, looking at his goblet rather than the bull. Sidney watched his master, identifying with Lord Hector’s inability to look at the gasping slave.


  “Yes…” the bull coughed again, voice trembling from the sheer amounts of power still coursing through him on the high setting, “…Master.”


  “Good… very good,” the stag confirmed, “Sidney… please check Tharis for injury.”


  The fox obediently got back to his feet, standing up from his kneeling position beside the control panel. He quickly looked over the bull’s wrists and ankles where the glowing bindings remained their unnaturally firm grip; there were obvious scorch marks in Tharis’ fur, but surprisingly no scent of burning flesh – the energy from the Sardassi apparently left his flesh unharmed, “He… is not burned, Master.”


  “And the flask?” Lord Hector questioned.


  The fox looked to the container, “Empty, Master.” Sidney was amazed at his own discoveryconsidering his memory of the Sardassi – by all rights it should have held plenty!


  “Indeed…” the stag nodded, “And any response from Tharis?” he added to the inquiry.


  The fox wondered what Lord Hector wanted to hear considering the very visual response from Tharis during the briefest exposure to the highest setting, but he finally realized what the stag meant when he looked at the container a moment longer, “He… is…” Sidney recalled the many different ways he heard to describe the condition and used the one he remembered being the most official, “…erect… Master.”


  “Good…” Lord Hector let out a breath of relief, “Good…” and he took a swig from his goblet, then set it down, looking back to the fox, “Very well, Sidney… now we will get to the matter of why you are here tonight…”


  The fox made no response to the comment, glancing up at the bull and then down at the Sardassi; wasn’t that the reason he was present? Hadn’t Lord Hector brought him to help with the operation of the Sardassi? He knew it was not his place to seek clarification, and so he kept his muzzle shut, and waited for his Master to continue.


  “Lord Bulhue had you trained in many ways to bring pleasure to men and women… is this not correct, Sidney?” the stag asked in a neutral tone.


  “Yes, Master,” the fox nodded immediately.


  “As time has gone by, Tharis has become less…” Lord Hector paused, searching for the right word, “…responsive to the Sardassi.” The bull let out a faint snort in response, and a small series of sparks sprayed off of his nose ring. The stag continued unabated, “In most cases, the Sardassi elicits the desired response from its subject in a matter of minutes…” the stag sighed, rubbing the fur between his antlers, “Tharis is often subjected to over an hour at a time before we can collect his seed.” Lord Hector looked to Sidney, “Do you understand?”


  “Seed, Master?” the fox questioned.


  “Tharis was a gladiator in his prime, Sidney,” the stag noted, “His seed is in high demand, but, since he has a reputation as a warrior few Slave Owners are willing to deal with him… as a compromise, the Sardassi is able to harvest it, and phials may then be sold to buyers.”


  “He… is not allowed to mate with them…” the fox flicked an ear, “but they still want him to stud.”


  “Yes… very good.” Lord Hector nodded, “And Tharis’ place on these holdings is as a breeding slave. If he cannot breed then he will have no purpose…”


  “And then Lord Levid would make you put him down.” Sidney murmured… then immediately lowered his ears, tail tucking when he realized the stag’s perceptive ears did not miss his words; one of them flicked at the comment.


  “…correct,” his Master noted at length, “and so I want you to see if you can help me ease the process for Tharis.”


  “How, Master?” the fox asked, not bothering to hide the excitement in his voice. Lord Hector held him in high regard for something, and was relying on him to help – it was not a chance he would pass up to prove himself.


  “Use your training as a body slave, and coax out of him what the Sardassi has to take by force,” the stag stated in a very matter-of-fact tone. Despite his Master’s discretion and use of courtly manners, his orders were clear.


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney nodded resolutely, and, throwing away his fear of the Sardassi, the fox turned to the device’s captive. The bull’s attention was no longer on the wall; having obviously overheard their Master’s direction, Tharis’ attention was now solely on Sidney, but the fox wasn’t about to let anxiety of an audience bother him – he’d been subjected to an audience before while in service to Lord Bulhue, and that was under far less comfortable situations, and during much more painful experiences.


  Sidney was not meek when he reached out to cup one of the bull’s testicles in his palm, but the moment his flesh connected to the furred sac he realized that he hadn’t completely thought through the ramifications of touching someone connected to the Sardassi, and he let out a noiseless scream as the energy passed right into him – though the result wasn’t exactly what he had expected.


  In the split second that the power created a circuit of his body, Sidney was blasted through with the indifference and apathy that filled Tharis. He felt the bull’s boredom and ennui; he could catch a glimpse of the shattered pride of a slave that had come close to leading the life of a lord – the fame and adoration of the people of the city now long gone, and he was left to the useless life of giving up his seed to a cold, unfeeling device that took it from him by force. He hadn’t known the touch of another person, man or woman… just the the soft guidance of Lord Hector through gentle tugs on his lead… he hadn’t felt contact with another in years… not until Sidney.


  The moment the blast of energy left him, he realized that it took with it an echo of all of the fox’s emotions, and thrust those forcefully into the bull. Like the rings in a pond bouncing off of its shores, Sidney could feel the rebounding responses Tharis had of the sensations that washed over him – unlike him, the fox still very much had a vitality for life… of feelings and experiences… of sensations and interactions… of wants… of desires.


  All of these things were something that had left Tharis for so long… Tharis felt Sidney’s newest sensation: at his most recent task, the fox felt useful. More so than that, even as Sidney stared at Tharis endowments, the bull felt Sidney’s lust for him. It wasn’t something the fox could have hidden even if he wanted to – Sidney had come to enjoy males, and Tharis was such a male! Within that, however, the Slave Master felt the echo of a realization from the bull; he had not been so desired by anyone or anything in years.


  Tharis let out a strangled gasp as his hips hunched, sending another jolt of power through them and Sidney yanked his hand free from the energy tether that connected them; the empathic exchange lasted barely a second, and yet it was already too much for the fox. The Slave Master collapsed on the ground, moaning as his erect flesh coated the inside of his loin cloth with jet after jet of sticky seed… but he wasn’t the only one forced into a release.


  The bull groaned, his arms and legs working against the restraints even as they created spider webbing jolts of electricity throughout his body. His entire member was aglow from the power surging through it as blast after blast of ejaculate splattered against the inside of the flask. Even as Sidney was picking himself up off of the ground, little droplets of his own fluid dripping off the end of his loincloth, he could do nothing but stare as Tharis’ body was sent through the throes of a Sardassi-induced orgasm… and it was a powerful one.


  The fox’s jaw dropped open when he saw that the bull was well on his way to filling the entire flask, Tharis’ testicles quivering within their tightly-drawn scrotum as his member pulsed and pulsed, shooting powerful blasts of fluid against the inside of the crystal container. Just when Sidney thought that the flask wouldn’t be able to hold more, the jolts of energy began to subside… and that’s when Lord Hector finally spoke up.


  “You may turn off the Sardassi, Sidney…” the stag announced, “Do you remember the words?”


  “Sardassi’en ee’nu,” the fox stated immediately, and the device’s restraints immediately released Tharis who, completely slack, slumped immediately down to the floor.


  Lord Hector stood, and approached them both, stopping by Sidney just long enough to pat him on the head; it took the fox everything he had to silence an embarrassing purr, “Good… very good, Sidney,” and he reached down to help Tharis to stand; the bull did so obediently, still breathing heavily. Lord Hector held out a hand to Tharis, who pulled the crystal flask off of his member with an audible pop. The slave handed the item to their Master, who stoppered the container with a crystal end cap, “You may take the ring back, Sidney,” the stag added.


  The Slave Master, suddenly very self-conscious, glanced at jewelery surrounding the still-firm flesh. As he regained the gumption to reach out and obtain the ring, Tharis beat him to it. The bull nimbly drew the item off, and dropped it into Sidney’s grasp; it landed with a muted, sloppy impact. Before his very eyes, the large, Tharis-sized ring shrank back to its normal size, leaving a smear of bull cum on his palm.


  “You did very well tonight, Sidney.” Lord Hector reiterated, “I am pleased with your progress.”


  “Thank you, Master,” the fox beamed, tail swishing with elation.


  “Please clean up the shed and return to the stables,” the stag announced, holding a hand out to Tharis. The bull obediently unwound the golden chain from his arm and placed the end of it in Lord Hector’s grasp, “I will call upon you later tomorrow.” And, with that, he left the shed, bovine slave moving along behind him. Sidney wondered at his last glance of Tharis if it was just his imagination, or if the bull looked just a little less numb.


  Stalling Tactics


  

  Sidney awoke just as the first golden rays of the morning inched their way across his face. They shined down on him from a small hole in the wall just above head-height on the opposite side of the stables. Out of the many number of ways the fox had been awakened during his life, it was one of the more pleasant… until he moved.


  Biting back a groan, Sidney rolled over onto his side as his muscles objected to any activity. The blast of Sardassi power that had been transferred through Tharis into him was bad enough, but the after effects of the lengthy clean-up session of the work shed was that much worse. He felt it all astutely as his muscles twitched and spasmed from the intervening hours of disuse, and it took him several seconds to shake his limbs back into obedience. Only then did the fox give himself a once-over.


  “Ugh…” the Slave Master acknowledged with displeasure as he realized that, despite his cleaning of the work shed, he had not cleaned himself; straw stuck haphazardly to the dried fluids all over the front of his hips, “Oh, you stupid fox,” he berated himself, “you never go to bed without–” but he paused in his self-directed rant as he heard the sound of others in the stables stirring. Sidney glanced to where he’d deposited his loincloth and he didn’t have to turn it over to predict that it was probably just as filthy as his groin.


  “Maern,” the fox called quietly.


  “Sid-ney,” he heard the stallion’s powerful voice from the next stall; despite Maern speaking in a low tone the horse’s voice carried quite well in the otherwise quiet stable. The sounds of morning activities stalled when the slaves realized that their Slave Master was awake, and Sidney took several seconds to collect himself and plan his next words.


  He confirmed him plan to himself, and put it into motion, “Maern… get one of the spare barrels and collect some water from the irrigation pool.”


  The sound of Maern’s large form rising was unmistakable “Yes, Sid-ney.” The fox clearly heard the sound of the stallion heading out but, before the door opened, there was the tell-tale scrape of wood on dirt as Maern took the indicated barrel with him.


  The Slave Master continued with his plan, “Dorias.”


  “Aye, Slave Master?” the yak acknowledged.


  “Get a fire started, please,” the fox requested, then added, “Uraou?”


  The bear’s pause before responding was only momentary, “Aye, Slave Maste’?”


  “Find the cauldron and get it ready for water.” Sidney directed.


  “Aye.” Uraou acknowledged, and, by then, there was enough activity within the stables that Sidney wasn’t able to track everyone by the sounds they made any longer.


  “Breakfast gruel with water from the irrigation pool… sounds… tasty.” Choel’s voice was unmistakable in its casual tone.


  “It’s for bathing.” Sidney countered. He remembered just then after the sound of several chuckles, that he was the Slave Master and they were the slaves; the fox wasn’t required to explain his orders to them. Sidney heard them murmur amongst one another, and the loud clunk of a metal caudron being put in place let the fox know his orders were being followed.


  “We’ll have breakfast after everyone is clean.” Sidney explained, remaining low in his stall to avoiding any questions about his lack of hygiene. He tried reminding himself again that he owed them no explanations, but, having spent years as a sex slave, being poorly groomed was one of the few things that would actually embarrass him, “For now, we’ll all be using this water for bathing.”


  “Good thing too, Choel…” Uraou’s chiding tone was obvious, “Sour water’d only make your sour personality worse, mate.”


  “Uraou, help Maern bring the water.” Sidney stated, “Choel, help Dorias with the fire,” he added, cutting short what he figured would be another argument between the bear and the tiger; he didn’t have a lot of experience being around posturing, which meant that he realized he’d be hard pressed to figure out when it was innocent and harmless or when it was going to turn into something less benign.


  Less than two minutes later, the fox heard the unmistakable popping and crackling of a good sized fire going. He listened quietly as the yak explained fire making to the tiger. Sidney made mental notes of the hints Dorias gave, such as curbing the fire before bed so the ashes would still hold a few cinders in the morning, or the best kind of wood to use to start it from scratch. He was almost sad to hear the discussion come to an end once Maern and Uraou returned with the filled barrel.


  “Got it, Slave Maste’.” Uraou called, followed by the sound of the stable door closing.


  “Good.” Sidney spoke from his stall, standing on the tips of his toes and poking his head up above the divide so he could see the slaves. Dorias and Choel were by the fire; the former was loading a few stones into the cauldron to balance it while the latter was seated at an odd angle so he could prop himself up without the use of either arm. Uraou and Maern were by the doorway, holding the large barrel between them. Water sloshed out of it as they set it down.


  “Th’ cauldron won’t hold all o’ that.” Dorias stated to Uraou, “We’ll have t’ fill it a few times.” Sidney remained quiet as the yak gave directions to Maern in Vensian before turning to regard the bear, “We’ll guide the barrel an’ Maern’s doin’ all the liftin’.”


  “Sounds like a plan, mate,” the bear confirmed and, between the three of them, they filled the cauldron most of the way to the top. Once the barrel was set back down, Maern left the two of them by the fire and trotted back towards Sidney.


  The fox remained pressed against the stall divide and motioned back to the stallion, “Wait there, Maern,” and he pointed, “Wait there…” The horse came to a stop and cocked his head to the side, ears up, “Go get the ceramic jugs…” Sidney directed, pantomiming the shape of the container he wanted, “Go…” he pointed toward the storage boxes, “ceramic jugs,” and he outlined the shape in midair with his paws again.


  “Maern.” Dorias spoke up from the fire and waited until the horse’s attention was on him “Fehhis uh kaf,” and he motioned with his head to the storage boxes.


  The stallion glanced to Sidney, who looked at Dorias, then back to Maern, “Feh-hiz uh cough,” he attempted to repeat the yak’s comment.


  “Iya – yes.” Maern noted, repeating his use of Vensian and replacing it with the correct word. The stallion obediently went to the boxes and drew out two large ceramic jugs and brought them immediately to Dorias.


  The yak accepted them and carefully dipped them into the steaming water one at a time. The two exchanged a few words and Dorias sent Maern down the run of the stables towards Sidney. Before arriving at the fox, the horse turned back and spoke what sounded like a question. Dorias responded simply, “Wah-tur.”


  “Sidney.” Maern announced, approaching the fox’s stall; Sidney quickly moved to meet him so he could keep his filthy groin out of view, “Wah-tur.”


  “Thank you for the water, Maern,” the fox acknowledged, accepting the first jug with both paws and setting it down before accepting the other.


  “Well-come,” the stallion responded and made his way back to the fire where Uraou was already adding more water to the cauldron. Sidney left the slaves to their own devices as he quickly corrected his mistake from the prior night and cleaned his fur. He paid for the delay as it was easily twice as much work, but, after using both containers of water (an entire one for his crotch and the remaining one for the rest of his body), he finally felt a little less ill at ease and was able to compose himself.


  “Well that’s great for all of you, but I can’t lift my paws above my shoulders.” Choel’s objection brought the fox’s attention back to the fire and the four slaves gathered around it.


  Sidney let out a sigh, wringing out his still-wet loin cloth before setting it on the stall divider so it could dry, “Choel?”


  “Well, ya betta’ think of somethin’, Choel… Slave Masta’s ordas.” Uraou noted with a smirk, collecting his two jugs of hot water.


  The tiger turned slowly, “Yes… Sir?”


  “Can you carry the water jugs?” the fox asked.


  “Yeah.” Choel confirmed, “No problem.”


  Sidney wrestled with his decision; he was a Slave Master so it was his responsibility to look after his slaves… but would his decision be seen as subservient and beneath a Slave Master? He decided not to second-guess himself, “Bring them here and I’ll wash you,” his voice cracked on the last two words, making him clear his throat and clarify, “I don’t want anyone to say you four aren’t presentable,” he added, attempting to mimic the gruff tone Lord Bulhue used whenever he ordered Sidney around.


  The slaves glanced at one another but, one by one, they shrugged, except for Choel, who already had the jugs in his paws and was padding his way down the length of the stables toward Sidney, “Yes, Slave Master,” the tiger acknowledged, stopping at the entrance to the fox’s stables.


  “Set them down there.” Sidney directed, opening the stall door with one paw while motioning to the corner with the other. The tiger moved to the appointed spot and lowered himself down to one knee, making it easier to set the jugs where indicated. By then the rest of the slaves had gone back to talking amongst themselves


  “Gods, I can’t wait until my shoulders stop hurting.” Choel announced, tugging lightly at the knot of his loincloth, and wincing audibly as it obviously upset his injuries, “I feel so useless.”


  Sidney moved to the tiger’s side and brushed the large feline’s paws away from the loincloth rope, “The old healer that I used to see said to let the healing happen and stop trying to hurt yourself further,” and he began to deftly undo the knot himself; he could have done it in the dark with only his muzzle, but he pushed the thought out of his mind – those days were behind him.


  “That horse of yours is not a nice guy.” Choel noted simply.


  “He’s fine,” the fox announced, surprising himself at the speed with which he came to Maern’s defense. He cleared his throat and released the tiger’s loin cloth, “It wasn’t like he wanted to fight.”


  “Yeah,” Choel confirmed, paying no attention to the deep breath that Sidney took with his nose only a matter of inches from his groin, “He might not have bothered starting it but he did just fine ending it.” The fox had no comment in response, slightly woozy at the powerful male scent invading his nose, “Everything okay?” the tiger’s voice snapped him out of his musings.


  “Just fine.” Sidney acknowledged, “Just… thinking,” and he turned away to hide the sliver of pink poking out of his own sheath, choosing to attend to the water jugs until his partial erection subsided, “The water’s a little warm still,” he announced, poking one finger after the other into either container.


  “Doesn’t warmth help wounds?” Choel asked him. The tiger shifted his stance beside the fox, “I don’t know how I’ll be able to compete on the Equinox Festival…”


  “The Equinox Festival?” Sidney questioned, ears going up immediately as he stood. The action knocked over one of the jugs, “Lash it all!” he cursed.


  “Relax.” Choel noted, reaching out with a leg, righting the container, “Sir,” the tiger added after a moment, “It’s only water.”


  “Why would you want to fight on the Equinox Festival?” Sidney questioned of the tiger, quickly covering up his outburst by taking a clean piece of cloth and dunking it repeatedly into the half-empty jug.


  “Wragol said the whole reason Lord Hector had to get gladiators is because it was commanded by Lord Levid.” Choel explained, “Apparently he expects our Master to field at least one at the festival.”


  “But… that’s…” the fox’s words ground to a halt, “Barely a fortnight!”


  “Sixteen days, actually.” Dorias spoke up from the other side of the stables. The comment brought an immediate warmth to Sidney’s ears when he realized how loud he had become at the unexpected and very unpleasant information.


  “Thank you, Dorias.” Sidney announced, feeling his stomach slowly turn to knots as he began running the soaked cloth across the back of Choel’s head, starting at the base of his ears and working slowly toward the tip of either.


  “You’re welcome, Sir,” the yak acknowledged, and returned to his quiet discussion with Uraou, whose responses came accented with splashes of water, sounded like he was already starting his own cleaning.


  “I wanted to be at the exhibition matches.” Choel announced once Sidney’s attention returned to him, “I’m tired of field work – I want to fight.”


  “Why?” the fox asked, dabbing the cloth back into the jug before wringing it out atop the tiger’s head and working slowly down his back.


  Choel’s paws clenched and released at his sides, black claws unsheathing and resheathing with the motion, “Lord Hector promised a hundred coin purse toward our freedom whenever we win a match.”


  The comment caused Sidney to drop the cloth. He’d heard of Lord Hector’s generosity of gifting slaves value toward buying themselves free of slavery, but he’d never heard of such an unbelievably large amount changing paws, “One…one hundred?” he leaned down to pick up the washing cloth, “That’s… a lot!” Sidney poured water out onto the cloth and rose back up to continue his work.


  The tiger nodded, shifting his stance in impatience as the fox continued his work, “Twenty one wins and I’ll be free,” the statement came out like a declaration of victory.


  “You owe two thousand one hundred coins?” the fox asked, tracing the tiger’s spine with the warm wash cloth. When he got within a paw’s-breath of Choel’s tail the slave arched his back slightly, a pleased rumble emerging from him, but it was cut short at Sidney’s words.


  “You know your numbers?” the tiger asked incredulously.


  Sidney nodded, not that Choel could see it, “Yes,” he added verbally, “My last master wanted me to be able to count… don’t you?”


  “Nah.” Choel answered with a snort, “You don’t have to count when you’re a field slave… I only know I have twenty one wins to go because Lord Hector told Wragol to tell me when I was elected to be a gladiator,” and the pleased rumble continued as the fox renewed his cleaning.


  “Do…” Sidney paused his words, but not his work, “Do you think you can win?”


  Choel snorted and laughed at the same time, “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t think I could…” he glanced over his shoulder before turning around to address the fox, “And, since you’re the Slave Master, you’re supposed to help me do just that… right?”


  “I…” Sidney was taken aback at the tiger’s blatant statement… not to mention the claw-length sliver of dark red crowning Choel’s sheath, “… uh… y-yes?”


  “Choel!” Dorias called from the other side of the stables, “Stop toying with the Slave Master,” his tone was serious, though the simplicity and directness of the comment almost made Sidney want to laugh; he never expected to hear a slave state anything close to that and yet it was incredibly appreciated at that moment.


  The tiger locked gazes with the fox a moment, his expression neutral but his eyes saying much, “You’re very good with your paws,” and Choel finally turned away, presenting his back again for Sidney, “…sir.” It was all Sidney could do to finish cleaning the tiger.


  * * * * * *


  It was still early when everyone had finished with their self-cleaning and Dorias had already begun their porridge using barrel water rather than pond water – a fact not left unmentioned by Choel. The remark earned him a cuff to his shoulder by Uraou, and the resulting grimace indicated that tiger was ready to quiet down and behave.


  Dorias provided Sidney his serving first, then, much to the fox’s surprise, the yak calmly began dropping good-sized chunks of meat into the cauldron. With ears straight up and eyes wide, Sidney watched as Dorias stirred them in. When the yak saw the fox staring he spoke up calmly, “Maern said ye don’ do so well with meat… was ’e wrong, Sir?”


  The Slave Master glanced at the porridge then to the yak then back to the cauldron, repeating the action twice more before his voice caught up, “N-no… no… that’s fine… I’m fine… this is fine,” he stumbled over his words, “I mean… I’m fine with this… you four need the meat more than I do.”


  Sidney’s sensitive ears did not miss the “I’m not so sure about that.” Choel spoke under his breath, but it apparently went unnoticed by everyone else.


  “Aye, sir.” Dorias acknowledged, and continued stirring the cauldron. A few minutes later he began ladling up bowls for everyone, including several hunks of meat for each of the slaves. By the time he had scraped the bottom of the cauldron there was just enough left for himself – meat included. Sidney sat in rapt attention as he saw the gray-furred yak bite cleanly into a hunk of flesh; the strange irony of a fox passing up meat while other, less meat-inclined individuals eagerly ate their fill.


  Once again, Uraou and Choel drew straws, but this time Maern reached in to grab one from Dorias’ hand as well. Maern cocked his head to the side, a quizzical expression crossing his face as Uraou started laughing and Choel’s expression grew grave, “Not again! Lash it all!” the tiger grumbled, “You didn’t rig it, did you, Dorias?” he demanded.


  The yak smiled pleasantly, “I cannae choose which piece o’ straw ye choose, Choel,” and, with nothing more to be said, the tiger dragged the cauldron out of the stable to clean it. After that, Dorias turned to regard Sidney, “An; our tasks for t’day, Sir?”


  At the realization that the slaves were still under his direction, Sidney quickly thought up the first thing he remembered from that morning, “I’d like to finish getting the stables presentable.”


  “Pardon, Slave Maste’,” Uraou interjected, “We need to star work on fightin’ practice at some point, don’t we?”


  Sidney paused at the bear’s comment; it wasn’t rude by any means but it was obviously questioning his orders. At a loss for how to respond to the disobedience but realizing that he had to say something, the fox was relieved when Dorias did it for him.


  “Uraou, Sidney’s th’ Slave Master… if he says we’re repairin’ then we’re repairin’,” the bull noted simply.


  Maern glanced from Dorias to Uraou, then to Sidney before looking back to the yak, and asked a question in Vensian. The older slave explained in the foreign language, motioning to Sidney as he spoke; when Dorias had spoken his piece the stallion nodded and immediately went to a stack of lumber and picked it up, going about the appointed duty without another word.


  “Sounds like we have ordas t’ follow, Uraou.” Dorias stated simply, and wen to help the horse.


  With no further arguments Uraou went to join the others and, when Choel returned with the clean cauldron he found several projects he could do to help that wouldn’t put any great amount of strain on his shoulders. Everything continued smoothly at that point and Sidney finally gained enough confidence to let a smile appear. That smile remained in place right up until an unexpected visit by Lord Hector.


  Sidney was directing the slaves on replacing several missing stall doors when the stable’s main double-door opened. Finneas entered the building, holding the portal open for the silver-furred stag, who swept into the stables like a divine entity. Lord Hector’s fur somehow seemed to carry with it the golden glow from the sun outside; though Sidney realized it was probably only his imagination, he could have sworn the inside of the stables grew brighter for his presence.


  The hart spent a moment taking in the view of the interior before speaking, “The stables look much improved, Sidney.”


  “Thank you, Master,” the fox bowed, but managed to avoid his first inclination to drop to his knees like the rest of the slaves. Much to Sidney’s chagrin, however, he noticed that Maern continued to stand.


  “Excellent work–” the stag spoke straight to him, and then raised his voice as he glanced around the assembly, “–all of you.”


  “Thank you, Master,” they all spoke in unison.


  “Tell me, Sidney,” Lord Hector’s attention returned to the fox exclusively, “Do you find these accomodations to your liking?”


  “They are far greater than anything I would normally expect, Master.” Sidney bowed his head again in humility, “You are generous beyond measure.”


  The stag was silent for a moment before speaking again, “And yet you feel it necessary to improve upon them?” his tone changed almost too slightly to register… but Sidney did not miss it – the resulting shiver that ran up his spine was pure fear.


  “I–” the fox fidgeted.


  “You are using your slaves for labor rather than training them to fight?” Lord Hector inquired further.


  Sidney began to shake in terror. Had he insulted the stag? “Master, I–”


  “Explain yourself, Sidney,” the hart ordered calmly.


  With so direct a command, Sidney had no chance to come up with an excuse or try to create any eloquent response, so he was direct in kind, “I don’t know anything about fighting Master, but I do know that the belongings of a Lord must always be respected.”


  Lord Hector nodded thoughtfully, “Go on,” he directed.


  Sidney continued as ordered, “The slaves in my care are working on the stables because they are in disrepair. If our lives are yours then it is our duty to do everything we can to give you only the best.”


  “Even if it does not include teaching your gladiators to fight?” Lord Hector questioned.


  “Master… they are working hard, and that is good for strength and endurance…” the fox lowered his head and his ears as his tail tucked, “I am sorry, Master… I do not know how to fight so I am doing what I can for them.” Sidney had no idea how he managed to keep a whimper out of his voice.


  The Slave Master heard the sound of Lord Hector approach, and jumped in surprise when he felt two fingers beneath his chin. He did not resist as the stag raised the fox’s muzzle until they looked eye-to-eye and he somehow managed to avoid piddling himself, “You are doing well with what you have at your disposal, Sidney… well done,” and he released the fox’s chin and patted him on the head.


  “Thank you, Master.” The gesture immediately filled Sidney with a giddy joy, but it left him a split second later when Lord Hector asked his next question.


  “Dorias… are you pleased with Sidney as your Slave Master?”


  The yak turned to regard Sidney when he spoke, “Aye, Lord ’ector.”


  “Uraou?” the stag questioned the bear, “What do you think of Sidney?”


  “He’ll do, M’Lord.” Uraou announced, his gaze still on the ground, but the corner of his muzzle turned up in a smirk.


  “What about you, Choel?” Lord Hector asked the tiger.


  Choel responded without a moment’s thought, “The best I’ve had, Master.”


  The stag looked to Maern next, and asked him what was probably a similar question in Vensian, and Maern answered in kind with three words, simple and direct. Whatever the stallion said was enough to get Dorias to look at Sidney. The fox felt his ears redden slightly at the glance but he remained at attention as their Master’s gaze returned to him.


  “I am pleased, Sidney.” Lord Hector announced, “For the most part.”


  “Thank you, Master,” the fox’s smile returned, but it faltered when the second part of the stag’s comment registered. Sidney waited on baited breath for elaboration.


  “I want you to start putting your slaves through drills,” his Master noted, “Of course, working on the stables is a valuable activity, but we do not have a lot of time to get them ready for an exhibition match.” Lord Hector slowly began to meander back to toward the open stable door where Finneas remained silently at attention, “You do know that these slaves will have to prove their worth as gladiators at the Equinox Festival, don’t you, Sidney?”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged, feeling the knots in his stomach tighten when the stag reminded him of the deadline.


  “I understand you do not have any fighting experience, Sidney, and that will be fine because I am not asking you to fight.” Lord Hector stopped beside Finneas and turned back to regard the fox, “You will direct Maern to run your slaves through their drills, but you will remain in charge. Ultimately their success or failure will be yours,” the comment was direct and to the point without coming across as a threat… but Sidney couldn’t help but feel a little intimidated at it, “Is that understood, Sidney?”


  “Of course, Master,” the fox confirmed, feeling the fur on the back of his neck start to prickle at the sudden influx of pressure.


  “Good,” the stag nodded, then glanced to the mouse at his side, “Finneas.”


  “Aye, Lord ’ector?” the slave inquired.


  The stag clasped Finneas on the shoulder, “Go get Sidney the other slave we discussed.”


  “Yes, Master,” he confirmed, and then was gone.


  Lord Hector looked back to Sidney, “I’m pleased to see you’re doing so well with the stables, Sidney. You’ve proven yourself enough that I’ve decided to put another slave into your care.”


  The fox was taken aback, but not so much that he couldn’t respond with the prerequisite “Thank you, Master.”


  “I will check in with you again soon, Sidney.” Lord Hector exited the stables adding, “And I expect to see them training for the pit,” before closing the doors.


  “That sounded like it went well.” Choel noted casually, glancing at Sidney.


  “Ye ’ave ’is favor, Sir.” Dorias announced, “Tis always a good thing fer a slave t’please ’is Master.”


  The yak’s choice of words brought up bad memories of Lord Bulhue’s method of being pleased, but the thought was thrown out of his mind the moment Uraou spoke up, “Hopefully you’ll remembe’ that we gave you good reviews, Slave Maste’,” with more than a faint hint to his tone.


  Sidney wasn’t exactly sure how to respond to the odd sense of solidarity from the various slaves in the stables, but the firm clasp of Maern’s hand on his good shoulder followed by a deep “Sidney good,” from the stallion went a long way to comforting the fox… until he remembered the short exchange between Maern and Lord Hector.


  “Dorias?” Sidney called to the yak.


  “Aye, Sir?”


  The fox focused his attention on the older slave, “What did Lord Hector have to say to Maern?”


  The pause before Dorias’ answer caused Sidney to wonder at it, despite the simple, “Mostly th’ same question ’e asked all’a’us, Sir.”


  “Mostly?” Sidney pressed, but the discussion was cut short as Finneas returned.


  The mouse pushed open the doors to stable without so much as an announcement. Despite his disbelief at seeing the golden lead in Finneas’ paw, Sidney couldn’t deny the truth once the enormous bull at the other end ducked his head as he walked through the door.


  “Tharis?” Choel breathed in admiration.


  “Tharis?” Uraou questioned in surprise.


  “Tharis?” Dorias gaped in disbelief.


  “Tharis,” confirmed Finneas, and dutifully deposited the end of the bull’s lead in Sidney’s stunned paw. The mouse about-faced and marched off, closing the doors with finality as he left.


  “Tharis…” Sidney whimpered even as the enormous slave gazed down at him; the fox’s earlier success at not piddling himself failed to repeat.


  Gladiators?


  

  Sidney surprised himself by awakening refreshed. Despite the stress that was placed on him by his new position and suddenly being responsible for five slaves, he had somehow managed to sleep the whole night through undisturbed; in the end, he credited being exhausted from so many nights dotted sporadically with such poor sleep. Pushing the thoughts from his mind, he sat up, let out a final yawn, and rubbed his eyes with his palms.


  The fox’s stall was easily twice the size of the others’, but it was not otherwise that different. The majority of the rotted wood beams had been replaced but the paneling was still warped, gray, and had the earthy scent of old timber. Small wooden pegs jutted out from the walls at regular intervals; their uses were unknown to Sidney, but the one closest to the pile of hay he used as a bed worked well for storing his loincloth, which he retrieved, securing it around his hips as he stood.


  As Slave Master of the stables, the job of controlling the slaves fell upon him, but he continued to ponder on how he’d manage. He recalled emulating Lord Bulhue worked that previous night but Sidney had no doubts that he wouldn’t be able to channel his prior Master long without greatly disturbing himself. Lord Hector had said that he valued Sidney’s ability to do things his own way, but the fox had no idea how to direct slaves ‘his own way’. Dorias had told him that he would have to develop one. Though the prospect seemed daunting, Sidney realized that the yak had a point.


  Making his way through the stables, Sidney paused by the single empty stall. The prior night there had been two vacant spots, but, just as quickly, the fox was suddenly down to one, and the newest addition to the stables intimidated him like little else. Feeling the fur on his back begin to rise, Sidney slowly turned around and looked across the way to Tharis’ stall; the bull was seated on the ground with his back against the wall, staring right at him.


  “Uh…” Sidney cleared his throat, addressing the bull. Tharis didn’t respond; his ears didn’t even bother swiveling toward the fox. For all the Slave Master could ascertain, the older slave didn’t even seem to register his existence, “You can… uh…” the fox paused, breaking their linked gazes as he looked away, “just… uh… stay there for… a little longer,” and he made his way down the aisle between stalls and quickly exited the stables.


  Letting out a deep breath, Sidney leaned his back against the outer wall of the building, lowering his head, “Yeah… my own way…” he let out a sigh, “This is going well…”


  “Sid-ney,” the simple speaking of his name in a deep baritone caught the fox off-guard. He managed to avoid an embarrassing yip as he turned to regard Maern. The stallion was standing several feet away from the stables in the same stance he had used in the ring, “Hell-oh,” the horse finished the greeting, and then slowly shifted his weight, oozing forward along the ground with surprising agility as he slid one hoof out ahead of himself to change his stance. As he did so, Maern pulled his arms closer to his body and balled his fists.


  “Good morning,” the fox noted neutrally, attention immediately caught up in the strangely hypnotizing movements of the horse going through the odd morning exercises.


  “Good mor-nning, Sid-ney.” Maern repeated, eyes on the Slave Master even as he rotated one leg, using the action to change direction even as he shot out one arm to the side of his body, launching a powerful punch at mid-air before pivoting further, planting the moved hoof close to the planted one, and suddenlythrustthe previously immobile leg out in a hooking swing;


  Sidney was convinced that, had someone been standing in the arc of the kick they would likely have lost their head.


  “Ah…” the fox heard Dorias’ unmistakable discerning tone from behind him at the doorway of the stables, “Mornin’ practice… ah think ye have th’right idea, Sidney.”


  “I…” Sidney started, then took his eyes away from Maern long enough to glance back at the yak.


  Dorias’ fur had the tell-tale signs of the newly awakened, including a few small sticks of hay emerging here-and-there from it. The fox quickly finished his thought, “It’s a good way to start the day?” he managed to keep the question close to a comment and hoped it sounded convincing.


  The knowing-smile on Dorias’ smile suggested that he wasn’t completely successful, “If ye’d like t’get a practice ring set up I ken get everyone roused an’ ready, Sir.”


  “Yeah…” Sidney nodded vigorously, “Uh… Yes,” he corrected himself, “Please do that.” The fox didn’t miss the smirk from the yak the moment the word ‘please’ escaped him, but Sidney managed to avoid turning red in the ears as he looked back to the field that made up the ground in front of the stables. Though the Slave Master was not trained in landscaping he knew enough to identify where a fence had once stood. Using that as a guideline, an idea began to formulate in his head.


  The fox moved over to what might have once been an herb garden planter to the right of the stable door. Nothing but weeds grew there anymore, poking out of piles discarded cobblestones. Sidney began collecting as many fist-sized rocks as he could hold; he didn’t realize that his actions had attracted Maern’s attention until the stallion’s shadow darkened the ground around the planter.


  Looking up, the fox’s plans continued to take shape, “Here.” Sidney stated, giving his full arms a shake. Maern got the idea and took the rocks from the fox’s grasp, easily able to accomodate all of them, with room to spare. The Slave Master took the opportunity to load up even more into the stallion’s arms until Maern held more than twice the number Sidney had originally collected.


  “Follow me,” he directed, and motioned for the slave to follow.


  “Yes,” the stallion acknowledged, and strolled after him.


  The fox began walking in a circle, stopping every pace to take two stones from the stallion and set them side-by-side on the ground. There were still a few rocks left in Maern’s grasp by the time the circuit was complete, leaving the area in front of the stables with a circle not-quite ten strides in diameter. To Sidney’s untrained eye it looked to be a close replica of the ring where Lord Hector had tested his gladiators-to-be; as far as a practice ring, the fox was confident it would work well enough.


  “There…” Sidney dusted his paws off against one another, “That should work.”


  “What’s all this then?” questioned Uraou. As the first in a line of slaves emerging from the stables he had the first look at the circle.


  “We’re going to go through some practice drills today.” Sidney answered, motioning to the cleared section of field.


  “Who’s running em?” asked Choel, emerging after the bear. He was gaze was intense, and focused on Sidney.


  Before the fox could come up with any semi-balance of an answer, Dorias emerged after the tiger, carrying a body-sized leather bag slug over his back, “That’s for th’ Slave Master t’decide, a course, Choel.”


  “That’s why I asked him,” the tiger shot back with a scowl.


  “Doesn’t matter anyway, mate…” Uraou gave Choel a firm slap on the back, eliciting a grunt from the tiger, “…after all, it’s not like you’ll be joinin’ us, right, Slave Masta’?” the large bear glanced to the fox.


  Sidney said the first thing that came to his mind, “Everyone’s going to be joining in today,” he cleared his throat, “Except me… I’m not a gladia–”


  “Ye no be a Gladiator-in-trainin’.” Dorias spoke up, “Aye.” Sidney was not going to add the ‘in-training’ at the end, but he was very glad that the yak interrupted him; it didn’t take much for him to see his error – none of the slaves in his care were gladiators yet, and he appreciated Dorias’ tact at reminding him.


  “Right.” Sidney confirmed, “I’ll just…” he paused as his mind came up with a suitable job, “…keep an eye on everyone and make sure everyone has a chance to practice,” he nudged a set of stones slightly to the left with his foot to better position them within the circle he had created.


  “So who’s running the practice then?” Choel repeated his earlier question, eyes focused entirely on the fox.


  Without thinking, Sidney’s finger went straight to his left, “Maern,” he motioned to the stallion, and then all of the thoughts flooded his mind. The horse didn’t really speak Prossian; Sidney had no idea if Maern even realized that they were going to be practicing as a group; it was possible that horse wouldn’t even be willing to–


  “Told ye he’d have a good idea lined up.” Dorias acknowledged simply and cuffed Uraou on the shoulder.


  “Well,” the bear shrugged, “The damned horse beat everyone put up against him, so it only makes sense, Slave Masta’.”


  “So long as he doesn’t pull my arms off.” Choel agreed with a frown, eyes finally leaving the fox, and the three of them stepped into the circle and turned to Maern.


  “Maern…” Sidney regarded the stallion.


  “Sid-ney,” Maern acknowledged, then courteously added, “Sir,” with the slightest incline of his head; to the fox, the gesture seemed almost regal.


  “You,” he motioned to the horse, “Will be training everyone,” he motioned to the other three.


  “Doss covo an sen?” the stallions’ ears went up as he glanced to the other slaves.


  “Koss koss koss koss…” Dorias quickly shook his head, holding a hand up in front of himself, “Sidney di armanas, koss covonas.”


  The exchange was completely lost to Sidney, who sat with his head cocked to the side slightly, staring at Dorias. The yak got the picture quickly and explained, “Maern thought ye wanted ’im t’fight all three a us.”


  “No, Maern.” Sidney spoke to the horse, then looked back to Dorias, “Tell him I want him to train you.”


  The stallion looked between the fox and the yak. Dorias calmly noted, “Sidny di armanas, koss covonas.”


  “You already said that…” Sidney noted, recalling having just heard him speak those words.


  “Aye, Sir… but ye said t’tell ’im again.”


  “Oh…” the fox felt his ears redden, “Right… thank you, Dorias.”


  The yak nodded graciously, “Aye, Sir… as ye command.”


  Despite the rough start, once Maern understood what Sidney wanted, the stallion did a fine job of introducing the other slaves to various exercises. The fox was surprised that the majority of the morning was little more than maneuvers similar to what he had seen some of the lords and ladies of Pross do in the morning to stay fit. The actions involved in the exercises were smooth and controlled enough that even Choel seemed able to keep up, despite his wounded arms.


  In any normal circumstance, when Sidney thought about gladiators he usually included swords or spears in his mental image, which left him at a loss as to why Maern had they going through maneuvers without weapons. Truth be told, he was perfectly content to ignore weaponry altogether, but he couldn’t fool himself into thinking that it would never be an issue… especially with the upcoming festival numbering the days until Lord Hectors’ gladiators had to be ready to fight. The thought sent a shiver up the Slave Master’s spine.


  It was nearly noon when Sidney called everyone out of the circle for a break. As everyone took turns getting water, Dorias approached the fox, “Maern put us through what ’e called ‘Embracin’ th’Earth’.”


  The fox looked at the yak blankly, “What’s that mean?”


  “Best I can figure, Sir, it means he wanted t’go over how to stand when you’re fightin’.” Dorias wiped at the strands of long, graying fur at the end of his muzzle that gave the yak a bearded- look, “From what I know ’bout real fightin’, most soldiers, mercenaries, an’ the like say it’s all ’bout balance, an’ I think that’s what Maern covered.”


  “Did it help?” Sidney asked.


  Dorias chuckled in response, and Uraou, who had come over from the water bucket, entire head dripping wet, answered casually “Hard ta say, Slave Masta’… we haven’t gotten into any fights since then and now.”


  “Sounds like Uraou’s looking for some sparring.” Choel announced, trotting over to join the rest of them, vest crumpled up in one paw, the majority of his body soaked. The tiger glanced sidelong at Sidney, and tossed the vest off to the side and onto the nearby shrubs.


  “Lash it all, Choel,” the bear grunted, “that water’s for drinking, not swimming.”


  “Stuff it, Big-Gut,” the tiger countered, “I just splashed myself to cool off… besides, from here it looks like you finally took my advice and went and dunked your head,” and Choel followed up his own comment with laughter. Uraou snorted and took a step toward the tiger, raising his paws.


  “Alright!” Sidney quickly interjected, “Okay!” he moved to step between the two, but they had already finished their banter, which was much to the relief of the Slave Master, who was convinced that Uraou was easily twice his weight, and Choel, who was the smallest of his slaves, was easily half again the fox’s size. Truth be told, he had no interest in interposing himself between them.


  “Well… if two of us need to spar…” the bear shot the tiger a glance.


  “No.” Sidney stated decisively, “I don’t want Choel getting any more hurt than he already is,” he glanced at both slaves, who nodded in understanding.


  “Maern and I, Sir?” Dorias suggested.


  The fox paused, glancing between the two of them, “Alright,” he nodded, then quickly added, “But tell Maern that it’s just a friendly fight… go slow, and… um…” he paused, unable to come up with a way to say what he wanted to express. Instead, he settled on something much less descriptive: “…stuff.”


  “Aye, Sir,” the yak acknowledged, and spoke with the stallion.


  The two entered into the ring, where Maern said several more words and bowed. Dorias bowed likewise and spoke three simple syllables, “Min sarul.”


  Maern smiled at that, and repeated the words back to the yak. Sidney wasn’t exactly sure what to expect – a clashing impact of titanic proportions; an earth-sundering slamming of two enormous bodies locked in combat; the crack of flesh colliding with flesh; a replay of the two giants having at one another like the prior day in sight of Lord Hector’s discerning gaze… none of them were the case.


  Dorias and Maern began to move about the ring, going through a series of steps and mock blows. Now and again one or the other would launch a lazy punch or a half-hearted kick at the other, who had plenty of time to bat the attack out of the way. Although the lack of brutality in the exchange was of great relief to Sidney, he was a little apprehensive about the value of the exercise. Apparently he wasn’t the only one.


  “I thought I heard Lord Hector was training gladiators…” Ulric stood off to the side, arms folded across his chest, smug expression on his muzzle, “…not dancers.”


  Sidney’s first instinct was to back away and lower his head, but he quickly recalled the standing orders of Lord Hector and he quickly recovered, turning to face the lion… though he still couldn’t meet Ulric gaze, “We’re going through warm ups, Slave Master Ulric,” and he cleared his throat in an attempt to loosen the tightness in his chest, “You’re welcome to watch, if you like.”


  Something about the words he chose had an unforeseen affect on the lion. Ulric’s fur bristled and the hint of a snarl appeared at the slave master’s lips. Confused, Sidney opened his muzzle to speak, but the lion announced, “No thank you, Slave Master Sidney,” in a curt voice, “I have my own activities that need to be dealt with.”


  While the exchage was far from civil, Sidney was surprised that their discussion went so well. For as long as he could remember, Ulric seemed to have nothing but contempt for the fox. Whether it was the fact that Sidney was a Slave Master and of equal rank, or whether it had something to do with the Sardassi incident, he didn’t know. He didn’t have time to consider it either, as the lion made a final observation, “Looks like one of your slaves is being lazy, Sidney.” Ulric chuckled.


  The fox glanced toward the stables, where he saw Tharis leaning against the wall next to the door, “That’s Tharis.” Sidney offered.


  “I don’t care what is name is,” the lion snorted, “If he’s new around here you may want to think about how you plan on punishing him so he’ll be more motivated in the future.” Ulric smirked smugly.


  “He’s… uh… not a Gladiator.” Sidney announced, pausing when he realized that the lion hadn’t noticed all of the tell-tale signs Lord Hector taught to him, “Can’t you tell?”


  The withering look provided by Ulric was enough for the fox to realize that the lion’s good-will was not in abundance, and his comment must have been sorely misinterpreted. Sidney let the other Slave Master depart without any further comment. Hoping to shake the bad feeling left on him by Ulric, the fox looked back to his slaves, only to see all four sets of eyes on him.


  “What a prick,” grumbled Choel, who got a cuff on the shoulder from Uraou.


  “Shut it, you striped simpleton… he’s a Slave Masta’,” the bear scowled.


  “Everythin’ be well, Sir?” Dorias asked, casually slapping away a slow punch from Maern.


  “Yeah… fine.” Sidney acknowledged, glancing toward the stables where Tharis remained. The stallion and yak ended their exercise, and all of them followed the fox’s gaze to where the bull lounged, “I’m thinking maybe we should give Tharis a chance to join in.”


  “Tharis?” Choel and Uraou asked in unison.


  “Well… he has some experience as a gladiator.” Sidney shrugged, “I guess it’d make sense that he could help everyone learn a little,” and, before anyone else could speak up, Sidney raised his voice, “Tharis! Come here, please!”


  The bull moved purposefully, though without any great rush. Quiet murmurs from the other slaves filled the space between the fox’s call and Tharis’ arrival. The large slave gave an indecipherable grunt and stood there impassively as if awaiting further instruction. The disinterested gaze that locked on Sidney left the fox feeling more than a little unsure of himself, but he decided that he would not relent.


  “Tharis… I would like you to do like Maern and Dorias did, but with Uraou.” Sidney motioned to the bear. The bull remained staring at Sidney, but made no motion to comply, “Tharis… enter the circle, please,” the fox rephrased the request. Tharis did as he was told.


  “I don’t like this, Slave Masta’…” Uraou admitted, “Tharis’s a champion gladiata’. If he wanted he–”


  “It’s just a sparring match, Uraou…” Choel interjected, “don’t be such a cub.”


  Sidney spoke over the two, “Are you ready, Uraou?”


  “I… guess so, Slave Masta’,” the bear took a firm stance similar to one they had been practicing that morning.


  “And are you ready, Tharis?” Sidney questioned.


  “No,” the bull responded, still standing in a relaxed manner in the circle, “…Slave Master.”


  The answer caught Sidney off guard, “Then… um…” he paused, feeling his ears redden when he realized he must have forgotten something obvious, “What’s wrong?”


  “I don’t fight…” Tharis noted flatly, “…Slave Master.”


  “But…” Sidney paused, completely taken aback by the comment, “…you used to, right?”


  “Yes,” the bull stated curtly, his grip tightening around the end of the golden lead wrapped around his right arm. The leather loop at the end creaked in his grasp.


  “Bollucks.” Uraou grunted, “If he’s a Breeding Slave he’s not supposed to fight, Slave Masta’,” the bear turned to regard Sidney, “I forgot… golden chain means he’s a Lord’s property and needs to be handled with care.”


  “You two weren’t really going to be fighting–” Sidney reminded him.


  “Uraou’s right, Sir.” Dorias added, “Laws say ’e shouldn’t be in th’ring.”


  “Oh…” Sidney acknowledged, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, “Then… um… alright…” he cleared his throat, “I guess…” the fox paused, making up his mind, “that’s enough training for today,” he motioned to the stables, “We’re going to get back to fixing up the building.”


  The slaves all confirmed agreement, except for Maern and Tharis; the former needed the orders repeated to him and the latter simply headed back toward the building. Once they were all inside, Uraou and Maern went to gather some of the heavier lumber while Choel organized the tools and Dorias began prepping the work area. Tharis headed off toward his stall.


  “Hey!” Sidney called, and Tharis came to a stop. The bull turned to regard him and grunted in a neutral tone, “We’re fixing the stables,” the fox motioned to the work area. Tharis grunted in ascent, and about-faced, taking another step toward the back of the building until Sidney added, “Aren’t you helping?”


  “No,” the bull announced.


  “You aren’t following your Slave Master’s orders?” Sidney tried for as harsh a tone as he could manage, but he succeeded in doing little more than somehow managing to keep a timid squeak from his voice; he had no doubts that he would be physically unable to do anything to make Tharis comply with his directions.


  “You didn’t give any,” the slave countered, and stepped into his stall.


  The comment confused Sidney, who went back through their short discussion. He collected his thoughts and tried again, “Tharis. Come here.”


  The bull emerged from his stall and approached in a purposeful but lackadasical manner, “Yes, Slave Master,” he confirmed in a bored tone.


  “I want you to he–” Sidney paused after he realized that his announcement was not an order. He saw the knowing glint in Tharis’ eyes that identified that the bull realized that the fox caught his own mistake, “Help Maern and Uraou with the lumber.”


  “Yes, Slave Master.” Tharis acknowledged, and walked right past Sidney to do just that. The fox might have been mistaken, but he was almost sure that he saw the hint of a smile spread its way across the bull’s muzzle for a split second before disappearing.


  Sidney watched as the slaves in his care worked. Despite Tharis’ apparent initial evasion at the work project the bull surprised him by jumping into things with a fervor. Regardless of the older slave’s age, he took to the physical activity as if he were made for manual labor. Toward the end of the day, when almost everyone else stopped to focus on Dorias and his preparation of dinner, Maern and Tharis were the only two still working.


  As the yak was putting the finishing touches on the stew, Sidney joined Uraou and Choel, who were putting away the tools for the night, “He’s a damn good worker once he finally starts,” the tiger noted, glancing back over his shoulder at Tharis, who was holding up a wooden beam by himself while Maern secured it in place, “Lords-and-Ladies! That thing probably weighs more than I do!” He glanced back to Sidney, his tail sliding across the fox’s forearm as he did so.


  Uraou grinned, “Little wonder he was such a good gladiator, eh, mate?”


  The three of them cleared the work area of tools and scraps quickly enough and went to rejoin Dorias at the stew pot. The yak had a meatless bowl of stew set aside for Sidney, who accepted it graciously. The four of them ate quietly, all eyes on Tharis and Maern. The bull directed the work at that point, managing to communicate to Maern with gestures and non-verbal queues.


  The two of them finished setting the beam before calling it quits. It was dark by that point. Tharis took his bowl of stew and trotted off into the shadows of his stall while Maern sat down next to the fox, completing the circle the slaves had created within the glow of the cooking fire.


  “Hell-oh, Sid-ney,” the stallion announced.


  “Good evening, Maern.” Sidney offered with a faint smile. Everyone ate in silence at that point, finishing up their meals before, one by one, drifting away from the fire as they prepared for bed. As they each said their general goodnights to the group, the slaves also took care to specifically seek Sidney’s permission to be dismissed for the night; he granted them, first to Uraou, then Choel, and then Dorias until only he and Maern remained at the fire. The tiger lingered at the edge of the firelight for a few more moments before disappearing down the aisle between stalls.


  “I wish it was easier to understand you.” Sidney said quietly once they were alone.


  “Un-er-stand.” Maern parroted.


  Sighing, the fox stood, and motioned to the fire, “Put that out before you go to bed, Maern.”


  Sidney smoothed out his fur and sighed again, “Good night, Maern.”


  “Good night, Sid-ney,” the stallion acknowledged, and, having apparently understood the fox’s direction, snuffed the fire with a good amount of sand from the dirt floor.


  Ready to give nothing any further thought, Sidney made his way down the aisle between the stalls toward the back of the stable where his pile of hay awaited him. He almost made it before his otherwise peaceful retreat to slumber was interrupted, “Slave Master?” the deep, gravely voice was unmistakable.


  “Tharis?” the fox timidly peeked around the corner into the bull’s stall.


  Despite the dark interior of the building, Sidney’s eyesight was keen enough to see the slave. Tharis was seated on a pile of hay with his back against the stable wall. Sidney froze when he saw lines of light traced across Tharis’ body. At first, the fox passed it off as a trick of moonlight sneaking in through the cracks between the stable’s wall boards, but he realized that the light grew in intensity ever-so-slightly when the bull moved his arm; the line of light looked as though it traced his bicep from the crook of his elbow up to his shoulder.


  The fox gasped, “What in the Master’s name…?”


  Tharis quickly folded his arms across his chest, covering up the luminescence, “Thank you… Slave Master.”


  “You’re… welcome?” the fox answered politely, but was unable to avoid adding, “for what?” He wanted to address the strange glowinglines on Tharis’ arms, but he had no doubt that the otherwise tight-lipped slave would have little to say.


  “For the work,” the bull answered. The comment could have meant any number of things, and could even be seen as sarcastic, but Sidney knew exactly what Tharis meant. Having had even the faintest glimpse into the bull’s head gave the fox enough insight to realize that Tharis had spent years feeling useless… so long, in fact, that he had almost managed to convince himself that he was.


  Sidney smiled at that, “I’m glad you’re okay with it…” he shifted from foot to foot as he thought about the best way to treat the situation, and settled on the most pleasant-but-official one he could think of, “There’s plenty more around here to do.” Tharis’ noncommittal grunt wasn’t the answer Sidney was hoping for, but he also realized that it was unfair to expect too much too quickly, especially after all; the bull had been through.


  Recalling their initial meeting and the ‘hands-on’ nature of their first interaction brought the redness immediately to the fox’s ears, “Goodnight!” he added quickly before the uncomfortable infusion of his thoughts made things any more disconcerting. Sidney returned quickly to his stall, intent on passing out right then and there… but it was not to be.


  “Hello, Slave Master.” Choel’s voice reverberated with a rumbling purr even though he was whispering. Sidney froze at the door, staring at the slitted, predatory eyes glimmering out of the darkness, “I was waiting for you,” the tiger announced. The fox didn’t have to look twice to see that Choel was naked.


  “Um…” Sidney squeaked, “…why?” It wasn’t a question that really needed to be answered thanks to the firm flesh standing at attention in the tiger’s lap. Sidney saw several errant rays of moonlight highlight the sharp teeth of an eager grin.


  Choel didn’t bother answering with words.


  The Price of Loyalty


  

  The tiger remained where he was with his back against the stable wall and his tail curled around his naked hips. The only movement from Choel was from his legs; they had been crossed at the ankles, but he casually spread them as Sidney continued to stare. The muted chuckle from the grinning slave finally brought the fox enough focus to speak.


  “This… uh… is my stall… um… Choel…” the slave master noted quietly.


  Choel’s grin widened and he spoke in a likewise muted voice, “I know…” and one glimmering feline eye closed in a wink, “Like I said, Slave Master… I was waiting for you,” and the tiger’s paw patted at the hay on the ground beside where he sat, “Like you said… this is your stall… no need to stand there in the doorway.”


  Sidney stepped past the entryway, the distinct scent of arousal even more evident, “I–” the fox began, but his voice faltered when Choel began to slowly stroke his rock-hard feline flesh in clear view of the Slave Master.


  “You’re not really all that good at talking…” the tiger winked anew, “but, then again, I guess they expect sex slaves to do other things with muzzles… don’t they?”


  “What are–?” Sidney attempted to summon up a sense of indignation, but the squeak to his voice ruined it beyond any sense of salvage. Choel continued as if the fox hadn’t even attempted to communicate.


  “Been a few years since any put you to service, hasn’t it?” Choel questioned bluntly, “Still think you know your way around a cock?”


  “I don’t know what–” Sidney attempted to get a word in edgewise, but it was obvious to the fox that they both knew that he wouldn’t.


  “You’re not that great of a slave master, Sid – I’m pretty sure we both agree on that,” the comment was as blunt as anything else he said, and it stung.


  “I’m still learning,” the fox announced, “I won’t let Lord Hector down,” the final comment to his rebuttal was the first thing he was able to say with any degree of conviction, “I’ll do whatever it takes.”


  “Whatever it takes, huh?” Choel’s grin looked so wide as to be almost painful, but the renewal of movement from the tiger’s paw on his flesh was more attention-grabbing, “Like what you see?” the tiger purred.


  “What…” Sidney began, then swallowed the tightness in his throat, “What are you getting at, Choel?”


  “A trade,” the tiger crooned, the words combined with the strongest purr the fox had ever recalled hearing.


  Sidney was not stupid, and all of the signs of the proposal were staring him in the face, but he was still off-balance enough that he let the “What?” slip loose before he realized he had even said it.


  “What I’m offering…” Choel spoke, leaning forward so he could get to his feet, “…is me behaving better than a pit-bred house slave…” he placed his precum-slickened paw on Sidney’s shoulder, “and… in exchange… all you have to do is show me how good they trained you as a sex slave.”


  Sidney had spent most of his life as a plaything of Lord Bulhue, which meant that the prospect of such a trade seemed far-too-easy. At the same time, however, a nagging doubt in the back of his mind questioned if that path was the right one for a Slave Master. Another thought reminded him that Lord Hector told him to develop his own methods, “I just have to satisfy you?” the fox questioned.


  The tiger chuckled, “Yeah…” the single word came from deep in Choel’s chest, vibrating powerfully with the accompanying purr, “That’s the perfect way to put it…” he patted Sidney on the shoulder; the fox didn’t miss the fact that the action smeared the tiger’s scent into his fur, “It’s about time I get something other than my paw to satisfy me…” Choel licked his muzzle, “I think I’m gonna–” the tiger’s voice stopped the moment Sidney’s muzzle engulfed the slave’s obviously eager-member.


  The fox pressed his muzzle forward, having had enough experience pleasing Lord Bulhue orally. Choel was not as thick around as the hippo, but Sidney could tell the difference in the tiger’s length, which was decidedly longer; even after several years of inactivity, Sidney realized that he’d had enough practice that the extra inches wouldn’t be a problem… the simple fact that Choel’s scent was far less repulsive than Lord Bulhue’s made it that much easier.


  “Oh… Lash me…” the tiger gasped, “you are a skilled little cock-worker, aren’t you?” Sidney felt Choel’s fingers slide through the fur on his head, guiding him at a faster pace, “I don’t sell loyalty cheap so I hope you’re not thinking I’m – NNGHH!” Sidney smiled around the slave’s flesh as a tongue trick he’d learned as part of his training quieted Choel in short-order. Unable to do little more than wheeze, the tiger gripped the fox’s ear tightly as he began emptying himself into Sidney’s waiting muzzle.


  The Slave Master remained on his knees, holding his muzzle in place as Choel’s whole body shivered, releasing pulse after pulse of tiger seed into him. He didn’t stand up until Choel pulled his member back from the fox’s tongue and leaned against the wooden wall of the stall, taking several steadying breaths, “Good?” Sidney asked.


  Choel let out a final, deep breath and looked back at the fox, “A good start, yea,” he grinned wide.


  “A… start?” Sidney questioned, his ears raising as he wiped an errant strand of fluid from his lips, “But… you’re… done!” Despite saying the words, the fox realized that his comment was hardly true; he didn’t miss the fact that the tiger’s member was still rock-hard, “…aren’t you?”


  Choel laughed in response, “I guess you’re just too used to dealing with fat, over-sexed lords,” the tiger announced as he sat down with his back against the wall, “Now commere,” he motioned directly to his still hard shaft. Sidney could tell that Choel was more-than-ready; the fox could clearly count the slave’s heartbeats by the throbbing of his member, “We’re just getting started… now get over here… Slave Master,” the tiger crooned his title, obviously taking great joy at being in charge.


  Sidney was caught somewhere between indignation and embarrassment. It wasn’t that he was servicing the needs of another male; he had done that nearly his entire life. What affected the fox so greatly was the fact that Choel seemed to think that he couldn’t handle the challenge. Despite how unsure Sidney was about so many areas in life, there was one thing that he knew well… and if Lord Hector wanted him to be more confident then he couldn’t certainly back down on a professional challenge.


  The tiger was obviously not ready to have the fox collapse in front of him, vulpine muzzle falling toward his groin. Choel jumped in surprise from his place on the ground but Sidney’s paws pressed down against his thighs and the fox continued forward until his nose hit the tiger’s pelvic bone, member completely engulfed by his muzzle, “Oh… send me to the pit.” Choel cursed with a purr, “That’s what I was looking for!” and he spread his legs wider as Sidney wasted no time wading into his work.


  The fox felt Choel squirm slightly in place, far more responsive to his methods than Lord Bulhue had been in the last years of his service. The twitch of a thigh-muscle, the pulse of precum escaping from the tiger’s shaft, the half-gasp/half-groan from the slave, the needy paws on either of his ears pulling him forward with each movement – Sidney needed no other clues to tell that Choel was unexpectedly surprised, and the thought made the fox smile around the flesh in his muzzle. A split second later he was forced to wrap his lips more firmly around Choel’s member as the tiger unloaded for a second time.


  The tiger growled through his ejaculation, paws gripping almost painfully down around Sidney’s ears. Despite Choel’s shoulder injuries he still had a good amount of strength and the fox had no doubt that he wouldn’t have been able to withdraw off of the tiger’s shaft even if he had wanted to. Swirling his tongue up against the flesh in his muzzle instead, the action was awarded with the sound of Choel’s toes popping as they curled and clenched. When the slave’s paws finally released his ears, Sidney finally pulled back, drawing his tongue along the underside of the tiger’s member as he did so, “Better?” Sidney hazarded a self-sure grin after licking his muzzle.


  “Better…” Choel grinned with a goofy smile, but his eyes came quickly back into focus on the fox, “…but not done,” he chuckled softly with a faint growl as his upper lip curled softly, “You’re good with your muzzle, Slave Master… but that’s not all I plan on trying tonight,” he reached out and took hold of Sidney’s tail and gave it a slight yank.


  The fox had long-since been used to having his tail pulled every which way and, while it was uncomfortable, he didn’t react adversely to it; the last time he had, Lord Bulhue had given him a black eye for his response. Sidney did, however, reach down and grab Choel’s wrist, “You just came twice,” he assessed.


  “Like I said…” the tiger growled softly, grabbing Sidney’s wrist with his other paw, “we’re just getting started,” and he bodily pulled the fox into his lap, “You’re asking for a lot from me if you want me to be on my best behavior… and that’s not gonna be cheap.”


  Sidney let out a sigh, as much for theatrics as to try and convince himself to stop enjoying the attention. Despite his initial displeasure at the slave trying to bargain for his compliance, the fox couldn’t avoid admitting that he felt a little giddy at the closeness. Choel’s reactions to his every move was almost intoxicating; the tiger had admitted to having never experienced a sex slave and his body’s responses proved that to be the case. Despite Choel taking the lead, Sidney couldn’t help but feel that he held a great amount of power in the interaction… one of many reasons that he was rock-hard himself.


  The fox settled into the tiger’s grip, about-facing so that his tail slapped Choel’s muzzle from one side as it swung across at head-height to the sitting slave, “Oh, you little bitch…” Choel chuckled, and pulled the fox down into his lap; Sidney felt the length of the tiger’s member slide up the small of his back.


  “Female foxes are vixens.” Sidney clarified, reaching down to undo the knot of his loin cloth, suddenly eager to give his shaft freedom from the confining cloth; Choel’s paw caught both of his however, locking them together by the wrist.


  “Nu-uh,” the tiger announced, “You just sit there and look sexy…” he purred, “I get to unwrap you myself,” and, as if to accentuate the claim, one of the tiger’s hooked claws slid its way across Sidney’s thigh and, with a quick flick of the digit, the string holding his loin cloth on was neatly cut, “Now you can do your thing.” Choel laid back again, tugging Sidney’s clothing off of him and tossing it off to the side. The fox could hear the slave chuckling mutedly to himself as the fox settled his weight down onto the tiger’s thighs.


  One of the first rules Sidney had learned about serving a master was that he was to give his owner exactly what he wanted… but not always what he asked for. A sex slave, he recalled, was often called upon to tease, coerce, and toy with his master, even going to the point of seemingly doing the opposite of his will, all for the thrill of finally succumbing to the demands, but always making it seem as though it simply might not happen. It was to this training that Sidney looked, and he started with nothing more than a flick of his tail.


  Behind him, Choel grit his teeth as the luscious, flowing fur of Sidney’s tail dragged across his erection. The tip of the fox’s tail brushed underneath the tiger’s muzzle, and Sidney could feel Choel tense up to respond to it, but he forestalled any movement by backing up an inch on the slave’s lap, trapping the tip of the tiger’s flesh up beneath the base of his tail.


  The tiger’s hips rose up in anticipation but Sidney quickly tensed his legs and pressed off the ground, raising his own body an equal amount to keep Choel from entering him. At the end of the tiger’s tentative thrust, Sidney lowered down just enough so that his opening gave the tip of Choel’s member a faint ‘kiss’, receiving a smear of his precum in return, “How am I supposed to show you what I can do if you keep trying to do it yourself?” he used the tiger’s own logic against him, and was rewarded with Choel going slack beneath him… but not for long.


  Releasing a steadying breath, Sidney slowly lowered himself down. The tiger’s eager flesh was already in perfect place so the fox was able to let gravity do the rest for him, impaling himself inch after inch as the slave beneath him complied, not moving as much as a hair’s width. He felt Choel’s chest against his back as the tiger took in a deep breath.


  On either side of him he saw Choel grab furtively at the hay on the ground, as if by not admitting his excitement the tiger could somehow deny that Sidney knew what he was doing… and the fox did know what he was doing. The slave master smiled to himself as he felt his weight settle down completely in Choel’s lap; he was fully mounted.


  Gaining the mock surety instilled into him by his training, Sidney looked over his shoulder, brushing his nose against the tiger’s panting muzzle seductively, “Tell me if you can’t take what I’m giving,” he crooned softly, expertly passing off a wince at the pain from being out of practice as a haughty huff.


  “I can take anything you–” but the tiger’s words were cut short; Sidney had begun his ‘performance’.


  The fox started off simply, arching and then relaxing his back, doing little with his hips other than the minor inch-or-two movement that resulted from his torso’s flexing. After only a few repetitions he added a slight pivot at the end, pulling his hips forward, and causing another two inches of movement as he first pulled away from Choel’s groin, and then slid seamlessly back into it.


  The tiger’s purring intensified as the fox began to gently undulate his whole body, making use of a dance he had learned during his years as a sex slave; it would be mesmerising to watch, but its movements’ true value was not to be performed alone. The hallmark of a high quality ‘personal slave’, Sidney knew, was that a well trained one could choose any number of ways to bring their master to climax, and that the simple up-and-down method did not suitably showcase the kinds of talents that he had been trained to perform.


  Behind him, Choel let out a blast of hot breath against the nape of his neck. The tiger’s arms wrapped around his chest, but not restrictively so. Having acclimated to ‘the craft’ once again, Sidney had no qualms about intensifying his ministrations, rolling his hips in a circular motion against the slave’s groin, flexing and relaxing his back so as to work the tiger in several directions at once. Choel quivered as Sidney’s tail wrapped half way around abdomen, and, as the tiger’s already-firm member began to harden even more, the fox could tell that the slave was close for the third time that night.


  Despite the numerous times that he had serviced Lord Bulhue, unless the hippo was particularly noisy or, more often, uttered the words “Get off me, I’m done,” Sidney was never able to clearly identify his master’s orgasm’s start and finish – he had no such trouble with Choel. The tiger’s teeth gripped the fur on the back of the fox’s neck and, as a fresh blast of breath hit him, Sidney could feel the pulsing from the tiger’s flesh lodged within him. While Lord Bulhue had leaked semen, Choel’s ejaculation was much more energetic, and the fox felt each jet as it was blasted into him.


  Quivering atop the tiger, Sidney felt his own precum dribble down the length of his shaft as the tiger continued to quiver, his orgasm drawn out for several seconds until the final two or three throbs of his flesh were accompanied by weaker splashes of fluid. Only once Choel let go of his chest did Sidney finally relent his movements, slowly leaning forward so the tiger’s member could slip free. The fox clamped down with the muscles of his tail the moment Choel’s shaft escaped him.


  He crawled forward, keeping his thighs close together so he could move without his by prematurely voiding the deposited fluid all over. It was a common mistake for the untrained, but all personal slaves knew how to avoid such a mishap. Sidney had all intention of seeing Choel off, and then relieving himself at his own leisure… but apparently the tiger had other ideas. The slave’s claws poked lightly through the fur on either side of the fox’s rump, “Where you goin’?” Choel rumbled at him.


  “Aren’t you–” Sidney began, but Choel didn’t provide him a chance to finish the comment as the fox was hauled to his feet, his body leaned forward against the stall door.


  “I’ll tell you when I’m done,” the tiger offered, and the slave master felt the slave’s firm flesh slide up beneath his tail again, “This time, it’s at my pace…”


  Sidney gasped, gritting his teeth as his blunt claws dug into the wood of the stall door. His toes created grooves in the dirt on the stable floor as Choel’s thick flesh forced his tail to the side, penetrating him less than gently. He heard the tiger chuckle softly from behind him, and the Slave Master finally understood what the tiger meant by not selling his loyalty cheap.


  Once Choel took control he came inside the slave master two more times before he pushed the fox over the edge, and Sidney finally orgasmed hard from the abuse, spraying his fluid all over the hay on the floor. Only then, it turned out, did the tiger decide he had had enough. There were few words exchanged between them as the slave departed, leaving Sidney to move sorely to his hay pile.


  The fox would have been more than content enough to pass out at that point, but a deep voice spoke to him through the wooden wall, “Real men like whimpering.”


  “Huh?!?” Sidney started so violently that he winced doubly; his tail hole ached, but not quite as much as his head, which he had just struck against the wall from surprise.


  “You heard me.” Tharis announced bluntly, “Whimper next time.”


  “I was trained not to,” the fox responded, feeling his entire face flush as he realized the bull had probably missed nothing of the night’s events.


  There was no forthcoming response from Tharis and, as such, Sidney laid his head back down, slowly drifting off into an uneasy sleep. Before finally surrendering to slumber, however, the fox was unable to get the thought out of his mind that he was certain he could clearly smell a copious amount of bull seed.


  * * * * * *


  Despite the abuse put to his body, Sidney was up as early as usual. His first several minutes were devoted to tenderly stretching his aching body, relieving himself, and stretching again, albeit, with fewer hisses and gasps. Only once he was sure that he was ready to start the day did the fox leave his stall, taking care to keep his stance as neutral as possible; he moved a little slower as a result.


  “Mornin’, Slave Masta.” As the only slave facing him, Uraou was first to make the announcement from the cauldron.


  Choel glanced over his shoulder to glance at Sidney, “Good morning, Slave Master,” and the tiger winked, “Slept well?”


  “Just fine,” the fox responded, placing his paws against the base of his spine as he stretched backward, “Is everyone up?”


  “Aye, sir.” Dorias acknowledged, “Tharis an’ Maern are outside workin’ on th’circle.”


  “The circle?” Sidney questioned, taking a seat at the cauldron.


  Dorias offered him a bowl of porridge, “Aye… Finneas came by early an’ let me know that Lord ’ector wants ye t’make sure everyone’s familiar with arena fights,” the yak then started scooping out servings for everyone else, adding chunks of meat to the slaves’ servings.


  “What are arena fights?” the fox asked blankly.


  “Fighting in an arena, Slave Master.” Choel spoke up quickly, “Instead of a twenty foot circle, gladiators have fifty feet of fighting space.”


  Sidney had heard of arena fighting before, but everything he’d heard about it were stories of horror and meyhem. The realization that he was being asked to ready gladiators for the arena did not do anything to improve his confidence. Dorias’ next words helped even less, “An’ Finneas said Lord ’ector’ll be by later t’day.”


  After taking a moment to stop choking on his poridge, Sidney excused himself and made his way out of the stables to check on the horse and the bull. Since Tharis was a bull of few words, the fact that two shared no language caused little trouble for them, and they were working together quite efficiently. The fox didn’t know how long they had been at work, but the small ring he and Maern had created yesterday had been enlarged quite significantly.


  The two slaves were moving a large boulder easily Sidney’s side when they noticed him and, in unison, they lowered the stone. Tharis leaned against the enormous rock while Maern trotted over, looking no more winded than if he had been washing dishes, “Good Mor-ning, Sid-ney,” the stallion greeted him, and followed it up with a slight nod of his head.


  “Go eat,” the fox announced, motioning toward the stable, “Food.” The horse nodded again, understanding the simple words. Maern obediently went to the stable, leaving Sidney and Tharis alone in the yard, “You too,” the fox added, and sat down next to the edge of the enlarged circle, staring at it without bothering to look at the bull. If he had expected Tharis to comment, he would have been disappointed. The bull passed by him, golden lead wrapped around his arm, eyes focused on the door to the stables. Several footsteps later and Sidney was alone with his thoughts.


  The fox knew that he had a limited time to ready the slaves to be gladiators. Even with Maern guiding them through whatever the stallion felt was needed, the fact that they had gone an entire day without so much as touching weapons had Sidney concerned. It wasn’t that the fox doubted the stallion’s fighting abilities – from what he’d seen that was one thing he didn’t doubt… but would Maern be able to teach everyone else in time? If Sidney was lucky, perhaps Lord Hector would only ask him to have one presentable for the exhibition.


  “Good morning, Sidney,” the fox’s thoughts stopped immediately at the sound of his Master’s beautifully perfect voice.


  “Lord Hector!” Sidney jumped immediately to his feet and turned to face the stag’s chest.


  “I see you’re up and about before your slaves.” Lord Hector noted, a bemused expression on his muzzle, “They’re eating, I assume?”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox bowed his head.


  “Good…” acknowledged the stag, “I was hoping to have a few minutes where I could have you all to myself,” and Lord Hector took a seat on one of the larger rocks that had been moved to mark the outskirts of the fighting circle, “I like what you’ve done with the field,” he patted the stone next to himself, “Come… sit.”


  “You may have me whenever you want, Master.” Sidney announced, and blushed inwardly when he realized the accidental double-meaning of what he had said; he hoped it went unnoticed by Lord Hector. He obediently joined the stag on the stone, sitting beside him and looking dilligantly forward toward the newly-made fighting ring, “Maern and Tharis expanded the circle today,” he explained to his Master, hoping to brush his earlier comment away.


  Lord Hector’s ears went up immediately, “You have Tharis doing manual labor?”


  “Yes, Master.” For a moment the blood in Sidney’s veins turned to ice when he questioned the intelligence of his decision, “It–” the fox faltered, “he–” the words refused to leave his muzzle, “I thought that–”


  “And he is taking well to it?” the stag continued, ignoring the stuttering starts that Sidney could not force his tongue to continue.


  “Yes, Master,” he answered the direct question simply, halting his failed attempts at trying to explain himself.


  “Finneas said he heard Tharis whistling.” Lord Hector commented casually. Sidney did not bother responding to the comment, as it was not a question. He began to consider all of the ways that his master might punish him for overstepping his bounds with the breeding slave. The fox was considering the number of lashes he might receive with a Snap Flay when the stag added, “Good work, Sidney.”


  The comment surprised the slave master enough that he couldn’t help but ask, “Master?”


  Lord Hector reached out and patted Sidney on his head, “Tharis has been through a lot, Sidney, and whistling is not something he’s done while under the care of either of the two Slave Masters to which he had been assigned.”


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney acknowledged, though he couldn’t help but feel confused at the stag’s explanation.


  “That is a good thing,” his kindly owner elaborated, and that was enough to finally get the fox’s tail moving in a giddy left-right swish.


  “I am pleased that you approve, Master.” Sidney bowed his head.


  “I approve with the way you’re handling Tharis, yes,” the stag nodded, “But I am quite at-odds regarding your interactions with Choel last night.”


  “My–?” Sidney’s voice failed to work when his master uttered the words. Lord Hector had announced his displeasure with all the neutrality of a pair of lords commenting on the weather, but to him, he may as well have been hit by Maern. A number of thoughts ran through the fox’s head. Did Lord Hector mean what he thought he meant? How did his Master know? What would be done? Was he in trouble? For the briefest of moments, Sidney actually considered lying, but the idea passed as quickly as it had arrived – he would not and could not lie to Lord Hector.


  “In the history of my estate, I cannot recall a time where a Slave Master felt compelled to bribe a slave for his loyalty.” Lord Hector examined the fingers on one of his hands, flicking an errant speck of dirt off of a finger.”


  “I am sorry, Master.” Sidney lowered his head, but successfully fought back the urge to throw him to the ground, and at his Master’s mercy.


  “No, Sidney,” Lord Hector reached down and tucked a finger under the fox’s muzzle, raising him to his feet again with little more than a faint bit of upward pressure, “I told you that you were to do with your slaves as you see fit, and that is precisely what you have done.”


  “But I have displeased you, Master.” Sidney insisted, hoping strongly that his master would be willing to overlook his faults, and willing to press the issue enough that Lord Hector would give him another chance.”


  “I am disappointed, Sidney… not displeased,” and, with that, the stag stood up, turning his back to the fox, “If anything, you have followed my directions beyond all expectation.”


  “I did not mean to disappoint you, Master…” Sidney bowed his head, feeling the sting Lord Hector’s words as sharply as any Snap Flay, “I will do better.”


  “Of that, I have no doubt.” Lord Hector acknowledged, “This is the very reason I know you will not let me down.”


  Despite being on-edge at his Master’s disappointment, a small spark of hope cut through the fox’s darkness, “Yes, Master,” he nodded vigorously.


  “But we will have to discuss punishment…” the stag added.


  For a moment, Sidney felt all the blood drain from his ears, face, and shoulders, but he nodded resolutely, ready to prove his devotion by accepting it with good grace, “I will accept any punishment you deem necessary for me, Master.”


  “For you?” Lord Hector paused, turning back to regard him with ears raised, “Why do you feel you need to be punished?”


  Sidney started, confused at his master’s response, “For what I’ve done with Choel, Master,” he shifted his weight from one foot to the other, “I have displeased you.”


  “No, Sidney.” Lord Hector announced, “As we’ve already acknowledged, you were doing what I asked in choosing your own way to handle your position,” the edge of the stag’s muzzle quirked ever-so-faintly in a bemused smirk, “I am pleased with you… it is Choel who displeases me.”


  Without really understanding why, Sidney was unable to keep the next words inside, “Master – he was just–”


  The stag’s gaze became suddenly critical as he leveled it on the fox, “Do you wish to defend his actions, Sidney?”


  The sudden challenge left the slave master feeling weak in the knees, “I would never question your–”


  “But you were about to say something in Choel’s defense?” the severe stare from the stag lessened, “Tell me, Sidney… should Choel not be punished?”


  Sidney’s will left him at that point, “You know best, Master,” and he bowed his head.


  “It’s settled then.” Lord Hector nodded with finality, “The two of you had an agreement, and, as such, I will take that into consideration.”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged.


  “Sidney, I want you to bring Choel and Tharis to the work shed tonight,” the stag ordered.


  Sidney’s fur stood on end at the command but he answered in the only way possible, “Yes Master.”


  Paid in Full


  

  Despite Sidney’s preoccupation with Lord Hector’s command, the day passed much the same as the previous one. The slaves, led by Maern, went through their warm up exercises and continued to practice stances. Much to the fox’s mixed-approval, the stallion also added some more components to the exercise including what looked like a series of punches and elbows. Sidney was pleased that they were learning how to fight but, at the same time, he was worried that they would have the need in far too short a time.


  The gladiators-to-be did not practice in the middle of nowhere; even though the stables were not exactly on the main walkway through the estate they were still within view of the courtyard. A good number of passersby stopped to watch the training and the extra attention did not do much to ease Sidney’s concerns. More than once, the fox could have sworn that he even saw some other slaves stop and gawk – whether it was because they were curious, jealous, or sympathetic, he didn’t know.


  Despite the focus the fox gave to the day’s events, he remained horribly distracted. Several times Dorias had to repeat himself when providing Sidney an update on the next project Maern had prepare for them. Each time, the Slave Master would acknowledge the plan and restate that he trusted in the stallion’s choice of activities. In truth, however, he remained very insecure about the limited time they had to prepare. Moreover, however, as the sun began to set, Sidney realized that he had more immediate concerns – dinner… and then the work shed.


  As he and the other slaves sat around the fire Uraou and Choel returned to their good-natured jabs at one another, but Sidney barely registered it; he told them to stop only once the bear started backhanding the tiger on the shoulder repeatedly. It was at that time that his preoccupation finally drew attention.


  “You’ve barely said a word all day, Slave Masta.” Uraou spoke up, tussling the fur atop Choel’s head before leaving the tiger alone, “What’s the matta?”


  Sidney shrugged and set his mostly-full bowl down next to the fire, “Everyone’s going to get ready for bed, but I still have things to take care of,” his answer was simple and honest, if lacking information. The bear pressed him further.


  “More?” Uraou’s rounded ears rose up in curiosity, “It’s dark out… what more ken anyone ask done afte’ the sun sets?”


  Something about the question drew the fox’s ire, “I have more responsibilities than just watching over your training.” Sidney had been told many times by many people that they had no faith in him being aggressive or intimidating, but he was surprised at his own tone. He cleared his throat as he stood up, “Lord Hector asked for me personally.”


  “We can show ourselves to bed.” Choel offered, “It’s not a problem.”


  Sidney nodded, “Dorias and Uraou, you can clean up after dinner then go to bed,” he turned to Maern, “Maern… bed.”


  The stallion nodded, “Good nite, Sid-ney,” and with no other comment, Maern stood up and headed to his stall.


  “Do you want me to wait up for you, Sir?” Choel’s grin was as wide as his head.


  “No, Choel…” Sidney’s voice cracked, though whether it was from hesitance, or for having been given a good reason to not be as distraught about the work shed, he didn’t know, “I need you and Tharis to come with me.”


  The tiger stood obediently, “Yes, sir,” and, with that, Sidney exited the stables with the tiger in tow; he received several inquisitive looks from his slaves, but he was not pressed with questions. Tharis followed last, closing the door securely behind the three of them. Sidney started off toward the work shed, but the sound of the large bull clearing his throat caught the fox’s attention, and he looked back.


  “Here,” the bull stated with no great ceremony, dangling the end of his lead in front of the fox’s face.


  Sidney did well to hide his blush, and quickly grabbed the leather loop at the end of the golden chain. With lead firmly gripped, the fox started off toward the work shed, shadowed by Choel and followed by Tharis. They crossed the courtyard at a leisurely but purposeful pace; even though Sidney was not at all eager to arrive at their destination, his master had ordered it of him, and the fox was not about to go against the word of Lord Hector.


  The tiger walked beside him, languidly keeping pace step-per-step, seemingly oblivious to Sidney’s inner-turmoil. The bull, on the other hand, trailed behind, taking one large step for every two of Sidney’s, yet having little issue with matching the fox’s speed… and, based on Tharis’ steady, forcefully-calm breaths, the slave master had an inkling that the bull knew where they were headed.


  “So where are we going?” Choel questioned once they were a good distance from the stables.


  The cold night air provided Sidney a moment of clarity as a cool breeze swept over him. He let out a breath, and answered in as calm a tone he could muster, “Slaves aren’t supposed to ask questions, Choel.”


  “Ah…” he heard the tiger’s tail thwap against the ground audibly, “Okay then…” the restless slave clacked his teeth together twice before adding, “…behaving then, like a good slave, I guess,” and he remained quiet thereafter. Sidney was surprised how well the simple comment worked.


  Sidney stopped only once they came to the door of the work shed, and gingerly reached up with his free paw to tap lightly at the door… but there was no answer.


  “Lord Hector.” Tharis rumbled behind him.


  The fox jumped with a start, spinning to look at the white stag gazing at him from only a few paces away; Sidney wondered if he’d been so caught up in his own thoughts that he hadn’t even noticed his Master standing there? He realized his newest mistake a moment later when he felt a tug from the leather strap in his paw, “Sorry!” Sidney gasped, realizing that his movement had yanked at Tharis’ nose ring. The bull readjusted the metal in his nose, but said nothing in response.


  “Ahem.” Lord Hector cleared his throat, immediately commandeering Sidney’s full attention.


  “Good evening, Master.” Sidney went into a deep, deep bow, though he was careful not to yank Tharis’ head down with him in the process.


  “Master.” Choel went immediately to his knees, pressing his forehead to the grass; Sidney felt a moment of relief over the tiger’s response, but it did not last long as he saw Tharis’ simple head-tilt to the stag. He was about to give a gentle tug on the bull’s lead, but Lord Hector seemed content to let the poor acknowledgment pass.


  “Tharis,” the stag spoke up, regarding the bull. Sidney placed the slave’s lead into his Master’s waiting hand the moment Lord Hector motioned for it.


  Tharis met his gaze, “Master,” he acknowledged simply.


  Sidney felt the fur on the back of his neck stand up at the complete lack of servitude from the bull, but he was simultaneously surprised at the lack of reproach from their Master. Lord Hector turned to Choel, “Stand up,” he ordered, and the tiger complied immediately, “Now look at me,” he directed. The slave’s eyes rose as ordered, and the two met one anothers’ gaze. The stag remained staring at Choel, who looked straight back, and they remained that way for longer than Sidney could bare to count… until Choel finally looked away.


  “You wish to be gladiator, is that not true, Choel?” Lord Hector questioned.


  “Yes, Master,” the tiger acknowledged.


  “Look to Tharis,” the stag directed. Choel did as he was ordered. The two matched gazes and, almost immediately, the tiger looked away. Sidney certainly didn’t blame him, “Is Tharis your Master, Choel?”


  “No, Master,” the tiger answered immediately.


  “I didn’t tell you to look away.” Lord Hector stated, continuing to face the two as he waved Sidney away from the door. The stag unlocked the work shed and ushered the fox in as the two slaves matched gazes again. A few moments later, Choel’s stare faltered again and he looked away.


  “Are you unwilling to follow my orders, Choel?” Lord Hector questioned.


  “No, Master,” the tiger responded without pause, “I am yours.”


  “Then why are you not continuing to meet his gaze?” the stag asked casually, then looked straight at Sidney, who shrank back slightly at the attention, “Did I not tell Choel to look at Tharis, Sidney?”


  “You did, Master,” the fox nodded, quickly lowering his eyes so he could stare at the stag’s chest instead of his face. Sidney admired the smooth, chiseled features of his Master’s perfectly formed body, and the way that his tunic clung so enticingly to–


  “Choel!” Lord Hector’s voice came out almost like a bark, snapping Sidney out of his momentary fantasy, “Meet Tharis’ gaze until I tell you to stop,” the order came out slowly, clearly, and with a level of tempo-perfect enunciation that there was no way any slave would have confused it for anything less than an order that would be followed on penalty of death.


  Sidney gazed out the open door at the tiger, who practically squirmed in place to maintain his stare at Tharis, who remained as disinterested as always, save for the piercing, will-wavering gaze he returned to Choel. The feline ultimately started shaking, appearing on all counts to be acting as if he’d just ran for miles overburdened with weights. The situation confused the fox; was Choel exhausted by just standing there?


  “We are done.” Lord Hector stated, “Come inside.”


  Choel let out a gasp as if he’d been holding his breath, and then fell to his knees, “Yes, Master,” he murmured.


  The stag led Tharis into the work shed, moving past Sidney, who remained staring out at the tiger, who slowly picked himself up off the ground. Choel murmured to himself as he passed Sidney, walking into the small building last, “Close the door please, Sidney.” Lord Hector requested, and the fox complied immediately. Sidney turned back in time to see his master’s outstretched arm offering him Tharis’ lead; the fox accepted it immediately.


  Lord Hector slowly went around the room, lighting candles to provide light in the otherwise dark building. The structure was the same as the previous times Sidney had visited, except it felt significantly smaller with four bodies present. Only once all of the candles were lit did the stag come back to join the slaves and, when he did, all sense of emotion had left his face, “Why did you have such trouble following my orders, Choel?” the question was simple and without reproach; for some unexplained reason it made Sidney fear the discussion more than if his master had been angry.


  “I…” the tiger paused, searching the floor with his eyes. The insides of the tiger’s ears were reddened, as was the pinkish flesh around his nose; Sidney knew embarrassment well enough to tell that Choel was not pleased with his own performance, “It… it was hard to do, Master… like looking at the sun… or meeting your gaze… Master.”


  “And why is that, Choel?” Lord Hector asked, glancing to Sidney. The stag placed a small metal box on the table next to him, and then motioned to it.


  The tiger’s eyes went to the box for a moment then obediently back to the floor, “I don’t know, Master.” Choel admitted.


  “It is because Tharis is trained how to defeat an opponent without even drawing a weapon.” Lord Hector announced. It might have been Sidney’s imagination, but he thought he saw the bull stand just a little taller at that, “Tharis was, at one time, in line for a title within the Prossian Gladiator Arena,” and, at that, the stag took a seat in the room’s single padded armchair, “And there are certain skills that one does not forget,” a faint smirk appeared at the edge of Lord Hector’s muzzle.


  “Yes, Master.” Choel acknowledged neutrally.


  “Sidney… if you please.” Lord Hector addressed the fox, who obediently picked up the metal box, and presented it to the stag. His master flicked his fingers in silent direction and Sidney, understanding the order, opened the box. Even with it facing away from him, the fox had no doubt what the container held, and, as the stag withdrew the metal ring, Sidney fought to avoid squirming.


  “You have many things to learn about becoming a gladiator, Choel.” Lord Hector examined the ring casually as he spoke, running one finger over each of the several emeralds that adorned it, “A willful gaze like Tharis’ does not come without a great amount of study and many years of practice… isn’t that right, Tharis?”


  The bull grunted in what Sidney took to be an affirmative tone; Tharis’ bearing was far from the disinterested disassociation the fox recalled from the first time he’d seen him in the work shed. Despite the fact that he held the end of the slave’s lead, to any observer, Sidney had no doubt that it would appear more likely that the fox was being led by the bull and not the other way around.


  “Now…” the stag crossed his hands in his lap, the ring resting on the back of his topmost hand, “Tell me about this agreement you’ve made with Sidney.”


  Sidney managed to avoid choking on his own tongue. If Choel was the least bit reserved about discussing it, he didn’t let it show; the tiger started right in on it, “Sidney is still learning how to be a Slave Master and I offered to help him if he showed me something he was good at… I wanted to see how good a sex slave really is,” and he added quickly, “Master.”


  Lord Hector didn’t even blink, “And how are you helping him to be a good Slave Master, Choel?”


  “I am being an ideal Slave for him, Master,” the tiger answered.


  “As opposed to…?”


  The open-ended nature of the question, combined with the suddenly-stoic expression on the stag’s muzzle revealed to Sidney that the question was not one that would be easily answered to their Master’s satisfaction. Any slave knew that there was no acceptable way of being other than ideal. The expression of understanding mixed with fear suddenly played itself across the tiger’s muzzle, “That was a question, Choel.” Lord Hector added.


  Sidney watched a moment of sudden inspiration flash within the tiger’s eyes, “As opposed to testing his resolve and competence, Master,” he offered up.


  “Why would you feel the need to test his resolve and confidence, Choel?” Lord Hector’s questions were unrelenting.


  The tiger squirmed beneath the interrogation, “To make certain he was worthy of the position, Master,” his answer sounded uncertain.


  “My decree is not good enough?”


  Choel fell to his knees and pressed his forehead against the wooden boards of the floor, “I only wanted to help, Master.”


  “From where I sit, it looks like you were hoping to take advantage of the kindness of your Slave Master.” Lord Hector replied, “I assume you aren’t used to seeing kindness in Slave Masters… is that the case, Choel?”


  “Yes, Master,” the tiger spoke into the floor, “Slave Masters are not kind.”


  “Then you do not approve of having Sidney as your Slave Master?” Lord Hector questioned, “Should I return you to Wragol?”


  “No, Master,” the words were immediate and, despite the fact that Sidney knew that it was more a dislike of Wragol than a like for him, the fox somehow felt a moment of pride at the tiger’s announced preference.


  “Very well then,” the stag nodded, “You will remain in Sidney’s stables.”


  “Yes, Master.” Choel continued to remain where he was, “Thank you, Master.”


  Lord Hector began casually rolling the ring along the backs of his fingers, “And I trust your behavior under his guidance will be based on how well he followed through with his side of the bargain?”


  Choel nodded against the floor, “Yes, Master.”


  “And your time with him was… acceptable?” the way the stag spoke the final word sent a shiver up Sidney’s spine, “How did you judge his level of success?”


  “I…” the tiger faltered slightly, “I uh… came several times.”


  “So… you would say that he was successful because he brought you to orgasm more than once?” Lord Hector inquired casually.


  “Yes, Master.” Choel confirmed.


  “And, as such, you would rate your number of ejaculations to be worthy of excellent service to him?” the ring stopped its trip across his fingers, caught between his index finger and thumb, “I assume the more times you found release the better you planned to exemplify what it means to be a good slave?”


  “Uh… I…” the tiger paused, “Yes, Master… that’s right, I guess.”


  “Excellent,” the stag announced, standing up suddenly with the word. Sidney gaped when Lord Hector’s outstretched hand sent the ring flying toward him, “We will see to it that you are the most dedicated slave to ever have existed…” The fox’s heart sank the moment his fingers closed around the ring; there was no doubt in Sidney’s mind as to what was coming, “Tharis… you will help Sidney tonight.”


  The bull’s ears went up at that; Tharis seemed obviously surprised. Choel, who remained on the ground, glanced back at the bull and then to Sidney, a questioning expression on his muzzle. The fox had no explanation for him – the tiger would find out soon enough, “Yes, Master.” Tharis acknowledged, and moved over to rotate and raise the Sardassi.


  Sidney shivered the moment he saw the device, but his attention didn’t remain there for long. The large bull standing next to the Sardassi suddenly became the focus of his gaze; the faint, glowing lines that Sidney had seen on Tharis the other night had suddenly come back. The trails of light emerging from the bull’s body were of a consistent thickness and luminescence from start to finish, but they were not straight lines in the traditional sense – they appeared to follow his musculature from his wrists to his shoulders.


  The ring within Sidney’s grasp suddenly gained his attention by tickling his palm. Looking down, he saw a faint aura of green light leaking out between the cracks in his fingers; it was the same hue as the strange energy emerging from the bull… and emanating off of the shackles on the Sardassi itself.


  “Stand up, Choel.” Lord Hector announced, immediately reclaiming Sidney’s attention. The fox turned to regard his Master, who had sat back down in his armchair. The tiger got to his feet obediently, at which point the stag looked to Sidney, “Lead him to the Sardassi and get him ready, Sidney.”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged. Choel looked quizzically to him, but was keen-minded enough not to ask any questions… not that Sidney would have answered them at that point.


  The Slave Master led his charge over to the artifact, mindful to keep himself as far from it as possible. Choel didn’t put up a fight, doing as he was directed and laying back against the stone slab. Sidney felt the soft vibration of the tiger’s purring, and saw one of Choel’s vibrant green eyes wink at him, licking his lips for good measure. Upon doing a double-take, however, Sidney realized that the slave wasn’t even looking at him, and he cursed the experience as an affect of the ring.


  Tharis casually took hold of one of Choel’s arms, “Be careful, Tharis,” Sidney spoke up, “He’s still healing.” The bull nodded mutely at that and pressed the tiger’s wrist to the metal clasp on the device. Choel jumped in surprise when the Sardassi secured his arm in place, and did so again when Tharis secured his second one while the tiger was distracted by the first manicle, “Good,” the fox nodded once he saw that the movements hadn’t caused any pain to Choel, “Thank you, Tharis.” The bull snorted in response, and began tending to Choel’s feet.


  “The best thing you can do is relax.” Sidney stated and, for a moment, he almost found the humor in the statement as he recalled having heard those exact lines any number of times before he had a penis pushed into him. The only response he got from Choel, however, were perked ears and a questioning glance. The tiger’s ears rose even higher as Sidney began to remove Choel’s loin cloth.


  “How successful were you last night, Sidney?” Lord Hector questioned, tipping a decanter of an amber-colored drink into a chalice, “How many times?”


  “Five, Master.” Sidney answered, pulling Choel’s loin cloth free of him; the fox was surprised to see that the tiger was already very, very erect.


  The stag nodded in thought, “We’re going to double that, tonight.”


  “Double?” Choel questioned Sidney, the word coming out half-suspense and half-eager. The fox didn’t address the question, choosing instead to be rid of the ring by allocating it as directed. Holding onto the tiger’s flesh, he quickly pushing the metal loop into place, no longer surprised as it sized itself perfectly, sliding effortlessly down to the base of Choel’s member. The tiger responded with a simple, “W-w-woah…”, a faint greenish glow sparking in his pupils as his eyes went wide.


  “Turn it to the first setting, Sidney.” Lord Hector directed, taking a sip of his drink as he reclined in his reading chair.


  “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged, moving away from the tiger, who growled lightly after him, nipping the air and whispering promises of things he’d do to, with, and for Sidney if he climbed into his lap. The slave master did his best to ignore the Sardassi-induced comments, but his tail bristled slightly at some of the suggestions – he wondered for a just a moment if Choel had been holding back during their night together.


  Sidney’s mind was snapped back to the here-and-now the moment he pressed the first button. The tigers yowl was insistent and immediate, and the fox barely had a chance to move to the side before several thick blasts of semen nearly struck him in the side of the face; he hadn’t even realized that he’d been leaning over Choel’s groin to activate the device.


  “Hm,” the stag noted thickly, “He will make a very good breeding slave if he performs well in the ring.” But, other than that most-basic assessment, Lord Hector remained quiet. A few seconds later, the Sardassi started its cycle in earnest… and that silence was immediately broken by Choel.


  The tiger arched his back, snarling like a feral beast as crackling lines of jade-colored lightning created arcs across his body. He screamed, but his cry was quickly drowned out by the electrical hum of energy replacing the sound of Choel’s voice, and tears began to stream down the tiger’s face.


  “His arms, Master.” Sidney spoke up, motioning to both of the tiger’s shoulders twisted at odd angles. The fox grimaced, inching away when he realized that the Sardassi’s jolts of energy forced Choel’s bones out of joint again.


  Lord Hector said simply, “Tharis,” and the bull clamped his huge ham fists on either side of the tiger’s neck, and, with a single, purposeful thrust downward, Choel’s bones popped back into place; Sidney nearly passed out at the sound – Choel did entirely.


  Tharis sighed and shook his head. Wondering at the bull’s reaction, Sidney jumped in surprise as the Sardassi blasted out a surge of reddish energy into Choel, creating spider-webbing balls of lightning that crept their way spray across the tiger’s body, sparking out reddish motes of energy amidst the smoke and steam that waffed off of him. The shock had pushed Choel back into consciousness with a painful scream. Sidney looked away, unable to watch any further… but Choel’s low, full-chested moan drew his gaze back.


  The fox stared in amazement as he saw arcs of lightning reminiscent of fingers ‘scratching’ their way across the tiger’s shoulders. Everywhere a jag of electricity struck the muscles beneath Choel’s hide rippled and squirmed as if he were infested with enormous worms seeking an escape. The imagery neary made the slave master gag, but he was transfixed, watching in surprise as the muscles slowly settled down and smoothed over; unless Sidney was mistaken, he was almost convinced that the Sardassi had healed Choel’s injured shoulders. He lost any chance of focusing on it when the tiger was driven into his second orgasm.


  Choel roared through the entire release, wheezing at the end as the flow from his member trickled down to nothing, and the Sardassi began to slow its energy output. The tiger went limp in his restraints, gasping for air as thin rivulets of saliva began to escape his muzzle, “Sid–” he began, his voice a soft croak, “Slave Master…” he murmured, “I… I’m ready… let me… let me inside you…” his tone gained in volume until he was almost growling, and the tiger suddenly lunged forward, but his restraints held firm. In fact, they responded in kind.


  The slave screamed, so much energy flowing through him that Sidney could have sworn he was almost able to see an outline of the tiger’s skeleton amidst the flashing blast of green light. The fox took another step back as the metal clasps burst into life, becoming the burning-yet-freezing loops of tangible energy he couldn’t forget no matter how hard he tried.


  Choel’s cries became undecipherable at that point, seemingly speaking in tongues as he pulled against the restraints. Sidney attempted to calm him, telling him that he should relax and it wouldn’t hurt as much, but the fox’s voice only seemed to drive the tiger into more of a frenzy. It wasn’t until Sidney, in a fit of helplessness, shouted, “Choel! Stop struggling; that’s an ORDER!” the tiger immediately went slack… all except for his erection, which began twitching uncontrollably.


  Sidney took a step closer, but timed his movement poorly, having just enough warning to close his eyes as the tiger unloaded for a third time, jet after jet of sticky fluid spraying all over the fox’s face. The slave master fell back, blinking several times before he was certain he didn’t get anything in his eyes, “Always be mindful of events around you, Sidney.” Lord Hector’s calm voice spoke from somewhere behind him.


  “Yes, Master…” Sidney acknowledged, slowly standing back up, “sorry, Master.”


  The ministrations of the Sardassi continued to be unkind, working Choel with increasing tenacity as the tiger worked to remain as still as possible. Despite the slave’s best efforts, however, his willpower finally began to flag, and his hips quivered through his fourth orgasm and, by the time the device had coaxed a fifth from him, he was panting, desperately squirming as it began working on his sixth.


  “The Sardassi is a very tenacious artifact, Choel.” Lord Hector noted, refilling his now-empty glass, “You’ll find that Sidney will be able to use it to great effect if you so desire,” he took a sip from his newly filled glass, “We did say ten… did we not?”


  A spark of fear lit up the tiger’s eyes before he closed them in pain; the Sardassi’s cycle was starting up again, and it was all the slave could do to keep his hips from violently thrusting out against the ring’s vibrating presence. As if fighting to find his own voice, Choel whimpered out, “Yes, Master.” Sidney couldn’t decide whether he heard fear or anticipation more clearly in the response.


  * * * * * *


  It was past midnight by the time the Sardassi had coaxed the last, agonizing release from Choel. After the seventh, Lord Hector had Sidney increase the machine to its second level, and the response was instantaneous. For the tenth, Choel was subjected to the third level. The tiger shuddered through his final orgasm, wincing as the device clenched his testicles in an electrical grip, forcing him to surrender contents he didn’t truly have. Sidney’s teeth were set on edge when he saw that the still-copious amounts of ejaculate were tinged with red.


  “You may release him.” Lord Hector noted, turning away from the events; Sidney realized the stag’s tender heart had apparently lost its will to bear witness to the tiger’s plight.


  The fox was all to happy to speak “Sardassi’en ee’nu,” to the device. Tharis grabbed hold of the barely coherent tiger before he could collapse into a pile of immobile flesh; Sidney didn’t miss the fact that Choel’s member was still rock hard – he compassionately removed the ring, and the flesh deflated immediately, quickly gaining an unpleasant-looking purple as it did so. Sidney shuddered anew.


  “Make certain he is given a lot of water before he’s put to bed.” Lord Hector announced, picking up his decanter and his drinking glass, “He will need rest… and more water in the morning.”


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney acknowledged.


  The stag moved to the door then paused, glancing over his shoulder, “And Sidney–”


  The fox looked up from the limp tiger immediately, “Yes, Master?”


  His master locked gazes with him, “If he is not well behaved remind him of your deal.”


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney quickly looked away from the hypnotizing eyes.


  “Let him know that we can always renew your agreement… if he is not behaving well then he obviously needs more…” Lord Hector’s gaze fluttered over to the Sardassi for just a moment, “…incentive.” The stag left, leaving the fox to shudder in revulsion at the thought… but moreso at the thought that somewhere deep down a small part of him enjoyed the prospect of another performance.


  Shaking the thoughts from his mind, Sidney turned back to Tharis, who had a towel in one hand and was holding a semi-conscious Choel up with the other. The fox took the towel from the bull, who surrendered it without objection. The slave master began cleaning off Choel, making certain to be through, but his task was halted when he reached the tiger’s groin. The slave let out a pitiful whimper the moment the cloth so much as rubbed against his sheath and testicles; Sidney revised his plan and decided he’d remind Choel to wash in the morning. He glanced to Tharis, who was staring at him.


  “Huh?” the fox questioned, wondering if he’d missed a comment from the bull. Tharis took a clean towel and blotted out Sidney’s vision, covering the fox’s head with the palm of his hand. The bull rubbed the cloth against the Slave Master’s fur vigorously, and the scent of Choel’s fluids suddenly regained its strength, “Oh… right.” Sidney blushed, and realized he’d have to clean himself up as well.


  He took the towel from Tharis and gave his fur another once-over, then began focusing on the work shed itself; it was not going to be an easy clean. Taking it upon himself to tidy up, he directed the bull to keep any eye on Choel, and to give him water whenever he appeared coherent enough to be able to drink it without choking… which he did, as often as not. Finally, Sidney folded the last towel and glanced to the bull, who was seated on the table with a passed-out tiger in his lap.


  “Done?” Tharis questioned. Upon a nod from the fox, the bull hefted Choel up and onto his shoulder, carrying him like a sack of grain with no effort at all.


  “I guess we go back to the stables.” Sidney offered, glancing around the interior of the work shed with a critical eye; he was pleased with the cleaning he had done. The Slave Master left the building content to know that, if nothing else, he was able to be pleased knowing that his Master would approve of the cleaning job. He also hoped that he wouldn’t have to deal with the Sardassi again any time in the near future.


  So wrapped up in his own thoughts, Sidney jumped in surprise when he felt a loop of leather press up against his palm. Reflexively grabbing, the fox took hold of Tharis’ lead. He glanced to the bull, who was looking straight forward, eyes on the stables across the way from them. They walked several more steps before Tharis spoke up, “You like it.”


  “Huh?” Sidney came to a halt.


  “The Sardassi.” Tharis clarified, turning to gaze down at the fox. Sidney was instantly able to appreciate the difficulty Choel had suffered when trying to meet his stare; he looked away immediately.


  The fox’s muzzle scrunched up in revulsion, “It’s a horrible thing… it’s… it’s…”


  “It is life.” Tharis snorted, “…for me.”


  The ichor left Sidney’s tone immediately, “I… mean…”


  “You like watching it.” Tharis reiterated.


  “It’s gruesome…” the fox felt his body tingle at remembering the way Choel writhed on it, his supple, masculine form moving needfully, beyond the tiger’s control. The fox shook his head, and started walking toward the stables again.


  “And?” the bull pressed, following easily with his long gait.


  “I’ve been in it before.” Sidney objected, “It hurts… it’s horrific… it’s agonizing… you hallucinate… and it makes you lose all control…”


  “And?” Tharis repeated himself.


  “…And I can’t stand it,” the fox murmured.


  “You will use it again,” the bull spoke.


  Sidney surrendered to the inevitable with a long sigh, “I know…”


  “…On me.” Tharis added.


  The comment made Sidney stop in his tracks. He turned to gaze at the bull in disbelief, as if Tharis had just informed him that he expected to die at the fox’s hands some day, “I–” the Slave Master stutter-started, then came up with the first objection he could think of, “What about Finneas?” The bull shrugged without comment at the inquiry, “That’s horrible!” Sidney gaped.


  “That is life.” Tharis countered.


  “But… Finneas has more experience,” the fox grasped at the only objection he could think of, “He’d do a better job!”


  The bull glanced down at him for just a moment before looking away. Tharis continued walking again, speaking in a surprisingly quiet voice for such an immense slave. His words were so quiet, in fact, that anyone without Sidney’s astute hearing would not have heard him say, “I do not agree.”


  Stepping Out


  

  Morning started a little later for Sidney the following day. Having slept in, the fox was awakened by the sound of the stable-bound slaves chatting among themselves. Most prominently, the Slave Master heard Uraou and Choel.


  “Well, it’s good to hea’ that the whining’s stopped, Choel,” the bear announced, with the resounding slap of flesh on flesh, followed by a pause, “What? Yesteday you screamed like a cub when someone even looked at that shoulda’.”


  “Lord Hector rewarded me with healing,” the comment was as casual as if the tiger had said the sky was blue, and it was enough to make Sidney sit up in surprise.


  “Lia’,” the bear retorted, “No healing works that fast or well,” and the fox heard the words followed up with another slap. A resounding grunt from the tiger hinted at pain, “Ah… not all the way healed.”


  “Ey! Uraou… enough,” the unmistakable accented words of Dorias cut into the conversation, “Ye ain’t supposed t’ ’urt a team member… so stop smackin’ ’im ’round.”


  “Aye… good point, Dorias… Choel’s doing fine though, aren’t you, mate?” and Sidney heard another resounding slap.


  “You’re a dick, Uraou,” the tiger countered.


  The bear chuckled in response, “And you’re a tenda’ tiga’, Choel.” Sidney finally stood up, rubbing several errant pieces of hay out of his head fur as he glanced around the edge of his stall. Uraou had his arm wrapped around the tiger’s neck, forcing Choel to lean forward with the pressure the bear was applying to his head. The moment Uraou’s eyes caught sight of the fox he quickly released his fellow slave and offered a welcoming wave, “Morning, Slave Masta’.”


  “Everything alright?” his eyes went from the bear to the tiger to the yak.


  “Yeah.” Uraou grunted.


  “Fine,” acknowledged Dorias.


  “Just fine.” Choel snorted, rubbing the back of his neck.


  Seeing the tiger use his arm to good effect raised the fox’s spirits, “It looks like your arm’s moving a little better today,” his tail swished freely in acknowledgment.


  “Guess that… um…” Choel glanced at Uraou then to Dorias before looking back at Sidney, “That… thing you brought me to Lord Hector for really helped.”


  “Lord Hecta’ really did heal Choel?” the bear’s small, blunted, circular ears stood as erect as they were able, “What in the–”


  “Good slaves don’t ask questions, Uraou.” Choel noted quickly, leaning forward to serve up some morning gruel in a bowl, “Slave Master?” and he pointedly offered the food to Sidney.


  “Thank you, Choel,” the fox accepted the bowl with trepidation, looking at the other two slaves as he did so.


  “Ye be a Slave Master, Sidney… ye don’ have’t thank Slaves.” Dorias reminded him.


  “Lord Hector thanks slaves,” the fox pointed out.


  “An’ he’s also not above bargainin’ with em too,” the yak reclaimed the serving ladel from Choel and began filling the set of bowls, “But ’e knows where t’draw th’ line.”


  Choel was quickly to respond, “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Ye know what I mean, Choel,” the yak responded, handing a bowl to Uraou, “An’ so does th’ Slave Master.”


  A moment of heat passed through Sidney’s body. At first he thought it was embarrassment, but, as the burning sensation remained, he realized it was something that he was not used to experiencing: anger. The fox glanced to Choel, who returned the glance, and the knowing look on Dorias’ muzzle revealed how Lord Hector found out about the deal. The fox crumpled the emotion and tossed it deep down into himself, responding with a clear, calm, and neutral “Why?” instead.


  “Ye be a Slave Master, Sir.” Dorias answered, serving up a bowl for himself, “An’ ye be a good soul… so it ain’t right for slaves ye care for t’take advantage of ye an’ makin’ use of th’ ignorance ye gotta work through.”


  “I miss something?” Uraou glanced between the two of them, but he was ignored.


  Sidney frowned, “Lord Hector said that I get to run things my way,” he’d used the line so many times he felt almost like a young kit using an excuse for wrongdoing; he found that he really didn’t much care for it, “Where’s Maern?” he asked, quickly changing his focus for the sake of salvaging the day.


  “Outside, Slave Masta’” Uraou answered, motioning to the door with his spoon, “Not hungry, or just wanting to get a start on his day, I guess.”


  “Dorias.” Sidney spoke up, “Go join him.”


  “Aye, Sir,” the yak stood up immediately and exited.


  “He hasn’t eaten yet.” Choel commented.


  “I know.” Sidney answered, staring down into his gruel with a scowl, “He said he wants me to be more like a Slave Master, so that’s what I’m doing.”


  Uraou raised an eyebrow as he set his bowl off to the side, “Wow.”


  * * * * * *


  Sidney spent a good part of the morning mumbling to himself, eyes going between Dorias and Choel as he contemplated the yak’s reveal to their Master. As the morning wore on, the fox began to regret his response more and more. Dorias said that he had been looking after Sidney’s best interests and, as the Slave Master had more time to analyze what was said, he couldn’t fully fault the yak. Regardless, he stuck to his decision, and if Dorias held it against him nothing was said.


  It wasn’t until during their noon-time food break that Sidney gathered up enough confidence to confront Dorias. The yak was sitting off to the side hungrily consuming their simple mid-day rations; the moment Sidney approached, Dorias stopped, “Sir,” he nodded respectfully, and gave the fox his full attention.


  “Thank you for being concerned.” Sidney noted stiffly.


  “Aye, Sir.” Dorias acknowledged, not meeting his gaze.


  “I’m glad that someone is…” the fox searched for the best way to proceed, “–is interested in helping me… but–” he paused, and the yak slowly looked up, “Talk to me first before talking to Lord Hector.”


  “Aye, Sir.” Dorias confirmed with a nod.


  “I do not want anyone else punished for my inexperience,” the fox took a seat next to the yak on the stone block.


  “It was Choel’s behavior that got ’im punished, not anythin’ ye did, Sir.” Dorias offered, then paused before adding, “Did ’e really get ’ealed by Lord ’ector?”


  Sidney couldn’t keep the smirk off of his muzzle as he recited, “Slaves aren’t supposed to ask questions, Dorias.”


  The yak chuckled in response, then nodded, “Aye, Slave Master.”


  The two sat on the log together for several moments before Sidney added, “Yes, Dorias… I think he did.”


  The yak nodded in thought, taking another bite of lunch biscuit, “Hmm,” he added in consideration.


  The fox let the silence spead between them for a little longer before he changed the topic, “How do you think training is going?”


  “Slow, Sir.” Dorias confirmed Sidney’s suspicions, “We don’t ’ave a lot of time, an’ Maern’s barely done any real combat drills or anythin’…” and the yak turned to regard him, “Do ye think it’s goin’ well, Sir?”


  Sidney didn’t bother chastising him for asking a question, “No… I mean, yes…” his tail fluffed a little, “I mean I think it’s going slow.”


  “Ye could tell him t’speed up,” the yak proposed, “I ken translate for ye, Sir.”


  The fox considered the suggestion for a few moments, then, at length, nodded, “Yes,” he confirmed, “Let Maern known that I want him teaching everyone how to use weapons starting tomorrow.”


  “Aye, Sir.” Dorias acknowledged, and stood obediently, moving over to where the large stallion was going through the stances he’d shown the rest of the slaves that morning. Sidney admired Maern’s dedication; the horse never joined the rest of them for lunch. As he watched, the yak hailed him and the two exchanged a few words. Maern snorted, and stopped his activity, turning instead toward Sidney, and starting his direction.


  Although the fox didn’t think for a moment that the stallion would hurt him, the purposeful stride was intimidating regardless. Maern’s intense expression left Sidney feeling that the slave stopped a little too close for comfort, but he did his best to be open toward the horse, “Do you understand?” he asked, making a slashing motion with one arm, “Weapons?” and he motioned to the rest of the group.


  Maern began talking immediately, with far more words than Sidney recalled him ever having used. Judging by his tone, the stallion didn’t approve of the fox’s request and had no problem letting him know. Despite the verbose objection, however, at no point did it ever really feel to Sidney like Maern was saying no… it seemed more like an explanation than a true objection. He didn’t quite understand the stallion’s case, and looked to Dorias as the yak approached, “What is he saying?”


  “Maern said that what ye say ’e’ll do, but ’e says the best trainin’ is t’experience it,” the yak frowned.


  Sidney glanced between the two, who exchanged a few words. Maern asked a question and Dorias responded with the word “Experience.”


  The horse parroted the word to Sidney, “Yes. Ex-peer-ee-ence.”


  Sidney let out a sigh and spoke in general, “Well… if we had time then I guess we could… but we don’t,” and he looked directly to Dorias, “Let him know that you will all be fighting really soon, like you did a few days ago.” The yak did as directed, and the fox added, “And I need to make sure that everyone will perform as well as Maern.” Again, Dorias issued out numerous words in Vensian.


  Maern looked straight as Sidney and shook his head, “Fight? Yes,” he nodded and let out a sigh, “Good?” he shrugged without confidence.


  The explanation was simple, and drove the point home; Sidney’s stomach sank at the thought, but he had little choice, “Just do your best,” and he walked off, not waiting for Dorias to translate.


  * * * * * *


  The all-too-few days between that day and the festival passed entirely too quickly for Sidney. Every day he obsessed over how much the slaves were training and how they were going to put on a good performance to do Lord Hector proud. Despite his incredible reservations about the gladiator arena, Sidney realized that he had to put his personal feelings aside and do his best to make his master look good.


  Even though the fox spent most of his time incredibly stressed over the slaves’ progress, he was thankfully able to observe their accomplishments. Maern turned out to be exceedingly skilled at drawing out the inner talent from the slaves, and by the fourth or fifth day of wooden-weapon practice, every last one of them appeared to have increased their aptitude. Though Sideny was still incredibly insecure with his position, he did take some pride in seeing how far they had come since the day he had seen them fight under Wragol’s control.


  And so it was, with a queasy stomach and much self-doubt that Sidney awoke on the day they were scheduled to leave. He was up early, as usual, and made a quick task of awakening the rest of the slaves. Tharis, who had not joined the rest of the stable in training, resisted the fox’s attempts to move him, “Go on,” the bull snorted, “I’ll be here.”


  “You’re part of this group.” Sidney objected, “Aren’t you coming with?”


  “No.” Tharis answered simply.


  “But–”


  “Sir,” Dorias interjected, “Lord ’ector gave ye Tharis t’make sure ’e was well cared for… an’ ye do that… but ’e didn’t give ye Tharis t’make a gladiator out of ’im.”


  “Tharis spent years as a gladiator.” Sidney countered, “It would be good to–”


  “’e was a gladiator, Sir… but now ’e’s a breedin’ slave,” the yak stated bluntly, eliciting a snort from the bull, “Don’ make this any ’arder on ’im.”


  Sidney’s gaze went from Tharis to Dorias, then back to Tharis, “Then… I…” he paused a moment before a flash of inspiration struck him, “I want the entire building cleaned out… um… fresh hay brought in for all stalls, reset the cooking pit… and… uh… finish clearing out the practice circle in the front.”


  “Sir, ye–” the yak began, but he was interrupted.


  Tharis’ booming, baritone voice all but drowned out Dorias, “Yes, Slave Master.”


  The day only only progressed faster at that point. Breakfast was served and eaten quickly; the slaves had no belongings to gather so, instead, they emerged from the stables and waited for instructions. They had been standing in the cool air of the dawn for less than ten minutes when Sidney caught sight of Gaius making his way toward them, pulling a small work cart along behind him.


  The porcupine didn’t say a word until he had released his hold on the wagon. At that point he dabbed a rag at either side of his neck and addressed Sidney, “Lord Hector wants everyone’s harnesses updated,” he spoke simply, and went around to his cart to start separating the jumble of leather straps, “We’ll start with Maern, and then work our way down.”


  “Alright.” Sidney acknowledged, then glanced to the horse, “Maern. Come.”


  “Yes, Sid-ney,” the stallion acknowledged, and stepped up to join him in front of the porcupine.


  Gaius glanced between Sidney and Maern, then back to the fox, “Looks like your position’s growing on you,” he commented, and began affixing the straps to the horse.


  Sidney was not precisely eloquent with his question, “Huh?”


  “I think this is probably the first time I’ve ever seen your eyes,” the porcupine broke of one of his quills and slid it through the leather, adjusting the halter slightly, “Usually you’re looking at my feet or the wall.”


  “Oh…” Sidney blushed slightly, “Slave Masters are supposed to be a little more direct.”


  “Well then, it’s good to know that you’re learning right along side em.” Gaius nodded in thought, pulling out a proper needle to finish the adjustment on the strap, “Alright… he’s good,” and he glanced at the rest of the slaves, “Largest to smallest… Dorias next,” he motioned to the bull and he went back to his cart to pull out another harness.


  “Dorias,” the fox motioned to the yak, who obediently moved to stand beside him, “You’ve been sized for a halter already?” he inquired.


  “Aye, Sir.” Dorias acknowledged, and Gaius began strapping on the yak’s garb. It was, in many ways, similar to Maern’s, though the leather was darker brown, and not quite as thick.


  The porcupine checked the fit, and then waved the slave away, “Just fine…” and he motioned to the bear, “Uraou next.”


  Sidney called to Uraou, who took Dorias’ place at his left without comment, “Just watch it with the quills this time, mate,” the bear stated to the leather worker.


  “Don’t jump like a startled lamb and I’ll do just fine.” Gaius countered, standing on his tip toes so he could toss the leather straps over the bear’s shoulder. Uraou’s harness was of a lighter hue than either Maern’s or Dorias’, and had a little more give around the mid-section, allowing for the bear’s slight paunch.


  Uraou snorted, “You have a five inch poka’ nea’ my meat and potatoes, I think it’s pretty normal to–”


  “Heh…” Choel spoke up with a grin, “Not used to having anything as long as five inches between his legs…”


  “Enough.” Sidney spoke up to everyone, and then to Uraou, “Gaius is a servant, not a slave – show him respect.”


  “Aye, Slave Masta’,” the bear acknowledged, then nodded to the porcupine, “Gaius.”


  “And… done,” the porcupine noted, a faint smirk the only sign that he had acknowledged the bear’s respect, “And no unanticipated piercings.”


  “Thank you.” Uraou confirmed, and returned to his place in line.


  “Choel.” Sidney spoke up, then quickly added, “Behave.”


  “Yes, Slave Master,” the tiger acknowledged, and patiently waited as Gaius made some adjustments to his harness, the straps of which which were thinner than any on the other slaves’. Sidney also noticed that the leather was black, rather than brown.


  The confusion on the fox’s muzzle was apparently clear enough that Gaius picked up on it, “Noticing the color difference?” Sidney nodded mutely, and the porcupine explained, “Gladiators are separated into weight classes. The heavy classes are any shade of brown; in the case of everyone here I chose leather colors that go well with their fur,” he motioned next to Choel, “Middle weight gladiators have black leather,” and the leather worker began putting away his gear, apparently done with the explanation.


  “What about lighter gladiators?” Sidney questioned.


  “Very few survive for more than a match or two.” Gaius shrugged at the thought, “so most slave owners don’t figure it’s worthwhile having them wear anything other than a loincloth, and maybe shoulder strap for their weapon.”


  “That’s horrible!” Sidney barked in surprise.


  The porcupine shrugged again, “I’m from Tenvier… no slavery there, so don’t tell me how bad it is.”


  The thought of sacrificial slaves truly bothered the fox, “Why bother having gladiators if you don’t plan on having them survive?”


  “Couldn’t tell you.” Gaius responded, going around to the front of his cart to heft it up, “Some Lords and Ladies are a little twisted like that… so I guess maybe they just like watching slaves die.” The thought sent a chill up Sidney’s spine, and he decided firmly that he was finished with questions. No longer engaged with discussion, the porcupine gave a simple “Good luck,” and waddled off back to his workshop.


  The slaves were left alone for another stretch of time that Sidney didn’t bother tracking. He knew that the gladiator arenas had a reputation for being brutal, but if what Gaius had said was true then it was likely that slaves fighting in the arena could just as easily be expected to die in the arena. Some naive part of him had assumed that the ‘games’ were set up to allow for the safety and well-being of the participants, but that part of him had suddenly been crushed into pulp.


  By the time the slave wagon came to collect them, it was all Sidney could do to keep from shaking. The fidgeting and shivers continued as the fox and his four charges piled into their transport, a large, metal wagon with a covered top and bars on the windows. His quaking and preoccupation continued well out onto the road, and nobody spoke up until the gates of Lord Hector’s manor lay leagues behind them.


  “Ye alright, Sir?” Dorias questioned.


  “You look a bit pale, Slave Masta’.” Uraou added.


  “Just…” Sidney swallowed against the tightness in his throat, and put on a practiced face of confidence, “butterflies… that’s all.”


  “You don’t have anything to worry about, Slave Master.” Choel winked, one of his emerald orbs disappearing for a split second in the half-light of the wagon’s dark interior, “After all… you’re not the one at risk for getting pummeled by blunted swords.”


  “Or dulled axes… or headless spears… or wooden clubs…” Uraou counted off the possibilities on a paw.


  “I just don’t want to let Lord Hector down… or any of you down…” the fox murmured.


  “Ye did what ye could with the time we ’ad, Sir.” Dorias acknowledged, resting a large hand on the fox’s shoulder, “Nobody’ll fault ye if we don’t do well.”


  Sidney fidgeted again, “Lord Hector might.”


  “You’re ’is favorite slave.” Dorias objected, “’e’ll blame all of us twice-over before ’e blames you.”


  “I don’t want anyone blamed.” Sidney noted, “I want us to do well.” But, despite his concern, the yak’s comment warmed him. Was he really one of Lord Hector’s favorite?


  “And so we will then, Slave Masta’.” Uraou responded with a confidence that the fox wished he could feel as strongly.


  Sidney paused when he felt a great weight press down against his other shoulder, and he turned so he could gaze at Maern’s fierce, ice-blue eyes. For a moment the fox felt his tail curl at the attention, but he managed to avoid looking away, “We do good,” the stallion reassured him, “Fight good,” he clarified, “For Sid-ney.” Despite anyone else having said their piece, the carefully chosen, slowly-spoken words did far better at reassuring the fox than anything else.


  The trip, in total, was over a day in length. As the hours wore on, Sidney couldn’t help but compare the metal carriage to experiences he’d had years prior when he was at the mercy of the pit slavers (and they were very short on mercy). Twice during his time with them they had put him in what was called only ‘The Box’. It was a metal chamber barely large enough to stand in, and they left it in the middle of the compound during the hottest part of the day. His first stay had been grueling, but the second one was worse because he knew what to expect.


  The difference, however, was that the weather for their trip was much cooler, and the barred windows allowed air to circulate within the carriage as they moved. Regardless, sharing the confined space with four other bodies did start to take its toll. Sidney jolted awake sometime during the early hours of the morning, panting from the imagined heat as the cold night air ruffled his fur. For a moment, he juxtaposed his experience in ‘The Box’ with the present, and he nearly cried. A soft sshhh from his right snapped him out of the memory.


  Sidney could barely make out Maern’s eyes in the darkness, “Sid-ney good,” the stallion spoke quietly, and pulled the fox a little closer, “Sid-ney cold?”


  For a moment, the slave master wasn’t sure exactly how to answer the question. As the last vestiges of his half-dream involving The Box left him, Sidney could tell that he was indeed cold. Nodding faintly, the fox gave himself over to the stallion, who shuffled Sidney to the side, and laid him down across his lap on his back. Maern began talking quietly as he patted and caressed the fox’s head. Sidney had no idea what the horse was saying, but the calm, even tone helped his heartbeat slow and even out his breathing. By the time he drifted off to sleep, he was almost convinced he could understand the horse, but, he realized, it was just his hazy mind playing a trick on him.


  * * * * * *


  Sidney remained asleep until the wagon lurched to a stop. All of the slaves within quickly composed themselves as the double doors at the back opened, “Up!” shouted a powerful, commanding voice; Sidney and the rest of the slaves quickly complied.


  “Get moving!” ordered another speaker, as assertive as the first. The bright light flooding into the carriage disoriented the fox long enough that a firm grip closed around his arm, “Go, Worm!” the second voice required, and Sidney was yanked off his feet and out of the wagon.


  “Which one of you is the Slave Master?” demanded the first voice. As Sidney accustomed himself to the bright light he focused on the speaker, a gray blur that slowly came into focus as an imposing wolf adorned in an armor made up of chain and plates.


  “I am,” the fox answered, and, all of the sudden, the activity in the courtyard came to a stop.


  The silence was broken quickly by the grumbling voice of the second individual, a lizard who still held Sidney off the ground by his forearm, “You?” the reptile sneered, “You look more like you’re someone’s dinn–” but his words were cut short as an enormous fist connected with the side of his head, knocking him down with one blow.


  “No.” Maern announced to the armored men, standing between Sidney and the half dozen armored troops that came to attend to their arrival. They drew their swords and pointed them directly at the stallion.


  “Gentlemen…” Lord Hector’s unmistakable commanding tone cut through the sound of metal sliding across metal. The guards immediately stood at attention but their eyes remained on Maern. They all acknowledged the stag gruffly, “What seems to be the trouble?” he inquired of the wolf who had issued the first command.


  “One of your gladiators attacked one of my men,” the wolf motioned to Maern with the bridge of his muzzle.


  Lord Hector glanced to Sidney, “Is this true?”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged, feeling a chill run up his spine.


  “You see?” scowled the wolf, “I’ll see his head removed,” and he started toward the horse.


  The stag interposed himself, “Can anyone tell me why Maern attacked this guard?” he remained looking at the wolf but motioned to the alligator, who was slowly getting up, blood leaking out of one of his nostrils.


  “Aye, Master.” Dorias acknowledged, “The guard was ’andlin’ th’ Slave Master roughly.” The gator shot the yak a withering gaze, but Dorias ignored it, attention wholly on the stag instead.


  “And you were treating my Slave Master poorly, guards man?” though Lord Hector’s tone was cool and collected, Sidney did not miss the faint hint of storm clouds hovering around his demeanor. He could also tell that the guard sensed them too.


  “My apologize, Lord Hector…” the gator bowed deeply, “I did not realize he was the Slave Master.”


  “Ah…” the stag nodded, his hand leaving its place on the pommel of the sword at his side, “No harm done then,” and Lord Hector’s demeanor suddenly became pleasant, “I will see to my things,” he motioned with his arm to his slaves, then looked back to the guards, “You’re dismissed, gentlemen.”


  The wolf scowled, “But Lord Levid said–”


  “Lord Levid is not a fan of having his guests inconvenienced by his hired help.” Lord Hector interjected, his tone becoming ice-cold immediately, “You may show yourselves out, and I will show my slaves to their holding rooms…” his eyes narrowed, “Unless we need to discuss your behavior with Lord Levid…”


  The guards murmured to one another, bowed to the stag, and showed themselves out. Once they had left, Lord Hector turned to Maern and spoke a few words. Maern bowed his head and rested a large hand on Sidney’s shoulder, responding curtly but respectfully. Dorias leaned over to the fox and noted quietly, “Lord ’ector said ’e doesn’ want any more trouble with th’ guards… an’ Maern said ’e doesn’t start trouble, ’e ends it.”


  “Sidney?” the stag looked to the fox.


  “Yes, Master?” Sidney inquired immediately.


  “Please tell Maern that he should not be fighting here without permission.” Lord Hector directed, “Tell him–”


  “Maern… koss covus en ya,” the fox announced, his tail twitching with the self esteem he felt at being able to give direction to the stallion in his own language.”


  “Iya, Sidney.” Maern acknowledged, bowing his head, adding quickly, “Yes, Sidney.”


  The exchange caught Lord Hector’s attention, one of the stag’s ears raising while the other turned to the side, “Very well…” he acknowledged, motioning toward a hallway, “This way,” and with that, he led them through a carefully sculpted archway depicting two angels reaching their arms over the hall with just their fingers touching. Even as Sidney admired the artwork, he was astute enough to hear his master murmur with a faint chuckle, “…and the surprises keep coming…”


  Sidney’s tail swished all the more.


  Lord Levid’s Games


  

  The holding room provided to Lord Hector’s slaves struck Sidney as solid, secure, and more-than-a-little-too-much like the pits used by the hyena slavers he knew far too well. The stone blocks that made up the walls and ceiling of the relatively large room were also present on the floor, but the ground was covered with a thin layer of dirt likewise covered with a thin layer of hay. There was no furniture in the room and the only other objects present were two large troughs; one was filled with clean water and the other was etched and tarnished with hastily cleaned bodily excretions. Uraou snorted as he examined the ‘privy’, “Hmm… maybe this’s why Gladiatas aren’t a’feared of death.”


  “Slaves get what they be given, Uraou, even if they be gladiators.” Dorias offered pragmatically,


  “An’ I wouldn’t expect fer a Lord t’offer anything special to someone else’s slaves.” Choel rotated his ears, “Not like we’ll be here long anyway,” and he motioned toward the rightmost wall, “Sounds like the festival is starting.”


  Sidney perked his ears and focused on the faint sound the tiger had indicated. Concentrating, he could make out the sounds of an almost unheard of number of voices calling and shouting, “Lord Hector said we would have two hours to prepare…” he glanced back to Dorias, “It hasn’t been four hours.”


  “Aye, Sir,” the yak nodded, “Twenty minutes at th’ most…” The fox’s fur puffed out as he considered the possibility that the time was rapidly approaching, “Everyone, get ready…” he glanced to Dorias, “Dorias, tell Maern to get ready.” Sidney didn’t wait to hear the command translated as he started pacing.


  All around him, the slaves in his care began to ready themselves. They checked one another’s harnesses and took turns at the water trough getting a drink. Uraou checked over Choel’s shoulders, which seemed, in all general sense to have fully healed, in no small part, based on Sidney’s observations, due to the Sardassi’s strange effect on the tiger. Dorias and Maern shared several words, and after that… they waited… and waited… and waited… the fox never stopped pacing.


  Sidney focused his attention off in the distance to the countless voices screaming, shouting, laughing, and hollering, and yet, at no point was there any indication that someone was coming down the long stone hallway to open their door. He was beyond confused, having stopped trying to understand the events around him, keeping his ears open instead for any sign that he and his slaves were anything other than forgotten.


  Just as the fox was starting to feel the relief that perhaps there wasn’t going to be any activity for them the resounding echo of a door opening out in the main hallway dashed his thoughts to pieces, “I’m afraid there must be some mistake, your highness.” It was Lord Hector, but the tone of his voice sounded all wrong, “Your letter said four o clock,” the stag almost sounded… subservient.


  “If there is any mistake, my dear Lord Hector, then it is your own, I am sure,” the voice countering Sidney’s Master’s held a refined tone to it… one that somehow made Lord Hector’s beautifully perfect words seem almost brutish in comparison, “You are not suggesting that I do not know the schedule for my own events, are you?” each word was a perfectly shaped piece of art, but not in a way that the fox found beautiful; it felt almost as if the speaker were spitting in his master’s face with each word.


  “Of course not, your highness.” Sidney could hear the self-restraint in the stag’s voice, and, at that moment, the fox truly began to worry.


  “Very well,” acknowledged the other voice, “Then collect your gladiators, and I shall expect for you to select one to help us close up our evening with the final bout of the night,” and the fox tracked the sound of careful, measured pacing disappearing back down the hall.


  “Yes, your Highness,” the acknowledgment bordered on a growl, and Lord Hector raised his voice but kept his tone neutral, “Open the door, guards… these are my slaves, not prisoners.”


  “Yes, Lord Hector,” two voices acknowledged in unison, and Sidney stood up when the sound of metal-on-metal indicated that their storage room door was indeed opening.


  Although the fox was overjoyed to see his master, the grave expression on the stag’s muzzle was not very reassuring, and Lord Hector wasted no time mincing words, “Only one of you is fighting tonight.”


  “Just one?” snorted Uraou, glancing at Sidney, “How are we supposed to show what we–” The stag continued speaking over the bear, “It’s a fight to the death.” Uraou fell silent immediately.


  * * * * * *


  It was several minutes before Lord Hector said anything further. He had the slaves up and moving, leading them down the hall with two of Lord Levid’s armed guards following several steps behind them. Sidney realized that his Master was being generous with his time in providing them the opportunity to absorb what he had said, but the fox reasoned that no possible amount of time could be enough for him – one of the slaves in his care would either kill or be killed that very night. What was originally a major concern over one of his charges being beaten bloody suddenly took on an even more threatening tone.


  When the stag finally spoke again it was directly to him, but he didn’t bother looking his way, “Sidney…?”


  “Yes, Master?” the fox inquired immediately.


  “Do you know why we’re here?”


  “Because you were asked to present your Gladiators before Lord Levid during the festival, Master.” Sidney responded in a matter-of-fact tone.


  “And do you know why Lord Levid wanted me to present my Gladiators tonight?” Lord Hector inquired, eyes still watching the pathway in front of him as he walked.


  The fox went to open his muzzle, then faltered; it was not his place to assume why a Lord would do anything, “No, Master,” he admitted.


  The stag nodded quietly, remaining silent for numerous steps. The guards tailing them took a side turn, leaving the Lord alone with his slaves, “I have told you that Lord Levid believes I am too soft on my slaves, have I not?”


  “You have, Master.” Sidney acknowledged.


  “Lord Levid believes that having Gladiators will bring things into perspective for me.” Lord Hector stated, “He believes that having slaves fight and die at my command will help me realize how important I am and how unimportant slaves are,” he glanced out of the corner of his eye at the fox, “Do you understand?”


  “I…” Sidney paused, “…no, Master.”


  Lord Hector smiled ever-so-faintly, coming to a stop; Sidney stopped as well, “Good,” the stag sighed, resting a hand on the fox’s head between his ears and ruffling up his fur, “Neither do I,” and he continued walking, adding, “You may speak freely, Sidney.”


  The fox glanced back at the slaves following the two of them, all eyes on both him and the stag, except for Maern, who was focused wholly on the path ahead. Sidney looked back to Lord Hector, who was apparently seeking out the same point on the horizon as the stallion, “Master… didn’t Lord Levid say that this was only going to be a trial match? An… exh… exhib…… ex–”


  “Exhibition, yes.” Lord Hector confirmed, “And now he’s told me that my slaves were late to the showing, so he’s going to use one of my Gladiators in the first match of the season to ‘whet everyone’s appetite’ for the games,” his voice held a strong tone of distaste.


  “Why must you do as he tells you, Master?” the fox inquired plaintively, “You are a Lord.”


  “As I told you before, Sidney: just like Slaves, Lords have our own sets of rules, and we, like Slaves, have those to whom we must answer.”


  “Sir,” Dorias spoke up respectfully from behind the fox, “Lord Levid be Pross’ king.”


  Sidney paused at the strange word, glancing back to the yak, “King?”


  “Yes, Sidney… a King.” Lord Hector acknowledged, “He is my Lord as I am yours.”


  “And so you do as he commands,” the fox acknowledged, suddenly feeling his heart fall into the pit of his stomach; no matter how much he wanted to believe there was no power higher than Lord Hector, that was not a delusion he had the luxury of holding onto.


  “Yes,” the stag acknowledged, “And so you must choose one of your Gladiators to fight tonight,” he directed.


  “Yes, Mast–” Sidney began without thinking, and then stood aghast as the words actually caught up in his muzzle, “Me, Master?” his brain locked up and he froze, realizing that, not only had he not accepted his Master’s order, he actually challenged it.


  “Yes, Sidney.” Lord Hector acknowledged, the fox’s oversight apparently not even registering with the stag, “I put them in your care, so you will decide who faces an opponent tonight.”


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney did a far better job of accepting the task when he was given the chance to repeat himself.


  “Bring everyone else up to the stadium box,” the stag explained neutrally, motioning to a side passage, “I will be waiting there.”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox confirmed, still numb with the weight of the decision thrust upon him.


  “Direct your chosen fighter and send him down this hall, then come join me.” Lord Hector maintained his neutral tone.


  “I will, Master.” Sidney acknowledged.


  The stag took several steps, then paused, “And Sidney?” he asked, facing toward the hallway and not the fox.


  “Yes, Master?”


  “If your gladiator is successful, then I will praise your decision,” the stag noted.


  “Thank you, Master.” Sidney accepted the words.


  Lord Hector began to ascend the steps in the side hall, “And if your gladiator fails, I will not fault you.”


  Sidney did not know how to respond to the comment, so he said what he knew he could, “Yes, Master.” He didn’t want to consider anyone losing.


  * * * * * *


  The five of them had stood there for almost five minutes before someone spoke up; it was Choel,


  “Well? We can’t hide down here through the whole thing.”


  “Quiet.” Dorias snorted, “This be a hard decision for any man t’make, let alone a new Slave Master… if Sidney needs time we give ’im time.”


  Uraou slowly lowered himself to the ground and sat with his back against the wall, crossing his legs and resting a paw on either knee, “Why’s everyone worried? We’re Gladiatas… this comes with the job… we knew this might happen when we signed up.”


  “Yeah,” Choel acknowledged, “But none of us thought this kinda thing was happening tonight.”


  “Should it matter?” Dorias questioned with a snort, “This be Sidney’s choice, not ours… an’ whatever ’e decides is what we do… that’s ’ow this works – Gladiator nor not, we do what we be told t’do.”


  “I wish I could just tell someone to win.” Sidney offered helplessly.


  “Aye… you can.” Uraou acknowledged with a grin, “Whetha we can or not, though, that’s a different matta’ completely.”


  “So what do I do then?” the fox inquired.


  “That’s something none o’ us can answer for ya, Sir…” Dorias explained, “This is a choice a Slave Master’s gotta make.”


  Sidney nodded, straightening up slightly, speaking plainly and with as much control to his tone as he could muster, “Alright… who’s willing to fight?”


  Uraou stood up immediately and Choel was only a step behind him. Dorias translated for Maern and then stepped forward, Maern doing the same once he understood what was asked. Sidney chewed on the inside of his muzzle, berating himself for asking such an obvious question; they all wanted to be Gladiators and they knew what failing to show it to Lord Hector could mean for them. The fox realized he had to choose a different method, and that method came to him as he was brushing the hay out of his fur.


  “Alright.” Sidney announced, his relief at the solution making the word come out a little louder than he intended. His ears reddening, he nevertheless addressed his slaves, of whom he had their entire attention, “I have four pieces of hay…” he explained, quickly evening them out in his closed paw so four pieces stuck up out of his fist, “Whoever gets the longest piece is going to fight tonight.”


  When none of the Gladiators objected, Sidney held his paw out, and let them reach forward and draw one each. Maern, who had to look to the others for direction, received the fourth straw, which also happened to be the shortest. The fox glanced to Dorias next, who likewise had a short piece. Choel and Uraou compared their two pieces of straw and they met one another’s gaze, nodding, and the bear stepped forward, “Looks like I win,” he grinned.


  * * * * * *


  Practically panting from the sheer exertion required just to keep the appearance of calm, Sidney parted ways with Uraou, providing a simple nod as he turned around and headed toward the stairs that would take him to Lord Hector. Dorias and Choel wished the bear luck, and Maern, after receiving a more indepth explanation from Dorias, said simply, “Min Sarul.”


  “Yeah…” Uraou acknowledged, “Minsarel to you too.”


  Sidney let out one more sigh and continued up the stairs. He glanced back to Dorias and was just about to open his muzzle, but the yak spoke first, “Min Sarul means ‘With ’onor.’,” he explained, “It be like us wishin’ someone good luck or fair fortune.”


  “Ah…” the fox acknowledged, “…okay,” and he continued up the steps, playing over the possible outcomes of the evening in his head: Uraou would be victorious and take another gladiator’s life, or he would lose, and die himself – Sidney didn’t particularly like any outcome, “Someone’s gonna die tonight, aren’t they?” he asked of nobody in particular.


  “Nay, Sir,” the yak continued their conversation, “Just cause it’s a fight t’th’death doesn’t mean someone’ll die…”


  “Then why call it a fight to the death?” asked Choel.


  “It means someone can die.” Dorias explained to them both, “In an exhibition match th’ gladiators fight until someone falls or fails t’continue fightin’. In a standard seasonal fight, a fallen gladiator can be saved by Lord Levid if ’e isn’t already dead.”


  “So…” Sidney stopped, turning to look back at the yak who, at several steps behind him, was almost even height from eye-to-eye, “So it’s possible nobody’ll die?”


  “Possible… aye.” Dorias confirmed.


  The fox was willing to grab at any scrap of hope; he hated the idea of death, “How does he decide what gladiators live and which ones die?”


  The yak shrugged in response, “I dunno, Sir.”


  “He doesn’t seem very forgiving or generous to me.” Choel offered, “But, then again, I only heard him say a few words,” the tiger’s tail lashed behind him one direction then the other, “You’ll have to forgive Uraou for killing someone, Slave Master… it’s what Gladiators have to do sometimes.”


  “If Uraou wins…” Sidney offered, swallowing the tightness in his throat. Was he sending the bear to his death? The fox back toward the stairs to continue heading up them, not wanting to let the slaves see the concern he could no longer hide.


  A powerful grip took hold of the Slave Master’s right bicep, completely engulfing it like a shackle, and Maern slowly-but-firmly sounded out, “Uraou fite good.” Sidney, who turned to look at the stallion did all he could to keep the tears from his eyes, but the horse repeated, “Uraou fite good,” and released him. Sidney turned back to the stairs, and practically fled up them. He emerged moments later into the late afternoon light that filtered down through the fabric- covered open-air arena. The entire scene caused the fox to skid to a stop, struck dumb at the immensity of the building. Sidney was situated most-of-the-way up the height of the arena and the balcony where he stood was nearly forty feet off the ground.


  The entire structure could easily have housed four of Lord Hector’s homes placed two by two. Although a good portion of that space was taken up by a battle ring that could have doubled as a farmer’s field considering it size, the majority of the space within the structure was actually filled with tiered seating. The balcony where Sidney stood was mirrored several more times at roughly the same height around the ring of stone benches the encircled the arena… and it appeared that every last possible sitting space was occupied.


  “Ah, Lord Hector…” Lord Levid’s unmistakable tone emerged from behind a section of the balcony cordoned off by purple curtains, “It sounds as though your Slave Master has finally joined us… I trust that means that your fighter is finally ready.”


  Sidney’s master was seated on a fine wooden chair on the near-side of the curtain, which meant that he was likely side-by-side with Lord Levid. The stag glanced toward the fox, but didn’t maintain his gaze for long. Lord Hector looked back out into the arena, “Yes, your Highness… the Slave Master and my three other Gladiators.”


  “Ah, my dear Lord Hector…” the voice beyond the curtain chuckled with harshly critical mirth, “I’m afraid you praise your slaves far too much…” Sidney heard the unmistakable sound of a drink being poured, “Your slaves are ‘fighters’… they haven’t yet earned the right to be called ‘Gladiators’.”


  Sidney saw the unmistakable twitch of restrained anger on his master’s face, but the stag was beyond skilled with keeping the sound of it out of his voice, “As you say, your Highness. I meant to say that the Slave Master and my three other fighters have arrived.”


  “Good,” acknowledged Lord Levid from behind the curtain, “Send the fighters away… I don’t want them here on the balcony.”


  Sidney glanced to Lord Hector, who nodded in his direction. The fox then regarded Dorias, Choel, and Maern, “Return to the holding pen,” he directed as simply and as quietly as he could; the last thing he realized he wanted was any of Lord Levid’s attention.


  Choel obediently about-faced and returned down the stairs. Dorias spoke quietly to Maern, motioning back the way they had come, but the stallion lingered where he was for several seconds, waiting until Sidney motioned for him to follow before actually leaving. The horse snorted faintly, heading after the other two, but he looked back… twice.


  When Sidney’s attention returned to the balcony around him, he found that Lord Hector was being firmly berated by Lord Levid, “Honestly, Hector… sometimes I wonder why you bother having slaves at all…” the words were interrupted by a smooth sip of drink, “I know you have far more promise than you choose to live up to, and far more reluctance to be a good slave owner than most men with healthy minds.”


  “Thank you, your Highness.” Lord Hector bowed his head.


  Lord Levid’s response caused Sidney’s fur to stand on end, “I do not consider those traits to be complimentary, Hector.”


  “I do,” the stag responded, his voice pure and completely neutral, and he quickly added, “your Highness.”


  The fox sank a little further away from the discussion on the stone bench provided for him. He was not eager to hear the uncomfortable conversation continue, but he was also not particularly thankful for the cheers that signaled the end of the match that had been being fought during the exchange of words. Sidney’s heart fell lower when he heard the booming voice of an announcer introducing the final fight for the night: the first true fight of the season.


  Uraou was introduced simply as “A slave bear from a newcomer to the gladiator circuit, Lord Hector Desanti.” The sound of his master’s house name sent a little shiver up Sidney’s spine; to hear anything other than the stag’s first name seemed almost like a dirty little thrill manifested into reality. The announcement for the fighter opposing Uraou took that giddiness away immediately.


  “Last year’s Champion, Veteran Gladiator bison of King Levid of Pross, Baron!” The announcer spoke the gladiator’s name as if everyone should have known who he was and, if the drowning roar of the audience was any indication, apparently they did. The only sound louder than the screams and cheers from the crowd, however, was a bestial, guttural war cry from far down below that caused everyone to errupt into even louder shouts. Sidney thought his stomach would have fallen out from the opening under his tail if it were physically possible, and it was all he could do to avoid vomiting.


  The rules of the fight were spoken clearly, that each gladiator was able to select from an assortment of armor to attach to their harnesses, and that they could each select up to three weapons with which to arm themselves. Once the fight began, they could use only those weapons they selected, or one of their opponent’s weapons if they managed to obtain it. The first gladiator to die, surrender, or be rendered prone would be the loser. If the loser were still alive, then King Levid would determine if the loser were worthy of continued life. Sidney had a strong suspicion that the outcome of such a choice was often to the negative.


  Despite trying to convince himself that it was a stupid decision, the fox moved to the edge of the balcony for a better view. Without an objection forthcoming from Lord Hector, Sidney repositioned himself so he could look down into the arena and watched as Uraou began to piece on shoulder pieces, a set of bracers, and thigh guards. The bear then selected several metal plates and hooked them onto the strap of leather that crossed his chest. Finally, Uraou chose a medium sized metal shield. The fox then glanced to the other side of the arena where the Gladiator named ‘Baron’ was preparing, and Sidney’s jaw dropped.


  Even from the great distance, Sidney could tell that Baron was enormous, even for a bison. The fox estimated that Baron’s biceps were easily larger then both of his own thighs put together, and the mountain of muscle would have even dwarfed Maern. The Gladiator was selecting only a few pieces of armor: a codpiece that could have been a helmet for Sidney, an entire set of articulating plate armor for his right arm, and a shoulder plate of such immense size that could have served as a breast plate for any normal slave. The bison finished off the armor with a shield, which he strapped onto his head between his horns like a flat helmet.


  Next came weapons, which worried Sidney all the more. Uraou grabbed a small axe, a large axe, and a spear. Glancing over to Baron, the fox grit his teeth; all the bison took from the weapon selection was a large metal rod with a thick, head-sized ball at the end, “Baron does love his maces.” Lord Levid chuckled from behind the curtain. Sidney felt the blood flow out of his face as he realized that he wouldn’t have been able to pick up the weapon, let alone wield it, but Baron was holding it casually in a single, enormous hand.


  The two stood on opposite sides of the arena, staring one another down. To Uraou’s credit, Sidney couldn’t see a hint of fear in him, though the fox attributed most of that to the distance between them. Before he could assess the situation any further, however, a loud metal gong sounded and, on cue, both combatants raced toward one another.


  If Sidney had thought that Baron’s size would have hindered his speed, the fox was sorely mistaken. The bison’s long legs ate up the distance with amazing hunger, and the two fighters met quite a distance from the center of the arena. As they came within range of one another, Baron lowered his head, bringing his horns down in a charge. The headlong rush was accompanied at that point by the champion’s wordless, frenzied batte cry.


  Uraou must have realized what was happening at the last minute, and he managed to turn sideways, avoiding the horns but taking a head-on collision from the shield on the bison’s head, absorbing an impact the equivalent of being hit by a carriage. Despite Uraou’s great bulk, the bear was sent into the air, knocked back several yards before collapsing into the loose dirt of the arena, flat on his face.


  Lord Levid was laughing immediately, but still managed to speak, “Hector! I am surprised! I hadn’t expected your slave to do well, but the match has only just begun! Has he fallen alr–” and his words slowly faded away as Uraou got shakily to his feet, “Ah… good… I was almost embarrassed for you,” and he finished his monologue with a sip. Lord Hector did not respond, but Sidney could see that the stag’s ears and nares were red and his hands were in fists, shaking faintly.


  Back down on the arena floor, Uraou was once more on his feet, stumbling slightly as he pulled off one of his crumpled pauldrons. The large axe the bear had been holding was nowhere to be seen, but Sidney did catch sight of its broken shaft several feet to the side; Uraou drew the spear from the loop on his back, and held the tip out in front of him to fend off any future charge. Baron closed in quickly, but brought his mace in to bear this time instead of his horns. Sidney recognized the move Uraou used to deflect the blow; Maern had shown it to the slaves many times, and it worked exactly as it was intended: the mace was redirected up and over Uraou, but the unanticipated result was the shaft of the spear snapping in half. Quickly discarding the lower half of the spear, the bear followed-up the parry by quickly stepping inside the bison’s reach and delivering a one-handed jab with the half-spear to his opponent’s gut.


  Baron grunted as the spear’s tip pierced his heavy hide right below where one of his chest plates stopped, but if the blow affected the bison he certainly didn’t let it show. In fact, he took a hand off of his mace and reached down to grip Uraou around the throat. The bear pulled his weapon back and stabbed Baron again, but he was already off-balance from the grapple and he couldn’t get much force behind it.


  Releasing another roar, the bison dropped his mace entirely and added another hand to the bear’s neck, picking Uraou off the ground. Although the bear kicked Baron repeatedly in the abdomen the bison was not about to let go, and he squeezed harder, shaking Uraou as he did so. It wasn’t long before the bear’s struggling grew weaker and weaker until it stopped entirely. Only then did Baron drop him. The bison turned, facing upward, to gaze at the balcony where Sidney stood in stunned horror. The massive gladiator’s eyes did the questioning for him as he said nothihng more than an inquiring grunt.


  As one, almost every head in the arena turned to where Lord Levid sat, separated from Lord Hector and Sidney by the purple curtain. Sidney’s eyes never left Uraou’s prone form, but, out of the corner of his eye he could see his master’s fingers were clenching the arm rests of his chair, and the stag fought visibly to keep his voice as neutral as possible as he said, “Surprisingly well done for his first official match… wouldn’t you agree, your majesty?”


  Lord Levid did not respond at first, and, as the seconds ticked by, Sidney’s heart managed to find its beat as a shred of hope lifted the haze of utter horror that permeated his being. Uraou got back up after being tossed back like a bag of hay… he had drawn blood… he had scored several hits… “No,” his hope was shattered in a single word. Baron released another primal scream, then raised his hoof. Sidney looked away, closing his eyes, but the sound of skull being smashed wasn’t so easily avoided for his acute hearing.


  Somewhere in the back of his mind the fox took a moment to consider that Baron was likely from Diermyna, or Meisenyl, or Vensii, because the bison from other kingdoms didn’t have hooves. He also fondly hoped that the brute wasn’t from Diermyna, but he didn’t have a chance to appraise just why he wished such a thing. Sidney fainted but not before he had a moment of complete and abject self-reproach: how would it make Lord Hector look? “Uraou…” he murmured as everything went black. Fainting was the thing he hated himself for the second most.


  Censured


  

  Sidney’s emotional stamina had never been incredibly stalwart and, in fact, during his time with the hyena slavers they had taken to calling him ‘Voo Hanicht Orz’, which, he was told, was Diermynian for ‘The Fainting Fox’. These thoughts and more ran through his mind the moment his wits returned to him and he came out of the blackness he had been cast into. It was probably the most unlikely awakening he had ever thought to experience.


  The fox opened one eye first, gazing up at the pure white, lightly textured ceiling above him; it was not the slave pen he had expected. Opening the other eye, Sidney clenched his right paw, taking a fistful of fabric he hadn’t felt in years, “Silk…?” he murmured to himself, and, only then, did he realize that he was laying on a bed. He sat up immediately, then paused as his head started spinning anew.


  “Ah… you are awake.” Lord Hector’s voice said from the side, “Good,” and Sidney heard the stag move over to him. His master’s firm grip encircled his left forearm and, as Sidney slid over so he could sit on the bed with his feet on the ground, the stag held him in place so he wouldn’t fall over, “Are you alright, Sidney?”


  The question sent a warm thrill up the fox’s spine, but only for a split second, as he realized what his fainting must have meant for his master’s reputation, “I’m sorry, Master, I–”


  “It can’t be helped, Sidney…” Lord Hector noted neutrally, and added, “what’s done is done,” the distracted tone with which the stag spoke did not do much to reassure the fox, but he didn’t question his Master. Sidney lowered his head as Lord Hector let go of his arm. The stag walked away from him toward a broad, finely-crafted desk made of a dark-colored wood. The fox watched as his master sat down in the matching chair at the desk and began examining himself in a mirror. It wasn’t long before his eyes meandered over to gazing right at Sidney through the mirror, “Can you stand?”


  “Yes, Master,” the slave master acknowledged, getting to his feet immediately.


  “Good.” Lord Hector stated simply, and went back to sifting through a fine jewelery box situated on the desk, “You are, if you haven’t yet realized, in my room,” the stag announced.


  The fox murmured, “The guards said that gladiators are supposed to–”


  Lord Hector’s eyes focused on him via the mirror again, “You aren’t a Gladiator, Sidney… you are their Slave Master. Thus, I had the guards bring you here with me to my room so you cold recover from your faint.”


  “Of course, Master.” Sidney nodded, glancing around the finely appointed chamber, “I just don’t understand why–”


  “Because I had to explain to Lord Levid why my gladiators’ Slave Master fainted.” Lord Hector closed the jewelery box with an audible ‘click’, “And that was not easy.”


  “I’m sorry, Master, I–”


  “You already apologized, Sidney,” the stag slowly rotated his chair to continue speaking with him. The seat surprised the fox by swiveling atop a metal stem, allowing his master to turn in it without the feet moving against the floor. Sidney remembered somewhere hearing about odd modifications Tenverians added to mundane items, and the fox couldn’t help but wonder if the swiveling seat was such a novelty, “Do you understand?” Lord Hector finished his explanation, and Sidney winced inwardly, having been focused on the entirely wrong thing.


  The fox nodded obediently, “No, Master,” he stated honestly.


  Lord Hector paused at the two entirely contradicting responses, opened his muzzle to say something, then reached for one of the bracelets he’d taken from the jewelery box, “Come here, Sidney,” the stag directed and the fox complied without delay, moving to stand next to his master. Lord Hector took hold of Sidney’s forearm and drew him closer still, then clasped the bracelet closed around the fox’s wrist. Sidney’s ears went up in surprise, and he examined it closely.


  The band appeared to be three distinct lines of gold braided together, each a slightly different color from the other. White gold, rose gold, and yellow gold formed an intricate pattern as they looped around one another before attaching to a simple hook-clasp where it closed, creating a delicate, eye-catching bracelet. Sidney didn’t know much about jewelery, but he admired the way the three soft colors contrasted nicely against the white fur of his underarm yet failed to be overpowered by the red fur elsewhere.


  “Now,” Lord Hector brought Sidney’s attention back to him, “When we’re at dinner, you will stand behind me and to my left,” he went back to gazing at Sidney via the mirror once again, having swiveled his seat to face the desk, “Have you ever been in attendance at a banquet before?” the stag picked up a fine, black-bristled fur brush and began smoothing out the short, silvery fur between his antlers.


  “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged.


  “Good.” Lord Hector’s approval was quick, but distinct, “That will make this a lot easier.” He checked himself in the mirror once more, then turned toward Sidney and stood, “Sit,” he directed of the fox, and pressed the brush into the Slave Master’s paw then directed him into the chair, “Make yourself presentable,” and, with that, Lord Hector retreated to the other side of the room where a cloth divider separated the corner from view. A candle beyond it provided light for the corner, and created an almost eerie flicker against the cloth.


  Sidney looked around on the desk, gingerly setting the fur brush back to where Lord Hector had obtained it. The fox looked at his reflection, startled by the clarity of the silvered mirror. Although it was nothing abnormal for Sidney to see his reflection in water, in glass, or occasionally in a glint of metal, seeing himself in a mirror was not a normal thing, and he gazed in rapt attention… but only until he saw Lord Hector’s shadow cast against the divider as the stag began undressing.


  The Slave Master spread his legs slightly, shifting the way in which he sat in the chair as the tightness around his crotch became instantly noticeable. Staring into the mirror so he could look over his shoulder without turning around, a dirty little thrill shivered through Sidney, his mind filling in the details that lacked in his master’s silhouette. Letting out a breath he’d been holding, the fox’s shaking paw fumbled, knocking the fur brush off the stand where he’d meant to return it.


  “Be careful, Sidney.” Lord Hector noted, pausing in his undressing for a moment, “You’ve used a fur brush before, yes?” and the stag began to redress.


  “No, Master,” the fox admitted.


  “Well, I would like you to use that one,” the stag announced.


  Sidney was dumbfounded, “You want me to use your brush, Master?”


  Lord Hector chuckled with just a faint hint of apathy in it, “No, Sidney… that’s one of Lord Levid’s brushes… almost everything in this room is his.”


  “Will he be happy with a slave using one of his brushes, Master?” the fox didn’t have the slightest idea why he was so willing to speak so plainly with Lord Hector, but he assumed it had something to do with the casual tone with which his master addressed him. In any other situation he never would have even considered asking questions.


  “I’m certain he won’t, Sidney,” the stag continued chuckling, “In fact, I’m fairly sure he’ll have them burned.”


  “…oh,” the fox acknowledged, and slowly set the brush back down on its stand.


  Lord Hector’s head peered around the divider, “Which is why I want you to use it.”


  Sidney paused at that, “You want me to make Lord Levid angry, Master?”


  “No, Sidney…” the stag noted, emerging from behind the screen, buttoning up the last two fasteners on a courtly-looking tunic complete with frills on the cuffs and around the collar, “…I want to have to apologize to Lord Levid for not understanding that it wasn’t a slave’s fur brush.”


  “This is a very nice fur brush, Master.” Sidney acknowledged, holding it with the very tips of his fingers, “Would Lord Levid really have something so nice for a slave?”


  Lord Hector smiled, “No, Sidney… he wouldn’t,” and the stag finished securing his tunic, and then picked a dinner vest from where it hung on a wall hook, “The ways of court are not always direct. By saying I thought it was meant to be used by a slave, I am implying that he has poor taste and is otherwise cheap when it comes to entertaining guests.”


  The fox blinked, and set the brush back down, “You want to make Lord Levid angry, Master?”


  Lord Hector reached out and patted Sidney on the shoulder, “No, Sidney… It is considered bad form to lose one’s temper at a banquet… I want him to be forced to bury his anger and swallow his pride because he’s expected to be in good form.”


  Sidney slowly took up the brush and, as if checking to see if it was dangerous, gave a tentative swipe of it against his fur, almost as if he expected it to bite him; it didn’t, “You said he was your Master like you are mine?” he stated it, but he hoped it was readily obvious that it was just as much a question.


  “Yes, Sidney… it is an oversimplification, but that is the easiest way to explain it,” the stag acknowledged.


  The fox began brushing his own fur in earnest, doing as his master bade, “You would not make a very good slave, Master Hector.”


  The stag laughed in response, “We are both in agreement on that, Sidney… and, by the time tonight’s over, I have a strange feeling that Lord Levid will probably be thinking the exact same thing.”


  * * * * * *


  Sidney followed Lord Hector silently into the dining hall. The fox, per his master’s instructions, wore a simple green vest. Sidney was unaccustomed to wearing any clothing on his chest or shoulders but he found it to be almost comfortable. The vest clung to him as if it had been custom tailored, fitting his shoulders perfectly and, though it hung open enough to show the white fur of the fox’s chest and abdomen, it was kept from opening any wider by a bluish-metal chain that spanned the distance across his body just above his belly button.


  Around his waist, Sidney wore a black leather belt, which held up his ankle-length waist-wrap. The material, like the vest, was green and airy. It split into two separate lengths at one side, allowing him fold the cloth along his groin and secure it in place with the belt around at hips, yet still keeping his tail free of restraint. it was far finer than the simple loin cloth he was used to but, as Lord Hector had said, Sidney needed to look good.


  The fox was taken aback when he saw a dining table with easily twice the square footage of the stable Sidney managed… and almost every chair was filled. Due to the sheer size of the room it was impossible to identify every last Lord or Lady present, but the fox did not miss the very obvious, boisterous, portly pair of hippos that took up three settings between them. He instinctively shied away from Lord and Lady Bulhue, moving around to the other side of his master, thankful that it was the correct side anyway.


  “Lord Hector Desanti,” announced a young ermine standing off to the side of the entryway. Though Sidney wasn’t familiar with heraldry he had seen the symbol of the curved line between leaves on a purple field all over the manor – he realized it was Lord Levid’s.


  The bracelet on Sidney’s wrist glimmered in the light of a hundred candles placed about the massive hall, as did the simple silver clip that Lord Hector had attached to the slave master’s septum; it reminded Sidney strongly of the one Tharis wore, though the fox’s was just a clip-on. His master had explained to him that Lord Levid knew Sidney came from a ‘Personal Slave’ background, but the fact that Sidney was now a Slave Master meant that certain appearances needed to be reinforced, and the fake nose ring was for just that purpose.


  “Ah… Hector… so good of you to join us.” Lord Levid’s unmistakable call immediately silenced the rest of the room, “And I see your Slave Master has made a full recovery,” the king’s comment brought forth a series of polite chuckles from the assembly; Sidney couldn’t help but feel that they sounded more-than-a-little condescending. He was not insulted, of course, but he was immediately embarrassed for Lord Hector.


  “Of course, your Highness,” the stag responded in as affable a tone as Sidney had ever heard from him, “and presented… per your request.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of denying you your personal slave at tonight’s banquet, Hector.” Lord Levid’s voice, Sidney discovered, came from the far end of the table where a light weight purple cloth had been draped and spread out across a rigid frame, creating a tent of sorts over the chair there. Though the fabric looked like it could have been see-through, the candle light of the dining room provided enough shadow that nothing but an outline of the king was visible. As Sidney watched, that figure leaned forward slightly, “Incredibly frugal of you, I might add… combining a personal slave and a slave master into one.”


  “Thank you, your majesty.” Lord Hector noted simply, accepting a seat near the middle of the table once it was presented by an attendant. Sidney glanced quickly at the black panther woman, noticing that she did not wear a collar; he realized that she was a servant, and not a slave. She glanced in his direction, but he quickly broke eye-contact and moved obediently to his master’s left side, thanking his luck again that it kept him just a little farther from Lord and Lady Bulhue.


  Although a wave of servants emerged from all sides of the room with silver pitchers, Lord Levid continued his conversation as if they didn’t exist, “Hector… I’ve been told that you aren’t your Slave Master’s first owner.”


  “That is correct, your Majesty,” the stag nodded, paying more attention to his empty plate than the figure behind the purple cloth.


  “Strange, that.” Lord Levid mused, “It must be awkward at times.”


  “Yes, your highness.” Lord Hector acknowledged, “There were certain aspects of his training that were required to be relearned when he became responsible for my gladiators.”


  “I mean using another Lord’s cast-off, Hector…” Lord Levid’s voice was full of condescending mirth, but quickly spoke before anyone else could, “Though, I suppose I could also see the issue of having to teach a pleasure slave how to deal with Gladiators.”


  “Indeed,” the stag acknowledged, and Sidney admired his master for how efficiently he controlled his displeasure, “As I said, there were certain aspects of his training that were required to be relearned when he became responsible for my gladiators.”


  “I’m surprised such a little spit of a fox could expect to command the obedience of a stable of gladiators,” noted one of the ladies seated at the table almost directly across from Lord Hector. The ferret woman placed her elbows on the table and rested her muzzle on her laced-together fingers, “Either he’s more than he seems, or else he puts his training as a pleasure slave to good use to earn their cooperation,” her needly teeth created a very unpleasant smile and her comment was accompanied by a riotous round of laughter by those in attendance.


  “Indeed, Hector!” Lord Levid spoke between laughs of his own, “Come come… now, be honest… does your Slave Master ‘play favorites’ among his slaves?”


  Lord Hector flicked an ear, “I am afraid I do not know your meaning, your highness.” Still laughing, Lord Levid extended a white-furred hand out of his cloth tent, holding a chalice off to the side where a white-furred young lioness stood. She refilled it for him, and the king’s hand disappeared back behind the fabric, “Does your Slave Master ‘earn’ the loyalty of his slaves?”


  The stag fought back a scowl, “You will have to forgive me, your highness, but I still do not–”


  “Does he fuck his slaves into obedience?” the vulgarity of the comment caused a wave of silence to sweep through the room, and all eyes migrated to where Lord Bulhue sat one chubby fist clutching a mug of drink and the other engulfing most of a half-eaten quail, “Well?” the hippo asked, not in the least cowed by the attention, “That’s what everyone wants to know!”


  “I think, your Lordship,” Lady Bulhue noted, her tiny ears bright red from embarrassment at her husband’s social gaffe, “Everyone is wondering where you got your squab when nobody has yet been served.” Her quickly inserted verbal jab at her husband’s expense gained a laugh from everyone, and quickly diffused the tenseness, but Sidney didn’t miss the glare he gave her for it. The fox recognized that glare, and he pitied whatever unfortunate slave was the hippo’s new plaything… Lord Bulhue tended to take out his frustrations on his sex slaves.


  “I would think that you would like to discuss the story of how we met, my sweet,” he frowned, downing the contents of his mug in one go, “Her father practically threw her at me.” The comment made the female hippo’s ears even redder. Sidney immediately further pitied Lord Bulhue’s sex slave – when Lady Bulhue was angry she’d often watch her husband with his ‘toy’, and that meant Lord Bulhue was even less gentle.


  “Wonderful.” Lord Levid stated flatly, and the one word immediately silenced the two hippos. Only then did the king continue, “Please, Hector… enlighten us with the details of just how your Slave Master maintains order… does he bribe his slaves with bodily favors?”


  “In a manner of speaking,” the stag held to a surreal calm. The room exploded with comments, “In a manner of speaking?” Lord Levid questioned, his voice holding an air of impatience to it. Sidney had no doubt that the majority of the purpose behind the banquet was to embarrass his master, and the fox was being eaten up inside realizing that it was his own fault that his master was being treated so poorly, “Surely, my dear Hector, you’ll have to explain… for our benefit.”


  The stag sat up a little straighter and adjusted the ruffle at the end of one sleeve, “I’ve had Sidney trained in the ways of the Sardassi.” The room hushed immediately and several lords and ladies looked to one another. Lord Hector continued, “I had a particularly unruly slave that needed some corrective action, and Sidney saw to it that he was…” Lord Hector set both of his hands palm down on the table, “…well handled.”


  Noise levels within the room peaked further after his comment, many Lords and Ladies nodding as they talked amongst themselves. Sidney did not miss the way that his master quickly changed the direction of the topic, successfully evading having to tell the truth about the fox’s ‘indecent proposal’ with Choel and, at the same time, making Sidney come across as a much more successful Slave Master than he actually felt himself to be. A faint pang of pain struck him as he thought of Uraou, who lost his life due to Sidney’s incompetence.


  “I trust that answers your question, your Highness?” Lord Hector answered with a genuine smile; there was no doubt that the stag was pleased with the results of his explanation.


  “You… slave–” Sidney froze when the king addressed him directly, “Sidney, was it?”


  “Yes, Lord Levid,” the fox somehow managed to squeak. In front of him, Lord Hector tensed in his seat.


  “Have you truly never used your talents on another Slave?” Lord Levid demanded.


  “No.” Sidney responded. A faint twitch of Lord Hector’s ear was the only give-away that the fox’s master realized what he did; there was more than one way to perceive the one word response, “You see?” the stag noted, “He may not be a traditional choice for a Slave Master for a gladiator stable, but I am pleased with his service. Between his astute awareness, clear understanding of my orders, and the use of the Sardassi, Sidney is–”


  “Yes…” Lord Levid cut him off, “and apparently he does such a fine job with teaching your gladiators to fight that his hand-picked bear couldn’t even last two minutes against Baron,” the king’s white furred hand emerged from the cloth, offering his empty glass once again to the white furred lioness holding a pitcher. She refilled it and the goblet once more disappeared, “How did you come by the name ‘Sidney’, Hector? It is an odd name to give a slave.”


  “It was a prior name he’d had before I owned him,” the stag answered simply.


  “Huh?” Lord Bulhue glanced over at Lord Hector, “No… I named him ‘Buddy’.”


  “Before Lord Bulhue.” Sidney’s master amended.


  “Before I bought him the slavers called him something in Diermynian I couldn’t understand…” the hippo finished off his quail in one bite, then proceeded to talk with his mouth full, “but on the trading block he went as ‘Lot 17’.” Eyes went back to Lord Hector.


  “Before the trading block,” the stag noted patiently.


  “You mean before he was a slave?” the ferret woman across the table from Lord Hector assessed.


  “Hmm…” Lord Hector paused as if in thought, “I suppose that would be it. Yes, Lady Fody, before he was a slave,” and he smiled in a genteel manner at her.


  “So you are using his given name?” Lord Levid inquired in a cool, neutral tone.


  “They are all ‘given names’, your Highness,” the stag nodded his head toward the purple tent, “I just went with his first one.”


  “Hm,” the king responded without commitment, “Tell me something, Hector…” the tone in Lord Levid’s voice had changed, and not in a way Sidney liked, “… have you made use of this fox’s pleasure slave training?” Sidney lamented the fact that his Master’s previously unfazed demeanor suddenly cracked, and the king continued without awaiting a response, “It does seem odd to purchase another Lord’s cast-off… but even stranger to purchase a pleasure slave to act as a Slave Master.”


  Lord Hector did not respond at first, but Sidney was able to identify the exact moment his Master came up with a response, “Ah, Lord Levid… but you yourself have said on many occasions that I am an odd man,” he smiled, and even laughed as if it were a joke. Several other lords and ladies picked up the laugh… but not even a chuckle came from the tent.


  Lord Levid’s voice cut through the laughter, and there was immediate silence, “You attest that this fox of yours is a Slave Master to your gladiators, Hector?”


  “Yes, your Highness,” the stag confirmed without reluctance.


  “And that he is trained as an official pleasure slave?” Lord Levid continued the interrogation.


  “Yes, your Highness.” Lord Hector acknowledged without a second’s thought.


  “Good,” the king’s voice changed immediately, “Captain.”


  “Sir?” questioned a guard stationed by one of the doors to the room.


  Lord Levid’s words emerged from behind the cloth with a foreboding sweetness to them, “If Lord Hector is willing to consent, I would like his personal slave taken down to the West Wing… his ‘skills’ will be put to good use there.”


  “Your Majesty,” Lord Hector spoke, “I brought Sidney here so I–”


  “I have enough servants that you will not have to worry about any lack of comfort, Hector,” the king spoke over him, “And I’m certain you wouldn’t refuse me… your friend… your host… your king, a simple request of this sort?”


  “I–”


  “Especially, by your own admission, you do not even use the talents he obtained from his prior training…” the king pressed.


  Lord Hector lowered his head, and Sidney knew that things were going poorly… but he didn’t quite realize how poorly until he was being led off down a hallway by an armored wolf. The last snipped of conversation he heard was Lord Levid casually promising that Sidney would be returned to the gladiator pits by morning.


  The wolf didn’t provide any information to him as he was ushered down the hall. Every time Sidney tried to glance down a side passage the guard would give him a bump from the behind, accompanied by “Keep moving,” or “Stop going so slow,” and, once, “You can gawk later,” followed by a chuckle. The fox didn’t particularly like that last comment.


  He was herded by the guard down two sets of steps and past numerous turns, changing directions so many times that he was thoroughly lost by they time the wolf opened a large, iron door, and ushered Sidney into a long hallway with doors all along the walls similar to the one they had just passed through. The fox saw that each of the portals had a plate with writing attached to them, but, since he didn’t read, they provided no clues as to where he was being brought. The guard finally stopped at the end of the hall and motioned to the door on the right, “Here.” Sidney wanted as the guard opened the door, and then motioned for the fox to enter. Sidney had just started to take a step forward when the wolf decreed, “Move it,” and pushed him in. The door closed behind him and Sidney heard it lock. The wolf spoke through the small, barred window in the door, “Good job… Lord Levid was pleased today… you have one hour.” The fox was confused by the statement, right up until the sound of a massive form shifting behind him provided far too much clarification, and Sidney slowly about-faced.


  A mountain of a bison shadowed in darkness rose from where he had sat on a stone bench, his eyes glinting once, then twice in the half-light of the poorly lit room. A deep voice, full of disdain and accusation noted simply, “You were in the Lord’s Rise.”


  “The what?” Sidney asked, taking an involuntary step back.


  “The Lord’s Rise…” Baron stated, his eyes squinting slightly. A single, high-placed, small window provided enough moonlight into the chamber for Sidney to see that the bison was scowling… deeply, “You sat with the Master and his guest in the arena.”


  “Yes.” Sidney answered, pressing himself back against the door behind him.


  “The Master taunts me then?” the bison snorted, “Did I not do as he asked?” the question was accentuated by the sound of a fist large enough to palm Sidney’s head striking the wall next to him.


  “He… I…” Sidney’s knees felt weak as Baron loomed over him.


  The bison’s eyes went to the barred window in the door, then back to Sidney, “No…” the champion turned around and went back to his bench, “You are the one being punished then…” and Baron let out a reverbrating sound from deep in his chest, so low in tone that it took the fox a moment to realize what it was: laughter, “How is it that a Slave Master is reduced to this?” his tone was full of scorn as he began to unbuckle his loin cloth.


  “I…” Sidney tried again, but failed.


  “Talk.” Baron demanded, “I would beat the words out of you, but you are a scrawny thing… you would die if I touched you.”


  “I was a pleasure slave a long time ago,” the words flowed out in one very, quick sentence. The gladiator snorted, “Huh…” and threw his loincloth into a corner, “I would rather have a female.”


  “Your Master ordered me to…” the fox spoke past the tightness in his throat, “see to your needs.”


  “Then do what he orders,” the bison growled, seated on the stone bench with his legs spread. Sidney approached slowly, taking one step at a time, trying to keep his fear from making him shake, “Oh… kay.” The gladiator remained where he was, moving only to lean his back against the stone wall. Even though he was seated, Baron towered over Sidney and the bench was suitably sized for him. As the fox moved into the valley created by the champion’s spread legs, he realized that Baron’s groin was practically at sternum height for him; if he wasn’t already intimidated it would have been quite imposing.


  “The guard said one hour…” Baron reiterated, “I don’t fuck males, so you’d better get started, ‘Slave Master’,” he spoke the title with obvious contempt.


  Were Sidney in any other situation, staring at the enormous gladiator seated in front of him he would have been mind-blown. Baron had one hoof resting atop an overturned metal pail… and it was readily obvious that the metal was barely holding up the weight of his leg. The bison’s other hoof was firmly on the ground, wedged against one of the stone blocks of the floor. The positioning left the fox an eyeful of Baron’s endowments and that didn’t help Sidney’s confidence level.


  As the fox reached out tentatively, his paws slid up through the bison’s shaggy groin fur; Baron didn’t so much as twitch at the touch. Sidney began to gently massage the tips of his fingers across the gladiator’s groin, working ever-closer to his genitals, but still failed to get a response – the lack of reaction was disheartening all at once… but it meant relief for Sidney; Baron certainly didn’t seem to be very into it – if he was lucky, the gladiator wouldn’t break him with lust.


  It took several minutes and more than a few of Sidney’s tricks to coax the bison’s member into a response. A rumbling chuckle from Baron made the fox jump in surprise, and yet the gladiator still didn’t move so much as an inch. Instead, he said simply, almost scornfully, “But can you do anything with it, little fox?”


  Sidney managed to swallow the combination of fear and hate he felt for the bison; Baron had killed Uraou and the fox realized that the bison knew exactly who he was, which meant that they both knew what that meant between the two of them. Shoving the emotions out of his mind, Sidney focused on his duty, and drew his tongue from the base of the bison’s shaft up to its head. Baron had a pungent musk, overpowered only by his obviously male taste.


  The gladiator’s member was greater than a foot in length but, to Sidney’s great relief, was barely as thick as Lord Bulhue. The fox curved his neck, lowered his muzzle, and with only a little strain, began to guide the mostly-rigid flesh past his lips. Baron shifted ever-so- slightly and snorted, “If I feel a tooth, I’ll knock them all out of your muzzle.”


  One of the first things Sidney had learned was how to please someone orally, male or female, without the slightest discomfort – and that meant, quite obviously, leaving teeth out of it. He continued to lower his muzzle further and further down, eyes tearing as he felt the tip of the bison’s flesh poke at the back of his throat. Pulling back, Sidney drew off of the champion barely two inches before sliding back down and, in that way, began to work Baron’s flesh as well as he could.


  The fox lost track of time, measuring it instead by the tenseness in his half-bent legs and the strain of his arms, paws pressed against the bison’s abdomen as he continued his ministrations. Sidney changed things up every minute or two, alternating between cupping the gladiator’s testicles to massaging his thighs. Sidney’s only reward was several rivulets of precum from Baron’s flesh and he was convinced that the bison’s breathing wasn’t even increasing in speed. Slowly reevaluating his plan, Sidney drew his muzzle off of the gladiator’s shaft.


  Baron snorted, “Unless you grow some tits and a cut, you’re just not gonna cut it,” but he still didn’t bother moving, “But that doesn’t mean you can stop.” Sidney closed his eyes, fingers going to the clasp on his leather belt. With a quick flick and a short yank, the belt loosened, and the fox stepped out of his waist wrap. The bison, who hadn’t been looking at him, glanced his direction at the sound of the belt hitting the floor.


  “Hmmh…” Baron almost laughed, “You’re really gonna try and–” but he fell silent as Sidney climbed up into his lap. Feeling the fury rise within him at the smug expression the bison wore, the fox turned around so his back was to the gladiator’s chest.


  “You told me to do what I was going to do.” Sidney responded, using as much disdain as he could push past the fear in his voice, “So that’s what I’m doing,” and, with that, he took hold of the saliva-slickened member, pushed a foot against either of the bison’s knees, and slid the tip of Baron’s shaft up beneath his tail. Silencing the hiss that wanted to escape through his teeth, Sidney fought past the initial pain as Baron’s member entered him.


  Stopping for a moment, Sidney readjusted his position, pulling his feet in closer and onto the gladiator’s thighs, allowing him to squat on the bison, letting gravity and his own weight do his work for him. He clamped his muzzle down, using all of his willpower to keep going as his insides were practically rearranged by Baron’s shaft. Tears welled up in his eyes and his entire body shook by the time he was fully kneeling, unable to avoid the comparison in his mind of a baby seated in an adult’s lap.


  “heh heh…” Baron chuckled, “I can smell your blood.”


  Sidney didn’t respond to the chiding comment; he was able to smell it too. Slowly adjsting himself in the bison’s lap again, the fox slowly began to straighten his legs, unimpaling himself as he rose up. On the next trip down, Sidney uncurled his legs, placing them on the stone of the bench against the insides of Baron’s thighs. Each trip up-then-down started coming easier, not just because he had been stretched out, but because the bison’s member was that much slicker… and it wasn’t all blood.


  Baron’s breathing was coming faster, and, every few moments, Sidney felt a faint twitch from the massive member inside him as it released more and more of the bison’s precum, “Rngh…” the gladiator noted, “You might not have a cunt, but you’re still a better vixen than you are a Slave Master,” and he chuckled again. Sidney’s teeth clenched tighter, and it wasn’t all from pain. He let out a breath of his own, the fur all over his body sticky and slick from his exertion, and yet he didn’t know how much longer he’d be forced to service the gladiator that murdered Uraou only hours before.


  Suddenly, as if the powers that be suddenly decided that his torture were at an end, Sidney felt the already-firm flesh inside him grow even harder, and Baron’s next breath came out with a distinct ragged edge, “There we go,” the bison acknowledged, and the gladiator’s hoof on the pail ground it into scrap metal. Sidney straightened his legs, pulling up slightly as he continued his steady rhythm, but a large fist clamped down on his shoulder and Baron grunted, pulling him back down hard against his hips.


  Sidney yelped and the bison’s flesh slid deeper into him than it had at any time before. The fox’s feet slipped off the bench, forcing all of his weight down into Baron’s lap. The member inside him convulsed, and Sidney’s body followed suit as his already over-full insides barely succeeded in accommodating a suddenly huge volume of bison semen as the gladiator ejaculated into him. True to his word, Baron didn’t thrust, but gravity did enough for him. The bison grunted, “Ungh… at least… I… don’t… have to… use… my… hand… tonight,” each word coming out in a tighter and tighter tone.


  Sidney gurgled, squirming against Baron’s grasp, but he had no more success in his struggle than if he were trying to move a wagon off of him. Behind him, the bison roared out with the same feral ferocity that he had in the arena, and, only then did Sidney realize that the champion’s first spray of cum was hardly an indicator of what he was capable. Sidney whined, reaching up to grip one huge finger in each of his paws as he squirmed, blast after powerful blast of semen spraying into his insides, filling him up so completely that the pressure actually forced some of the sticky fluid to escape, thin spurts of of it dribbling down onto the ground at the foot of the bench.


  “Hngn…” Baron finally noted, adjusting his grip on Sidney so he could pull the fox vertically off his shaft, leaving him dangling in the air. A stream of fluid cascaded out of Sidney as the bison lowered him back to the fluid-soaked ground, “Enjoyed that, did you?” the bison leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest as his rapidly-softening member continued leaking fluid, dribbling faintly.


  Sidney winched, hating that combination of being so overloaded and the powerful pulsing of fluid within him had forced his own body to give up its seed. The sensation of the bison’s flesh up beneath his tail had been so intense that he had hardly registered is own ejaculation, but what he hated more was that Baron seemed to enjoy his discomfort at the fact, “I’m done then?” the fox questioned flatly.


  Sidney didn’t know if it were possible to despise the bison any more than he already did, and then Baron’s grin widened, “I’m not clean yet… Slave Master.” Hiding a grimace, the fox sighed, realizing that he had only begun to get his paws dirty. In actuality, he found out that the bison planned on Sidney using something else to clean him; by the time he was done, the fox’s tongue had never been so sore.


  Sorra


  

  Sidney followed the guard through the confusing maze of hallways as he was led back to the gladiator holding area. The armored feline had set a leisurely pace, which suited the fox just fine since he walked gingerly; he moved with an uneven gait, taking small, measured steps to avoid the pain a full stride brought to his backside.


  The lynx was not Sidney’s original guide, most likely because the first guard was probably already in bed. The Slave Master didn’t have any time piece but he knew it was late, and would have yawned if his jaw weren’t so sore. Between his tail hole and his muzzle, Sidney was in pain from end-to-end, but he maintained his practiced posture. Too clearly, the fox remembered one of Lord Bulhue’s first rules: a slave showing pain invited only more. He was not in the hippo’s stables any longer, but he couldn’t help but feel a too-strong familiarity within Lord Levid’s manor.


  The trip back to the holding area was more convoluted and confusing than the trip from the dining area, yet his guide had no hesitation in knowing the route. The fox was moving too slow to pause at any intersection, but he realized that the white, wooden panels with script on them likely helped the guard’s navigation. It was during one such quick examination of a sign that Sidney realized the guard had drawn further away from him, and had actually stopped and was looking back at him, “You’re slowing down,” the lynx stated.


  Sidney nodded, and took a step to follow, then paused when his knee gave out and he stumbled forward. The guard quickly moved toward him and caught the fox before he fell to the ground. Without a word, the lynx hefted him off the floor then picked him up, carrying him in both arms, “I…” the Slave Master ventured, feeling both mortified and embarrassed.


  “You haven’t eaten, and you haven’t slept,” the guard noted flatly, “And you just finished servicing the King’s pet gladiator,” the lynx spoke to him without looking at him, carrying him down the hall with a strong degree of indifference, “Lord Hector knows, and said to make sure you got back to the holding area safely.”


  Sidney felt a faint thrill run through him, a sense of warmth that a portion of his master’s attention was focused on him. That sensation slowly turned icy however when he started to second guess the reason. Sidney had failed his Master and Uraou… he had been sent away to service a slave, which was as much of an indication that he’d never have a chance to be Lord Hector’s personal slave – if Lord Levid burned a fur brush after it was used by a slave, what was the implication for him? He continued to mull over the thoughts until his guide came to a stop outside a door that Sidney found familiar.


  “Lord Hector,” the lynx spoke. Sidney was readily aware that the door was not one that led to his master’s quarters, “I have your slave,” at which point the lynx set him against the wall and opened the door.


  “Good,” came the stag’s beautiful voice from within, fortifying the fox’s stamina and allowing him to stand on his own. The lynx quickly raised a paw, catching a small leather pouch which clinked out with the sound of coin when it hit his palm, “Now leave us.” Lord Hector added.


  “My lord,” the lynx bowed, then glanced to Sidney, “Go,” and he motioned to the doorway as he stepped back, “I’m done carrying you,” and, with that as a farewell, the guard left. Sidney straightened his shoulders anew and, placing his paw on the door frame for balance, gingerly led himself into the holding area, closing the door after he entered. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the darkened room which was lit by three candles perched atop a silver candelabra situated on an overturned wooden box. Seated on one side of the box was Lord Hector and, at the other, was Maern; both were looking at him. The horse slowly stood, one ear up and the other slightly tilted to the side as Maern gazed at him appraisingly.


  “I’m back, Master.” Sidney offered, and Maern moved over to support him, bringing him to the crate-turned-table. The fox paused, noticing a bottle beside the crate, and a tin mug in the stag’s grasp. Without an answer, Lord Hector motioned for him to take a spot at one side of the wooden box; Sidney knelt obediently, not eager to sit.


  “Lord Levid has announced that another of my gladiators will be fighting again tomorrow,” the stag stated, finishing off the contents of his mug before pouring himself another. Maern made a simple comment once Sidney was situated and Lord Hector shook his head, “I am not getting drunk, I–” then he paused and spoke to the stallion in Vensian then looked to Sidney, “I am supplementing my thoughts with alcohol.”


  Sidney could recall numerous times when Lord Bulhue became highly intoxicated and the fox hadn’t liked any of them. The thought of Lord Hector inebriated was not something the Slave Master looked forward to. When the stag set the mug down in front of him, however, Sidney wasn’t sure the situation was much improved, “Go ahead, Sidney,” the stag offered, “I know slaves do not often get to drink, but I am fairly certain you could use it,” and, before the fox answered, Lord Hector had another mug out and filled it up, passing it to Maern, “Min Sarul,” the stag stated formally.


  “Min Sarul.” Maern responded in kind, and downed the entire drink with two quick gulps. Both then looked to Sidney, who glanced down at the mug. Lifting it to his muzzle, he sniffed tentatively and winced, relating the scent far too closely to Lord Bulhue’s breath. Glancing once more to Lord Hector, the fox nodded obediently, and drank deeply… for all of a half second until he cough-choked most of it back into the metal cup. Wheezing, Sidney set the mug back down, huffing fresh air into his burning lungs; it felt cold in his seared his throat, but each breath was icy relief after the fire of the drink.


  “You amaze me sometimes, Sidney.” Lord Hector spoke, refilling Maern’s mug. The comment was decidedly a form of positive acknowledgment, but the fox was so surprised at it that he didn’t have a response. At his silence, the stag continued, “You have done far better than anyone else has expect of you. I thought, in time, you would grow into the position and do well, but your progress has surpassed my expectations.”


  “I…” Sidney’s pain practically disappeared at the blatant praise, “T-thank you, Master.”


  “What is happening here isn’t your fault, Sidney.” Lord Hector swirled the drink around in his mug; despite the scent of alcohol in the air, the fox realized that very little was actually coming from the stag, “A lot of it is mine.”


  Sidney couldn’t stop his ears from raising in surprise, and he was distracted enough that he actually took another swig from his cup; the coughing wasn’t quite as bad, and he managed to choke out, “I shouldn’t have failed you, Master.”


  “You were not set up for success, Sidney… none of us were.” Lord Hector sipped lightly from his mug, “Lord Levid saw to that… so… no… you are not responsible for this failure,” the stag refilled Maern’s mug one more time before corking the bottle, “and I think it is about time that we stop this losing streak.”


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney acknowledged, sobered by the combination of encouragement and admonishment, “Of course, Master.”


  “Maern will be fighting tomorrow,” the stag noted, motioning to the stallion.


  “Yes, Master,” the fox affirmed.


  “I had honestly thought that he would have volunteered today… so this was more my fault than it was yours, Sidney.” Lord Hector admitted.


  The familiar tone his master took with him was a surprise, which was why Sidney didn’t have the wherewithal to keep the words from coming out of his muzzle, “I don’t understand, Master.”


  Lord Hector nodded sagely at that, his antlers casting long-reaching shadows across the far wall in the flickering candlelight. The stag glanced toward Maern, “Hi yana ru vedun?” he inquired of the stallion.


  Maern nodded simply and responded in Vensian , “Iya, Lord Heck-tur,” the horse then turned to regard Sidney, “My Stor-ee,” he sounded out in Prossian.


  Lord Hector watched the exchange, but said nothing. Instead, he slid his mug across the crate to let Maern finish it as turned to address Sidney, “Sidney… have you ever heard the Vensian word ‘Sorra’?


  Sidney thought back to the last time he’d heard the word, which was far back in his past. When he was fairly new to slavery one of the pit hyenas had threatened one of his fellows with the promise of sending him to a witch for a Sorra, but it made no sense to him back then, nor did he completely understand what Lord Hector meant, “I heard the word once, Lord Hector, but I don’t know what it means,” the fox pushed the still half-full mug away from himself on the table. The stag patiently picked it up and poured it into Maern’s now-empty one.


  Sidney had no idea how the stallion was able to down the drinks like he did. Watching Maern lift the cup and knock it back with a single go instilled a sense of awe in the fox. He recalled having heard in the past that drinking, like many other things took a degree of practice; one of the kinder courtiers he’d known in their mutual employ to Lord Bulhue once likened it to the rougher kind of sex – you had to tolerate it numerous times before it stopped hurting. Later that night, the man had been given Sidney for the evening as a gift from Lord Bulhue, and, ever- after, Sidney didn’t consider the courtier quite so kind.


  “…which is why he did not offer to fight yesterday.” Lord Hector finished his explanation. Sidney lowered his head, putting his face in the palm of his paw, berating his own meandering attention. The stag sat still, watching the fox, who slowly straightened back up, wincing as too much of his weight was transferred to his rump, “Do you have any questions, Sidney?”


  One came to the fox’s mind that wouldn’t give away his lack of focus, “How can Maern fight tomorrow, Master?”


  The stag nodded in consideration, “That is what I was attempting to explain,” he took a moment, face tweaked in thought before he answered, “The easiest way to conform with Maern’s Sorra is for you to order him to fight.”


  The suggestion engulfed Sidney’s heart in an icy grip, “But… what if he loses, Master?”


  The far corner of Lord Hector’s muzzle rose slightly in a smirk, “His Sorra suggests that he won’t.”


  “I…” the fox fidgeted, wincing as his tail twitched against the ground, “Yes, Master.”


  The stag observed the fox a moment and, Sidney realized, in his infinite wisdom, understood why the Slave Master didn’t comprehend and then, in his infinite compassion, was generous enough to reiterate, “Maern was given a Sorra, which is a combination of a curse and a fortune… and he was told that he would win every battle he had to fight, but would lose every battle he chose to fight.” Lord Hector laced his fingers together on the table, “So he could not volunteer to fight for you and expect to win… do you understand?”


  Sidney nodded slightly, wondering how much information he missed by having his master repeat himself. He decided that Lord Hector’s question of understanding permitted him to ask a question, “Maern was told he’d always win when he had to fight, but whenever he chose to fight he’d lose?”


  “Correct.” Lord Hector confirmed, standing, and dusting off his slacks and putting on his dinner coat, which had been resting against the far side of the crate; the fine livery did not suit the holding area, making the stag look even more out-of-place than he already was.


  Sidney’s ear twitched s a thought came to mind, “Master… what happens if Maern chooses to fight a battle he has to win?”


  The stag chuckled at that and reached out to pat Sidney on the head, “I would assume any fight that had to be won would not present a choice to Maern, Sidney… that is the way Vensian honor works,” he picked a piece of hay off of his dinner coat, “Does that make things any clearer, or do you have another question?” Lord Hector regarded him with what almost seemed to the fox to be a degree of fondness.


  Pushing the giddiness aside, Sidney ordered himself to focus, “Maern will fight if I order him to?”


  “Yes.” Lord Hector confirmed, “and you will order him to tomorrow.”


  “And he will win?” Sidney asked desperately.


  “So long as he does not have a choice in the matter, yes.” Lord Hector walked to the door, “The Vensian Sorras are a very powerful kind of fortune telling… some even call them a curse.”


  “Sorra an Sorra.” Maern attested.


  Lord Hector nodded to the stallion then looked back to Sidney, “Fate be fate,” he translated, “Vensians see Sorras as unwanted. Almost every Sorra is a double-sided blade… you find out something about the future, but knowing ahead of time doesn’t mean it will change anything, so you have the foresight, but not the control.”


  “Like knowing you will always win when you have to but always lose any other time?” Sidney inquired of his Master, thinking back to the first time he had seen Maern fighting with the slavers at the auction block, “It sounds like a Sorra is a painful thing to have to live with, Master.”


  Lord Hector nodded, eyes gazing off into the distance, “Yes… yes it is.”


  The comment caught Sidney as strange, and the haunted look that crossed his master’s face for a split second was enough to give the fox pause, but he dared not speak of it. Instead, Sidney quickly gathered up the crate, setting it on its correct side as he cleaned up after the unofficial gathering; he knew it would not be propper for a Lord to visit the holding area and he had no desire for Lord Hector to lose any further face.


  “Tell Maern to go to bed…” the stag motioned to the far side of the holding area where the soft snores of the others identified their location despite the darkness, “Dorias and Choel are already asleep and he needs his sleep for tomorrow.”


  “Yes, Master.”


  “I will let the guards know that you are to join me in my quarters once you are done,” the stag announced, heading out of the room. Sidney choked on his tongue, losing the opportunity to fumble his way through a question he didn’t have a chance to formulate.


  Other than taking a handful of minutes to explain to Maern it was bed time, the fox checked in on Dorias and Choel. The yak, Sidney discovered, was not actually asleep, and had heard a good amount of the conversation. Although Dorias had plenty to discuss about a number of topics, the slave master instead bid him go to sleep and that they would discuss it in the morning. As a parting farewell, the older slave noted, “If Lord ’ector wants ye in ’is room, it’s t’speak with ye, Sir. ’e trusts ye… an’ that’s a good thing.”


  Sidney smiled slightly at that, and added, “Of course it’s to talk with me.”


  “Just talk.” Dorias clarified. Despite himself, Sidney couldn’t help but feel a little depressed about the yak’s observation, but he bid him a good night and showed himself out. The guard outside, true to Lord Hector’s word, showed the fox directly to his chambers, and stood by the door as Sidney entered after being granted audience.


  Lord Hector’s room was exactly as the Slave Master remembered it, but his attention to the chambers was overshadowed by the presence of the stag, “Hello, Sidney,” his master was seated in an armchair off to the side of the bed, a crystal decanter of amber liquid situated on the oak end table to his left and an intricately shaped tumbler in his hand. Lord Hector was dressed in a simple, red silk robe tied closed around his waist; a hint of his master’s lush, silvery fur stuck out past the cloth from just below his neck.


  “I’m here, Master.” Sidney fought his active mind to avoid fantasizing about running his fingers through the stag’s thick chest fur. He avoided thinking about the feel of Lord Hector’s fur against his paw pads, steadying his Master as he knelt before the stag, muzzle pressed fully against his groin while his tongue–


  “I wish to talk to you about your past service as a personal slave…” Lord Hector stated, swirling the drink around in his glass, the sound of ice clinking faintly against the crystal before the stag stopped, and took another sip.


  Sidney licked his muzzle, “Yes, Master,” his head was spinning with more dizziness than the earlier drink alone could have managed.


  Lord Hector set the glass down on the table beside the decanter, “You are going to spend the night here, sleeping with me.”


  With as hard as it was to formulate a response, it felt to the fox that his tongue just increased three times in size… but that was nothing compared to other parts of him, “Master?” he managed to wheeze.


  Lord Hector stood, and moved to sit down on the bed, “I plan on Lord Levid hearing of your trip here tonight, and I want him to know that I don’t think any less of you for having serviced Baron.”


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney nodded his head vigorously, “How would you like me to–” the tightness in his throat cut his words off, but he managed to eagerly push out the next words, albeit, at a much higher octave, “–serve you?”


  “You can serve me by being comfortable,” the stag answered, patting the bed, “You will be sleeping in my chambers tonight so you can rest well.”


  Sidney was confused, so confused that the question escaped him, “Rest?… Master?”


  “Yes, Sidney… rest,” the stag confirmed.


  The fox faltered at that, his tongue (and other parts) deflating, “Would you like me to–”


  “I am sorry, Sidney,” the stag shook his head, “I do not require the services of a personal slave… I simply wish Lord Levid to realize that he should spend less time trying to ‘break my toys’.”


  The fox’s ears lowered and, despite the pain, his tail tucked, “Master… did I do…” he swallowed, “have I… displeased you?”


  Lord Hector waved the Slave Master over and patted the bed by his side. Sidney sat down, wincing as he did so, and the stag pulled him closer, leaning the fox’s head on his shoulder as he wrapped an arm around him, and softly stroked the top of his head, “You have not displeased me, Sidney… if anything, you have continued to surpass my expectations.”


  “Would you like me to exceed more of them, Master?” the fox crooned, sliding his paw down against the stag’s thigh. It was a very forward statement, one very unseemly for any slave other than a pleasure slave to even think to attempt. In any other circumstance Sidney’s heart would have likely stopped from the sheer fear of even thinking about it but, between his master’s proximity, openness, and likely from the drinks, the fox had moved past feeble coyness.


  Lord Hector patiently reached down and gripped Sidney’s wrist, taking the fox’s paw off of his thigh, “No, I would not,” the stag stated coldly, and stood up. He walked half way across the room with his back to Sidney, letting out a deep sigh. Sidney watched his Master, feeling stunned, hurt, and irrevocably aghast – what had he just done?!?! Lord Hector raised an arm, rubbing behind his antlers, “I have a Sorra as well, Sidney.”


  The Slave Master wasn’t exactly sure how to respond to the comment, so he did not. Rather, he sat there quietly as Lord Hector slowly about-faced and walked back, taking one of Sidney’s paws in his hands, “It has caused me shame and pain. It has cost me the love and respect of my wife. I was sent away by my clan… and nobody else in this world aside from the Soraan – the Fate Caster who told it to me – knows of it.”


  Sidney faltered at that, the closeness of his master, the stag’s grip on his paw, and the intense gaze of the Lord Hector’s eyes, “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged, his heart beating a mile a minute as he realized that, to the exclusion of all else, Lord Hector had chosen him for something… special… unique… personal. For Sidney, it was even better than having the chance to pleasure his Master… almost better… a reasonable substitute… an acceptable- though-distant second-place.


  “I was told that the next person with whom I…” the stag faltered for a moment as if searching for the right words, “…share pleasure… will die… horribly… in a most gruesome way.” Lord Hector’s eyes looked away as his ears reddened.


  Sidney swallowed around the tightness in his throat, “Die?” he wheezed.


  “Yes.” Lord Hector confirmed, “Horribly.”


  The fox was barely able to squeak the word, “How?”


  The stag shook his head, “I did not find out… the Sorraan didn’t say, so it was not part of the Sorra… but I do not want to be responsible for someone’s death like that.”


  A flash of decision struck the fox with more certainty than he had ever felt, “I will, Master…” he stood, “I will die for you.”


  “Not that way, you won’t.” Lord Hector stated as clearly as any order, and he forestalled any further argument with, “and that is final,” the stag sighed, sitting back down on the bed beside him.


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney acknowledged forlornly. He felt marginally better knowing that it was not his own fault for the stag not making use of his services, but the knowledge that he never would due to the Vensian curse was not heartening.


  “Some Sorra are clearer than others, and some less distinct.” Lord Hector continued, “Some follow the recipient around for the rest of their life while others continue on until the terms come to pass.”


  “And yours will go on forever?” the fox asked.


  The stag shook his head, “No,” he stated, “At some point I will slip up, or give-in, or fail to stop myself,” he smoothed out the hem on one sleeve of his robe, “The Sorra is a foretelling of the future – it will happen.”


  “And then you will be free.” Sidney offered optimistically.


  “At a very high price.” Lord Hector pointed out, “I do not know how my lover will die, and I do not know enough about what may cause it,” the stag shook his head scornfully, “I have not been with anyone in over a decade…” and he followed it up with knocking the decanter over with a swipe of his arm, “My wife left me when I would not touch her… I cannot seek physical comfort in another and I haven’t even been able to fulfill my needs myself…”


  Sidney saw the reasoning quickly, “If you do, there’s no way of telling if it’s you who dies horribly…” the fox didn’t much like the sound of a Sorra to begin with, but he found himself liking it less and less.


  “Exactly,” the stag nodded, lowering his head as he rested his hands on his knees.


  Another line of thought suddenly connected in the fox’s mind, “Then… the Sardassi… you have it… for you.”


  Lord Hector nodded somberly, “It works well enough for a number of purposes, but yes, Sidney… celibacy never sat well with me… even so, I can not take any chances that, like you said, I may end up condemning myself to a most unpleasant death.” Even in unveiling that knowledge, the Slave Master admired the way the stag maintained his poise.


  Considering ten years of use, Sidney paused, “But… the Sardassi is…” the fox faltered, unable to find the right word to describe his own experience with the device.


  “I know,” the stag closed his eyes with a sigh, “But I do not have a lot of options that I would consider acceptable, Sidney… and you are the only other person alive who knows this about me,” he reached out and rested a hand on the fox’s arm, “I do not doubt that you will be capable of respecting my privacy in this matter.”


  “I would rather die than forsake your trust, Master.” Sidney noted without the slightest hesitation.


  “Thank you, Sidney,” the stag ruffled the fur atop his head anew, “I knew I was not wrong in placing you in my confidence,” and, with that, the stag leaned over and blew out the candles on the night stand. With only a small candle still burning on the desk, the room grew even darker, “And now, I think it is about time to consider sleep for the night.”


  “I…” the fox gazed around, “I will sleep on the rug by the desk if you are not bothered with me there, Master.”


  “Nonsense,” the stag stated calmly, pulling back the covers of the bed, “I said you would be sleeping with me, and so you will do just that,” and Lord Hector slid into bed, pulling the fine linens up around him.


  “In your bed, Master?” the fox’s voice cracked on the fourth word.


  “Of course not…” the stag wore a very wide grin, “In one of Lord Levid’s, of course.”


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney acknowledged, voice lowering down the moment he saw Lord Hector disrobe beneath the bedding. The fox’s teeth began to chatter as he neared the bed; he bit his tongue to silence them. Crawling up onto the end of the bed, the Slave Master laid down across its width, as if he were an obedient hound curling up at his master’s feet.


  “Sidney…” Lord Hector called from further up the bed, “you may be my slave, but that does not make you a pet… come up here and sleep as is proper,” the stag patted at the mattress beside him.


  “Yes, Master,” the fox squeaked. With fur standing on end, Sidney courted death, climbing under the blankets, puffed up with unabashed euphoria as he found himself laying beside the stag, feeling Lord Hector’s breath against his back. His heartbeat picked up when his master slid closer, wrapping an arm around the fox’s side, “Master… I…”


  “I prefer women to men, Sidney,” the stag admitted, “but that does not mean I cannot appreciate a warm body laying beside me.”


  The slave master shivered all over when Lord Hector pressed his entire naked body against the fox’s back. He was courting disaster, he knew, but there was no way he could avoid being there for the stag, absorbed in his master’s scent. At that moment, even though Sidney knew what was coming, if Lord Hector would have so much as hinted that he would have liked to have taken him right then and there, the fox would have been unable to say no.


  As it was, the simple sensation of his master’s perfect body pressed up against his back, the warm exhale on his neck, and the too-present sensation of the stag’s very sufficient flesh caught between them, Sidney couldn’t fight his tail from slowly veering off to the side. The fox whimpered faintly, entire body shivering. He fought back a strangled cry of alarm mixed with orgasmic bliss as his erect flesh coated the inside of his loin cloth with his seed. Sidney shivered for many moments as his second ejaculation of the night turned him into jelly in Lord Hector’s arms, but, more so, the fear that he was going to die a most horrible death.


  “Shh…” the stag noted into his ear, “Everything is fine, Sidney…”


  “But… I… the… the curse…”


  Lord Hector chuckled softly, “You’re safe from the Sorra… this isn’t enough to hurt you.”


  Though the fox continued shivering, it wasn’t as much from fear, “I… I am?” he paused, “It… it isn’t?”


  “Well… during my inspection of you the first night in the stables you didn’t die, now did you?” his master’s patient voice still held a strong amount of mirth in it. Several seconds passed before Sidney recalled what the event the stag mentioned, and his ears reddened immediately for it.


  “I… didn’t know you noticed, Master,” the fox admitted shamefully.


  “I told you, I have a very good sense of smell.” Lord Hector replied, and Sidney froze immediately when he felt the stag’s hands go to the rope holding Sidney’s loin cloth on. He remained stock-still as his master removed it, and laid it down onto the mattress beside him, “There.” Lord Hector stated with certainty.


  Sidney’s thoughts went immediately to good pleasure slave etiquette and he spoke softly, “The bed…?”


  He felt the quirking smirk in Lord Hector’s muzzle as it lay against his cheek, “Will probably have to be burned as well… but I plan on making Lord Levid know that I handle my own slaves as I see fit.”


  Etiquette or not, Sidney could not bring himself to object.


  Covut


  

  For the first time in a long time, Sidney was able to remember having good dreams. He was flying free, soaring through the sky at some point with the wind on his face and the sun on his back. He was also laying in a field of flowers, collar-free and splayed out, just enjoying the warm, summer day. Then, later still, he was curled up by a cozy fire, laying across Lord Hector’s feet as the stag read quietly in an arm chair. The joy of the dreams, however, did not transition into the waking world.


  If the thick reminder of a collar around his neck had been the most unpleasant thing Sidney had to wake up to he would have been content but, unfortunately, there was worse. His head felt like a blacksmith’s anvil… and said blacksmith was still hard at work; every movement was a pounding pain inside the fox’s skull. On top of that, the moment Sidney rolled to the side he felt a deep ache inside his body, starting just under his tail, and rising up far too high into his abdomen… and he was thirsty… incredibly thirsty.


  “Here.” Lord Hector’s voice, despite bringing more pain to Sidney’s aching head was, nonetheless, a warm sliver of light in the fox’s foggy, pained existence. The slave master opened his eyes and immediately regretted the further pain brought on by the bright light streaming through the half-curtained windows but, closer in the foreground of his vision, was a small, crystalline glass filled with – Sidney sniffed at the contents – water.


  He accepted the tumbler gratefully and with reverence, quickly speaking out a “Thank you, Master” before tilting the glass up and greedily drinking. He coughed once and sputtered, but finished it all before halting. Letting out another hearty cough, the fox was surprised when a second full glass was offered even as his master took away the empty one.


  “Your head hurts, Sidney?” the stag inquired amiably.


  “I will be fine, Master,” the fox acknowledged, immediately easing his head back and downing the second cup of cool, soothing water.


  “I did not ask if you would be fine.” Lord Hector’s voice was still calm, but it held the authoritative tone that immediately reminded the fox that the stag expected answers.


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney clarified his earlier statement, “I felt like it was me in the arena yesterday,” and he let his master take away the second glass.


  “I am glad it was not,” the stag announced with a warm smile, ruffling the fox’s head fur, “Because then I would be without my favorite slave master,” and, with that, Lord Hector turned back to set the crystal tumblers on the dresser even as Sidney rode the euphoric wave of the compliment – he was Lord Hector’s favorite.


  The fox managed to restrain a kit-like squee and instead released his enthusiasm with a “Yes, Master… thank you, Master,” and he winced only a little at the sound of his own voice. Rubbing the side of his head, Sidney stood up, wincing again as his insides churned about and his tail ached horribly.


  “Take some time to clean yourself up and make yourself presentable,” the stag announced, motioning to a side door that opened into what Sidney realized was a wash room. Letting his surprise at having access to such opulence, the fox obediently did as he was told, and began to address his slovenly appearance; gazing into the mirror, Sidney was amazed at the crystal clear reflection looking back at him – not just because he rarely used a mirror, but, moreover, because, even at his worst he had never presented himself as horribly as he looked at that moment, “We are not going to be late today.” Lord Hector spoke from the other room.


  “Of course, Master,” the fox noted obediently, and began to use some of the blissfully warm water steaming away in the basin to smooth out his fur. Sidney did not miss the fact that the herb-infused liquid held the strong scent of Lord Hector, and that made him eager all the more to use as much of it as he could without soaking himself. The slave master picked up a fresh brush that awaited him, pausing only long enough to inhale deeply of the errant strands of silver that clearly identified the brush as having already been used by Lord Hector.


  Sidney also found twenty different cloths folded neatly beside the wash basin. Having spent years as a personal slave, the fox was familiar with the different strips of linens and their specific uses. He had been surprised enough to think that Lord Hector had refolded his wash cloths after using them, but even more surprised when he realized that the stag’s were already discarded into the laundry bin; Lord Hector had set out a fresh set just for his favorite slave master – Sidney fidgeted in abject glee.


  The fox began the morning ritual for each and every cloth, putting them to use in the ways they were meant. Sidney had run through the use of the cloths numerous times during his service to Lord Bulhue, but this was the first time he’d ever used them on himself and, he had to admit, the feeling was bliss. After using one brown cloth to clean each ear, and the gray cloth for the fur around his muzzle, the slave master was truly starting to enjoy the experience, and was counting his fortune to have improved.


  The warm water mixed with the different textures of the numerous strips of linen helped slowly ease the tension out of his body and, once he had made ample use of the two yellow cloths designed for under one’s tail, Sidney’s pain had finally started to recede. He couldn’t help but make a face at the streaks of red that came away with the first cloth, but the fainter, less distinct ones on the second strip were a good sign that there wasn’t anything serious – he’d been subjected to much worse in his time.


  By the time Sidney had used each and every one of the colorful strips of cloth he felt much improved. Though a faint, repetitive twinge remained inside his head the pain had mostly abated, and having had the opportunity to clean himself after being subjected to Baron, the fox could manage a smile without any real trouble. He emerged from the bathing chamber and stopped in the doorway that led to Lord Hector’s bedroom.


  The stag was facing his direction and nearly dressed, lacing up the last few chords of his fine leather doublet. Lord Hector paused in his routine as Sidney emerged and the fox felt incredibly self-conscious. A fresh smile came to his master’s muzzle, “Lord Bulhue made a great mistake in failing to see your potential.”


  Sidney felt his ears redden so much they hurt, “Thank you, Master,” his tail tucked faintly in embarrassment at the compliment, and then even more when he realized that Lord Hector was almost fully dressed while he was still entirely naked. The fox’s heart skipped a beat a moment as he wondered to himself at the stag’s words; did his master find him… appealing?


  “I have a fresh set of clothes for you on the dresser, Sidney.” Lord Hector announced, turning his back to the fox as he finished lacing up his shirt, “I trust you’re familiar with how to don a doublet?” the stag inquired, then quickly followed up with, “I have a sleeveless one for you so you don’t feel so restricted.”


  Sidney went immediately to the dresser, reaching out with shaking paws to take hold of the clothing indicated by his master. The shirt in question was not unlike a vest, but it was a much hardier fabric and came around the front, lacing completely closed. The fox had no doubt that the doublet itself was worth more than all of the clothes he had ever been presented with put together, “I will take very good care of it, Master…” and then he paused as he regarded the clothing, “Unless you would like Lord Levid to have reason to burn it…”


  “No, Sidney.” Lord Hector stated, going to his traveling chest and rooting around, “That is not Lord Levid’s and it is not for one-time wear… it is for you.”


  “For me…” the fox stated, confused at the differentiation, “…to wear?”


  Lord Hector glanced back at him, “To have, Sidney,” he stated, before going back to searching through the chest, “…to keep. It is yours to own.”


  Sidney had no response to the announcement. Looking at the doublet with reverence, the fox barely managed to work the nerve to put it on. The fabric felt fine in his paws, far nicer than any of the coarse cloth he was used to. It was a deep green and accented with lighter green stitching; they were Lord Hector’s colors, and they matched the collar he wore identifying him as his master’s property.


  Sliding one arm through one arm hole followed by the second through the next, the slave master shrugged his shoulders, letting the fabric settle onto him as if it were made just for him. Glancing down at a small stitched embroidered symbol at the leading edge where the two sides were laced together identifying the doublet to be Gauis’ work. He smoothed out the fabric and laced it up with the practiced skill of someone used to dressing others.


  “I have a pair of trousers for you to match the doublet.” Lord Hector was standing with his hands on his hips, his sword belt complimenting his attire most regally, “Lord Levid doesn’t approve of slaves wearing them, so we’ll save that for another time.”


  Sidney acknowledged the stag with a quick “Yes, Master,” and expediently covered his nakedness with a long, over-under loin cloth made of a similar fabric as his new shirt. Like the one he had been given the prior night, the waist wrapping was split in the back to allow his tail ample space, but, unlike the prior night, he was given a black leather belt with a simple clasp to secure the loin cloth in place.


  “You are going to make a very good impression, Sidney.” Lord Hector smirked with a hint of mischeif evident from the gleam in his eye.


  “Lord Levid will be very unhappy,” the fox ventured.


  The stag’s smile widened, “Yes… yes he will.”


  * * * * * *


  Sidney followed his master out onto the same balcony they had occupied the day before. Though he wished silently that he would have had a chance to meet with Maern, the fox realized that is own preferences were not up for discussion. Padding silently behind Lord Hector, the demur slave master took a seat when indicated by the stag, selecting a spot on the bench that was previously identified as his place. Lord Hector settled himself into the same high-backed chair that remained from the prior night.


  The moment the stag sat down Lord Levid’s unmistakable tone called from behind the purple curtain, “Ah… so good of you to join us this morning, Hector… and on time as well!”


  “Indeed, your majesty.” Lord Hector confirmed, nodding his head slightly with the words, “Such wonders reliable messengers can accomplish.” Sidney did not miss the well-veiled accusation in the tone; everyone knew the prior night’s ‘mistake’ was not an accident, yet the fox was amazed at how seamlessly both Lords could maintain the charade.


  “Doubtlessly.” Lord Levid acknowledged with a hint of satisfaction, “And I trust you have selected a fighter today that will give us a little more entertainment than the last?”


  “Of course, your majesty,” the stag nodded again, waving away the young doe that presented him with a silver platter of cold meats and cheeses, “My Slave Master assures me that my chosen fighter for today will provide quite a show.”


  “Indeed.” Lord Levid commented in an almost bored tone. The doe stopped at the edge of the curtain and slowly slid the tray through the thick cloth, presenting him with his choice of vittles. As the drapes were eased aside Sidney was able to catch the faintest glimpse of the man his master called a ‘king’.


  At first, the fox thought that Lord Levid was a panda due to his blunt snout but, he realized quickly, the man did not have the race’s high-perched, round ears… nor was there any apparent black on him – his face, in fact, appeared almost devoid of fur, and pink in color. He had barely a second to catch sight of Lord Levid before the doe removed the tray and the curtains fell back in place. Sidney’s curiosity, despite his better judgment, grew. Thankfully for him, he did not have a chance to dwell on it.


  “Ah…” the king stated, “It appears the porter has finally gotten around to opening the gates.” True to Lord Levid’s observation, the otherwise empty benches of the arena’s spectator areas began to fill rapidly. Sidney watched the place grew to capacity, taking careful note that all of the balconies had filled long before anyone moved into the general seating. Despite the slave master’s limited knowledge of heraldry, it was readily apparent by the differences in wardrobe and attendants that the balconies were reserved for Lords and Ladies.


  “Tell me, Lord Levid…” Lord Hector leaned a little closer to the curtains, “What do you have planned for the entertainment today?”


  The chuckle from the king walked the line between bemused and condescending, “Ah yes… I forget – you are not a regular at these events, are you, my dear Hector?”


  “Of course, your Majesty… as you may recall, until this season I haven’t had reason to watch the fights.”


  “You don’t have to have gladiators in the pits to admire the sport, my boy.” Lord Levid noted haughtily, “As far as your question, however, including myself, there are sixteen contributing nobles for this year’s tournament,” at which point the king paused, “So good of you to help round out our numbers at sixteen, my dear man.”


  Lord Hector’s reply was succinct, his emotions fully reserved within his terse words, “I could hardly pass up the opportunity to do my part for the kingdom… my king.”


  “Indeed,” the single word was essentially a dismissal of what the stag had to say, and Lord Levid continued, “I expect each Lord or Lady to contribute four gladiators to the upcoming tournament… seeing as you’ve unexpectedly lost one of yours before the tourney has even begun I do hope that you have enough to field a full stable.”


  “And the tournament starts today?” Lord Hector inquired, letting the verbal jab slide.


  “Qualifying matches.” Lord Levid responded in a bored tone, “It provides an opportunity for everyone to see what they should expect, and it helps weed out the halfhearted picks from each team… such as that bear of yours from yesterday.”


  “Of course, your highness… how…” the stag grit his teeth at the thinly veiled insult, “…ingenious.”


  “Indeed it is…” Lord Levid acknowledged plainly, “Now quiet yourself, Hector… I was told to expect big things from this first match.”


  Sidney was not excited to see two slaves beat one another bloody, but he also realized that he would not be given a second chance to redeem himself if he showed the same weakness he had suffered through the prior night. Instead, the fox steeled himself, and watched as two gladiators stepped into the arena.


  The first combatant was a light-furred ocelot presented by a Lord by the name of Talvin, a regal-looking gray wolf seated almost directly across the arena from them at a balcony with red and gold colors; the other gladiator was a large, black lion belonging to the stables of Lady Fody, the sharp-tongued ferret Sidney had seen at the dinner affair the prior night. The wolf stood and waved in a quiet, reserved manner to the arena’s audience as his gladiator was identified while Lady Fody blew kisses in an overtly theatrical manner.


  The fight did not begin immediately, rather, the announcer started off by identifying both of the gladiators’ respective owners, and then proceeded to discuss prior victories each had to their name. Sidney noticed only that the speaker continued for some time, choosing instead to listen as his master spoke quietly to him, “Lady Fody is currently well received by Lord Levid, and is considered an up-and-coming courtier; you are to be respectful of her at all times, as any slight against her will cause no small amount of trouble for me.”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox nodded.


  “Lord Talvin is a good man,” the stag announced, “Tenvierian, though he’s lived here in Pross for many years.” Lord Hector stroked his muzzle in thought, “Quite likely one of the least likely Gladiator owner I have met.” He glanced toward Sidney as the fox’s ears raised, “Other than myself,” the stag confirmed his unspoken question.


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney acknowledged, paying total attention to Lord Hector in an attempt to tune out the opening sound of the battle gong as the fight was finally underway.


  The fox’s master continued to speak quietly and calmly, providing something for Sidney to focus on rather than the fight. Despite Lord Hector’s help, however, the occasional grunt following an impact or a roar of pain still caused a shiver to run up the slave master’s spine, and he knew it was only a matter of time until one or the other prevailed.


  “I have heard that most Lords and Ladies post wagers on the results of each round of tournaments,” the stag noted with an expression of distaste, “but apparently it is not unheard of for gambling even during the preliminaries,” he motioned across the way toward some of the lower bleachers where a group of men were waving tickets at another man walking the aisles. Lord Hector was about to continue his comment, but suddenly the cheering chaos of the arena went silent, all eyes on the fighters.


  Sidney glanced to the ring where the ocelot stood with one foot the black lion’s chest. Both were breathing heavily and covered with numerous cuts; the ocelot had a nasty-looking gash in one thigh while the lion’s entire left shoulder was cut open – Sidney recalled that the lion had been holding a short spear in his left paw. The lion gazed skyward, while the ocelot’s eyes were solely focused on Lord Talvid.


  Lord Hector’s voice came out as a hushed whisper, “The Lord or Lady of the winning gladiator may choose to spare the loser, or else have the winner put them to death.” The stag could have compared the moment to the prior night, and Sidney was thankful that his Master chose not to; they both watched as the wolf across from them stood up from his seat and raised his arm. Lord Talvid slowly rose all the fingers on his paw, showing his palm.


  “Life.” Lord Hector translated, and Sidney let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. Lord Talvid took his seat, and the stag added quietly, “Just a thumb indicates that the loser is to be killed.” It was the first of many fights that Sidney was expected to sit through, and he already felt himself fidgeting with revulsion. How many times, he wondered, would one of the Lords or Ladies show their thumb?


  As it turned out, while the day passed, a total of nine fights were concluded, with each Lord or Lady pitting one of their gladiators up against one other… all except for Lord Levid, who had two of his gladiators fight – one against a Gladiator owned by Lord Bulhue, and another owned by a spindly-looking lemur named Lord Halvanashev, a rather eccentric-acting man who Lord Hector identified as a visiting Meisenylian. Lord Levid’s gladiators won both matches and, both times, Lord Levid sentenced the losing gladiator to death; the king’s slaves did not hesitate to deliver the killing blows.


  The day began to wind to a close, but Lord Hector had still not been called to furnish a fighter. The arena’s announcer told the audience that the next fight would feature another of Lord Levid’s chosen gladiators for the season, and the king was even offering up a second gladiator so that the two might battle one another. The crowd, at that point dissolved into a fit of euphoric cheering as the men walking around with the tally sheets began to take in gambling bids hand over fist.


  The two gladiators moved into the arena. The first was a brown bear decked out so heavily in armor that he looked like a cauldron with arms and legs, and the second, dramatically different from the first, was a hyena with only leather armor carrying a nasty-looking battleaxe. Sidney didn’t understand at first why the bear didn’t appear to have any weapons, until the announcer explained that it was on purpose: it was a battle of arms versus armor.


  The two gladiators sized one another up and the fox was astounded at the fury they each exhibited. Sidney watched as they took their positions, and anyone else on the floor of the arena (including the dead body of the loser of the prior match) quickly vacated. The announcer declared the match begun and, as the words were affirmed by the sounding of the gong, Lord Hector quickly pulled Sidney’s attention away from the match by speaking with him, “I doubt that Lord Levid will give either of his slaves any leeway… He will expect them each to fight to the death and show no quarter toward their fellow gladiator. Even though they are from the same stable he is making them foes.”


  The open-ended announcement practically asked for a question, so Sidney took the opportunity, “Is that normal, Master?”


  “No, Sidney…” the stag shook his head, “that is not.”


  A double grunt from the arena snapped the fox’s attention back to the fight; the bear had taken a strike from the long-handled axe to his thigh and the weapon had struck through his armor and buried itself into his flesh. The hyena yanked and yanked, almost managing to get the bear off balance, but the larger gladiator put an end to it with a powerful backhand to the axe wielder’s unarmored face; the sound of metal armor striking exposed flesh caused a twinge of pain in Sidney’s sore backside as he tensed up.


  Limping, the bear moved to where the dazed hyena was trying to recover and stand up. Tearing his breast plate off, the bear brought it up high, and drove it down onto the prone gladiator’s head, slamming it with enough force to send a spray of blood in all directions. He lifted the metal plate up again and slammed it home once more, repeating the action four times before straightening up, holding the loose piece of armor in a slack paw as he turned to regard Lord Levid. Sidney didn’t miss the fact that blood dripped freely from the breast plate.


  “Apparently,” Lord Levid spoke calmly from behind the curtain, “armor wins,” and Sidney watched, aghast as the bear turned back to the hyena, who had his hand feebly raised to protect himself. The bear batted the arm away and hammered away at the fallen gladiator with the armor piece; there was no doubt in Sidney’s mind at that moment that Lord Levid had sentenced his own gladiator to death. The repeated blows continued for far too long before the announcer declared the sentence carried out.


  “Now, my dear Lord Hector…” the amount of levity in the king’s voice sickened Sidney almost as much as the horrible spectacle he had just witnessed, “I believe you have the last slot open in today’s pairings.”


  “So it would seem, your highness,” the stag confirmed neutrally, “Whose gladiator will my slave be paired off against?” he inquired blandly. Despite the indifference in his master’s tone, the fox did not miss the way Lord Hector’s clenched fist shook in agitation.


  “Seeing as all of my guests have already presented a Gladiator tonight, I suppose I will have to volunteer one out of my own stables,” the announcement sounded rehearsed, and that assessment was only reinforced when the arena’s event caller called the audience’s attention back to the arena’s floor, which had been freshly raked after the removal of the hyena’s corpse.


  Sidney’s rapidly-beating heart jumped up into his throat as he saw Maern slowly stroll his way out into view. The stallion’s ears were up and an expression of casual curiosity bordering on disinterest was clear on his face. Maern wore his harness well, and the fox had to admit that it suited him. The momentary errant carnal thought fell immediately to the floor with the announcer’s next breath, “Last year’s Champion, Veteran Gladiator bison of King Levid of Pross, Baron!”


  “Your Majesty…?” Although Lord Hector did well at maintaining a neutral tone in his voice, Sidney didn’t miss the very faint hint of fear that managed to peek through, “Has Baron not already been presented in an introductory match last night?” the stag fidgeted, “I am certain there is no need to–”


  “It was hardly a good exhibition, my dear boy,” came a bored response came from beyond the curtains, “Let us hope this new slave of yours does better, or I may have to have ask for a third gladiator from you to follow this… horse.”


  The blood in Sidney’s veins turned icy as he looked at the unsuspecting stallion standing nonchalantly in the arena, eyeing the bison that emerged from the other entryway. Even as Maern calmly maintained his position, Baron stalked forward, every breath a growl, chest and shoulders heaving as his enormous fingers clenched and unclenched as if in practice as they awaited a throat to choke. The fox somehow managed to suppress a whimper, breathing out a “no…” so quietly it was almost beyond hearing.


  “Be calm.” Lord Hector responded to him. There was empathy and comfort in the words, but it was spoken with the directness of an order, and Sidney complied. Even as the two combatants in the ring went to select their armors, the fox took a deep breath and sat up straight, smoothing out the cloth of the fine doublet his master had presented to him. By the time Maern and Baron had moved on to choosing their weapons, Sidney’s composure matched his master’s and he let no one see the abject horror he was feeling inside.


  “Lord Levid!” the announcer called, and, suddenly, the entire arena fell silent; it was readily apparent that the hail was not a normal part of the ceremony, “Lord Hector’s slave has not chosen a weapon.” Pausing at the announcement, Sidney was surprised his heart did not explode.


  The king’s voice was raised to nearly a shout for the benefit of the audience, “Does your slave not understand how the arena works, Hector?” the tone was blatant humor but also held a hint of agitation.


  Lord Hector stood, “He understands combat and fighting, your highness,” the stag responded, watching the two slaves in the arena stare at one another; Maern remained almost completely passive while it looked like it took all the self restraint Baron had to avoid charging him right then and there.


  “So be it.” Lord Levid practically growled the three words, just loud enough for those of his balcony to hear it. The king raised his voice again, and it was full of mirth and celebration, “It appears that Lord Hector is having his slave fight feral,” and the announcement was met with an almost deafening roar of approval from the audience. The weapons were taken away, leaving Maern facing Baron bare handed; Sidney couldn’t help but feel that he was far outmatched by Baron’s gigantic, two-handed axe.


  Lord Hector slowly sat down, putting his face in his hands as he murmured, “Hell.”


  “BEGIN!” shouted the announcer, and he wasted no time with getting out of the arena. The loud metal gong Sidney had come to hate sounded clearly, identifying to all that the fight had officially started.


  Baron, as before, sprinted right at his opponent. Maern, on the other hand, remained exactly where he was, as if oblivious to the hundreds of pounds of muscled death bearing down on him. Without his opponent coming to meet him, it took the champion longer to cross the distance but, when he was only a few strides away, the bison lowered his head, bringing his horns to bear. It was at that moment that Maern acted.


  The stallion pushed himself off the ground and extended one leg, planting his hoof in the center of Baron’s forehead, and kicked down with all his might, sending the charging gladiator face-first into the ground. The bison’s momentum caused him to plow into the loose sand, sending a huge wave of it up in front of him as he slid to a halt. Every last person in the audience was dead silent, allowing Sidney to clearly hear Baron issue a growl that promised a painful death as he extracted his head from the several-foot-long trench dug into the arena floor. Maern, who was already a dozen feet off to the side, turned to face him.


  Baron picked up his two handed axe from where it had fallen, and rushed Maern again, this time leading with the blade. The stallion quickly fell back, leaping away from the powerful swing as the weapon cleaved through the air. Baron stepped forward and swung again, taking the weapon at the end of its arc and forcing it across his line of attack again in a back-hand swing. Once more, Maern fell away from the strike.


  “Is this some kind of joke, Hector?” questioned Lord Levid, “I admire acrobatics from jesters… not in the arena.”


  “The audience does not seem to mind, your highness,” the stag pointed out and, Sidney realized, Lord Hector was quite right; every eye in the arena was riveted.


  “This is not a fight… this is a dance,” the king attested, “I do not want a dancer, Hector… I expect a warrior.” It was readily obvious that Lord Levid would have continued, but, at that moment, the sound of flesh-striking flesh caused him to fall silent. Sidney, still watching the fight, gripped the edge of the wooden bannister of the balcony when Baron’s shin connected solidly to Maern’s abdomen.


  “There.” Lord Levid announced with finality, “at least this farce can come to an–” but he was unable to finish his sentence as Maern stood back up, blocking Baron’s overhanded axe chop by grabbing the weapon’s metal shaft, “Hector…” Lord Levid sighed, “I am displeased.”


  “Did you not desire a worthy exhibition, your majesty?” the stag inquired.


  “Do not mock me, boy,” the king stated with a faint growl, “Either have your horse fight or have him stand still… this is not worthy of being called a match.”


  “At once, your majesty.” Lord Hector bowed his head slightly toward the curtain, then turned to Sidney, “Sidney…” the stag’s voice held a strange note of sudden confidence, “Please order Maern to fight.”


  “COVUT!” the word was out of Sidney’s muzzle before he even had a chance to think. Maern turned to gaze up at the fox and, in a split second, Baron chose that very moment to attack. The fox watched in horror as the lethal axe arced through the air right at stallion’s neck.


  “IYA!” the confirmation came out like a battle cry as the horse dropped to the ground, launching one arm out to its full extension and driving his fist into the spinning bison’s solar plexus even as his free hand gripped the axe right beneath its blade. Maern spun around in the opposite direction of the surprised champion, twisting the axe until Baron’s grip on it loosened enough that it could be pulled away.


  The stallion slammed the bison with the butt of the weapon right in the small of his back, forcing the already off-balance gladiator onto the ground. Baron scrambled quickly back up, pushing himself off the floor with his hands. Maern waited patiently for the bison to stand, only to receive a handful of sand thrown at him. The two large warriors collapsed in a heap on the ground, and the dust rose up quickly, all but obstructing Sidney’s review of the melee.


  The two rolled one way, and then the other, Baron on top at first, and delivering a nasty headbutt to Maern but, after several seconds, the stallion got the upper hand, and delivered a double headbutt of his own, followed by a powerful hook to the side of Baron’s head. The bison roared out in fury and, sticking his hoof against Maern’s thigh, managed to flip the stallion off of him, and spun around to a standing position… but he wasn’t expecting his opponent to already be standing as well; Maern had chosen to lean away from the kick and used the momentum to roll back to combat-ready. From there, a final hoof-to-the-head knocked the bison to the ground.


  Maern calmly picked up the axe and, before Baron could recover, fell onto the champion, knees leading the way. He grabbed the shaft of the axe in both hands and pressed the bar up under Baron’s muzzle, forcing it against his throat.


  “ENOUGH!” roared Lord Levid, and all eyes went immediately to the balcony where the king stood atop the bannister, feet latched onto the wooden railing, both arms upraised. The monkey’s fur was on end, and his blunted muzzle was parted in a snarl, revealing pointed teeth. His tail lashed back and forth angrily as he held up a hand, “This fight is over!”


  “Lord Levid concedes defeat!” the crow announcer shouted amidst the confused murmurs of the crowd. He bird then addressed the balcony, “What will become of the loser?”


  “Live, you idiot!” the primate growled, hopping back down off the bannister and taking cover behind his curtain once more, though his upraised hand remained visible as he repeated the gesture, “Live… unless I decide to change my mind later.”


  “Lord Hector?” the announcer inquired, “Your Gladiator was the victorious one… what is your decision?”


  The stag, managing to maintain a neutral expression, turned to regard Sidney, “This was your victory, Sidney…” and he offered a smile, “so this is your decision.”


  The fox was already prepared with his answer.


  An Expedient Departure


  

  “You let him live–” Choel gasped, pausing after a moment before recovering from the surprise and adding quickly, “Slave Master?”


  With Lord Hector engaged in the political intrigue of courtly politics, it had been up to Sidney to announce the news to the gladiators. After being brought back to the holding cell by one of Lord Levid’s guards, the fox wasted no time explaining the situation – and the tiger had wasted no time in expressing his dissonance with Sidney’s decision.


  “Yes.” Sidney confirmed, once he had settled himself after Choel’s emphatic disagreement, and then added in his defense, “Lord Hector told me afterward that he thought I chose well,” and the fox crossed his arms over his chest.


  “And it be not our place t’question that.” Dorias acknowledged calmly, shooting a glance at the tiger, who had stood from his place at the discussion circle, “Aye, Choel?”


  “I’m sorry, Slave Master,” the tiger bowed his head with a nod, “It’s just…” he sighed, “Uraou’s dead… and it’s Baron’s fault.”


  “Baron was doin’ what ’e was commanded t’do.” Dorias stated neutrally, “Ye can’t blame ’im when Lord Levid decided… that’d be like blamin’ a ’ammer when a barn gets put up crooked,” the yak continued speaking his mind to the tiger, but Sidney’s attention slowly drifted to the far side of the room where Maern was standing with his back to everyone else, making use of the trough reserved for bodily functions.


  Despite the life-or-death battle scarcely a half hour prior, Maern seemed surprisingly laid-back about the whole affair, even to the point of yawning as he pissed. The stallion had his loin cloth pulled to the side and, though the fox couldn’t see anything, he was astonished that the audible din of the horse urinating sounded uncannily like a water pump discharging. Sidney considered the phrase “piss like a race horse” and contemplated if a gladiator horse was any different.


  “An’ if Maern did as Sidney told ’im, then it means that ’e agreed with ’is decision too.” Dorias finished the conversation with a sense of finality, pulling the fox’s attention back to the discussion when he heard his name spoken.


  “He would have done what Sidney told him to do anyway.” Choel countered, “Like you said… hammer and barn.”


  The yak smirked at that, shaking his head as he tugged lightly at the errant graying strands of fur at his chin, “Nay… Maern may be good at doin’ as ’e’s told, but ’e ’as a sense of right an’ wrong, and ’is honor wouldn’t let ’im do wrong.”


  Choel signed, “I still don’t think killing Baron would have been wrong.” But, with a snort, the tiger let the discussion go, turning his eyes to Maern, who was rejoining the three of them, “When’s he gonna learn Prossian anyway? It’s not exactly easy for us to deal with him… I mean… what if we have a team match? How are we supposed to talk with him and coordinate a plan-thing?”


  “A ‘strategy’?” Dorias inquired, one eyebrow up in patient good-humor.


  “Yeah,” the tiger shrugged, “Whatever.”


  The yak’s smile slowly faded, “Ye just keep lookin’ for somethin’ t’complain about, is that it? Th’ Master won a fight… we didn’t lose Maern. Be ’appy in that, Choel.”


  Choel let out a deep sigh, scratching the ground on either side of his legs with his claws, “I didn’t even really like Uraou… I just hate that he died like that.”


  Maern glanced from Choel to Dorias, then voiced a question of the yak, “Ku ih dis?” Sidney could readily recall hearing the question several times – often enough that he knew the meaning. The stallion had literally asked what the tiger had said, but the fox also realized that a lot of phrases in Vensian were situational.


  “What’s he saying now?” Choel questioned, glancing at the horse.


  “He wants to know why you’re unhappy.” Sidney spoke up before Dorias had a chance. He glanced over to the yak, who wore a faint smirk, and simply nodded in confirmation to the tiger.


  “Tell him that I don’t like it that the guy who killed Uraou is still alive even when Uraou isn’t.” Choel stated, then quickly added, “Not that I disagree with the Slave Master’s decision…”


  Dorias relayed the explanation to Maern, who nodded thoughtfully, then said simply, “Uraou fite good…” and he held out one fist, “Bare-un fite more good,” and he covered his fist with his other hand, “You fite and win and fite and win and fite and win…” and he lowered his hands to his knees, “You no win…” he shrugged, “and no fite more.”


  The fur on the back of Sidney’s neck stood up faintly at the simplistic explanation of what the stallion had to say. In that moment the fox felt that he had lost the chance to hear something truly beautiful and sagely because Maern lacked the ability to convey in words a sense of warrior’s philosophy. The slave master turned to Dorias, “Tell him to explain what he wanted to say in Vensian,” the words came out of him breathlessly.


  Dorias turned to Maern and made the request, and the stallion regarded Sidney for a moment, his icy blue eyes locked on the fox as he slowly inclined his head in a faint nod, and began to speak in his native language, each word somehow fitting in surreal perfection between the preceding and proceeding word, emerging almost like a poem from the gladiator’s lips. Maern held his gaze through the entire recitation of what sounded almost like a mantra of sorts, and Sidney was captivated by the experience, floating along until the horse’s monologue came to an end with two final words, “Min sarul.”


  Once the stallion fell silent, Dorias remained still for several long seconds, and then, haltingly, did his best to translate, “The Road of the Warrior has but one destination, and that end is death. Every battle is one more step. All warriors walk this road, never knowing how many steps they may take until they reach that end. If I arrive today, then I give thanks to the warrior who ends my weary travels. If I bring an end to my foe’s journey then may his rest be well-earned. If our meeting parts us on the road we both still travel, then I wish him well and pray he finds the end as I wish to find my own:” the yak paused a moment, and spoke the final words again in Vensian, “Min sarul.”


  “With on-er.” Maern provided the Prossian translation.


  The room remained quiet for several seconds and Sidney stood still in the silence, mind settled and unwavering as he slowly absorbed the meaning behind the words… a prayer, of sorts. It was calming in a way the fox had not known before, but the calm was short-lived, interrupted by the holding area’s door opening. Lord Hector made an unceremonious entrance, breath coming out with a ragged edge, as if he’d hurried to meet his slaves. His next words reinforced that assessment, “Sidney; gather everyone up… we are leaving.”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox confirmed at once, more than a little confused at the sudden decision to depart, but his was not the place to question, and so he did as he was commanded.


  The stag lingered for a moment longer as his eyes went from slave to slave. Lord Hector nodded, as if in response to an inner consideration, and then added, “Sidney… when everyone is ready to leave, follow this hallway that way,” he pointed to the right, “It will lead you out to the courtyard; a transport will be waiting for you.”


  “Yes Master,” the slave master confirmed, “Thank you, Master,” and he turned back to his charges, “Okay…” and he paused, taking a moment to figure the best way to proceed. When he turned back toward Lord Hector he saw that the stag had already left, “Ugh…” the fox leaned against the stone wall, “I guess… we’re all ready to go,” he told himself, then looked up to the quizzical gaze provided to him by Dorias, “What do we need to do?” he asked the yak immediately.


  “Lord ’ector’s servants woulda gathered ’is things, but not th’ ’arnesses, Sir.” Dorias explained calmly.


  “Okay…” Sidney quickly assessed the situation, “Then Dorias… do you know where the harnesses are?”


  “Aye, Sir,” the yak nodded.


  “Okay… bring Maern with you and get them… then meet us at the wagon.” Dorias nodded simply, and began explaining the order to the stallion. Maern snorted, and a frown came to his face, but he did not argue, following the yak out of the room through the open door. Sidney did not miss the fact that they turned left in the hallway, and immediately the fox felt an increasing degree of discomfort; the harnesses were in the opposite direction of the wagons?


  “And me, Slave Master?” Choel called from behind him.


  Sidney glanced to the tiger, who was looking directly at him expectantly, “Choel, we’re going to the wagon like Lord Hector commanded.


  Choel shrugged, “Yes, Sir,” and he stood up, dusting his legs and rump off. He moved to stand beside the door, crossing his arms as he leaned back against the wall. Several moments passed before Sidney realized that the tiger was waiting for further instruction.


  “You go first,” the fox added, “Just go to the right and follow the hall to the wagons,” and Sidney motioned to the right as if to illustrate the idea.


  “Sure…” the tiger acknowledged, “…Slave Master,” he as an afterthought, then proceeded out the door. Sidney followed him down the passage, feeling a strange sense of disquiet at how vacant the halls were. It was later in the evening than the fox had ever recalled anyone taking to the open road, but it was not his place to question his Master, so he kept the consideration to himself and obediently guided his charge to the courtyard where a single waiting carriage stood ready.


  Choel came to a stop upon catching sight of the single transport, “Just one?” the tiger questioned, glancing back to Sidney.


  The fox shrugged, “We all fit into one wagon on the way.”


  “Lord Hector had a carriage and we had a wagon,” the slave reminded him, “Lord Hector’s carriage is here, but where are we supposed to be? There’s no wagon.”


  Doing a double-take, Sidney realized that Choel was right; Lord Hector’s carriage was present but there was no transportation for the slaves, “We’ll…” the fox paused, “Lord Hector said he would meet us here. We’ll wait until he arrives and do as he directs.” The tiger shrugged in compliance and maintained a general air of indifference as they waited. Dorias and Maern were the first to join them.


  “Where be th’ wagon, Sir?” Dorias inquired, carrying two harnesses. Behind him, Maern had a large bag thrown over his shoulder. The leather sack bulged significantly, suggesting to Sidney that it held more than the remaining two harnesses that Lord Hector had brought.


  “We’re waiting to hear from Lord Hector,” the fox stated, “Right now there’s just his carriage,” and he motioned to the transport. Sidney’s curiosity got the better of him, “Why is Maern carrying a bag?”


  “The slave at th’ storage vault said that Lord ’ector had ordered it so.” Dorias explained, “They ’ad loaded Uraou’s and Maern’s ’arnesses into it as well.” Sidney would have asked a follow-up question, but, just then, Lord Hector strolled into the moonlit courtyard. He was dressed in his traveling gear, and appeared by all account to be more than ready to depart. The fox caught the stag’s eye, and Lord Hector approached him.


  “I see you have everything,” the stag acknowledged, nodding to the halters and sack.


  “Of course, Master.” Sidney bowed his head.


  “Excellent.” Lord Hector stated, and moved to the carriage, “Once everyone is situated we can depart.”


  “I did not see the wagon, Master.” Sidney spoke, looking around the empty courtyard as if it would have suddenly materialized with his master’s appearance, “I would have had everyone already inside.”


  “We are not taking the wagon back with us, Sidney.” Lord Hector smiled calmly.


  “Yes, Master,” the fox nodded, feeling sick-to-his-stomach at the thought of walking all the way back to the estate. He turned to the slaves, “We will be following Lord Hector on foot.”


  “No, Sidney,” the stag interjected, “You will all be riding in my carriage with me.” The comment caught the attention of all of the slaves, except Maern, who was more concerned with balancing the bag on his back. Lord Hector continued unabated, “I was required to sell the wagon to finance my most recent purchase,” and, with that, the stag opened the door to the carriage, permitting the slaves a view of the interior, and an unconscious bison laying across the floor boards.


  “Baron?” gasped Sidney, taking a step back as he tried in vain to make sense of the sudden development.


  “Baron?” Dorias contemplated, raising a single eyebrow as he gazed into the waiting carriage, tugging thoughtfully on his beard.


  “Baron.” Choel growled.


  “Bare-un.” Maern nodded in consideration, tossing the bag up onto the back of the carriage, climbing up into it as Lord Hector motioned the slaves forward. Sidney followed next, realizing that the return ride to his master’s estate would leave him full of questions. Lord Hector climbed in last, taking a seat next to Sidney on the bench closer to the driver, and the stag gave a rapid tap-tap on the wooden wall; the carriage began to move.


  Thankfully, once the group was on its way, Lord Hector’s benevolence afforded Sidney the chance to give voice to the questions he would have not otherwise been able to ask, “I am certain you have many questions, Sidney… and, no doubt, the slaves in your care have plenty they would like you to ask on their behalf,” the stag slid open a wooden panel and pulled a bottle out, along with a half dozen glasses. He set the tumblers on a tray that slid out of the same panel and began to pour drinks into each container, “You may ask whatever you wish, Sidney… since I have now added a new slave to my stables, it is important that you have a chance to understand these circumstances.”


  The fox was dumbstruck, and he had to try several times before he could manage to peep out the words, “You… you… sold your… wagon… to… to buy… Baron?”


  “Yes,” the stag nodded simply, placing a glass in the fox’s paw.


  “And… he is going to be…” Sidney looked down at the drink, the fumes of it bringing back his memory of the tingling, light-headed feelings of the other night… as well as the unpleasant headache the following morning, “…he’s going to be a… gladiator for you, Master?”


  “He will.” Lord Hector confirmed.


  Sidney set the glass down on the bench between his legs, holding it steady with his thighs as he swallowed against the constriction in his throat, “And… and I… will be… his…” it got harder to push the words through.


  “His Slave Master. Yes,” the stag acknowledged, handing a glass to Choel.


  “Thank you, Master,” the tiger accepted the drink and downed it with one go. Though Choel did a good job of hiding his surprise at the heat inherent in the taste of the liquid, the double-cough that escaped the slave revealed that he hadn’t handled it much better than Sidney had on his first try.


  Lord Hector nodded at the thanks, a faint smile coming to his muzzle at Choel’s response to the alcohol, “Slowly, Choel,” the stag stated, reaching the distance to refill the glass. As he eased back, Lord Hector inquired plainly, “You do not approve of my choice to purchase Baron, do you?”


  Choel opened his muzzle to speak, but Sidney didn’t miss the withering gaze he received from Dorias. The tiger cleared his throat and started again, “It’s what you chose, Master, so it is what will happen.”


  “That is not what I asked.” Lord Hector pressed, “If I asked you what you would do with Baron were you free to make your own decision, what would you do?”


  “He wouldn’t have left the arena, Master,” the tiger announced, sipping at the drink he’d been provided.


  The stag nodded in consideration, still looking at the gladiator, “And yet you would hope that you would be shown mercy if you were defeated, would you not, Choel?”


  “Yes, Master,” the tiger nodded, “but Lord Levid didn’t show Uraou any mercy… so that means we don’t have any reason to show his slave any.”


  “An interesting point,” Lord Hector stated, holding out a tumbler to Dorias while still looking at Choel, “Not a one of us has control over what Lord Levid does. What I have control over are my own actions, and I will not ask my slaves to subjugate their moral compass. Sidney chose to let Baron live because he does not believe in killing… and I agree with that,” the fox felt a giddy warmth flow through him at his master’s indirect praise, and he hadn’t even tasted the drink he’d been given.


  “Yes, Master,” the tiger accepted the words, mollified.


  “Your thoughts, Dorias?” the stag asked next, his arm still outstretched with the glass still lingering in the air, “Here.” Lord Hector reinforced the offer of a drink, shaking the tumbler insistently.


  The yak accepted the drink with deference, “Tis not my place t’ ’ave an opinion, Master,” he spoke the words while looking into the amber liquid swirling around in the tumbler.


  “And if you did have an opinion?” Lord Hector pressed patiently.


  “Baron’s good at what ’e does, Master…” Dorias set the glass down on the bench between him and Choel, “Ye chose well.”


  The stag nodded in response to the assessment, and his eyes went back to Sidney, “You chose to save Baron, and, as I expected, Lord Levid was not happy with the situation,” he held out a glass to Maern and spoke a few words in Vensian.


  “Thenk yoo,” the stallion accepted the drink.


  “You bought Baron from Lord Levid?” Sidney asked, surprised, in part because the king would sell his prized slave, but also because Lord Levid had been so adamant about the bison not being killed.


  “Not exactly, no.” Lord Hector stated, taking a drink from his own glass, “After you were escorted back to the holding area, Lord Levid had plenty to say about what he referred to as ‘the stunt I pulled’,” the stag shook his head with a sigh, “He said my attempts to make him appear weak by accepting a defeated champion who was pardoned by a slave was unacceptable, and condemned me for my decision to let you determine Baron’s fate.” Lord Hector sat his back against the wall of the carriage and let out another sigh, “He said that my ‘stunt’ would not work, and, instead, he gave Baron to the Grinders.”


  Sidney almost fell off his seat; as it was, the glass fell off the bench. Dorias calmly leaned forward and picked it up off of the floor of the carriage and set it back in the fox’s paw. When he finally found his voice, the slave master announced, “But, the Grinders… they kill… and…” he avoided gagging on his next words, “they eat slaves.”


  “Yes they do.” Lord Hector nodded, “Once you let Baron live Lord Levid decided that he didn’t want a gladiator that was ‘given’ to him by a slave, and so, to spite me, he gave Baron over to the Grinders to prove a point.”


  “That he’s insane?” Choel inquired.


  Lord Hector’s voice became as hard as nails, “Lord Levid is my king, Choel,” the stag sat up straight, “Although I may not agree with him, I cannot let my slaves speak poorly about him, and I will not have one of my Gladiators so free with his words.”


  “I’m sorry, Master, I–”


  “No, Choel.” Lord Hector stated flatly, “I cannot have my slaves – my gladiators nonetheless – showing insubordination of this sort. This is not something to apologize over,” he put the bottle back into the alcove of the carriage and closed the wooden, panel, “I’m afraid you will have to be punished.”


  The words brought an immediate chill to Sidney, and the sensation doubled when he realized that it would be up to him to administer it. The fox began to consider crops, whips, a hot brand, a snap-flay; he shuddered.


  The stag huffed a sigh, and took another sip from his drink, “You will be fined 100 coins, Choel, but next time it will be much, much worse.”


  The tiger was immediately confused, “I… I have no money, Master.”


  “I had not yet arrived at the announcement that you are all being awarded 150 coins for your activities these past two days.” Lord Hector added, “Choel, you will instead receive only 50 due to your words against my king.”


  “Yes, Master.” Choel acknowledged; his voice sounded subdued, but a very obvious smile was plastered across his muzzle.


  Lord Hector grit his teeth in distaste at his next words, “Next time, I will be forced to have your tongue removed.” The tiger’s smile disappeared, “I am sorry, but I cannot risk having my slaves bring about any more of Lord Levid’s wrath.”


  It took Sidney a moment to realize that his master had never revoked his right to ask questions, thus he quickly attempted to steer the conversation to safer waters, “All of the gladiators will be paid, Master?” the fox inquired, “Even though they didn’t all fight?”


  “Yes, and no, Sidney,” the stag acknowledged pleasantly, obviously happy to move past the tiger’s misdeeds, “Although not everyone fought, everyone contributed in one way or another, and it is through no fault of anyone’s doing that they were not given a chance to test themselves in the ring.” Lord Hector was looking down into his drink as he spoke, “But I was not talking about just the Gladiators, Slave Master.”


  “But there is no one else to be paid, Mast–” Sidney’s words fell away when he realized what Lord Hector meant, “Do you mean…?”


  “The fight purse I won from Maern’s battle was nothing compared to the winnings I made on a small side wager,” the stag smiled, “Between the purse, the winnings, and the sale of a wagon, it seems only fair that you be provided some small consideration for…” Lord Hector flicked an ear, “…services rendered.” Sidney didn’t know what to say to that, and could only think that the phrase ‘services rendered’ was as refined, beautiful, and courtly as his master was – it was a term he promised himself he’d remember.


  “Hugh…” came the first sound from the bison anyone had heard during the trip.


  “Ah,” Lord Hector’s attention went to the shifting slave on the floor boards, “I was hoping you wouldn’t be unconscious for the entire journey.”


  The bison sat up slowly, pressing his palm against his forehead. Only once the enormous slave had attained a sitting position with his back against the carriage door did Sidney realize just how injured the gladiator truly was; most of the wounds, however, didn’t appear to be from his fight with Maern. He grunted in response to the stag’s announcement, then added hesitantly, “Lord Hector…”


  “When I heard you had been transferred into the care of the Grinders,” Lord Hector held out a tumbler of amber liquid to the bison, “I could not help but think that it was a horrible, horrible waste.”


  “Of a gladiator,” the bison finished for the stag with a nod, accepting the drink.


  “Of a life,” the stag corrected, “And so I purchased you from them with enough coin for them to satiate their appetite with far more meat than you would have offered.”


  “They’ll buy others to eat?” Sidney gasped, feeling sick to his stomach.


  “No.” Lord Hector countered the fox’s assessment, with a practiced smirk, “I went to a specialist of fake currency… all of the coin they received will be identified as counterfeit when they try to spend it at an auction; they won’ be able to afford as much as a dead rat.”


  “They’re probably be lashed.” Dorias added.


  “…and probably lashed,” the stag’s grin grew. He accepted the empty glass from the bison, who was licking several droplets of spilled liquid off his muzzle, “Tell me, slave, what is your name?” the inquiry was calm, and matter-of-fact.


  “I don’t have one anymore…” the bison added with a scowl, “Master.”


  “I thought his name was Baron?” Sidney offered, confused.


  “Lord Levid names all of ’is champions Baron.” Dorias explained to the fox, “When ’e gets a new favorite gladiator that one will take th’ name instead.”


  “What was your name before Lord Levid purchased you, slave?” Lord Hector tried again, having rephrased his question.


  “My mam named me Olnyr, Master,” the bison stated flatly.


  Lord Hector nodded at the information, “Sidney?”


  “Yes, Lord Hector?”


  “Where is Olnyr from?” the tone his master took was the one he used when he was attempting to teach something. The fox had considered the bison’s origination before, but he had since become more certain.


  “Diermyna, Master.” Sidney announced.


  “And how do you know this, Sidney?” the stag pressed.


  “How you taught me, Lord Hector,” the fox stated, “He has hooves, which means he is from Diermyna, Meisenyl, or Vensii.”


  “And in what way did you narrow down your choices?” Lord Hector questioned patiently.


  “Vensii does not have slavery–” Sidney began, but his Master interrupted him.


  “But he could have been captured,” the stag interjected, “like Maern.”


  “His body is also not like a Vensian’s,” the fox added, “He is…” the slave master contemplated his words, “not like a Vensian in all ways.”


  “Very well.” Lord Hector accepted the explanation graciously without pressing for details, “Then how do you know he’s from Diermyna and not Meisenyl?”


  “Finneas and Dorias are both from Meisenyl, and, even though they speak Prossian, they have a different way of talking.” Sidney explained.


  “An accent, very true.” Lord Hector acknowledged, “But it is possible for a Meisenylian to be born to slaves in Pross and never have an accent.”


  “Yes, Master,” Sidney accepted his master’s point, “And I didn’t know until just now that he was Diermynian… but he said his mother named him, which means he wasn’t born a slave. Slave mothers do not name their children.”


  “Very good, Sidney,” the stag acknowledged. He turned immediately to the bison, “Olnyr, you are now my slave. You will be given over to Sidney, the slave master who is in charge of my gladiator stables.”


  “Yes, Master,” the bison acknowledged numbly.


  “His words carry the weight of my orders.” Lord Hector added.


  “Yes, Master,” the large gladiator affirmed his compliance.


  “Do you have any questions, Olnyr?” the stag inquired.


  Taken aback, it was readily obvious to Sidney that the bison was not used to being given free leave to speak his mind.


  “Yes, Master.” Olnyr confirmed, then looked straight at Sidney. The fox inched back slightly when the bison’s feral gaze targeted him, but the next words out of the gladiator’s muzzle was even more unsettling, especially the humility that accompanied the words, “Can you teach me to fight like your horse, Slave Master?”


  The request would have struck Sidney dumb if not for the sudden scream from outside the carriage. All ears went up and all eyes went to the wall beyond which the driver sat. A thick metal arrow tip was protruding from the wall, dripping blood, and the carriage’s route became erratic, quickly picking up speed. Sidney was grateful that he wouldn’t have to answer the bison’s question, but he didn’t like the escape route fate had chosen for him.


  Shadow Play


  

  Sidney sat stunned, everything around him happening at a lightning pace as he stared at the arrow shaft protruding from the carriage wall scarcely a paw’s breadth from his head. The point of the arrow and about an inch and a half of its shaft had made its way through the wood still smeared with the blood of the driver it had impaled; unlike the frenzied movement of the gladiators responding to Lord Hector’s orders, the single drop of blood pooling at the slightly-downward facing tip of the arrow head quivered mesmerizingly slow and then, finally… it fell.


  “SIDNEY!” Lord Hector barked, drawing the shocked fox out of his mental paralysis with a shake.


  “Yes, Master?” Sidney asked, eyes leaving the arrow head to glance around the interior of the carriage. He noticed immediately that Choel was missing.


  The stag grabbed hold of Sidney and pulled him to the floor of the transport, and his master moved his muzzle close to the fox’s ear, “Choel is going to try to stop the carriage.”


  Lord Hector then directed everyone to stay put, but ordered Maern and Olnyr to get the bags from atop the carraige. He covered Sidney’s head along with his own as pieces of the top of the transport crumpled down onto them; Maern has thrust his arms straight through the hard wood and took possession of the large sack he had stowed on the roof.


  The stag motioned for the stallion to set the large sack down on the empty bench and straightened up, kneeling next to it as he unlatched the cord holding the bag closed.


  “Weapons,” the hart confirmed and handed Dorias a cudgel, “Here,” and then passed a good sized two-bladed axe to Maern; Lord Hector would have wielded it with both hands, but the horse appeared to have little trouble with one. The stag then stood and tossed Maern’s harness to Sidney, “Help him put that on.”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged immediately and stood on the bench next to Maern so he could more easily reach the horse’s shoulders. Olnyr had somehow come into possession of his own harness, and was putting it on himself. Next to him, Lord Hector similarly readied Dorias, who spoke softly to himself. It took a few moments before Sidney, occupied with Maern, realized what Dorias was doing, “Are you praying?”


  “Aye, Sir,” the yak acknowledged, affixing the front of his harness to his belt as Lord Hector secured the back, “Seems as good a time as any.”


  “Slaves don’t pray?” the fox noted, as much a question as a comment.


  “Tha be ’cause most don’ know ’ow, sir.” Dorias clarified, and quickly finished off his mumbling with a swiftly added, “In Faith,” then looked back to Sidney, “Done.”


  “It is alright, Sidney.” Lord Hector acknowledged, giving Dorias a slap on the shoulder once he had finished with the harness, “There are no laws against Slaves praying,” the stag paused at another resounding THUNK as another arrow protruded from the front wall of the carriage, “Besides… we have greater concerns at the moment,” and Lord Hector braced himself as the transport finally started to slow in response to a firm “WOAH!”


  The stag turned immediately to Maern and addressed him firmly in Vensian, then regarded Dorias, speaking in Prossian, “You will need something for a shield.” No sooner had Lord Hector repeated his order to the yak that Maern had one of the carriage doors open and, with a quick twist and pull, tore it right off of the vehicle’s frame, holding it close to his body, not unlike one of the wooden shields Sidney had seen the gladiators use in the arena.


  “Not precisely what I had in mind…” their master mumbled to himself. He sighed when Dorias did the same on the opposite door. Lord Hector glanced quickly to Sidney as each of the gladiators stepped out of the carriage, “Stay inside,” the stag ordered, “We are facing Grinders and I do not want you getting their attention.”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox nodded. His master looked at him for a few seconds longer and Sidney couldn’t help but wonder if he had somehow responded incorrectly to the order, but that moment passed as Lord Hector turned to regard one of the open doorways, “Please see that my things are protected.”


  Sidney swallowed the fear-induced tightness in his throat and nodded, “Yes, Master,” though he didn’t have the first idea of how to possibly do as he was directed.


  Lord Hector then turned to Onlyr, “Come with me,” and he grabbed a long bundle of something wrapped with cloth, then exited the carriage.


  “Yes, Master,” the bison stated gruffly, grunting as he forced his injured body out after the stag.


  Scrambling amidst the rubble from the roof scattered about the floorboards, the fox grabbed a broken piece of wood and climbed up onto the bench on the opposite side of the carriage from the front wall. He maintained a grip on the make-shift club as the sounds of conflict began to rage in full force outside.


  Battle continued for what felt like forever. Every time Sidney heard a cry of pain, a shout of alarm, or the gurgling, wet sound of someone submitting to their wounds the fox’s fur would stand on end as he tried to catch an indication of whether or not it was one of the slaves or, worse, his master. Not long after each occurrence, however, he was always relieved to see whomever the cry sounded most like come within view through one of the broken carriage doorways. He was more than content to remain a spectator of the violence – unfortunately, some of the assailants had other plans.


  “Oi!” barked a dirty, ragged looking cattle dog, pointing right at Sidney, “Got anotha’ innere!” and the bandit stalked right toward him, a nasty looking cleaver-like blade gripped in his paw, “Commere, foxeh…” the dog snarled, a line of saliva dribbling out of his muzzle, “Yeh look mighteh tasteh…” The bandit took one more step, then, in the blink of an eye, disappeared from view as an uprooted tree, thrown like a javelin, caught him in the sternum. Maern crossed into Sidney’s line of sight for a brief second, offered a simple nod to the fox, and continued onward, quite likely to collect his ‘throwing tree’.


  The display managed to get Sidney’s tail wagging… just a little. That simple expression of relief and optimism ended immediately however when a powerful grip took hold of him by the longer fur on his head, and dragged him toward the opposite door of the carriage, “Well looky what we got ’ere…” cackled the fetid breath of the fox’s unseen attacker, “Bet’cha you’d be worth a pretty penny, ain’t that right?”


  Sidney didn’t bother answering. Turning toward his assailant, a large, sweaty, dirty looking furred boar, the fox’s fear granted him strength he didn’t know he had, and he swung the broken board he still held with as much might as he could muster. Although the blow shattered the wood in his grasp, the strike was hard enough to knock the boar back and away from him. Sidney scrambled further away on the bench until his back struck the wooden wall of the transport and he could do little but stare down a very unhappy razorback.


  “Ooh… yeer gonna regret that, yeh lil’ shit,” the pig growled, reaching up to wipe a trail of blood away from his porcine nose, “Think I might start eatin’ yeh without killin’ yeh first… make ye pay fer wrigglin.”


  With nowhere to go, Sidney’s paws frantically scratched all over the wooden wall, unable to find anything to help until he encountered the panel that closed off the drawer that held his master’s decanter and glasses. The boar came forward, licking his muzzle as he continued to salivate, his fetid breath filling the carriage with a single exhale.


  “Thinkin maybe I’ll start with a leg…” he grunted sadistically, and raised his hatchet.


  The weapon descended with a glint of moonlight from where it flashed below the break in the roof, and Sidney’s arm moved into action of its own accord. The fox had watched Maern instruct the other slaves in a maneuver he called a “kussik” Dorias had translated it to mean “stop-strike,” which was different than one of the normal blocks or parries he had taught them. All these thoughts flowed through Sidney’s mind as his body acted of its own record, repeating the maneuver on pure reflex.


  The Grinder hog squealed in pain as the wood panel collided with the inside of his arm right in the crook of his elbow. The pig dropped the hatchet, which landed on the floor boards of the carriage. Quickly realizing what he had just done, Sidney drew the wooden board in a sideways swipe across the boar’s face, creating a resounding -CRACK- as it struck one of his tusks. Without pausing, the fox, in a frenzy fueled by fear, quickly swung the board back the other direction, smacking it backhand across the other side of his assailant’s muzzle, and the pig grunted, dropping onto the carriage’s bench by Sidney’s feet.


  Panting, the fox gazed down at the unmoving form of the hog; the man was still breathing… and that reminded Sidney to do the same. Letting out a shaky breath, the slave master slowly drew away from the wall, peering a little closer at the pig – who lunged forward, hands open, and aiming for Sidney’s neck. The fox let out a yelp. His own fingers closed around the neck of a glass bottle – which was immediately driven into the boar’s head. The hog fell sideways onto the floor of the carriage, one hand going to his head as he mumbled, “Shoulda… had…a helm…” and he collapsed, “-it.”


  Sidney kicked the pig once, then again, but the bandit didn’t respond. Issuing another shaky breath, the fox climbed up onto the bench as far from the boar’s reach as he could manage. Not only was the swine’s breath unbearable, but the sheer power of the brigand’s body odor brought tears to the slave master’s eyes. Though Sidney had experienced far worse scents in his lifetime, the one he was made to suffer at that point more from the memory than the smell – it was the undeniable aroma of a man who ate… people.


  “Sidney!?” it was the third time Lord Hector called him, and it caused the fox to respond immediately by dropping the broken bottle he held in his paw.


  “I’m sorry, Master!” Sidney responded immediately, realizing that the blow to the boar’s head had shattered the container.


  “Later,” the stag announced plainly, but with urgency, “Come,” and, with that, Lord Hector about-faced, his traveling cloak whirling around him as he moved swiftly off to the left, and out of Sidney’s view. The fox quickly got to his knees and crawled his way out of the carriage, careful to avoid the prone hog.


  The moment the slave master had set his feet on solid ground he was joined immediately by Dorias. The yak had several cuts on the arm that held the mace, which dripped far more blood from its flanges than his minor wounds did. The carriage door he used as a shield had several arrows sticking out of it, one of which had struck so deeply that the tip had emerged from the flesh in Dorias’ forearm, nailing his appendage to the wood; the slave paid it no mind as he took up a position next to Sidney.


  “We’re losing?” Sidney whimpered.


  “Nay, Sir.” Dorias explained, “We’ve not lost anyone, an’ they’ve lost maybe a dozen.”


  “So–” the fox ducked behind the yak as two arrows sailed at them; Dorias caught one on his shield and the other struck a tree behind them and to the right, “We’re… winning?” Sidney finished.


  “Nay, Sir,” the slave answered, “They ’ave at least twice that many still up.” Dorias turned to face a mud-covered lion charging the two of them. Before the yak could bring his mace to bear, Choel emerged from behind a berm and launched himself at the charging cat, bringing a large tree branch down on the brigand’s head, “Come.” Dorias directed, motioning to the side, “Maern found a place we can defend, Sir.”


  Moving expediently after the yak, Sidney glanced back to Choel, who had picked up the lion’s sword and was falling back slowly after them, facing down three more of the attackers. Unlike the men he stood off against, it was obvious that the tiger was fatigued while they appeared fresh. He issued long, broad swipes in the air, keeping them at bay and widening the gap between the slave master and his pursuers, “Choel needs help.” Sidney spoke up.


  “An’ ’e’s gettin’ it, Sir,” the yak confirmed, pulling Sidney down to the ground as Lord Hector emerged from the bushes, a short bow in his grip. Following the twang of the bow, a high-pitched whistle traveled over the fox’s head, and, even as Sidney turned to look at Choel, the bow sounded again. By the time the first Grinder fell the second already had an arrow in his throat, and the bow twanged again, delivering one more deadly strike to the third pursuer.


  “This way.” Lord Hector declared, and disappeared into the brush. The stag led them up a slight incline to where Olynr stood atop a rock overlooking a drop, a squirming hyena in his grip. As they approached, the bison straightened his arm and pushed the brigand out into empty air; the Grinder’s journey back to earth was tracked by the sound of his scream until it stopped very suddenly. Sidney grimaced.


  “Keep up.” Lord Hector announced, sliding the bow he carried over his shoulder, “The Grinders won’t be far behind,” he sighed, “They knew we would be coming this way,” he added, answering Sidney’s unspoken question. As if granting credence to the stag’s words, the fox could already hear the sound of armored men hustling somewhere behind them.


  The group crested the rise, the darkness making it difficult to see with complete clarity, but Sidney’s eyesight was good enough to see that there was an indent in the rocks of the rise, “A cave,” the slave master announced.


  “We cannot outrun the Grinders on foot.” Lord Hector announced firmly, climbing up the last few feet to even level with the opening, “So we’ll have to hold them off,” and he turned back around, helping Dorias, then Sidney, then Choel up before drawing his bow once more, “We may not have an escape route, but we’re safe here than next to the carriage,” he glanced to Sidney, “Now go inside.”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged and immediate did the stag’s bidding. Moving to the cave, Sidney saw Maern emerge with an enormous rock in his arms.


  “Heh-lo, Sid-ney,” the stallion greeted him, grunting as he set the stone down in line next to several other rocks of like size. It became readily apparent that Maern was attempting to build a wall of sorts. Having no mind for combat or strategy, Sidney just hoped it would help; based on the fact that the wall was barely as high as his knees made him doubt its usefulness.


  Despite his doubt of the fortification, the fox quickly moved behind the horse when a battle cry arose from the base of the rise. At that point, the slave master realized that Maern was not building a wall – with a series of kicks, the stallion sent the small boulders cascading down the slope. The company of Grinders quickly dove to the sides, scurrying to get out of the way of the landslide created by the tumbling boulders; not all of them escaped. Sidney didn’t have the stomach to continue watching, and he found a very convenient distraction as Choel issued an “Ow.”


  Turning to regard the tiger, Sidney realized that the slave left a streak of red on the rock wall when he slid down to a seating position; the tip of an arrow was sticking out from his shoulder just below the collar bone, “Lash me!” Sidney gasped, kneeling down next to the prone tiger immediately.


  “Ungh…” Choel gritted his teeth as Sidney inspected him, “Don’t worry… it hurts worse than it looks.”


  The fox paid no mind to the humor, trying to gauge what damage the arrow had done. Choel’s breath was ragged but not frothy; the arrow’s shaft kept the bleeding to a minimum; the tiger appeared to have use of his arm – and Sidney slowly released a breath when he realized that the shot had not struck anything vital, “You’ll be okay if we can get you to a healer,” the fox attempted to reassure him.


  “No problem finding one in the middle of nowhere,” the tiger offered, his accompanying shrug obviously bringing him some discomfort.


  “Just rest here.” Sidney directed.


  “You gonna do the fighting instead?” Choel inquired, holding up his pilfered sword, handle toward the fox.


  The slave master looked down at the blade for several seconds, “If I have to,” and he accepted the weapon.


  “Lord Hector Desanti!” came a hail from the base of the rise. It was a female voice, and she was demanding in her call, “Come out!”


  All of the slaves turned to glance at the stag, “Stay here.” Lord Hector spoke, and he moved to the opening, but remained against the rock, raising his voice to respond, “Would it be rude to decline on account of a desire to avoid presenting a target?”


  “No harm will come to you, but only if you come out now!” the woman barked out the words, “You have my word!”


  Lord Hector chuckled, “Forgive me for doubting your word!”


  “Hand over the bison, and then give up the rest of your slaves!” the woman shouted, “And the Grinders will overlook your little ‘game’!” despite the grunts and grumbles from below, she added, “They have no interest in killing a Lord.”


  “We left so quickly…” Choel shook his head, “How could they have caught up?”


  “Ye mean, ’ow could they’a gotten ahead o’us an’ set an ambush?” Dorias corrected.


  “Either way,” the tiger shrugged, and winced at the arrow still sticking out of his body, “Why is it always my shoulder?”


  “Because there is more to this than meets the eye.” Lord Hector spoke to his slaves, then turned back to the opening, shouting, “I have never met a Grinder from Pross, Miss.”


  “I never claimed to be a Grinder, Lord Hector,” the female countered.


  The stag looked back to his slaves, “Stay here,” he ordered, and slowly moved into the open, bow still in his hand with an arrow knocked, but he didn’t draw it back. Raising his voice, the stag called, “You know me… I am afraid I am at a loss, as I do not know–” and his words slowly fell off into a murmur, “Lady Fody?!?” he demanded.


  “It is so wonderful to meet you out of court, Lord Hector!” the call was full of sardonic mirth, “I must say, I prefer this side of you to the one trying to stumble his way through all of the politics.”


  “And I would have to say I prefer the political side of you to this one, my Lady Fody,” the stag responded candidly, leaning against the stones at the entrance to the cave.


  “Ah… but this is just another side of the politics, dear Lord Hector… now, would you care to come down so we can discuss the terms of your surrender? Once you surrender your slaves, I can guarantee that you will be brought safely back to your–”


  “I’m afraid you’re mistaken, Lady Fody… I will not be surrendering.” Lord Hector called back. Sidney’s heart swelled with reverence for his noble and courageous master even though, at the same time, he wondered how much longer they would all be alive.


  “It is not my place to order you around, Lord Hector…” Lady Fody’s words said one thing but, to Sidney, her tone suggested otherwise, “but if you will not accept my protection then I’m afraid I am short on time and must return to my estate… which means there will be no one to hold the Grinders in check.”


  “Considering they toe the line of illegal activity,” the stag noted casually, “it is a most curious situation that you should have any clout with them at all.” Whatever Lady Fody said from below was in too quiet a voice to comprehend, but Sidney didn’t like her tone. Lord Hector quickly altered his leaning position on the stone, rotating his body to duck behind it instead as arrows began to scour the entrance to the cave.


  “Goodbye, Lord Hector…” Lady Fody called from below, “There were occasions when I found you entertaining.”


  The stag looked to Maern and gave him orders in Vensian, then looked to Olnyr, “This is Lord Levid’s doing, is it not?” The bison grunted in affirmation, “Will you follow your Slave Master’s orders or do you want the Grinders to finish the job they started?” he inquired simply of the slave.


  “I’ll fight.” Olnyr confirmed, then turned to Sidney, “Slave Master,” and he nodded his head to the fox.


  “For now,” Lord Hector called the bison’s attention back to him, “you listen to me,” and he spouted out directions so fast that Sidney’s head was spinning, but Olnyr seemed able to translate all of the combat-speak without problem, and went to join Maern by the front of the cave. The two of them took turns hiding behind cover then emerging to throw rocks down at the brigands below. Sidney didn’t know if they had any effect, but he remained on edge every time they ducked down just in time to avoid being shot by arrows.


  “Dorias, can you still fight?” Lord Hector had moved over to the yak, who was flexing his arm, after removing the arrow from it. Blood had stained the door-shield he had been using, but a bandaged he had fashioned appeared to have stopped the bleeding, “Aye, Master,” the slave acknowledged, grabbing his mace and the carriage door before getting to his feet.


  “When I give the word, I need you to join Maern. I’ll be using my bow to try and pick off their archers. I need you to keep your shield high to protect us from arrows while Olnyr covers the ascent.”


  “Aye, Lord ’ector,” the yak nodded, and moved toward the opening looking out on Grinders.


  The four maintained their position at the mouth of the cave for several minutes, the difference in altitude working to their advantage, as most of the arrows were deflected by the surrounding stone, and those few that were on target were wasted on the wooden shields. Just as Sidney was wondering how much longer the fight would go on, a new sound arose from below: a lack of bows and an influx of melee combat.


  Although Lord Hector and the slaves at the front of the cave were able to make sense of the confusing sounds below, Sidney had no understanding of what was happening. The stag held up a hand and Olnyr ceased raining stones down on those below, “It appears that today is a bad day to be a Grinder.”


  The sound of combat lasted for only another minute or two before all fell quiet, except for a new hail from below in the form of a crystal clear, mid-toned, male voice calling out with the smoothness of silk, “Hail, Lord Hector… tis quite a coincidence running into you at this hour… and keeping the company of Grinders, no less!”


  “Lord Talvin!” Lord Hector called back, raising an arm, “I would normally pass up an invitation to join a Grinder party, but they were quite insistent!” That was an end to the talking but, moments later, Sidney heard a climber approaching the lip of the cave. The stag knelt down and helped a well-dressed wolf up onto the ledge to join them.


  Lord Talvin looked the same as he had at the dinner party, though his clothing was of a more rugged nature, better suited to travel. The wolf gazed about the interior of the cave before nodding, “I take it you did not consider having a fall-back plan.”


  “You were a little later than expected.” Lord Hector announced, and the two clasped wrists.


  The lupine Lord followed it up by pulling the stag in for a hug, “You’ll have to forgive me, my friend… Lord Levid was very unwilling to let me leave the gala this evening.”


  “I suppose he had a thought that we suspected something and that you would try coming to my rescue,” the hart smirked, but the smile faded, “It is worse than we suspected, sadly… Lady Fody had been riding with the Grinders.”


  “Hmm,” the wolf nodded in thought; Sidney didn’t miss the way that Lord Talvin looked at the stag and wondered for a moment if he was as obvious in his adoration as the wolf, “I had suspected, but I was not certain,” and the wolf’s eyes slowly migrated to looking right at Sidney; the fox looked away immediately, “Ah… and here we have Sidney, the prized slave master that everyone is talking about.”


  “Are they now?” Lord Hector inquired, letting the subject be changed without objection, “Sidney has become a topic at court?”


  “Indeed,” the wolf acknowledged, striding closer to the fox. Lord Talvin stopped within arm’s reach and gazed straight at Sidney, who looked down at the wolf’s boots, “They are calling him Bane.”


  “Bane?” the stag sounded almost bemused.


  “It is no secret in the court that Sidney here spent time with the Champion on his final night as Champion…” the tip of the wolf’s tail flickered back and forth with humor, “Rumors are starting to arise that suggest that he convinced him to lose.”


  “Sidney?” Lord Hector inquired.


  “Yes, Master?” the fox stood immediately at attention.


  “Did you convince Olnyr to lose on purpose in exchange for your favor?” the stag spoke the question with a smirk.


  “No, Master.” Sidney was immediately aghast at the suggestion.


  “You see?” Lord Hector returned his attention to Lord Talvin, despite the wolf’s attention still being on Sidney, “My Slave Master is noble and honorable in his pit dealings.”


  “Indeed…” the lord began slowly circling Sidney, looking him up and down as if he were up for auction; it left the fox feeling incredibly self conscious, “…though that reassurance will hardly waylay the rumors of court.”


  “Then I assume they will continue to circulate.” Lord Hector flicked an ear, crossing his arms over his chest.


  “And to find the defeated Champion now among your slaves?” Lord Talvin stopped behind Sidney, resting a paw on either of the fox’s shoulders, “The scandal will be immeasurable, to be sure,” and the slave master felt the wolf’s sweet breath against the back of one of his ears, “Oh, what the court will think…” he whispered.


  “Lord Levid will lose a lot of face,” the stag acknowledged.


  “Enough to have every last one of a certain stag’s slaves put down,” the wolf acknowledged, moving away from Sidney immediately, but not without sliding his tail along the fox’s thigh as he did so… and, for the second time that night, he changed the discussion’s direction again without any indication of a warning, “When are you going to take me up on my generous offer, my sweet stag?”


  Sidney did not miss the way his master’s ears reddened slightly, but Lord Hector showed no other signs as to what the wolf suggested, “As flattered as I am, Lord Talvin, we have discussed this before, and I do not feel it needs repeating.”


  “Ah yes,” the wolf nodded casually, “And the handsome, sublime, well-regarded Lord who still has no wife and no affable prospect continues to stick by his story that he would not enjoy such an arrangement.” Lord Talvin turned to regard the stag more fully, “The thought that you employ what I can only imagine to be the finest skills of such a perfect little fox intrigues me all the more, Hector,” and he glanced to Sidney with a wink, “Which brings us back to those nasty rumors about Bane… that he may be so incredibly talented indeed that Lord Hector prefers his company to that of anyone or anything else.”


  “I suppose the court may never know.” Lord Hector’s face had lost most of its smile.


  “Ah… but I digress,” the wolf announced with a faint, apologetic bow of his head, “My apologies for offending you my friend… often I push the limits far too drastically when I desire something as much as I desire your…” he glanced around at the slaves in the cave before his eyes returned to the stag, “…company.”


  “I thank you for your aid, Lord Talvin.” Lord Hector inclined his own head, “You are a true friend, and I accept your apology.”


  “I shall continue to be your friend, I am sure, and you need only ask for my aid, Hector,” the wolf offered a much more formal bow at that, “And now, I bid you a good night. You can find your way back to your carriage, I trust?”


  “Indeed,” the stag acknowledged, “Thank you.”


  Lord Talvin about-faced and strode out of the cave but had taken only three steps before he paused, “Oh… and about it being worse than we feared – the Grinders were mounted… with steeds from the royal stables.”


  “I had suspected as much.” Lord Hector nodded to himself, looking at the far wall of the cave rather than at the wolf, “Thank you again.”


  “Do be careful, Hector…” Lord Talvin’s voice took a much less formal tone as added, “this is a dangerous game you play.”


  A smile slowly graced the stag’s face, and he glanced to Sidney for a moment, suddenly making Sidney feel that he would not like the sudden inspiration that struck his master. Lord Hector then turned to look at the wolf, “No worries, my friend… in case you had forgotten, I have Bane at my side.”


  “Mm…” acknowledged Lord Talvin with a casual nod, “…lucky Bane.”


  Homecoming


  

  Sidney waited beside his master as the stag stopped to survey the scene on the road. The corpses of the Grinders were left where they had fallen, but the pomeranian that had been their driver was nowhere to be seen; the fox’s best guess was that his body had fallen from its place on the carriage sometime between getting shot by an arrow and Choel taking over of the reins.


  “Well…” Lord Hector noted, pausing to let the rest of the slaves catch up, “I have seen worse…” he motioned toward what remained of the carriage. Sidney glanced to the transport, which had sustained extensive damage to its roof and sides even before they had abandoned it for higher ground, but it was readily apparent that whatever Grinders remained had looted it after Lord Hector led his slaves away, “Granted,” the stag added with a sigh, “most everything worse was in a junk yard.”


  “I’m sorry about your carriage, Master,” the fox offered quietly


  “It is fine, Sidney,” the stag reached over and patted him on the head, “At least we are all still alive,” and Lord Hector let out a sigh, “Poor Boers,” he noted, commenting on the missing driver as he shook his head, “Grinders are not known for killing free men.”


  “Ah beg furgiveness fur speakin outta turn, Lord ’ector,” Dorias added, “But they be somethin’ other’n regular Grinders.”


  “Forgiven.” Lord Hector confirmed with a nod, not even bothering to look toward the yak, “and a valid point,” he added, and started forward. Sidney followed his master as the stag strolled onto the road with a resigned sigh, “The horses are gone,” he rested a palm on the carriage’s front wheel, “Compliments of Lady Fody, no doubt.”


  “Hua si–” Maern spoke up from behind the fox and the stag, then paused before starting over, “Wut es ron?”


  Sidney glanced to the stallion, “Huh?” he inquired, not making sense of the question through the strong accent.


  The horse looked to Dorias, “Hua si kossor?”


  “Wrong.” Dorias stated to Maern, “What. Is. Wrong.”


  “Wut es rong?” he looked to the yak, who nodded. Maern turned to Sidney, “Wut es rong?”


  Lord Hector spoke up, forestalling the attempt at communication by talking directly to Maern in Vensian. They exchanged a few lines each, then Maern pointed to the front of the carriage and made a decisive statement. The stag nodded, then looked to Dorias, “How is your arm, Dorias? Can you use it?”


  “Alright, Lord ’ector…” the yak bowed his head, “Not perfect right now, but it’ll ’eal in time.”


  “can you use it?”


  “Aye, sir.” Dorias confirmed.


  “Iya, Maern,” the hart confirmed, “en ih,” he pointed to the yak, “en ih,” he then motioned to Olnyr, who was busy looting one of the slain Grinders, “Leave it,” he directed, and the bison dropped the scavenged piece of plate armor. Lord Hector then turned to the fox, “Sidney… help Choel into the carriage… everyone else, follow Maern.”


  Sidney didn’t wait to see what their master had planned for everyone else; he went to Choel, who was leaning against a nearby tree. The fox took hold of the slave by his good shoulder and led him to the carriage, right until he heard a groan come from within, “Master?!?!” he yelped, backing away from the transport as a bloody-headed boar fell free of the open door and slumped onto the ground, groaning again.


  Lord Hector was there in a moment, his thin-bladed sword out and at the ready, “You… boar…” he hailed the pig, “can you stand?”


  The porcine Grinder rolled onto his shoulder and, with no small amount of contempt, spit at the ground beside the stag’s boot. Lord Hector didn’t have a chance to even comment before Olnyr was beside the hog, delivering a swift hoof kick into his ample gut. The pig let out a squealing grunt and doubled over, “Enough, Olnyr,” the stag announced before the bison could deliver a follow-up strike.


  “Thinkin… yeer some kinda… hero… or somethin’…” the boar grunted, and spat again on the ground, groaning as he managed to get a knee beneath himself. Planting a hand on the road, he hoisted hiself up to a kneeling position, but it was obviously not one of respect, “Yeer a fool, ya dumb buck.”


  “Lord ’ector’s not a deer, pig.” Dorias noted, holding his cudgel in his good arm, keeping right next to their Master, “Ye call ’im Lord ’ector.


  “Thank you, Dorias,” the stag gave him a gentle push to the side and took a step closer to the boar, “If you’re intent on calling me by my race, I am an elk, thus ‘bull’ is a better term than ‘buck’, sir,” he offered in an almost genteel tone, “Now… I would have you standing,” and he motioned to the bison, “Lift him.”


  The boar offered up another blob of phlegm, this time hitting Lord Hector’s boot; Olnyr answered in kind by bringing his hoof right up into the pig’s chin. They collided with a resounding crack and Sidney winced at the sound, “Enough, Olnyr,” the stag announced in his authoritative voice, “Join Maern in readying the carriage,” he pointed sharply, accentuating his displeasure at the bison’s brutality.


  “Careful there, buck…” the boar sneered, “Get rid a all yer heavies an’ nobody’ll be left t’keep me from chewin’ on ya…”


  “No.” Lord Hector stated, stopping Olnyr from delivering another kick to the Grinder, “Carriage, now,” his tone was ice cold, and the bison complied without so much as a backward glance at the pig; Sidney had a feeling that Olnyr avoided looking at the Grinder as the only way he could avoid attacking the unruly thug.


  The stag’s attention remained on the boar, “Dorias… go help Maern and Olnyr with preparing the carriage.”


  “Aye, sir,” the yak acknowledged, moving immediately to join them at the front of the transport, though Sidney didn’t miss the faint frown on the older slave’s muzzle; the fox couldn’t help but feel that Dorias shared his own reservations of Lord Hector being left alone with a murderous cannibal. Sidney fidgeted as he was left there alone with the stag, and his master didn’t miss the nervous gesture.


  “Sidney… I would like you to stay here with me.” Lord Hector noted calmly, then looked back to the boar, “Your name, sir?”


  “Clan name’s Ass,” announced the boar, managing to finally work his way up to his feet, albeit, by keeping one hand on the carriage for balance, “First name’s Kissmah.”


  “Kissmah Ass?” Sidney raised his ears, then paused once he heard the name spoken aloud, and his ears reddened immediately. The boar chuckled deeply in response to that, obviously quite pleased with his own wit. Lord Hector was not.


  “I have no qualms ending a man without knowing his name,” the stag announced, casually rolling his wrist in a circle, making his blade rotate in the air in front of him, “I am far less likely to kill a man to whom I have been introduced.”


  “An’ what’cha gonna do with a lil needle like that, eh, bucky?” the boar taunted him, “Somethin’ like that belongs in an old ladeh’s basket fer nittin…”


  “Ah… well an interesting story about weapons of this sort…” Lord Hector commented, holding the sword up in front of his face so that he looked at the Grinder with one eye gazing past either side of the blade, “It is sometimes referred to as a pig sticker… most apropos, do you not agree?”


  “Jest stop waggin yer muzzle an’ kill me already if yer gonna… otherwise yeh jest gonna bore me t’death,” the boar snorted, and chuckled at his own wit.


  “I was not planning on killing you, sir.” Lord Hector announced, “Far from it… you see, I find the loss of life to be deplorable… second in severity only to enslavement.”


  “If yeh let me go I’ll slit yer throat while yer campin…” the boar sneered.


  “Then we certainly shall not have that, shall we?” Lord Hector acknowledged calmly, “Besides… I would never let you go.”


  “What’re yeh goin off about now?” the porcine Grinder sneered.


  The stag turned to Sidney and offered a faint nod of his head, followed by a wink before looking back to the boar, “I, in fact, plan to exercise my right as a Slave Lord to announce your freedom ended. By the power granted to me by my rank and station within the nation of Pross, I hereby–” but his speech came to an end as the boar rushed him in a squealing fury, lowering his head and charging at full speed.


  The stag nimbly sidestepped and, with a quick, downward strike, drove the pommel of his blade into the back of the boar’s head. In another two shaky steps the Grinder’s loping stride ended with a face-plant into the packed dirt of the road, “–declare you a slave, and take you into my holdings forthwith to be kept or sold as I will.” Sidney watched the pig warily, seeing him draw breath, but remain otherwise unmoving, “Sidney…” Lord Hector called for his attention.


  “Yes, Master?” the fox inquired.


  “I am going to need assistance transferring my newest slave into the carriage,” the stag returned his sword to its sheath.


  Sidney had never seen a free man become enslaved before; he found the simple ‘ceremony’ to be a lack of event… and very sobering, “Yes, Master.”


  * * * * * *


  The ride back to Lord Hector’s estate was a long one. Although Sidney would normally have been very happy to have shared a carriage ride alone with his Master, he was unable to completely relax because, in truth, they were not entirely alone; the lashed-up bundle of captured Grinder pig was laying conscious and uncomfortable on the floor of the transport.


  At the stag’s insistence, the boar had been tied up in a very uncomfortable manner, with his hands and feet lashed together behind his back. Lord Hector had expressed a form of refined humor the situation… mostly in that the method of confinement was known as being ‘hog tied’. He defended his stance by commenting that it was purely for his new slave’s benefit, as the ex-Grinder was obviously a fan of word play.


  Outside the carriage, Maern, Olnyr, and Dorias had hold of the horse harnesses usually reserved for the four-legged feral breed; it was under their power that the transport moved at all. By Lord Hector’s estimate, the party had been stopped nearly twelve miles away from his estate, which meant that they were forced to rely only on the strength and endurance of the three large slaves. Thankfully, however, it was enough.


  The three slaves at the leads maintained a good pace: more than a jog, but not quite a run. The sun was just starting to rise as the carriage made the last turn in the road and Lord Hector’s estate came into view. Sidney felt his heart quicken its beat when he realized that they were almost home, “Sidney…” Lord Hector spoke to him from across the bench; the stag was looking right at him.


  “Yes, Master?” the fox inquired obediently.


  “Let Choel know that we will stop here,” his master noted simply, glancing down at the still immobile boar, “I would like him arriving by foot.” The pig gave an indignant grunt, but it went ignored by the stag.


  “Yes, Lord Hector.” Sidney bowed his head, and then gave a quick double-tap to the wall that separated the cab of the carriage from the driver’s seat. Choel, who had been positioned up on the bench, had not been required to drive, but he worked well as an intermediary when Lord Hector wanted his slaves signaled.


  The stag motioned Sidney to step out of the carriage, which was easy enough considering the lack of doors. He held a paw out to assist his master with disembarking, but what he got instead was a long lead of rope placed in his paw as Lord Hector released the boar’s feet and then motioned for him to exit. When the new slave did not, the stag had no trouble reinforcing his edict with a firm but insistent boot; the pig fell out of the open carriage and landed on his back on the ground.


  “Choel.” Lord Hector spoke.


  The tiger was by his side in an instant, “Yes, Master?”


  “Go find Finneas… tell him to fetch two Heavy slaves and two of my servants, and then come join us.”


  “Yes, Master.” Choel nodded his head, and started off toward the manor. The tiger favored his shoulder, but managed a quick pace regardless.


  The stag turned back to Sidney and accepted the rope, then glanced to Maern. Motioning toward boar with the bridge of his muzzle, Lord Hector addressed the stallion in Vensian, and gave a light yank on the rope.


  “Yes, Lord Heck-tur,” the horse acknowledged and hoisted the boar up onto his feet.


  “Welcome to your new home.” Lord Hector announced pleasantly to the boar, “I have never parted a man from his freedom before but, then again, I had always had a feeling that everyone deserved their freedom… until today.”


  “Fuck yeh too, bucky,” the pig grunted.


  The stag ignored the comment and glanced at Sidney instead, “I had counted myself fortunate to have never met a Grinder,” and Lord Hector followed up the comment with a sigh as he inspected the rope he held, “Ah well… luck has to run out some time, I suppose,” he glanced at the boar, “Would you not agree, Tanzibulliwum?” he gave the rope a quick triple-tug to get the hog’s attention.


  “Wha’thu’fuck is a Tanz-uh-bully-whatever?” the boar snorted, fur bristling as he demanded an answer.


  “Slaves do not ask questions of their masters, Tanzibulliwum,” the stag replied calmly, tying the rope off around several spokes on the carriage, “But, as this is your first day, I will let that go without having you snap-lashed.” He walked right up to the boar and gazed down at him, eye-to-eye, “Tanzibulliwum is the name I have chosen for you because you have elected not to reveal your given name to me.”


  “That’s a shit name,” the pig announced, glaring pure hatred at the stag, who seemed completely unaffected by the boar’s ire.


  “Indeed… and I have no doubt that it will frustrate your Slave Master to no end every time he must call you by it,” the stag paused, looking up at the sound of foot fall on the road from the direction of the estate, “Ah… and speaking of…”


  Sidney turned to look in the same direction as Lord Hector; Choel was at the lead of the group of men followed by Finneas, moving quickly despite his faint limp. Behind the mouse were two free men the fox recognized as servants of Lord Hector’s house. Sidney paused when he saw the two imposing figures behind them, and he managed to inch a little further behind his Master as Ulric and Wragol joined them at the carriage. The lion paid him no mind, looking at the pig instead, but Wragol’s eyes burned like coals as he glared at Sidney.


  “Ah… excellent. Very good, Choel.” Lord Hector offered praise, “Help these three to the stables,” he motioned to Maern, Olnyr, and Dorias, “I will not need any of you for the rest of the day.”


  “Yes, Master,” the tiger bowed, “Thank you, Master,” and he did as he was bade, leading the large slaves off toward the estate.


  “Now…” the stag turned back toward his two servants, “Dyne… Bailo… please gather what you can from the carriage and bring it back to the estate… I will need you to send a missive to a local carpenter tomorrow, and let Gaius know I will need him for some patch work,” the two servants acknowledged and moved off to do Lord Hector’s bidding.


  He turned to Ulric and Wragol next, “This boar is a new slave. I converted him earlier today.” Both of the large slaves raised their eyebrows and ears in surprise, but neither said a word. “As he has been unwilling to provide me his name, I have chosen to name him myself.” Once both of the slaves nodded in response, Lord Hector continued, “Ulric… please make note that his name is Tanzibulliwum.”


  “Yes, Master,” the lion acknowledged, doing an admirable job to avoid showing any reaction to the odd name; nothing more than a faint turning of one ear gave away that he was more than a little displeased at having to remember it.


  “I do not want his name shortened,” the stag added, “No nick names, no abbreviations, and, if you please, do try to say it correctly.”


  “Yes, Master.” Ulric confirmed the command.


  “Go ahead and try it.” Lord Hector offered with a hint of a smirk on his muzzle. He waited patiently as the lion butchered the name several times, “Ah… well, you have all my trust in that you will pick it up soon enough… or perhaps my new slave will decide to reveal his true name first… either way I am certain things will work out.”


  “Of course, Master,” the lion bowed, glaring at the pig, “You are very right, as you always are… things. will. work. out.”


  * * * * * *


  Sidney heard before early afternoon that the boar’s name was Wylken. He did not bother asking how Ulric found out what it was so quickly; truth be told, the fox really didn’t want to know. Instead, Sidney spent his time focusing on the gladiator stables… which had changed significantly since he’d left.


  The rotting, spoiled siding of the stables had been replaced. The entry door, which had been barely held up by the frame was completely new and affixed quite firmly by fresh metal hinges. Not only was wood replaced, but the entire building had been painted, and the raised landscape had been freshly tilled. That wasn’t the end of it, however.


  The practice ring that Maern and Dorias had set up was completely finished with evenly spaced stone blocks rather than clumped piles of haphazardly strewn rocks. The interior of the ring had been dug out, with a light layer of coarse sand filling it up to ground level. There were also wooden poles spaced evenly around the ring which, to Sidney, were reminiscent of the wooden fence at the arena that kept the audience from spilling into the pit.


  Although Sidney was already surprised at the modifications made to the outside of the stables, once he entered he was even more overwhelmed; the interior of the stables had gone through just as much of a transformation. The wooden walls of the stalls had been entirely replaced, providing a much sturdier, less rotten separation between the slaves’ quarters. Sidney came to a complete stop, however, when he saw what had become of his stall.


  The end portion of the stable had gone through a radical metamorphosis; instead of side-by-side stalls, Sidney stood looking at a fresh new wooden wall with an honest-to-goodness door. Setting his shaking paw to the handle, the fox slowly pushed it open, amazed at the room beyond, which was made up of space that had been previously dedicated to two stalls and the walkway between them.


  “It’s yours,” grunted a powerful voice behind him; Sidney was so overwhelmed at the new room that he hadn’t even noticed Tharis approach.


  “…mine?” the fox slowly turned around, facing the enormous bull’s sternum, “Who–”


  “Me,” the slave noted plainly.


  “Does Lord Hector–”


  “Yes,” the bull stated, “He knows.”


  “Oh…” Sidney glanced back to the room then took a step back so he could look up at the bull, who stared down from his lofty height at the fox. The slave master managed to keep his tail from curling at the intimidating size difference, “Did you…” the fox paused for a moment, half expecting Tharis to finish his sentence for him, but when the bull didn’t, he finished his thought, “…do all this?”


  “Yes,” the older slave confirmed.


  “Uh…” Sidney paused, “…why?”


  “You said to,” the bull noted flatly.


  “I thought I said…” the fox paused as he attempted to remember what he said, “Okay… I did say to finish the circle…” he thought for a moment, “and the cooking pit, I know I said… but I didn’t say to rebuild the stable.”


  “You said ‘clean it out’.” Tharis crossed his arms in certainty, gazing down at Sidney with an expression that left little room for argument.


  “This is more than–” Sidney began, but the bull interrupted.


  “The trash is gone,” the bull noted, not changing his pose even an inch.


  “Most of the old stable is gone!” the fox pointed out.


  “It was trash.” Tharis shrugged casually.


  Sidney realized it was a losing argument, “Thank you for your work, Tharis,” the fox relented, “It’s way more than I expected.”


  The bull snorted, “Expect more,” and, with that, he showed himself back to his own stall.


  Sidney watched Tharis go, half wondering if he should have reproached the bull for the liberties he took, but he couldn’t bring himself to object; the stable was a surprise, but not at all an unpleasant one. In the end, the fox acknowledged that Tharis’ work while they were gone was far too spectacular to try and second guess, and he simply chalked it up to good fortune, which was much needed after their whirlwind return home.


  The remainder of the morning was spent settling everyone back into the stables. Dorias and Choel had already explained Olnyr’s presence among the gladiators and, surprisingly, the bull didn’t so much as bat an eye when he found out that the bison was the one responsible for Uraou’s death. When it came to finding a place for Olnyr, however, Sidney could tell that there was still some lasting bad feeling on behalf of the tiger; Olnyr had been given a different stall and the bear’s was left vacant.


  Despite the lack of harmony in the stables, things did eventually quiet down. The slaves returning were all exhausted and injured, so there was little energy left for infighting. Some time in the afternoon Lord Hector bade a healer check in on them but, by that time, Dorias had already given everyone a once-over while Maern saw to the yak’s arm. The old hedgehog woman extracted the broken arrow from Choel’s shoulder, then made some minor modifications to the others’ care and announced that Lord Hector wanted her to check in on them the following day. Without further ado, the healer showed herself out.


  Sidney lost track of the next span of time as sleep finally found him. It had been over thirty hours and, though he had been trained to go two days without rest if necessary, the oblivion of dreamless unconsciousness was a welcome relief to the ever-evolving chaos in his life.


  The afternoon passed in the blink of an eye, however, and he was awakened by the crackling and popping of the cooking fire… but what he noticed even more prominently was the mouth-watering aroma of food almost ready; his stomach gurgled powerfully, reminding him that he had not eaten in almost a day.


  Dorias, Choel, and Maern were already seated by the fire pit as Sidney approached; each gave him a customary greeting and made room for him. The fox didn’t miss that Tharis was still working, busy tying off what appeared to be a woven rope net, spread out across two rafters. Olnyr was still in his stall; even seated the bison’s head was visible above the dividers, but the newest gladiator was paying them no mind.


  “I hope Lord Hector knows what he’s doing keeping him here with us.” Choel commented, Olnyr obviously on his mind as much as the fox’s.


  “Lord Hector decided to save him, and Olnyr is as much the Master’s as we are.” Sidney stated firmly, “What he did to Uraou was because Lord Levid ordered him to do it, and that’s all,” the fox added as much conviction to his voice as he could, purposefully pushing out thoughts of what the bison had done personally to him when they were alone the night after the fight; the memories still gave him pause.


  “I know, Sir.” Choel confirmed, lowering his head in acknowledgment, “I just hope he doesn’t mistake sparring with fighting… I don’t want him treating us the way he was dealing with those Grinders,” and the tiger shuddered.


  “Don’ worry, Choel… ’e won’t.” Dorias noted, picking up the first bowl from its spot by the fire, and adding two heaping serving spoons full of stew to it before passing it to Choel. Choel, in turn handed it to Sidney.


  “Thank you,” the fox acknowledged, and focused solely on his own dinner, so hungry that he was able to ignore the addition of the meat to the pot as the rest of the slaves prepared their own meals. He stood up and made his way a little further from the cooking fire in case his stomach changed its mind and decided to give him trouble over the scent of cooking flesh. Sidney slowed as he went by Olnyr’s stall; the bison was looking his way.


  “You don’t eat meat?” Olnyr’s deep voice questioned him.


  “No.” Sidney answered simply, wondering if the bison was about to follow up the comment with a crude taunt. He didn’t.


  “Why not?” Olnyr stated.


  “Lord Hector’s gladiators need it more.” Sidney answered simply.


  “Lord Levid’s Slave Masters always ate meat,” the bison pointed out.


  Something about the comment forced a frown out of Sidney; it rubbed him the wrong way, “I’m one of Lord Hector’s Slave Masters, not Lord Levid’s.”


  “I know.” Olnyr looked away, “…sorry… Slave Master.”


  “Go get some food.” Sidney announced simply, walking past the stall toward the door that led to his private room. He stopped at the door and glanced back toward the slaves; everyone was seated by the cooking fire – it didn’t look comfortable for everyone with Olnyr there, but they were all behaving. Taking a deep breath, the fox crossed the threshold into the room for him… his own private room… the first private room he had ever had. In the end, he was able to enjoy it for all of three minutes.


  A knock at his door caused Sidney to fumble the near-empty bowl he was just about to set aside, “Y-yes?” he called. The door opened, and Tharis lowered his head so he could walk through the doorway, “Yes, Tharis?” the fox asked of the bull.


  Tharis simply motioned over his shoulder with a turn of his head and, past the mountain of bull, Sidney saw Lord Hector standing off to the side of the fire pit. The fox wasted no time in standing up and followed Tharis to where the stag waited.


  “I hope you have had enough time to rest, Sidney.” Lord Hector greeted him, all business.


  Truth be told, the fox was still exhausted, but he would never deny his master, “If you need me, Master, I am ready.”


  “Very good, Sidney. Thank you,” and he held out a hand, palm down with something hidden within his fingers, “Here.”


  Sidney obediently held his paw out, palm up beneath his master’s fist. Lord Hector opened his hand and let a thick iron key fall into the fox’s grasp. Sidney recognized the key immediately and his heart beat began to pick up, “The work shed, Master?” he spoke, already out of breath at the thought.


  “Yes,” the stag acknowledged with a faint nod, “I would like you to take Tharis with you and tend to your appointed duties.” Maern and Dorias continued their meals without remark, but Choel’s tail fur stood on end while he tried to act as if he weren’t paying attention.


  “Yes, Master,” the fox nodded obediently, pushing the thought of the tiger from his mind, “I will meet you there once everyone is settled in for the night.”


  “I am still weary from the travel, Sidney.” Lord Hector announced, “I will leave it to you tonight…” he glanced sidelong at the fox, “Is that acceptable?”


  Sidney faltered for a moment, coming close to contemplating the word ‘no’. In what way could he express his reluctance without denying his master’s command? Could he feign sickness? Would he get away expressing concern over his own competence? What could he do to avoid the task without looking any less in his master’s eyes?


  “Is that acceptable?” the stag repeated the inquiry.


  The fox pondered suggesting that the trip left him inept of muscle… he toyed with the idea of asking for clarification… he even played at jokingly suggesting a different night but his mind stopped dead in its tracks when a heavy hand came to rest on his shoulder, “Yes, Master.” Tharis answered for him.


  Liquid Gold


  

  The slaves of the stables took another hour to unwind. Dorias and Choel spent the time talking amongst themselves as they shared the joint responsibility of cleaning the cooking cauldron and serving bowls. Maern curbed the fire in the pit so it would continue burning through the night but without risk of spreading. Sidney remained off to the side, his thoughts keeping him company as he watched Tharis return to hanging woven rope nets between the rafters.


  “What are those for?” he asked the bull during one of the slave’s trips past him.


  “Storage.” Tharis responded, and went to where a good sized pile of rope lay in what had been chosen as Olnyr’s stall. The bull shoulder a thick tangle of the hemp line and strolled his way back past Sidney and toward the section of netting. Without another word, Tharis spread the newest stretch adjacent to the already hung ropes.


  “Slave Master.” Olnyr’s deep voice caused Sidney to jump in surprise.


  “Y-yes, Baron?” the fox inquired.


  The bison scowled, “Olnyr.”


  “Sorry.” Sidney wilted slightly, “You were Baron when I first met you.”


  “I’m not Baron now… Slave Master,” the slave stated flatly, though he managed to force the frown off his face, “I–”


  “Would you rather be called Baron?” Sidney spoke over him, cocking his head to the side. The fox had no idea where the inclination to interrupt the massive bison came from, but he realized it was completely within his right. As it turned out, his words caused Olnyr to stop completely, muzzle moving as if speaking, but without any words coming out.


  “Our Master told me my name is Olnyr,” the bison finally managed.


  Sidney nodded at that, “And my name is Sidney, but you call me Slave Master.”


  “You are my Slave Master.” Olnyr responded without even a moment’s pause as he stared at the fox, “That is your title.”


  “And if your title were Baron?” Sidney imagined Lord Hector smiling at the technicality, and he silently prayed to whatever got listened to slaves that he was making a wise decision and not overstepping his bounds.


  “I am a slave,” the bison scowled, “I have no title.”


  The Slave Master’s smile grew, “The people at Lord Levid’s estate started calling me Bane…” he cocked his head to the side with what he knew to be feigned, endearing vulpine confusion, “Isn’t that a title?” When the bison shrugged in response, Sidney continued, “Then I guess that it’s alright if I call you Baron.”


  The bison’s expression remained unchanged, “Lord Levid will not like that.”


  Sidney did his best impression of Lord Hector, “No… I suppose he would not,” and the fox was heartened when he saw that his Hector-esque smile was infectious enough to generate the faintest upturn of a smirk on Baron’s muzzle.


  “Yes, Slave Master,” the bison offered a faint incline of his head.


  “I will let the rest of the stable know to call you Baron then.” Sidney announced with greater confidence.


  “Call me anything you want.” Baron stated, “Just teach me to fight like your stallion.”


  Sidney felt almost giddy for a moment at how well his exchange with the bison had gone; he began to gain confidence in his Master’s opinion of him. Was it possible that he did have the makings of a fine Slave Master in him after all?


  His musings were cut short when he felt the looming form of Tharis behind him, “Goodnight, Baron.” Sidney noted to the bison as he turned around the face the bull.


  “Here.” Tharis stated the moment he had Sidney’s attention, and the fox was left staring at the thin golden cord placed into his paw.


  “I…” the fox paused, then glanced back at Baron, who was already piling up his hay for the night. He returned his gaze to to the large bull in front of him, golden cord trailing from the ring in his nose down to Sidney’s paw, “I… guess I’m ready to go then.”


  “Slave Master.” Tharis nodded his head faintly, and stepped back, providing Sidney room to get past him and into the stable’s walk-way between stalls. Sidney kept tight hold of the golden lead but it was hardly needed; the bull remained right behind him, providing plenty of slack to the cord.


  The slave master led his charge out of the stables, peering back through the open door just once to make certain that everyone had settled down for the night. He was just in time to see Maern’s head rise up above the divider height.


  The stallion glanced out after him, ears up, eyes glinting ice blue in the moonlight, “Good-nite, Sid-ney.”


  “Goodnight, Maern,” the fox whispered in a soft voice, feeling a faint chill run up his spine at the parting. He began to close the stable door, putting his shoulder against the heavy wood to secure it, but the door swung closed before he could do more than touch the frame; Tharis’ heavy hand pushed it shut. Sidney glanced up at the bull, who gazed down at him with an indifferent expression, “Thank you,” the fox noted.


  The bull simply nodded, and the gesture caught the Slave Master by surprise; it was the first time a slave had ever acknowledged his appreciation without pointing out that it wasn’t necessary.


  Sidney started out across the courtyard at a moderate pace; he measured the fall of his feet to time with his rapid breathing, inhale-left-foot-exhale-right-foot… but, at the same time, each step was short. Behind him, Tharis had no trouble keeping up with a long, distance-eating stride, the golden-lead remaining slack through the entire duration.


  The fox had made it almost half-way before the pad-pad-pad-pad-thunk-pad-pad-pad-pad-thunk of his light footfall accentuated by each one of Tharis’ steps started to become unbearable. In the end, however, it was Tharis’ voice that broke the tedium, “Lord Hector lied.” The comment brought Sidney to a complete halt.


  “Lord Hector doesn’t lie.” Sidney about-faced, looking up challengingly at the bull. Somewhere in the back of his mind the fox appreciated the humor of a wiry little fox not even six foot tall staring down an enormous slave that was his height and half again, and likely almost three times his weight but, the second after the words left his muzzle, the only thing Sidney felt was very insecure about his objection.


  “He did.” Tharis responded calmly, “About the Sardassi.”


  “What about the Sardassi?” Sidney took a step back.


  Tharis took a step forward, keeping the golden chain slack, “Gladiators can mate if their Masters let them.”


  “Why wouldn’t Lord Hector let you? Why would he have to lie about something like that?” Sidney questioned, finding his hackles up slightly. He wasn’t sure exactly what Tharis was trying to say, or why he was suggesting that Lord Hector had a need to lie… especially to a slave. The fox felt a twinge of emotional pain; why would Lord Hector need to lie to him?


  “He would let me.” Tharis says, “But I don’t.”


  “You don’t… what?” Sidney asked, ears facing the bull, but eyes forward toward the work shed door, “You don’t mate? You don’t want to?”


  “Both,” the large slave stated.


  “Probably because you’ve been in the Sardassi too much.” Sidney countered, sliding the key into the lock of the work shed the moment he arrived. The fox went to step through the door, but the golden lead jumped from his grasp unexpectedly; Tharis had not moved to follow.


  “I was sold to the Grinders,” the bull stated in a tone so matter-of-fact that it chilled the fox instantly.


  “Why would anyone sell you to the Grinders?” Sidney asked, standing next to the door, “I thought you were a Champion?”


  Tharis slowly walked in past him, giving his arm a flick to the side, causing the golden chain to arc over his forearm, and swing up again, spiraling its way around his limb until he caught the end in his hand, “I don’t breed.”


  “Oh…” Sidney noted neutrally, not exactly sure what to make out of the old bull’s statement, “So…” he paused, standing in the middle of the room without anything to add.


  Tharis closed the door, “The Master uses the Sardassi.”


  “So… you didn’t…” the fox’s ears reddened slightly, “…not even before the Sardassi?”


  “Not with females,” the old bull snorted; the words practically knocked Sidney over, and he had to physically fight to draw breath. Tharis remained where he was for several seconds but, without any further conversation forthcoming, the bull strode over to where the Sardassi stood, passive and seemingly innocent.


  “…with males?” Sidney asked.


  “Yes.” Tharis answered, “When one was…” he flicked an ear, “…willing,” the bull’s eyes bore into Sidney, making the fox highly uncomfortable… but very, very intrigued.


  “Anyone?” the Slave Master pressed, slowly circling around Tharis, moving over toward the sole storage closet, “or someone?”


  “A pit boy,” the bull answered, “Young thing… raccoon…” Tharis let out a sigh, leaning back against the Sardassi as he raised his right arm, letting the metal restraints overhead clasp around his wrist, “He fetched water,” the bull’s eyes had a far off look to them.


  “What happened?” Sidney asked, focused on the slave as the fingers of his paws searched for the cabinet handle by touch.


  “The Master found out… sold us both to the Grinders” Tharis snorted.


  “Didn’t Lord Hector buy you from them?” Sidney asked, glancing to the cabinet so he could locate the bottle of bluish liquid and a leather chamois.


  “Lord Hector saved me…” the bull shook his head as he reached down and undid the simple clasp that held his loin cloth up, “…he was too late for Gaffin.”


  Sidney swallowed as Tharis’ simple clothing dropped down to the ground, revealing his broad, thick sheath and enormous, heavy sac. The fox tried to think of a response to the bull’s words, but he could only come up with one: “I’m sorry.”


  Tharis nodded, “Me too,” at that, the slave put his other arm in place, eliciting another clank from the device as the second shackle closed. From there, the bull’s abdominal muscles rippled powerfully as he pulled his legs off the ground, using the device’s restraints to hold him up until he had his ankles in place, at which point, they too were restrained.


  The fox steppepd a little closer, setting the leather and the bottle on the small table beside the device as he checked the clasps holding the bull’s limbs in place. As before, the Sardassi’s manacles were sized perfectly for its occupant, securely restraining both wrists and ankles. Though Sidney could detect a faint hum from the artifact there was no glow and no crackling energy… not yet, he realized, because the ring was still missing.


  The Slave Master glanced around, ears up as he searched for the key to making it all work, “There.” Tharis noted, motioning with his muzzle in the direction of the table. Sidney inwardly berated himself; the key was right next to where he’d set the chamois. The fox picked up the heavy hunk of metal, and shuddered at the tingling that flowed through him; the eerie glow from the ring was further unsettling, but he pushed the thought from his mind and looked back to the bull, who was staring right back at him.


  The first time Sidney had been instructed to use the Sardassi on Tharis, the bull had focused on a spot on the wall for the majority of the procedure, but that was no longer the case. The slave’s intense gaze remained in Sidney as the fox inspected the restraints. The Slave Master was mindful to check each manacle, and then secure the neck clasp in place as well. He winced each time his fingers contacted with the metal, feeling the buzzing spark of energy held barely in check; despite the Sardassi being off, Sidney had no doubt that it still held an enormous amount of power.


  Tharis’ nose pressed against the side of the fox’s neck and he took in a deep breath, “You smell good.” Tharis’ voice rumbled from deep in his chest, muzzle lowered downward over the neck restraint as he continued to watch Sidney, “Slave Master,” he added. The fox didn’t realize that the bull’s member had already presented itself until it slid through his thigh fur while he was stepping down from securing the metal across the slave’s throat. Sidney couldn’t fault him; his own flesh pressed out of his sheath, restrained by his loincloth.


  The Slave Master broke contact, backpedaling away from the Sardassi as he took in the full view of the bull strapped down and restrained. Sidney licked the inside of his muzzle, forcing the saliva to the back of this throat before he started drooling. Tharis’ body was covered in coarse fur, but he was still well-built and firm enough to look as if he were carved from granite.


  Despite the bull’s progressing years, he was still an amazing specimen, and it made Sidney hurt in reluctant desire all the more. From the faint streaks of grey in Tharis’ fur and the experienced, regal way in which the bull held his head, the fox found that he couldn’t completely lament his Master’s orders that bade him see to the harvesting of the slave’s seed. Eyes still on the captive bull, Sidney reached over and took the bottle of blue fluid off the work table, and popped the top.


  The Slave Master held one paw out, accepting a generous amount of the blue fluid into his palm, inhaling through his teeth at the numbing cold of the syrupy goo. Setting the bottle back on the table, he slowly rubbed his paws together, working his body heat into the fluid until it was so warm it tingled… and only then did he press his paws to the bull’s firm shaft.


  Tharis did not bother hiding the deep, rich moan that escaped him, and his hips pressed out from the stone slab of the Sardassi, moving more of his length into Sidney’s paws, “In the Master’s name…” Tharis murmured breathlessly, “Thank you, Lord Hector…” and the fox stepped back in surprise as the bull began immediately leaking from the end of his shaft.


  Sidney was more than a little flustered at the change in the bull’s attitude; the slave in front of him was nothing like the stoic-faced, indifferent old man that he had first met scarcely a week before. The fox used both paws to finish spreading the cleaning fluid up and down Tharis’ thick flesh, having a difficult time making sure that he was using the blue syrup and not just the bull’s thick precum. Each movement of his paw brought a quick inhale or a blast of breath from the slave.


  Sidney, unable to accept the pain of his loin cloth’s restraint of his erect flesh any longer, loosened his own wrapping with a goo-covered-paw, ignoring the streak of blue he left on the rope. Once the knot was loose, the fox gave his hips a shake and let the cloth drop to the ground before stepping out of it. He let out a contented breath, and reached for the the chamois, emptying the last of the bottle of cleaner onto it. He worked the cloth around in his paws until the fluid warmed up, and then slowly pressed it against the broad length of Tharis’ throbbing flesh.


  “Hhhrrr…” the bull let out a powerful breath, hunching his head forward and pulling at the restraints of the Sardassi so he could get an extra inch of his flesh into Sidney’s grasp. Small flecks of energy sparked off of the metal bands and, for a moment, the fox watched as the strange lines of energy ran up and down Tharis’ body. The effect created a faint glow in the half light of the work shed, and was echoed by the ring, which sat otherwise impassive on the work bench barely an arm’s length away.


  Sidney slowly stepped back, his fur puffing out in surprise and alarm at the strange effect. Tharis’s eyes were hooded drunkenly by his eyes and a mixture of giddy joy and insistent pain skewed the expression on his muzzle as he smiled ever-so-faintly, “I…” he gasped, “…haven’t felt this way in… a long time…”


  The fox paused at that, the words eliciting a strong sense of pride within the ex-body slave, but the feeling was also mixed with uncertainty, “I’m…” the fox wasn’t exactly sure the best way to phrase what he was going to say, so he chose straight-forward, “I’m going to put the ring on you now.”


  “Yes, Slave Master,” the bull acknowledged with a faint nod, leaning his head back as much as he could considering the restraint and the stone slab. As he obediently calmed, the manacles returned to their previously mundane, non-sparking metal form.


  Sidney set the used cloth on the table and picked up the ring instead. He silently mused how different the situation was compared to the prior time he found himself before the Sardassi-captured bull; it had taken every trick the fox could think of to get Tharis aroused during their first session, and now, for their second time together he had to make sure that the bull was calmed down enough to take hold of his bobbing shaft so he could hold it still and slide the ring in place.


  The ring was surprisingly easy to glide down into place, and it hugged the base of Tharis’ shaft firmly. Sidney let out a sigh of relief, not so much because he worried that it wouldn’t work, but more because he knew that the most hands-on portion of his work was at an end. The fox moved around to the side of the Sardassi and was just reaching for the buttons on the side when the bull spoke up, “The bottle.”


  “Oh!” Sidney acknowledged the reminder, “Right!” and he opened the panel near the base of the device and pulled one of the round-bottom flasks from where it was stored. The fox ran his thumb around the gold-flaked lip of the flask and looked up to where Tharis was restrained; the bull was still staring at him. The Slave Master slowly drew his eyes away from the bull’s focused gaze and looked to the thick, throbbing member less than a foot from his face.


  Even though the strong scent of the blue fluid was most prominent, Tharis’ powerful male musk prevailed, and Sidney’s next breath mixed the two, eliciting a cough from him. Sidney quickly turned away as he hiccuped the scent out of his lungs, then quickly affixed the mouth of the container to the tip of the bull’s shaft… and found that it didn’t fit. Pausing, Sidney changed his grip on the flask again and tried a second time, with no better luck than the first time. It was readily apparent that Tharis was far too excited and his flesh far too erect.


  He was just about to pull the flask away when Tharis spoke, “Harder,” the bull’s voice was as much an order as it was a suggestion as it was a plea, wavering faintly as he fought to remain still amidst the faint humming of the Sardassi and the glowing ring’s insistent. Sidney knew well enough that the machine didn’t need to be on for its effects to manifest, and he wondered at how different an experience it was from working with the bull the first time.


  Gripping the neck of the flask with one paw and the bull’s flesh with the other, Sidney guided Tharis’ member to the mouth of the bottle and began to wriggle it in. At first, there appeared to be no effect other than starting a shake in the slave’s hips but, miraculously, the fox watched as centimeter after centimeter of Tharis’ shaft slid home. The Slave Master let out a deep breath when the gold-flecked lip of the flask finally kissed the ring at the base of bull’s throbbing flesh. Tharis had squirmed for most of the procedure, and the glowing lines of energy had started to manifest across his body once more.


  “What…” Sidney paused a moment when one of Tharis’ closed eyes cracked open a fraction of an inch, glowing faintly like the odd runes beneath his fur, “… what are those?” he asked, running a paw along the glowing line that followed the muscle of the bull’s quadriceps.


  “My…” Tharis spoke with a deep blast of air from his lungs as the ring around his member glowed in matching time with his heart beat… and it was speeding up, “…trophy…”


  “…trophy?” Sidney asked, cocking his head to the side as he rested his paw more firmly against the bull’s thigh. From his vantage the fox could see the weight hanging down within Tharis’ sack; based on the quivering of his hips, the slave was willing, able, and seemingly eager to surrender it, “For what?’


  “Surviving the Sardassi…” Tharis murmured, closing his eyes again as the muscles across his chest flexed, and he began to pull against the restraints of the device. Sidney was forced to step back as the metal bands began to shed sparks.


  “Surviving it?” the fox questioned, “I survived it… but I–”


  “Not on the–” Tharis grunted as the glyphs beneath his fur became even more distinct, “–highest…” and he grunted again, flinching as the metal restraints burst into life, blazing blue as they flared, becoming pure energy.


  “I!” Sidney objected, “It isn’t even on!!!” he ran to the control panel.


  “It… isn’t…” Tharis confirmed, his words huffed out of him with each breath, “But I… am…” the last word came out as a growl, jolts of electricity creeping down the bull’s limbs as the glyphs on his body exploded with power. The hum of the Sardassi increased into a high pitched whine, as if the device were taking cues from him rather than the other way around.


  Seconds later, the slave lurched his head forward, the metal restraint against his neck showering his body with sparks as it burst its physical form; even as an electric noose, however, it still could barely hold the enormous bull in check. Tharis let out a pure, bestial cry, spittle dropping from his parted lips as he hunched forward, the inside of the flask covering his member turning cloudy in a split second as his seed coated its insides.


  The bull’s hips lurched once, then twice, then a third time, his flesh completely concealed by the copious amounts of thick fluid. Sidney almost thought that his eyes were deceived when he swore he saw the neck of the glass flask actually stretch and contort to accomodate each pulse from Tharis’ ejaculations. The fox stood transfixed, staring disbelievingly as the bull succeeded in filling the flask completely… and the container seemed to unbelievably bulge even more.


  Tharis, after nearly twenty seconds, went slack, and, as suddenly as it had started, the Sardassi’s glow ceased. The strange lines of glyphs beneath the bull’s fur faded quickly thereafter, and, with a drawn-out groan of satisfaction, Tharis slowly relaxed his body back against the stone slab, head lolling slightly within the restraints of the once-again-metal band. Sidney took a tentative step closer, “What…” he paused, peeling his eyes from the grossly-overfilled flask and focusing instead of the bull’s serene expression and closed eyes, “…what happened?”


  “mmm…” the bull murmured as a deep rolling rumble from his chest, “…you,” his voice held the surety of a younger bull, and a faint touch of levity.


  Sidney felt his ears redden at the comment, but he quickly put on his professional air as he stepped closer, eyes returning to the flask, clearing his throat before speaking, “Stay still,” he directed, and rested a thumb and finger against the ring before gripping the bottle with his other paw. Hoping he wasn’t going to have a hard time separating the glass from the bull, he began with a gentle pull… and felt no resistance.


  Slowly leading the container down the ample length of the bull’s member, Sidney rotated it slightly so he could pull the flask free without upending the contents all over the place. The fox was surprised when the glass bottle came off easily and without event; it seemed to have taken to its new, overfull size, and the contents came right up to a black line on the neck, “Wow…” he murmured.


  “Wow…” Tharis echoed. The comment brought Sidney’s eyes back to the older bull’s face. The slave’s eyes were still heavy-lidded, but a prominent glow still emerged from them as Tharis gazed down at him. Sidney felt his ears redden again. Placing a stopper firmly into the bloated flask, the fox set it off to the side, and turned back around to face the still-secured bull, who had never stopped staring at him.


  “I…” Sidney announced, pausing as he reflected astoundingly on the over-full bottle, “I never activated it.”


  Tharis chuckled softly at the admission, “No need…” he replied, “It works anyway.”


  The fox flicked an ear in surprise, “Even without turning it on?”


  “No need…” the bull noted, voice coming out with a heavy breath, “Turning me on was enough,” he chuckled, the emotions in his gaze evident. The comment brought another round of blushing from Sidney. The lewd sentiment on the slave’s face faded slowly, replaced by the faintest hint of something else… something Sidney had a harder time identifying. The bull let out a deep breath, the features of his face seeming a little bit more regal – a little more refined in the way they were illuminated by the faint glow of his eyes, “you are a very beautiful little fox, Slave Master.”


  Sidney froze in place, completely unfamiliar with the correct way to respond to such a disclosure… such a compliment. He felt an answer start in the way his stomach burbled a little, and the way his tail curled around his legs, and how his ears burned even more fiercely. He was just about to let his unspoken answer finally manifest out of his muzzle in the form of words, but Tharis spoke up first, “You’re welcome,” the old bull chuckled softly, his tail giving a faint flick from where it lay against the stone slab of the Sardassi.


  “I…” the fox flushed more thoroughly at that, feeling a sense that was beyond embarrassment yet still somehow filled with pride. He managed to power through it only by focusing on the task at hand, “I don’t know how to release someone from the Sardassi if it hadn’t been on first,” he admitted.


  “The bottom button.” Tharis explained calmly.


  “Oh!” Sidney’s ears went up when it was explained to him, “I wondered why there was an off button when Lord Hector taught me to turn it off by saying something instead,” and the fox leaned over and reached for the side of the device…


  “Slave Master…” the bull called for his attention before his finger hit the lowest button on the panel.


  “What?” Sidney looked up, jumping when he was addressed, “Did I forget something?” he inquired, glancing around the room for a step he’d forgotten.


  “No.” Tharis acknowledged, “You finished.”


  “Oh…” Sidney smiled sheepishly, “Good.”


  “Unless…” the bull noted, his eyes glowing a little brighter as the faint, muted glow of indistinct symbols shone from beneath the slave’s thick fur, “…you want to continue…” Tharis’ glowing eyes stared straight at him, and Sidney realized that the bull’s flesh hadn’t even begun to grow soft.


  The only thing Sidney could manage to say was, “I…” and then fell silent, still staring at the glistening shaft, erect and ready.


  “You were a sex slave…?” the bull questioned, seemingly unconcerned about the fact that he was still strapped to the Sardassi, and seemingly quite content to weather the still-glowing ring’s affects on his body.


  Sidney paused, “Yes,” he glanced to his loin cloth where it lay beside Tharis’ on the floor, the size difference was one more reminder at the dangerous game of being too close to Tharis.


  “Always as a slave?” Tharis questioned, “Never because you wanted it?” the bull’s gaze was steady, studying the fox, but not coldly. Sidney nodded in response, not bothering to acknowledge it in words, “Change that,” the bull spoke, “I felt you.”


  Tharis said far more with the three words than what was spoken, and Sidney knew it. When Sidney had touched him the first time on the Sardassi they each received an empathic impression from the other, and the fox realized that Tharis knew just how much the fox liked what he saw. That peek into one another’s minds had been fleeting, but the effect was a lasting one, and Sidney realized as well that there was no point in lying. Taking a step forward, the fox reached out and encircled Tharis’ shaft with both paws, and pressed his muzzle to the tip of the bull’s eager flesh.


  The bull let out a grateful sigh, laying his head back against the stone slab as he closed his eyes. Sidney tasted the slick seed still clinging to Tharis’ member, but also the newer fluid that was leaking freely from it. Using his muzzle as well as his paws, the fox began to work the slave more completely, shivering as he felt the familiar tingle of the Sardassi as its latent power began to flow through the both of them.


  It didn’t take long before Sidney had his hips pressed against Tharis’ groin, rubbing his own flesh against the much-larger bull’s, this big slave’s testcles massaging his own… and most of his rump. The Slave Master’s entire abdominal fur was coated in a mixture of drying semen and fresh precum, slick with the other male’s excitement, and his own. Tharis, despite his confinement, still found surprising ways to fidget, half-thrust, and flex his muscles to contribute far more than the fox had expected; the effort as much as the actions drove the Slave Master wild.


  The final thing for Sidney was when Tharis tilted his head back, wheezing and groaning as he exploded for a second time that night. The pulsing of the other male’s member against his whole lower body drove Sidney over the edge. The fox squirmed in the bull’s lap feeling Tharis’ flesh as it unloaded all over him; the first jet caught him in the jaw, and the second and third covered his chest; Sidney’s own ejaculate mixing into it, though it was lost amidst the difference in volume as surely as a thimble of water in a bucket.


  The fox fell away from Tharis, tumbling onto the ground as the connection to the Sardassi was severed… but he still found himself tingling all over, and still felt the electricity in the room. He let out a deep breath, reveling in the strange euphoria but, at the same time, realizing that he was just as soaked as if he had been bathing. Gazing around the room, he realized that most of the floor fared no better; he would have a lot of cleaning to do before he could call it a night.


  The Slave Master realized that the night was far from over and, sighing, pressed the bottom button on the Sardassi’s panel, and Tharis dropped to the ground, a big pile of content bull. “…perfect,” the large save reflected fondly and Sidney suddenly made up his mind that all the cleaning would be worth it.


  All Dressed Up


  

  As promised, the healer returned the following morning and looked over the injuries the Gladiators had sustained during their fight with the Grinders. Far different than any herbalists or surgeons Sidney had ever seen, the old woman spent more time chanting and less time inspecting injuries. By the time she had removed the last of the bandages, however, all of the wounds were gone… even the arrow hole in Dorias’ forearm.


  The next two days passed quickly as the fox oversaw a return to the stable’s prior routine. Although Sidney let the Gladiators sleep in both days he made certain that they were all up shortly after dawn. Despite the relaxed mornings, Tharis and Maern were up early both days. The bull spent the few hours of pre-light working on improving the practice circle while the stallion spent his time just outside the stable going through the slow, purposeful movements of the different combat forms he’d shown to the others.


  Breakfast both days remained the same as usual: porridge and gruel for Sidney while the rest of the slaves had the gruel with roasted meat. The fox was slowly becoming more accustomed to the scent of cooked flesh and he was no longer driven to gagging and retching; he hadn’t really noticed until Choel saw fit to comment toward the end of breakfast on the second morning, “Maybe you’ll start taking your share one of these days, Slave Master,” the tiger offered a sidelong glance followed by a wink in his direction.


  The rest of the time remained unspectacular. Sidney would spend several hours watching the Gladiators go through their training routines. Maern would instruct them in combat drills and they would repeat each maneuver several dozen times. On the second day the monotony was broken for an hour as they went through what Dorias had translated from the stallion as ‘soft sparring’. Based on Maern’s explanation, it was a way to learn how movements chained together and ways to anticipate what would “come next” in combat.


  At such a slow pace it almost seemed more like a dance and less like a fight. Although the Gladiators moved at a snail’s pace as they fought, Sidney found himself with heightened pulse and quickened breath, watching everyone closely as they set up attacks, prepared parries, and maneuvered around the circle. With more time to inspect each move, the fox began to gain a stronger appreciation for why Maern had elected to instruct the Gladiators in the basics; Sidney was not a dumb fox, and he started connecting how each move the stallion had shown to the slaves chained together to create the act of sword play.


  “Hmm…” Tharis grunted from beside him, causing the Slave Master to jump in surprise; he had been so focused on the soft sparring that didn’t even realize the bull had joined him, “Tiger’s got a good back-swipe.”


  “Huh?” Sidney asked, turning to look up at Tharis, whose attention was wholly on the combat circle where Choel and Dorias were going through their slow maneuvers.


  “Watch,” is all the bull bothered answering, resting a massive hand on the fox’s shoulder.


  Each movement was counted out to a slow beat as Maern slapped his open hand against one of the poles that stuck up from the ground. SMACK


  Dorias stepped forward, his wooden pole coming around at shoulder-height toward Choel’s left side. The move was purposeful and controlled, but it inched through the air at a crawl. Maern’s open hand struck the pole again. SMACK


  Choel fought with two sticks, each smaller than Dorias’. The tiger proceeded with the same slow, deliberate movements, bringing both of his fake swords up to catch the yak’s wooden stick between them, and he raised his arms, deflecting Dorias’ attack over his head. The stallion hit the pole again smack and Choel continued his movements fluidly, lowering one ‘blade’ and pulling it close to his chest as he rotated his footing and spun in place, extending his arm just before his shoulder was even with Dorias’ abdomen, and he let his fake sword draw across the yak’s exposed mid section.


  “Kuss.” Maern announced, and both of the Gladiators returned to what Sidney had been told was the ‘ready’ position.


  The stallion began to speak to them with Dorias translating, but the fox’s attention was back on the bull beside him, who had likewise started talking.


  “Good back swipe.” Tharis repeated his earlier assessment.


  Sidney looked up at the bull, turning to face him, “You spent a long time as a Gladiator, didn’t you, Tharis?”


  The bull nodded, “Yes.”


  “Couldn’t you help Maern train everyone?” the fox asked.


  “I don’t fight now.” Tharis answered simply, still watching the instruction at the ring rather than looking at the Slave Master.


  Sidney pressed the issue, “But you could still help teach… right?”


  “No.”


  The fox’s ears went up. He’d asked a question rather than spoke an order, so the ‘no’ wasn’t insubordination, but it still felt a little like a betrayal, “Why not?” he asked.


  Tharis rotated so he could present his right arm to the fox, showing off the golden cord wrapped down it, “I don’t fight anymore,” he announced, still watching the gladiators, “I have a lead… I’m just a breeder now.”


  Sidney reached out a paw to rest against the bull’s elbow, “You’re more than just a breeding slave, Tharis.”


  The large slave’s gaze finally left the fighting ring as he looked down to regard the fox. His lips parted for a moment as his expression softened just a little… and he flicked an ear, then looked back to the ring, stoicism returning, “Thank you, Sidney.”


  Sidney paused at that, one ear dropping as the other remained up, “I–” and he realized that Tharis had called him by name rather than title; the slave must have also caught his own slip at the same time.


  “Dorias should use something heavy… a mace or a flail,” the bull interrupted him, voice all business. Tharis cleared his throat, shifting his weight from hoof to hoof, “I have more work to do,” and, with that as his only farewell, the bull headed back toward the stables. Something about the sudden uncomfortable moment between them should have made Sidney blush but, instead he found himself smiling… just a little.


  Sidney returned to watching the sparring within the Circle; he did wonder briefly about finding ‘the right weapons’ for his team, but otherwise sat passively and watched Maern instruct the slaves. Tharis didn’t return to the circle that day, keeping himself distant from the Gladiators throughout the waking hours by spending his time working on stable improvements and otherwise remaining busy. It wasn’t until dinner that everyone came together, and, even then, Tharis remained around only long enough to collect his food, present a quick ‘thank you’ to Dorias, and disappear back to his own stall.


  The Slave Master went through his serving of roasted vegetables and grains quickly, then set his empty bowl down and regarded the Gladiators surrounding the fire. Olnyr remained off to the side, focused entirely on his food. Dorias and Choel talked pleasantly with Maern sitting between them eating his stew, patiently quiet with ears swiveling back and forth to whomever was speaking. The yak always made it a point to halt the conversation now and again, speaking to Maern, possibly to translate what was being said; Sidney smiled whenever he saw the horse chuckle at whatever had been spoken.


  The fox’s attention shifted to Olnyr, who, having spent the first part of dinner sitting quietly on a bail of hay moved over to sit on the ground beside him, “Slave Master,” the bison announced in gruff greeting.


  Sidney took the cue from the slave and responded flatly with a non-committal, “Baron.” The fox continued watching the three Gladiators by the fire but his attention was just as much on the large slave by his side; his ears focused on Olnyr, “You don’t have to wait for permission to talk,” he offered to the bison.


  “I don’t understand our Master.” Despite so few words, the slave’s admission held no small amount of frustration.


  “Lord Hector?” Sidney asked, giving Olnyr his full attention, “What don’t you understand about him?” the fox inquired.


  “This is a stable,” the bison motioned around the structure.


  “Right,” the Slave Master nodded once to the affirmative.


  “I have never seen a stable used as a Gladiator Stable.” Olnyr announced.


  Sidney cocked his head to the side, “What would it be?” the bison’s comment didn’t make very much sense, “I can’t think of anything that would work as a stable better than a stable.”


  “You have seen Lord Levid’s stable.” Olnyr pointed out.


  Sidney shuddered, “It looked like a slave pit… it felt like one too…”


  “What if one of us tries to leave?” the bison asked.


  “The door isn’t locked,” the Slave Master acknowledged, “If you have to pee or–”


  “I mean what if we leave.” Olnyr cut him off. The stable fell quiet as the discussion around the fire halted, several eyes gazing at the bison and fox.


  “An’ why would we be leavin’?” Dorias asked plainly from his spot by the fire, “Where would ye go?”


  The bison shrugged, “Doesn’t matter…” and looked back to Sidney, ignoring the others, “Lord Levid always had handlers put us away at night.”


  “Well… we know how to find our way back to our stalls.” Choel added with a faint barb to his voice. Dorias glanced harshly at the tiger, who fell silent.


  “He didn’t want us leaving.” Olnyr added to Sidney.


  “Neither does Lord Hector.” Sidney acknowledged, “But he knows that we’re loyal.”


  “I don’t understand him,” the bison repeated his earlier statement.


  “Why not?” the fox questioned.


  Olnyr reached up to take hold of one of the stall dividers and he gave it an experimental shake, “How does he know we won’t leave?”


  “We’re slaves, Baron…” Sidney answered, “Our place is here.”


  The bison let out a growl of frustration and stood up, shaking his head, “It…” he trudged off toward his stall, “… Lords don’t trust.”


  Everyone remained silent for several long moments. Choel was the first to speak up, “Yeah… he’s fitting right in.”


  * * * * * *


  The next day started out like any other: Sidney awoke with the sun, stretching himself out before donning his loincloth. He went out into the main portion of the stall, listening to the quiet sounds of sleeping Gladiators. Passing Maern’s stall, the fox was not surprised to find it empty, and Tharis’ was likewise vacant. He stopped, however, when he saw that Olnyr was also absent. Several thoughts went through his mind of the prior night’s discussion as he headed out of the stable and into the early morning air.


  “Baron?” Sidney called, glancing first toward the gate of the estate, then over to where Tharis was gathering some large rocks where the field slaves had piled them.


  “Yes, Slave Master?” the fox jumped when a response came from directly to the left of him. Sidney turned to regard the bison, who was seated on the ground cross-legged beside Maern. The Slave Master took a step back as Olnyr stood, “Do you have orders?”


  Maern glanced at Sidney, then at the bison, and slowly stood as well, “Good mor-ning, Sid-ney,” he flicked an equine ear.


  The fox glanced briefly past Olnyr, “Good morning, Maern,” and he flicked an ear, looking back to the bison, “Good morning, Baron,” a sense of relief flowed through Sidney; he had never thought that one of his slaves would even consider running but, after the discussion with the bison the prior night the slave master had almost thought–


  “Sidney!” Finneas’ hail stalled any further thought, “Sidney! Lord ’ector’s comin’ t’see yeh and the stable! ’e wants yeh ready for inspection!”


  “Alright!” the fox waved back, “Thank you!” the mouse didn’t bother responding, about-facing and heading off toward Gaius’ workshop, most likely to complete some other assignment presented to him by their master.


  “That’s the leather worker’s shop…” Olnyr noted gruffly, watching to see where the mouse had gone off to.


  “Yeah…” Sidney nodded, “his name is Gaius.”


  “And the Master is coming to inspect the stables…” the bison continued.


  “That’s what Finneas said,” the fox nodded.


  “The Master is Hosting today.” Olnyr stated in a matter-of-fact tone, and turned around to head back into the stable, “I will be ready.”


  “Hosting?” Sidney called over his shoulder, but the bison was already gone, “Hosting?” he repeated to nobody in particular. Off to the side, Maern raised his ears, but didn’t reply, “Like a party?” he turned and followed after Olnyr, “Baron… slaves don’t go to parties,” though he fell silent once he stepped back into the stables; Dorias’ and Choel’s gazes met him as he entered.


  “Slaves going to parties?” the tiger chuckled, “Not unless they’re the ‘entertainment’.”


  Sidney shrugged, glancing down the walkway to where the door to Olnyr’s stall had just closed, “I know…” and he glanced back to the two slaves by the cooking fire, “Finneas stopped by and said that Lord Hector is coming to see everyone today.”


  “Aye…” the yak nodded, “an’ ’e ’as a right as th’ Master o’th’estate.” He ladled two spoons into a bowl and held it out for Sidney.


  “I know.” Sidney nodded, “But then Baron said something about Lord Hector hosting something because Finneas went over to see Gaius.”


  “Wait…” Dorias noted, pausing once Sidney took his breakfast, “Did ’e say Lord ’ector was gonna be ’ostin’ something, or that ’e’d be Hosting?” the yak put strong emphasis on the final word, enough so that it managed to make it past his accent.


  Sidney cocked his head to the side in response to the question, “Um…” and he asked, “there’s a difference?” The tiger and the yak glanced at one another, and immediately scampered up, heading off to their respective stalls. Stepping further down the walkway, he raised his voice, questioning the stables as a whole, “What’s going on?”


  “He doesn’t know what a Hosting is?” Olnyr spoke up.


  “No.” Sidney admitted.


  “Th’ Slave Master started as a personal slave.” Dorias spoke up, “Which means ’e’s never been t’ one.”


  “So what is–?” Sidney began, but he was cut off by the stable door opening.


  “Sid-ney…” Maern spoke up, and Gaius entered, “gest,” the stallion added.


  “Hello again, Sidney,” the porcupine greeted him, glancing first at the unattended cauldron over the fire, and then to the fox himself, “I can’t believe you have one of your slaves outside meditating on a Hosting day,” he walked over to the breakfast and removed it from the cooking fire.


  The Slave Master somehow managed to keep his cool as he shrugged, “Finneas told me to make sure the slaves were ready for an inspection… and why is everyone talking about Hosting? What’s being hosted?’


  The porcupine stopped mid-stride on his way back over to the door and paused. His expression changed a moment later, “Oh… right…” he cleared his throat and met Sidney’s gaze, “A Hosting is an event where a Lord or Lady will present their slaves and show them off to interested parties.”


  “I have never heard of a Hosting,” the fox admitted.


  “Of course not,” the leather worker acknowledged, heading out of the stables. He paused just outside the door and motioned for Sidney to follow. The Slave Master stepped out beside him and matched his pace as the porcupine led him to a small pull-cart, “Body Slaves are almost never brought to a Hosting.”


  “Why not?” the fox asked, helping Gaius with retrieving several packages from the wagon. Sidney saw that each one was labeled but, as he had never learned to read, it was nigh impossible to figure out what they were, “Maern,” the Slave Master called, and began loading the stallion up with the contents of the cart.


  “Hostings are usually reserved for gladiator, field hand, and pure-bred slaves.” Gaius explained, taking the final two packages himself and motioning back toward the stables; Sidney gestured Maern forward first, and then followed after the stallion while Gaius remained at the fox’s side. Despite holding nearly the entire contents of the cart, Maern still managed to get the door for the others.


  “It’s a chance for Lords and Ladies to offer their slaves out for stud services,” the porcupine shrugged casually, walking inside the stables before setting the two packages he carried on the closest bail of hay, “Lord Hector doesn’t hold Hostings very often… he’s probably needing some extra coin.” Sidney couldn’t help but think of his Master’s destroyed carriage, but he kept his muzzle shut.


  “So…” the fox paused, “Lord Hector wants his slaves presented because he’ll have other Lords and Ladies over…”


  “To bid on breeding rights.” Gaius nodded, “Yeah.” He glanced over at Maern, “What’s he doing?” Sidney turned to regard the stallion, who was looking over each package and spreading them out into neat piles, “Hey…” the porcupine called, “Maern?”


  “Iya?” the horse questioned, then paused, and looked at Gaius, “…yes… ser?” he spoke again, using the Prossian words instead.


  “Huus lire?” the porcupine questioned the stallion in Vensiian.


  “Ni Vensii’al, iya.” Maern acknowledged with a sure nod, and he proceeded to speak further, but, based on Sidney’s impression of Gaius’ expression, the porcupine had no better luck translating it than he did.


  “Ugh… he talks too fast,” the leather worker objected.


  “Maern said ’e could tell what th’ tags said ’cause they were names.” Dorias emerged from his stall, adjusting the grip of the fine leather strip he had used to affix his loincloth, and he glanced to Sidney, “Better’n’a rope, aye, sir?”


  “Not by much,” the leather worker’s interruption kept Sidney from speaking, “Lord Hector sent special garb for everyone,” he glanced to the stallion, “Maern…” and he paused, mumbling, “What’s that damned Vensiian word for ‘package’…?” then shrugged and pointed, “Give Sidney Dorias’ package,” he paused again when Maern looked at him, “Hua… hua ‘package’?” the leather worker combined Vensiian and Prossian, “Where’s the damned package for Dorias?”


  The horse quickly retrieved three parcels and handed them to Sidney, “Here, Sid-ney… here,” and he looked to the fox, “Pack-age?” he motioned to the goods.


  “Yes, Maern… package,” the fox acknowledged.


  “Ni Vensii’al, ‘siap’,” the stallion explained.


  “Three packages…” Sidney nodded, “Sen siapen,” his tail lashed, swishing back and forth with glee that he knew how to say the words in Vensiian.


  “Iya, Sid-ney… good.” Maern nodded vigorously, “One… two… three… three package.”


  “Packages.” Sidney corrected.


  “Language lessons later.” Dorias announced, repeating the same words to Maern in Vensiian, “an’ I can deliver them if ye wanna get ready too, Sir,” the yak offered.


  “Thank you, Dorias,” the fox nodded, “I’ll get myself ready last… after all, all of you are going to be the ones on display,” and he looked to Maern, “Find your packages.”


  “Yes, ser,” the stallion bowed his head and picked up four packages, “Maern,” he indicated the labels on them.


  “Alright, Maern… go get dressed,” he motioned to the stallion’s stall, then turned back toward Gaius… who had already left. Sidney quickly went to the door and caught sight of the leather worker, who was walking back to his building, leading the cart along behind him, “Thank you, Gauis!”


  “Yeah…” the porcupine called back over his shoulder, “Good luck!”


  Sidney returned to the stables; Maern was already out of sight, as were all of the packages… except two. The fox moved slowly to where the last parcels sat right where Gauis had left them. Despite the fact that the slave master didn’t know how to read, he had seen his name in writing often enough to realize that the labels were addressed to him. Curious, the fox picked the packages up and brought them back with him to his room.


  Sidney sat the parcels down on the floor and delicately began to open the larger of the two. The fox’s heartbeat picked up at the first glance of pine green and, with a little more work the whole of the wrapping was open, exposing the same vest his master had provided him at Lord Levid’s estate. He picked up the vest and hugged it to his chest, reverently paused to brush off a few strands of his fur from the fabric, and then put it on. Beneath the vest he found a carefully folded loin cloth, also familiar from his time at Lord Levid’s.


  The fox quickly doffed his brown linen waist wrap and took special care in measuring out the right length, sliding the loin cloth up between his legs, and splitting the wrap in the back to allow room for his tail. Glancing into the empty wrapping, the fox realized that the black leather belt was missing! He quickly forestalled any panic attack by tearing into the second package… and that’s when he got a bigger surprise: not only was the belt there, but there was a selection of jewelery – the same that Lord Hector had him don at the party… plus some.


  Latching the belt closed so he could secure the position of his loin cloth, Sidney also took the time to sort the rings and put each in place. As the small pile of jewelery dwindled he was further shocked to see one new piece for the ensemble: a clasping band that was too small in circumference for his wrist and far too wide for any of his fingers. Only once he gave a flick of his tail in frustration did he realize what it was… and he couldn’t help but giggle in glee at the sudden understanding.


  A small, carefully decorated clasp slid open once he discovered it, causing the ring to open up like a clam. Reaching back, the fox smoothed out the fur of his tail, and carefully affixed the ring to the base, clicking it shut. He gave his tail a light flick and measured the fit of the new tail ring; it was perfect. Sidney had never before had a chance to wear a tail ring; the closest he had come was a yard-long leather strap to keep his tail – the fox shuddered at the memory, pushed the thought from his mind, and stepped back out into the aisle between the gladiators’ stalls.


  Choel was the first to emerge from his stall. Like Sidney, the tiger had a finely woven vest, though the Gladiator’s was not silk. Also, unlike the fox’s Choel’s vest didn’t have the golden chain to hold it closed so it remained open, providing any onlooker a bountiful view of the tiger’s finely formed abdominal muscles and smooth, light-colored chest fur.


  Choel’s loincloth hung low to his waist, revealing the gladiator’s belly button and the thicker, coarser trail of fur leading from it and down out of view beneath his belt.


  The tiger was also wearing a much finer collar than the old brown-leather thing he’d had; it was, like Sidney’s, a deep pine green with a thin band of brighter green running through the center. A fine golden chain extended from the clasp on the collar and it hung down to the floor. Choel was so mindful of trying to avoid stepping on it that he didn’t notice Sidney staring until the fox cleared his throat.


  “So…” Choel instigated a conversation, looking up and at the Slave Master, “What do you think?” he spread his arms out, turning around in place to provide Sidney a view from the front and back. The fox didn’t miss that the loin cloth belt did not have a spot for the tiger’s tail, so Choel wore it up beneath his tail instead of over it; the look worked.


  Sidney, however couldn’t help but ask, “Are you wearing that right?” he pointed to the loin cloth, “Shouldn’t you have your tail–”


  “Don’t think so.” Choel interrupted him, lifting the back of the covering in Sidney’s direction, providing the fox a very clear view of the tiger’s tight, furred cheeks, “It’s two strips of cloth, not a full wrap,” he added, letting the linen fall back down in place, “If my tail’s under there then plenty of people’re getting flashed, and I’m not sure if Lords and Ladies appreciate that from someone who isn’t a sexy little fox,” the slave winked.


  Sidney spent a moment to overcome the pause brought on by the gladiator’s comment. He covered the response with a cough, and was saved from having to respond further when Dorias’ stall opened and the yak emerged. Like Choel, Dorias had a green vest with no chain to hold it closed. The yak also wore the same style of collar as both the fox and tiger, though the golden chain identifying him as an off-duty gladiator was attached to his nose ring and not the neck piece. Dorias also had two bracers made of a yellowish-red metal that accentuated his fur nicely, and matching horn rings. He also had a small metal ring holding his short beard in a loose braid, giving him an even more refined look.


  Unlike Choel, the yak had a literal waist wrapping. Looking more like a towel and less like any proper form of clothing, the cloth was just long enough that the two ends met over his left hip and were attached together by a platinum clasp. Sidney did not miss the fact that Dorias’ waist wrap did not leave much to the imagination… and what was covered would probably not stay that way for long if there was so much as a stiff wind. Just thinking about it was staring to make something else stiff. The fox fidgeted, “I like the horn rings,” he offered.


  “Thank ye, Sir.” Dorias bowed his head, and he paused, “Ah! Ye ’ave a tail ring.”


  “Ooh…” Choel purred, “I didn’t notice that before… looks good, Slave Master.”


  Sidney took a step back in embarrassment, then paused as Olnyr’s stall door opened. The bison emerged, the thick fur on his head and neck surprisingly tame compared to its usual appearance. Rather than the rings that graced Dorias’ horns, Olnyr had caps on his, and they appeared to be golden. Like Choel, the bison had a loin cloth, though it was worn a little higher, most likely because he latched it above his tail, but it was still low enough in the front to see the top of the slightly lighter fur that graced his groin. The fact that he was completely bare-chested made the peeking groin fur that much more obvious.


  Olnyr stood confidently, raising a leg to stomp a hoof down on a hay bail to show off the silver cuffs that wrapped around his arches right above the top of his hoof. Sidney also noticed with the motion that the bison’s heavy, furred sac was visible for a moment as the cloth shifted; between not having a vest at all and the single-leaf loin cloth, Olnyr, like the rest of the slaves had only the simplest of coverings. He didn’t seem bothered by it at the least, and wore his collar and the joined golden lead proudly; Sidney didn’t miss the fact that the lead was wrapped loosely around his arm, just like with–


  “Tharis.” Sidney spoke, taking a step back as he was left flabbergasted by the sight of the mature bull. Although it was not hard to imagine the older slave’s pose at any time as regal, the garb Lord Hector had selected for the bull further reinforced that suggestion. The breeding slave stood as stalwart as ever, thumbs tucked into the fine leather belt that held up his deep green loincloth. Sidney did not miss the fact that Tharis’ waist clothing, like his own, fully wrapped beneath his belt and between his legs, providing proper cover.


  “Hello, Slave Master,” the bull tilted his head in deferrence, the loose, delicate chains draped around the base of his horns tinkling faintly. Unlike the rest of the slaves, Tharis did not have a collar, rather, he wore a fine metal necklace inset with emeralds and verdite. His golden chain was in its usual position, spiraling down his arm so he could hold the end of it in his hand, the fingers of which were all adorned with rings. The chain theme continued down to the bull’s vest which, like Sidney’s, was pulled most of the way closed, open just enough to reveal several streaks of gray on his otherwise darker chest fur.


  “Looks like we’re all ready to go.” Choel added, looking over to Tharis, who calmly unwound the gold cord and placed the end in Sidney’s paw, “Oh… right,” the tiger acknowledged, and picked up his loose lead and offered it to the fox, followed by Dorias.


  Olnyr paused, unwrapping his cord from his arm as he glanced guardedly at Sidney, “Is the Master really letting me join the Hosting?”


  “You’re his slave…” Sidney cocked his head to the side, “Why wouldn’t he?”


  “What if I–”


  The fox wasn’t interested in continuing the guessing game with the bull, “Will you?” he interrupted the bison.


  “…no.” Olnyr responded, and placed the end of his golden chain in Sidney’s paw.


  “Good,” the fox smiled, nodding his head to the big bison, “Thank you,” and he paused, suddenly realizing they were one short, “Um… what about Maern?”


  “ ’e went outside already, Sir.” Dorias answered for him, “An’ I think ’e’s waitin’ for us just out near the Circle.”


  Sidney wasn’t sure how having an unattended slave would look on him, so he moved quickly to the door, “Alright… we’d better go outside and meet up with him then.”


  “You should have his lead.” Tharis confirmed the fox’s initial suspicion. With little other motivation needed, Sidney quickly headed outside, his entourage of gladiators following after him. When the Slave Master saw that Maern was indeed at the Circle he was, at first relieved… but when Sidney realized that someone was there talking with him he came to a complete halt… and his slaves almost ran into him from behind.


  “Ah… Sidney!” Lord Talvin called, raising a gloved paw in greeting as he leaned his other elbow against one of the posts surrounding the Circle, “I was truly hoping I would get to see you and your slaves before the evening’s grand events began.”


  “Lord Talvin,” the fox bowed courteously then glanced around the immediate area, “Is Lord Hector–?”


  “He is being the perfect host and greeting the other guests as they arrive.” The wolf interrupted the question, “It is well known to him that I would be most despondent were I to inadvertently cause problems wandering his estate, so he went to deal with more important issues once I excused myself.”


  “Of course.” Sidney nodded his head, not fully understanding the wolf’s courtly words, “I had just sent Maern out here so he–”


  “Be calm, good fox.” Lord Talvin held up his paw again to quiet the Slave Master, “I am well aware of the leeway my good friend Lord Hector provides to his slaves… you need explain nothing to me,” he held a paw out to Maern, and spoke in Vensiian. The stallion looked to the wolf, and then to Sidney, and placed the end of his golden lead into Lord Talvin’s grasp, “Just have care about who sees the liberties he provides… we would not much care for word to reach the wrong ears.” The wolf smiled, offering the end of the chain to Sidney, and only then did the fox really notice Maern’s new garb.


  The stallion had a simple loin covering, just like Choel and Olnyr, but, instead of a vest like Choel or being bare chested like Olnyr, Maern wore his gladiator harness… or, at least, that’s what it looked like at first. When Sidney stepped closer, however, he could tell that the leather was treated, and dyed to match the greens of Lord Hector’s house colors.


  Once the Slave Master drew nearer, Lord Talvin reached out a paw and rested it on his shoulder, “I suppose I will see you and your Gladiators at the Hosting…” the wolf’s smile seemed genuine, but it also left Sidney a little off-balance, “I am very much looking forward to seeing how this remarkable night turns out.”


  Sidney swallowed the tightness in his throat, suddenly feeling an even greater level of both expectancy and anticipation… and more than a little hint of fear. Burying it deep inside, the fox took a deep breath, made sure he had a good grip on the leads, and followed after the wolf’s wagging tail, “Just the wolf,” he clarified to himself, “…not the tail.”


  The Hosting


  

  Sidney followed obediently after Lord Talvin. The wolf knew far more than the fox when it came to the Hosting, and if Lord Talvin was an ally to Lord Hector then the Slave Master would best serve the elk by taking cues from the guest Lord. Behind Sidney the Gladiators trailed after him obediently, all except for Maern, who walked beside the fox.


  While they crossed the great distance between the stables and the front of the estate, Sidney took the time to steal glances at Maern out of the corner of his eye. Although the fox’s first impressions of the stallion took in the harness and the lion cloth, he had missed many of the finer aspects of the gladiator’s adornments for the sake of paying Lord Talvin extra attention. Since the wolf was now focused more on travel and less on pleasantries, it afforded Sidney a better view.


  Unlike the other Gladiators who had a ring, chain, or loop of metal here-or-there, Maern was actually quite dressed up. Aside from only wearing a halter and having a split loincloth, the stallion was also wearing metal caps along the tops of his hooves, two precious metal bracers, and a jade torque on his left bicep. As Sidney’s gaze continued upward, he was surprised that Maern’s broad, metal collar was made of a whitish metal plate inset with many grand emeralds, aquamarines, and heliodors. The stallion’s choker, Sidney noticed, looked like a middle-point between Olnyr’s necklace and the other slaves’ collars.


  “Why does Maern get a gorget?” Choel asked quietly. Sidney could tell the question wasn’t directed at him.


  “Hmph…” Dorias responded with a casual grunt, “That’s ’cause it’s what Lord ’ector chose for ’im… now still ya muzzle…”


  “What’s a ’gor-shay’?” Sidney asked, glancing over his shoulder.


  Choel’s ears lowered slightly, tail curling beneath his loincloth when he realized that the Slave Master heard him, and he responded with a simple motioning of his finger at his own neck, “Metal collar,” he answered simply and to-the-point.


  “The guests know they will be meeting Lord Hector’s champion.” Lord Talvin spoke up, not bothering to look back at the slaves, nor slow his pace in the least, “I would say tis expected that he stand out… hence the gilded collar and other such accoutrements…” he took three steps as his tail flowed languidly from side to side, pausing for only a moment to add, “and I have no doubt that it will increase his price many fold,” the wolf continued walking once more, chuckling quietly to himself.


  The comment caused some more whispering from Choel, but Sidney was no longer paying attention since they were only a few strides from rounding the manor… and only then did their guide stop in earnest, “So…” the visiting Lord about-faced to address the slaves, “I am confident this is Sidney’s first Hosting,” he inclined his head politely to the fox in a courtly fashion, “And Maern has already explained that he is not familiar with the custom,” he looked to the stallion and spoke a few words; Maern’s “Iya” response confirmed whatever the wolf had said, “And what about the three of you?” he turned his eye on Choel, Dorias, and Olnyr.


  Sidney could not help but admire Lord Talvin’s subtle cues; the wolf’s eyes focused on Choel and, without having to even say a word, it was readily apparent who was to answer the question first, “I’ve been to two, Lord Talvin,” the tiger answered, “But never On Block.”


  “On Block?” the fox asked the slave, but Lord Talvin saw fit to answer instead.


  “The term ‘On Block’, my dear Sidney means that he is up for rent,” the wolf explained, resting a paw on the Slave Master’s shoulder. The fox also didn’t miss the way Lord Talvin’s tail brushed across the back of his thighs, “The Lords and Ladies who hold Hostings provide other slave owners the opportunity to borrow slaves for a short period of time… or, in other cases…” he glanced for a moment toward Tharis before looking back to Sidney, “…they don’t want the slave, but they want to see the source of the seed they’re buying for breeding stock.” The not-so-subtle gaze earned the Lord a snort from the bull, followed by a loud sigh.


  Sidney looked to the despondent slave, “Have you ever been On Block, Tharis?”


  “Yes, Slave Master. Two Hostings,” the bull acknowledged, “Lord Hector had two.”


  The fox nodded, “And… in both cases…” he paused, figuring out the best way to word what he wanted to say, “You were On Block as…” he contemplated a moment longer, “one of the… seed purchases?”


  Tharis flicked an ear, “Yes, Slave Master,” the bull confirmed, “I do not leave the estate,” the comment was, Sidney realized, completely factual and still let the breeding slave avoid having to discuss his lack of interest in females.


  The fox looked back at Lord Talvin, who was watching the exchange without bothering to hide his interest, “And have you any inkling of thought as to how those bidding on the slaves may be able to tell which is for direct breeding purposes and which is for ‘services rendered’?”


  Sidney’s ears went up at the not-so-subtle euphemism, but, rather than speak up, the fox returned his gaze to Tharis, and then looked to the others, “Choel, Dorias, and Baron have–”


  “Baron?” Lord Tharis interrupted the Slave Master, “The most esteemed Lord Hector told that his name is Olnyr.”


  “Uh…” Sidney felt his ears flush and his tail curl, “Baron is what I call Olnyr, Lord Talvin.”


  “Ah…” the wolf’s tail swayed languidly from side to side as he nodded thoughtfully, “I would not presume to tell you what you can or cannot do, but Lord Hector should be aware of this before it escalates without him knowing.” Lord Talvin glanced sidelong at the bison, “You did not see fit to tell him… Olnyr?”


  The big gladiator crossed his arms and snorted.


  The wolf flicked an ear, “I am a Lord, and I asked you a question,” he stated in a calm, almost casual tone.


  “You are a Lord, but you are not my Lord.” Olnyr responded, arms still crossed.


  “What didn’t you tell me, Ba–” Sidney paused, “Olnyr?”


  The bison looked to the fox, slowly unfolding his arms, “Lord Levid names his gladiator champion Baron… he probably has a new Baron now.”


  “…okay?” the fox noted, providing the bison the opportunity to continue – which he did not, “So… when I decided to keep calling you Baron…?” again Sidney left Olnyr with a chance to explain, and, again, he said nothing. Sidney sighed, “Why is calling you Baron such a big problem?”


  Olnyr leaned against the manor wall, “Baron is a title and a name.”


  “That’s silly,” the fox flicked an ear, “That’s like saying Sidney is a title and a name,” he glanced back toward Lord Talvin, “…isn’t it?”


  “Oh, my dear, dear Sidney… you have much to learn yet… and no… I would dare say your title is Bane,” to which the wolf chuckled softly, “Regardless… I would propose that, for at least the duration of the Hosting, you consider calling this rather strong-willed bison by the name Lord Hector has chosen for him… is that not a reasonable request?”


  Sidney attempted to wrap his brain around everything Lord Talvin said, but, at the same time he realized there was plenty the wolf didn’t say, “Yes, Lord Talvin,” the fox acknowledged, “I will speak with Lord Hector before calling Olnyr anything but his name,” and he flicked an ear, practically able to feel the bison’s gaze on him; Sidney chose not to look toward Olnyr.


  “Now…” the wolf grinned in a conspiratory manner, “Lord Hector has noted that you are learning critical thinking skills… is this true?”


  “I don’t know what that is, Lord Talvin.” Sidney admitted.


  “He tells me that you are becoming quite proficient at identifying slave’s breed lineage by sight,” the lord offered patiently.


  “He is teaching me how to tell where a slave’s blood line is from,” the fox noted, “He says it’s important for a Slave Master to know.”


  “Indeed… indeed.” Lord Talvin chuckled, “and so you are learning to identify and process information.”


  “Yes, Lord Talvin.” Sidney nodded, assuming that he understood what the wolf had meant.


  “Then perhaps you can tell me something about the slaves in your stables, hmm?” Lord Talvin’s ears went up with theatrical curiosity, his muzzle holding an overtly good-humored smile. The wolf watched him intently… expectantly.


  The fox felt comfortable enough talking to Lord Talvin, but he also realized that there were certain things expected of him, so he attempted to convey that to the wolf, “Lord Hector will be expecting the slaves at the Hosting.”


  Lord Talvin chuckled, “Of course he will… but not until the guests arrive.”


  “You are here, Lord Talvin.” Sidney pointed out.


  “You are an astute fox,” the wolf smiled, touching the slave master’s nose with a finger, “However it is customary for all of the guests to arrive before the slaves are put on display,” he motioned to one of the many wooden benches in the small garden beside the manor, “Now… about these slaves…”


  Sidney obediently took a seat on the indicated bench and motioned for the Gladiators to do the same; all did so, except Tharis, who remained standing behind the slave master. Once everyone was situated, the fox began providing the information he was aware of for each, starting with the nationality as he knew it… but the wolf interrupted him.


  “Thank you, Sidney… but I was hoping to put your critical thinking skills to use in another way.”


  The fox’s ears went up as he glanced to the Lord, “I do not understand…”


  Lord Talvin smiled patiently, “Tell me…” he leaned forward, “What slaves is Lord Hector presenting to his guests tonight?”


  Sidney paused, looking around at the slaves from his stable, “All of them?”


  The wolf chuckled, “All of those present?” he waited until the fox nodded, “Very good… yes… all of the slaves from your stable will be shown off tonight, along with several field slaves he has hand picked,” he leaned forward, “And, of those, can you ascertain which are up for auction?” he motioned again to the five slaves surrounding the slave master.


  The fox blinked, flicking one ear then the other, “…all of them?”


  “Correct again,” the wolf acknowledged, crossing his legs and resting his paws on his top knee, “Enough of the easy questions then,” he grinned, showing some teeth, “Very well, Sidney… of the slaves, which have Lord Hector selected to be studded out?”


  The question caught Sidney as odd, and he had trouble answering until he thought a moment longer, “All of them,” he noted with confidence, “If they are up for auction then they will either be sold or studded, Lord Talvin. Since Lord Hector does not sell his slaves the only possibility is that the are going to be… ah…” he paused as he searched for the word he’d heard earlier, “…rented.”


  Lord Talvin smirked, “Yes, and no, my dear fox.” The wolf stood, “You are quite correct that Lord Hector does not sell his slaves… but there are other possibilities as well. Tharis, for example,” he motioned to the bull standing behind Sidney, “His seed will be sold, but he will not be rented out as a stud.”


  “Yes, Lord Talvin,” the fox acknowledged.


  “Thus, the possibilities are that Lord Hector will be studding some slaves, and presenting the others so Lords and Ladies can see the origin of the seed they may purchase for their breeding slaves,” the wolf stood, “So… my question is… which of the slaves here will be sent out to stud?”


  Sidney took a moment to digest the wolf’s question and began to consider what clues he knew. The fox focused on the basic information, trying to make his mind work in the same way Lord Hector had taught him to do when figuring out a slave’s origin. Looking down at the paws he had folded in his lap, his gaze settled on his loincloth, “I am not going to be studded… and neither will Tharis…”


  “Correct.” Lord Talvin nodded, “Lord Hector has no plans to stud either of you…”


  The slave master glanced back to the bull. Since Thais was standing and the fox was sitting his gaze only came up to the slave’s thigh, and that afforded him an excellent view of the bull’s loincloth… and things suddenly came together, “Tharis, Maern, and I are not going to be studded – we each have a full bolt for their loin cloth while Choel and Olnyr just have two-sheet loin cloths.”


  “Good… very good, Sidney,” acknowledged the wolf, “But there is one piece of the puzzle left unexplained…”


  The fox paused, cocking his head to the side as he attempted to analyze Lord Talvin’s unspoken quandary, “Dorias isn’t wearing a loin cloth… he has a waist wrap.”


  “Which means?” the wolf invited.


  “I don’t know, Lord Talvin.” Sidney admitted.


  “It means,” Lord Talvin explained, “he won’t be traveling, but the Lord or Lady that desires him as a stud will need to bring their female to Lord Hector’s estate,” the wolf stood once more, brushing some unnoticed dirt off of his fine slacks.


  “Hey…” Choel spoke up, glancing over at Tharis, “Maybe Sidney can talk to Lord Hector and get something like that set up for you!” the tiger’s tail lashed playfully. Tharis frowned noticeably, but said nothing.


  “Now…” Lord Talvin spoke up, bringing the discussion to an end, “I believe we had best bring everyone to the staging area… I can be away from the pomp and circumstance of high society’s siren call for only so long,” and, without any further ado, the wolf started off toward the front of the manor. Sidney stood and ran to catch up, still holding the leads for each of the slaves; they followed without a word, but the fox could practically feel Tharis’ still-present frown.


  The ‘staging area’, as it turned out, was a small field behind a row of ten foot tall hedges. Although Sidney’s stable was the first to arrive, it was not long before Ulric showed up with four of his slaves, each well-dressed compared to their usual loin cloth and harnesses, though nowhere near as adorned as Sidney’s gladiators. Uraou wore a simple vest of Lord Hector’s house colors, and a brown leather collar; he and his slaves each had a green waist wrap, not unlike Dorias’, though they were pinned closed rather then held in place with a precious metal clasp like the yak’s.


  “Hmph,” snorted one of Ulric’s slaves, a shaggy-furred llama. He elbowed the donkey next to himself and spoke in a none-too-quiet voice, “Looks like Choel’s found himself a new favorite job… he’s preening more than a popinjay.”


  The tiger had no problem responding back, “Not my fault of Lord Hector chose me over the rest of you,” he smoothed out his vest, “And stop being jealous, Vannik… I look way better in this than you would.”


  “Only cuz my cock wouldn’t fit under that little tiny piece of cloth,” the llama countered, and he shared a scornful laugh with the other slaves next to him… right until Ulric began to unwind the whip he had on his belt.


  “Next one of my slaves that talks gets three lashes…” he gazed around at his slaves, “Anyone?” he slowly wrapped the length of leather around his forearm, keeping it at the ready, but not letting it hang free, “Thought so,” he nodded, then glanced at Sidney, “You keeping your slaves in line today, runt?”


  Sidney simply nodded, not bothering to meet the lion’s gaze, “Enough, Choel…” he motioned to the hedge with the sound of talking and music beyond, “Lords and Ladies are on the other side of the brush and we don’t want to disturb them.”


  “Yes, Slave Master,” the tiger acknowledged, fur bristling as he stared down the llama, who stared right back.


  “Vannik…” Ulric’s voice was low, but growled with a blatant threat, “if your eyes don’t behave I will tear one out to make an example of it for the other.”


  “Yes, Slave Master,” the llama acknowledged, and looked straight forward toward the hedge, pointedly ignoring Choel.


  “Aye… an’ ’e’d do it too.” Dorias spoke quietly, just loud enough for Sidney to hear.


  The lion paid Sidney and his slaves no further attention, spending his time pacing in a large circle around his own slaves, assessing them, critiquing them, and, every now and again, adjusting a piece of their scant clothing or smoothing out a ruffle of fur. The fox couldn’t help but find the nit-picking attention-to-detail odd for Ulric, especially since it made him look more like a concerned hen fretting over her new hatchlings, but he was not about to say so, and certainly not to the lion.


  After watching Ulric for a time, Sidney decided he’d be best off doing the same with his slaves. While the fox was inspecting his stable a final Slave Master arrived: it was Gralz, Sidney’s old Slave Master. The wolverine didn’t so much as acknowledge him as he began arranging and preparing his own group of five slaves. Sidney saw that Gralz was dressed in a simple, open-necked, short-sleeved tunic and wore a loin cloth much like the fox’s. The wolverine’s slaves, however, all had open vests and two-leaf loincloths like Choel and Olnyr – none of the group however was as finely dressed and they lacked the other adornments and jewelery of the gladiators.


  Only once Gralz’s slaves were settled did the wolverine glance toward Sidney, “Tail’s not tuckin’ today, huh?” the question was very matter-of-fact.


  “Lord Hector told me to stop.” Sidney responded, smoothing out a section of fur on Choel’s abdomen; he ignored the resulting purr.


  “Well… ya got some fine lookin’ slaves, Sidney.” Gralz acknowledged in a neutral tone, “Looks like you’re doin good with em.”


  “Thank you, Gralz,” the fox stated, turning to look at the wolverine and his slaves. Sidney recognized two of them, but they didn’t bother looking his way; he was a Slave Master and they knew their place; something about that made him shiver… just a little.


  “…which means ya gotta be ready when you’re called, and then pay attention to where Finneas puts ya,” the wolverine finished explaining. Only then did Sidney realize that he hadn’t been paying enough attention to Gralz.


  Having been the fox’s Slave Master for quite some time, however, the wolverine recognized the signs of Sidney’s error in focus. He summarized, “You’re goin’ in last. Finneas will get me, then Ulric, then you. He’ll tell you where to go and where to put your slaves… do it, and you’ll be fine.”


  “Thank you, Gralz.” Sidney offered.


  “I’m doin’ it for Lord Hector and your slaves,” the wolverine stated flatly, “when you’re a Slave Master what you say and do has an effect on others,” and he frowned, “I don’t want your screw ups affecting others… so pay attention.”


  For a moment, Sidney felt the old sense of deferral to the wolverine taking over, and he almost tucked his tail… almost. In the end, he only nodded, “Then I won’t mess up,” he stated with more certainty than he felt.


  In the end, however, his task was fairly easy. After an undetermined amount of time, Finneas came to collect the first set of slaves, which was Gralz’s. The music and talking took on an entirely different feel a few minutes later. About two hours after that the mouse returned and collected Ulric and his collection of field workers. Once more, the slaves filed out and, after a few minutes, the discussions beyond the hedge turned once more to what sounded like all business – a little too much like a slave auction at the pits for Sidney’s comfort level.


  It was nearly another hour, and well on its way toward dusk by the time the mouse returned again, “Th’ Master’s ready for yeh, Sidney,” he glanced around to the fox’s stable of slaves, “An’ ’e said that ’e wants th’ ’orse an’ Tharis in th’ back… th’ yak in the middle, then the bison an’ tiger up front.”


  “Lord Hector’s making me stand next to him?” Choel snorted, motioning with his thumb toward the bison, who didn’t bother responding to the comment.


  Finneas’ only response was to bring the tip of his walking-stick down on the tiger’s toes. Choel cut off a snarl of pain, and the mouse answered, “Aye,” and started off immediately on the path that led around the shrub wall.


  Sidney moved quickly to catch up, still holding the leads for each of the slaves, “What about me, Finneas?” the fox asked.


  “Ye have a chair,” the mouse answered simply, “Once th’ slaves are in place, ye are t’sit an’ don’t move til Lord ’ector tells yeh.”


  “Alright.” Sidney nodded, “I can do that.”


  “I ’ave doubts.” Finneas noted flatly, “I still remember what ’appened that one time with Lady Evolde.”


  The fox’s ears flushed red immediately, “That was an accident!”


  “Hmph,” the mouse nodded without conviction, “An’ all it’d take is another ’accident’ ’ere t’ruin things for th’ master.”


  Sidney found himself for the second time that day stating, “Then I won’t mess up,” but he couldn’t help but feel a little less certain; he didn’t have the best track record. Shaking his head and pushing his hesitation out of his mind, the fox was much more composed by the time they had rounded the hedge wall and the full force of the Hosting shocked him into focus.


  Although the field between Lord Hector’s manor and the wall’s gates was plenty large, the sheer size of the gathering made it appear close to inadequate. Between the numerous tables, several stages, and what must have been a hundred or more guests, the large, open area seemed almost restrictive. As it was, the fox didn’t have much time to survey the scene as Finneas’ quick pace forced him to focus on keeping up.


  The crowd fell silent as the mouse led Sidney to a stand. The stage was built in three layers, with the lowest only a few inches off the ground. The second layer was almost a foot higher, and accomodated travel to and from with a stair composed of two steps. The third layer was perched atop the second, and was almost a foot taller still. Sidney wasted no time with moving his slaves into position with Maern and Tharis at the top, Dorias on the second level, and, finally, Choel and Olnyr on the lowest portion.


  Due to the sheer size of many of Sidney’s slaves the stage creaked beneath their weight, but it held. Once the slaves were in place, Finneas made a quick retreat, disappearing from view, but not, thankfully, before providing Sidney the aforementioned chair. Only once he was seated did the fox take the opportunity to gaze around the gathering.


  Lord, Ladies, servants, and slaves all meandered about through the festive atmosphere. Although many of those present were familiar to the fox they were, of course, far more interested in the slaves standing on their respective stages. An older buzzard wearing the smock of an auctioneer was standing by the field slaves; Sidney saw that the stand at the far end of the gathering was empty, and so he guessed that Gralz’s slaves had already been viewed.


  Although the crowd near Ulric’s slaves was by far the thickest of the party grounds, it did not remain that way for long. Several Lords and Ladies continued doing business, offering up fees, payments, trades, and negotiating prices over one slave or another, but more and more of the guests began meandering closer to Sidney and his stable full of gladiators. At first, they approached one at a time, completely ignoring the fox as they circled the stand. Later, however, after an all-too-familiar lupine voice mumbled something amidst the guests about “Is that Sidney the Bane? It must be!,” he too became a subject of inspection.


  After a time, the buzzard running the price wars over the field slaves concluded the showing, and then things got even busier. Sidney remained where he was, seated and unresponsive. He maintained a polite smile and said nothing to the Lords and Ladies crowding around the stage. Although the fox could feel his heart rate increasing with every new Lord or Lady added to the throng, he continued keeping up a polite and professional smile – he’d had to smile through far worse in his life, and he was dedicated to making a good showing for his Master.


  “And now… Lords an’ Ladies,” Finneas’ voice spoke up from behind the stage. The mouse hopped up into view, standing on the third level next to Tharis, “Th’ final lot o’ th’ evenin’… Lord ’ector Desanti provides for yeh a chance t’bid on th’ fine collection of Gladiators,” the mouse gave a theatrical motion with his arm to the collection, “As yeh’ see, Lord ’ector is generously offerin’ up two o’ ’is Gladiators fer studdin’… th’ agreed-upon price gets yeh one o’ these fine studs fer two days… transport two an’ from an estate is included in th’ cost.”


  Without another word, the crowd shifted and, one-by-one, the Lords and Ladies passed by the front of the stage, taking turns looking at Choel and Olnyr. Now and again a Lord or Lady would reach up and brush one of the slaves’ loin cloths aside, taking time to inspect, fondle, or simply admire the contents beneath – Sidney didn’t have a good view, but he could have sworn he saw one fennec women even lean forward and give an experimental lick of Choel’s sheath. She mentioned something along the lines of, “Oh… and this one even vibrates,” to the other lady accompanying her; they both chuckled.


  The bidding started once everyone in the crowd had a chance to give the slaves a once-over. Choel’s studding was put up for auction first, and the price rose rapidly by twenty five coins per bid. In the end, the fennec woman and her friend secured his service for a cost of 1325. One of the Lords in the line mumbled something about a wasted bid, and accused the woman of wanting the service of the tiger for herself. She calmly smiled back at him, and offered only a wink, followed by a calm, “Why? Are you jealous, Lord Neubronal?”


  Olnyr was introduced as a former gladiator champion, and a few words were mentioned about his lineage – something that Sidney didn’t hear, but realized it was an important fact for any breeding slave if they should have one. The price for the bison’s service put Choel’s to shame, and his fee was agreed upon at just shy of 2000; Olnyr seemed rather satisfied with what he was worth, the edge of his muzzle ticking up ever-so-slightly with pride. The Lord who secured the bison wandered off with his friends, commenting that he had three females for breeding and each calf would net him far more than the meager cost. Sidney didn’t miss an even more pleased expression on Olnyr’s face.


  Dorias’ service was provided next, at which point Finneas explained that the top three bids would be accepted, and that each winner would be permitted to have one female brought to Lord Hector’s estate, again, at the stag’s expense. If a Lord or Lady had more than one female then they would be permitted to bid more than once. Although the bids started low, they made slow and steady progress upward. Sidney began to pay more attention to the two Lords talking near the front row as they contemplated if certain breeds of yak would be able to impregnate one or more kinds of cows they had – in the end, neither ended up bidding, and the two winners (one Lord purchased Dorias twice) collected some kind of papers from Finneas declaring their purchases.


  The auction for Tharis and Maern went much the same. With rumors of the two slaves flowing through the crowd, Maern’s recent win put him in high demand, and, apparently numerous members of the gathered Lords and Ladies knew of Tharis. Finneas declared that a maximum of five winners would be allowed, and, with that, the shouting became fierce. In the end, Tharis’ seed would be sold for 2100, 2000, 1850, 1750, and 1700. The auction went smoothly, with more than one of the winners commenting about having purchased Tharis’ seed before and being pleased with the resulting offspring.


  Maern just barely beat him with 2050, 1950, 1880, 1800, and 1750. The stallion remained impassive throughout the whole thing, but Sidney saw that Tharis was at least pleased that he got the higher price, even though he didn’t get the greatest overall income. A small argument sprang up, however, when one of the winners, a Lord Nadie, asked if he could double the value and take the stallion home to stud. He accepted the no, but only after multiple objections.


  By the time Sidney’s stable had been fully auctioned the sun had left the sky, and large torches, lanterns, and bonfires had been strategically lit throughout the celebration area. The Lords and Ladies began to move off to the various evening festivities, but a single voice called them back, “Wait!” it called, “The generous auctioneer has obviously saved the best for last, and has all but overlooked the gem in tonight’s very exquisite setting!” Lord Talvin moved to the front of those remaining and turned to face them.


  “Lords and Ladies, Ladies and Lords, in the event that you have been mesmerized by our fine host’s collection of Gladiators, you may have inadvertently overlooked quite a treasure. I do not fault you for missing him, as the fine slave flesh presented to us tonight could easily misdirect even the keenest eye…”


  “What are you going off about, Talvin?” called a gruff voice from the crowd.


  “The Bane!” the wolf offered theatrically, motioning to Sidney, “You have all surely heard of him by now… and, doubtlessly, you may be wondering just how much of it is rumor… and how much is true!”


  “Lord Talvin–” Finneas began, but the lupine Lord spoke right over him.


  “It would not be like Lord Hector to present such a fine slave in such livery if he did not truly expect to have him auctioned tonight!”


  “Lord Talvin–” the mouse spoke up again.


  “Come! Come!” the wolf spoke up to the crowd, “Let us hear your voice if you agree that Lord Hector should consider Sidney a fine catch for any prospective bidder!”


  “Lord Talvin!” Finneas objected, “Lord ’ector ’as ’im in a full loin cloth fer a–” but his voice was quickly lost amidst the increasing volume of whispers, discussion, then shouts from the assembly. Sidney began to squirm on his seat, but made no attempt to move; he was told to stay put, and stay put he would. The shouts grew more insistent, questioning what Lord Hector had to hide, and calling for a chance to bid on the fox.


  “Come!” Lord Talvin raised his coin purse, “I myself will start the bidding at a thousand coins!” and he jingled the cloth bag.


  Sidney’s jaw dropped at the audacity… not to mention the straight-forward track the wolf had used. Surely, the fox reasoned to himself, it could not possibly work. He continued to think that right until another Lord shouted “Eleven hundred!” The fox stood stock-still as the number only got higher. Two thousand… twenty two hundred… twenty five hundred… the number continued to rise until Lord Talvin exclaimed proudly, “Three thousand,” at which point things grew quiet.


  “Five thousand,” a voice rose up from within the ranks of the crowed. Respectfully the non-bidders stepped aside, but Sidney didn’t have to see the hippo in order to recognize the sound of his voice. He remained seating, face drained of blood as he gaped in horror at Lord Bulhue, grinning sadistically, “I’ve owned him before and I’m sure I could find a use for him for a night or two.”


  The moment the hippo chimed in, however, his large bid did the exact opposite of stalling the auction. Amidst cries of “He was Bulhue’s personal slave… the hippo knows something!” and “It’s Bane… I have to solve this mystery!” and “The rumors are true! No price is too high!,” the numbers continued to climb. After ten minutes of furious arguments, complaints, and bidding, Lord Bulhue attempted anew to forestall any other bidders, “Ten thousand,” and all fell silent once again. He grinned at that, “And not a copper more.”


  “I’ll add a copper to your bid, Lord Bulhue.” Lord Talvin offered from his place by the stage, “And another thousand gold.”


  SLAM the sound of the auctioneer’s gavel striking wood resolved the bidding even as Lord Bulhue began cursing the wolf. “Agreed,” confirmed the auctioneer, but the voice speaking was not Finneas. Turning back to look over his shoulder, Sidney gaped when he saw Lord Hector standing at the podium with hammer in hand. To the fox’s credit, he remained in the chair… barely. The stag looked down at Sidney, though he spoke to Lord Talvin, “You may pick him up at week’s end… and you have bought him for one day.”


  The wolf’s smile was almost as wide as his head, “…or one night.”


  Filling the Order


  

  If the Hosting had been a mass of confusing chaos then the morning two days later was not very far off. The day had moved fast enough to leave Sidney’s head spinning as he oversaw the departure of Choel and Olnyr. The tiger had expressed his excitement throughout the morning, mentioning more than once that a stud had no work to do save the obvious and he was looking forward to a chance to ‘do his duty’ in a method other than the way in which he’d been serving Lord Hector for the last few years. Olnyr managed to keep himself composed much more neutrally, though the way in which the large gladiator’s loin cloth fell led Sidney to believe that the Bison was just as excited.


  Only minutes after the tiger and bison had been seen off, Sidney was called to bring Dorias to one of the holding pens on Lord Hector’s property that usually went unused. The fox obediently went to the indicated spot, finding that there was a cougar awaiting him. The feline identified himself as an indentured slave master of one of the winning Lords, and, in few words, indicated that he’d been waiting for Sidney and Dorias.


  At the cougar’s direction, Sidney led Dorias into the holding pen, and only then did the visiting slave master call to the female yak. She emerged from where she had been sitting, unseen in the shade of the holding bin’s only structure, a simple wooden lean-to. The female appeared young, and had the assets that Sidney had heard once were sought in a breeding cow – wide hips and a sturdy body. The fox wouldn’t have described her in the traditional sense of ‘pretty’ but, to a slave owner, she had the build that suggested she would be good at field work and child bearing; that kind of combination was decidedly attractive.


  Following Sidney into the fenced-off area, the cougar went straight to the female yak and, taking hold of the hemp cord looped loosely around her neck, he led her over to what appeared to be some kind of cross-bar post. The fox had seen the wooden stands used to tie feral horses to and he couldn’t help but notice the similarity. The construct itself would have come up to Sidney’s sternum but, as the female yak stood next to it, he realized that it barely reached her belly button.


  Like a hitching post, the wooden contraption had two thick posts securely driven into the ground but, unlike the wooden bar where reins were secured, the posts at the middle of the the fenced area were topped with a broad wooden plate, slightly indented in the center. Without pause, the cougar bent the female yak over so that her stomach was resting on the wooden plane. With the practiced ease of a slave master used to the process, he hoisted up her loincloth and rested it on her back, baring her underside.


  “She’ll be ready in a minute,” he directed, and his paw disappeared between her legs. The female’s expression hinted at what he was doing for only a moment before the look of disgust left her face and her features returned to dispassionate uncaring, “Well?” the other slave master called to Sidney, “Prep the male,” he motioned with he free paw to Dorias, who was standing neutrally at the entrance to the paddock.


  The fox glanced around until he saw what appeared to be a bench, “Okay, um… Dorias…” and Sidney motioned to it. Letting go of the yak’s lead, he walked with the older slave to the bench and waited as Dorias looped up the golden cord trailing from his nose ring. The fox nodded when the slave took a seat, “I guess you…” he started, but the yak was already unclipping his waist wrap, “…okay.” Sidney acknowledged once Dorias had the cloth removed from his groin, “…and I guess I…” Dorias simply nodded in response, and glanced past the fox toward the female yak, who was bent over the posts.


  “I’m thinkin’ she don’ care for ’er Slave Master’s touch all that much,” he flicked an ear, eyes focused on her and not Sidney; the fox was grateful for that much.


  “Probably not.” Sidney acknowledged, staring at the loose, furry folds of the yak’s sheath. Although the fox had seen Dorias naked on many occasions he had rarely any reason to be up so close, and the finer details of the slave’s endowments were much more obvious. Dorias spread his legs a little further apart as the fox knelt down, and Sidney blinked a few times to clear the tears from his eyes as he was assailed by the masculine musk from the yak’s groin.


  Sidney started by gently cupping Dorias’ broad, weighty sack. Holding a testicle in either hand, the fox hefted them slightly, each about the size of a Laranian potato, and roughly the same shape, albeit, a little thicker around the middle. Sidney gently rolled them around in his palm even as he wondered in the back of his mind how the yak was able to walk; in the end, he simply attributed it to the slackness of the slave’s scrotum and devoted himself to focusing more on his work. The fox watched Dorias’ thigh muscles tense and then relax, twitching as Sidney’s skilled paws stroked their way further up to his sheath.


  “Thank ye, Slave Master.” Dorias noted, letting out a huff through his nose.


  “Uh…” Sidney paused, “for what?”


  “For not bein’ that cougar.”


  Sidney looked up at Dorias’ comment and saw the cougar swatting the female cow on the rump. Her expression remained blank, but it didn’t take a mind reader to see that she was not pleased with the treatment, “Oh…” the fox acknowledged, “When I was learning to be a…” he paused, “a pleasure slave, the trainers mentioned that certain kinds of stimulation could cause certain reactions in people, and not all of of them were pleasurable.” Still watching the spectacle, Sidney watched as a few errant droplets of fluid fell from the female’s spread legs.


  “Guess so.” Dorias acknowledged, no longer looking at the female… which meant, Sidney realized, the yak was looking at him. Suddenly feeling just a little self conscious, the fox pulled down on the slave’s sheath, resulting in several inches of yak flesh emerging into the open air. Dorias inhaled through his teeth, “Or like that.” It took a moment for Sidney to catch the reference, but the faint shiver that went through the yak answered it for him; Dorias found the sudden attention to his member quite acceptable. The slave nodded simply, and cleared his throat, the nares of his nostrils reddening just a little.


  Sidney slowly stood, making sure to keep his eyes off of the rapidly growing member between Dorias’ legs. The cougar glanced their way and nodded, “Good… we’re ready then,” and moved over to the female, placing his damp paw on the back of her head and forcing her face down toward the ground, “Does your Master prefer pull position, push position, or spaced stance for his breeding slaves? The fox paused at the question and the astute cougar was very fast to pick up on the hesitation, “First breeding, huh?”


  “Yeah.” Sidney admitted.


  The cougar scowled at that and then sighed, “Fine… did he tell you how to handle your slave?” he paused as Dorias walked by, member firm, and swinging side-to-side with each stride, “Are you sure this is your first time breeding slaves?” he drummed his fingers atop the female’s head, “They must train you pretty damn good then.”


  The fox shrugged in response, “I know my way around a body,” he offered in as casual and subtle manner as he could manage.


  “Guess so,” the cougar acknowledged flatly, “Alright then… so if your Master hasn’t given you any direction I guess that’s my job,” he motioned, “I’m gonna take Twenty-Four’s lead and go back behind the male… you take his cord and bring it over her horns… it’ll make it easier for him to thrust and if I need to I can use the lead to pull her back into him.” The simple mechanical explanation the cougar gave chilled Sidney; it almost felt like he was back in training to be a sex slave.


  Mentally shaking the thought from his head, the fox nodded, “Okay,” and, with that, he took position by the female’s head as the cougar walked back around to where Dorias was already positioning himself. Sidney couldn’t get the best view, but, as the yak shifted his stance, he did see him holding his thick flesh in one hand, and then it disappeared out of the fox’s view behind the female. A moment later she started forward and her eyes went large; Sidney could tell that Dorias had hit home.


  From his vantage in front of the female, the fox saw that Dorias had fully mounted her. With one hand on either side of her hip, the older yak was barreling into her from behind, pushing forward with his pelvis just as surely as he was pulling her back to meet his thrusts, “Yeah…” the cougar noted from behind, glancing toward their joined sexes, “I think he’s got a pretty good handle on things.” The fox didn’t miss the fact that the other slave master had a healthy sized tent in his leggings; he didn’t bother responding to the cougar’s comment.


  Although the female’s hands had been grasping the support poles with a white-knuckle grip at first, they had slackened some after Dorias’ initial thrusts. A soft, moaning moo rolled out of her muzzle as her fingers began to twitch, her black fingernails digging against the wood. Eventually, Dorias didn’t even have to pull against her; she willingly pushed her her hips backward to meet each of his thrusts. Her second moan was the stuff that sex slaves had to be taught to imitate, and a thin line of saliva escaped her muzzle as she craned her head back, moaning even more powerfully as Doras continued pounding into her.


  Sidney stood, transfixed at the sight, his own flesh well out of his sheath as Dorias grunted with each thrust, his own salva creating a frothy foam around his lips. His eyes were closed at that point, one hand gripping the female’s tail, the other resting on her back, his thrusts picking up speed, each one more powerful than the last. His breath came out as powerful, bellow-like blasts from his nose, occasionally as a tight hiss through his clenched teeth every few thrusts.


  The female cried out a hearty bellow from deep in her chest, her hands immediately gripping onto the posts again as she shivered visibly. Even from his position in front of the mating yaks Sidney saw copious amounts of her female fluids dribble down the insides of her her legs. He could see droplets fall down from the fur on Dorias’ swinging sac and drip freely from his plunging member each time he pushed back in. A damp spot was rapidly forming on the otherwise dusty ground, creating a dark splotch beneath their joined sexes.


  Dorias’ thrusts picked up speed and became erratic. The male finally bellowed out his release and, even though he buried himself to the hilt, it was like a flood gate opened, and the fluids surged out from the stuffed female. If the dribbling juices had been raining down before, then the resulting expulsion from her became a full blow deluge as Dorias’ seed overflowed and covered the ground in a blanket of sticky white. The gladiator held his position for only a few seconds before disengaging, and his shaft emerged from her with a slick, audible pop, followed by a gushing waterfall as his excess semen cascaded out of her.


  “Good,” acknowledged the cougar, “There’s a sponge and bucket over there,” he indicated with one paw, the other stuck down inside his trousers, “Don’t go anywhere,” he indicated to the female, who was still slumped across the wooden breeding bar.


  Dorias cleared his throat and casually returned to Sidney, his back to the slave master and female, “I’m thinkin’ Lord ’ector’s ’avin’ another one brought ’ere t’morrow, Ser,” he spoke casually, and without regard for the fact that the cougar had taken his place, sliding himself up behind the prone female yak.


  Sidney tried to focus on the bucket the feline had indicated, which sat just inside the shade of the lean-to. The fox knelt down and picked up the bucket, which was filled with herb-scented water and a sponge. He made his way back to Dorias, who was seated once again on the bench, scowling as he watched the cougar start thrusting; the female had since returned to her stoic posture and expression, eyes looking down at the ground rather than toward Sidney or Dorias; he recognized that expression all too well.


  “Do you think her master will be happy with him doing that after she’s been bred?” the fox asked, kneeling down to take Dorias’ semi-flacid flesh into one paw before picking the sponge up with his other.


  “Probably wouldn’t be too ’appy if ’e was tryin’ t’follow-up in th’ same ’ole…” Dorias commented, then hissed through his teeth as Sidney applied the cooled water to his penis via an experimental brush of the sponge.


  “Sorry.” Sidney apologized, then, pausing, he glanced back at the other slave master to see if the cougar had noticed him apologizing to a slave – the feline was too busy thrusting to be paying the fox any attention. He watched for a moment, and realized that Dorias was correct; the slave master wasn’t using the same hole, “Ugh…” he noted to himself in a quiet voice and then went back to cleaning Dorias’ member before it had a chance to fully retract.


  “Thank ye, Sidney,” the yak offered calmly as he placed a hand on either of Sidney’s shoulders. Dorias stood, pulling the fox up to a standing position in the process. The bull stooped to collect his waist-wrap and put it back in place.


  “You’re welcome,” the slave master smiled, putting the sponge back into the pail, “It’s not like it’s the hardest thing to clean.”


  “I wasn’t talkin’ about that, Ser,” the yak noted, and the discussion was interrupted by the sound of the female bleating out in pain. Sidney turned to regard the rutting cougar, who had dug his claws into the yak’s flank, and grinned at the tightness around his member that likely resulted. Dorias lowered his voice for the next words, “I mean thank ye for bein’ better’n a lot o’others.”


  “Oh…” Sidney acknowledged, his tail drooping as he headed for the holding pin’s gate, “you’re welcome for that too.” The two said nothing to one another as they made their way back to the stables. The fox knew that Dorias would be called upon for a repeat performance that evening with the female yak, and he had no plans to have the older slave do any further work that day aside from the temporary ‘assigned duty’.


  Once they returned to the stables, Sidney saw that Maern was as busy as ever going through his routine of movements, stances, and actions. The fox sent Dorias inside for some time to relax, and then, after exchanging nods with the training stallion, found his own way into the building where Tharis was connecting several metal rods together in a manner which confused the slave master, “What’s that?” he inquired of the old bull.


  “Cooking stand.” Tharis answered gruffly, “The Master sent it.”


  Sidney nodded and left the discussion at that, sitting down on a hay bail as he watched the slave methodically connect different metal pieces together. The fox realized by the third or fourth connection that he would have been completely lost, and yet the old bull didn’t seem to have any trouble at all, consistently adding to it, pushing and twisting the pieces together until they made a snug, firm snick. After nearly twenty minutes of being watch, Tharis looked up from his work.


  “Almost done,” he noted, and held up a tripod of metal with a flat top just the right side to fit a cauldron. Tharis kept the stand in one hand, the other holding a up a thin metal rod, “Here,” he indicated, offering the final piece to the fox.


  “Uh… okay.” Sidney acknowledged, taking the worked metal with a sense of curiosity. He looked it over, ears up as he inspected the tiny grooves at either end.


  “There.” Tharis stated, motioning with a large finger to one side of the almost-finished tripod. Sidney looked where indicated, noticing that there was a missing bar, “Finish it,” the bull suggested, setting the worked metal stand down next to the fire pit.


  Sidney moved from the hay to the ground, kneeling down beside the metal stand and inspected the open spot where he knew the bar was supposed to go. He looked at the metal he held in his paw, and turned it a half turn so that the notches were facing down, and then, with careful focus, he slid the rod in place, “Good,” the bull praised, “Now push.”


  The fox paused, looking down at the addition he made to the stand. Taking Tharis’ advice to heart, Sidney pushed down on the length of metal and jumped in surprise when it released a snick, confirming that it had snapped into place. Sidney smiled, “Wow…” the slave master gripped the stand and gently flexed his arms; the tripod didn’t move even an inch; it was far heavier than it looked.


  Tharis reached over him and picked it up with one arm then gingerly placed it into the fire pit. He stood, went to the corner, then came back after retrieving the cauldron, “Done,” the old bull noted with certainty, settling it in place atop the stand.


  “It looks good.” Sidney smiled, crossing him arms in appreciation for the newest addition to the stables. He also didn’t mind the break from the trials and tribulations of the day, but that break did not last long.


  “Sardassi tonight.” Tharis noted, eyes on the metal cooking stand. Despite the vague nature of his comment, the meaning was not lost on the fox.


  “I know,” the slave master nodded, his throat tightening at the thought, “Are… are you going to be ready?” he wasn’t exactly sure which answer he was hoping to hear, but either way it wouldn’t matter; Lord Hector’s decree was final.


  “No.” Tharis answered simply, sitting down on the bail of hay Sidney had vacated a few moments before, “The Master has all he needs from me.”


  Sidney paused, “Then why is–” but, at that moment, the obvious answer clicked, and he spoke the same time Tharis did, “Maern.”


  * * * * * *


  Lord Hector showed up at the stables just after the slaves had finished their meal. Dinner was quiet without Choel and Olnyr; most of the discussion was in Vensian and in subdued tones between Dorias and Maern. Sidney had no idea what the two talked about and he wasn’t sure if the unpleasant distractions in his mind were more due to that, or due to the fact that he was going to subject the stallion to the Sardassi.


  “Dorias?” Sidney called.


  “Aye, Sidney?” the yak looked his way, ears up.


  The fox spoke the question he felt needed to be answered, “Ask Maern if he knows what a Sardassi is.”


  “Huus cona hua si ‘Sardassi’?” Dorias inquired.


  Maern shrugged, and responded casually, “Koss… ov ih eril Tenviana.”


  “’e said ‘no, but it sounds Tenverian.’” the yak translated.


  “Oh…” the fox bobbed his head in confirmation, “Well… it is.”


  Maern scooted closer to the fox, cocking his head to the side as he observed Sidney, “Wat es rong, Sid-ney?” the stallion questioned, “You…” he glanced to Dorias and spoke a few words questioningly.


  “Look.” Dorias responded.


  “You look bad.” Maern finished his question.


  “I’m fine.” Sidney responded, then stood, and showed himself out of the stable leaving several confused slaves looking after him. The fox really needed a few minutes to clear his thoughts and he figured some time outside the stables would help. He was wrong.


  “Good evening, Sidney.” Lord Hector greeted the slave master. The stag was strolling across the lawn toward him.


  “Good evening, Master,” the fox immediately bowed, pushing his troubled mind back into place to address the stag’s every need.


  “I am here for you and Maern.” Lord Hector stated in a straight-forward manner.


  “Of course, Master.” Sidney bowed again, “I am here… and… Maern is inside,” he thumbed over his shoulder toward the door.


  “Excellent,” the elk inclined his head slightly, “Would you gather him and Dorias and bring them back here please?”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged immediately and went straight back inside, “Dorias… Maern… come.” It was all he had to say; both slaves obediently stood and followed him back outside. Presenting himself and the two slaves before their Master, Sidney stood between them, “I have your slaves here, Lord Hector,” he acknowledged formally.


  “Excellent,” the stag confirmed, “Walk with me please,” and, with that, the stag started off toward the back of the manor; Sidney didn’t miss that it was the general direction of the work shed.


  Lord Hector was silent for the first several steps before he decided to speak up, “Sidney… I trust all went well this morning with Lord Vetor’s representative and his slave?”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged, not bothering to get into specifics.


  “Good,” the stag nodded, “I have Finneas waiting by the holding pen to supervise tonight’s breeding.”


  The reasoning behind his Master’s decision was lost to Sidney, but he wasn’t about to object, “Yes, Master.”


  “Lord Talvin will be by tomorrow to collect you, and I will have Finneas see to Dorias’ breeding tomorrow as well.”


  Sidney nodded, unable to decide how he should feel about the declaration, “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged, accepting that it didn’t matter because his thoughts didn’t factor into his Master’s plans.


  Lord Hector came to a stop and nodded, motioning to Finneas, who was waiting by a section of shrubberies. The mouse came obediently and took Dorias’ lead from Sidney; the fox let him go, remaining focused on the stag, who hadn’t finished talking, “Tonight, however, I would like you filling the Lords’ and Ladies’ orders based on the bids for Maern.”


  “As you wish, Master.” Sidney bowed his head.


  Lord Hector turned to Maern and began speaking. The stallion, ears up, remained staring at the stag throughout the directions, nodding every now and again and offering up an obedient “Iya” when prompted. Once the instruction came to an end, Maern raised a fist to his own chest and struck it audibly, “Min Sarul, Lord Hek-tor.”


  “Min Sarul, Maern,” the stag confirmed with a nod of his head, then turned back to Sidney, holding out a key. The fox accepted it with a nod, “Very well, Sidney…” his Master announced, “I leave the rest up to you,” and, with that, Lord Hector about-faced and proceeded back toward his manor. Sidney would have objected but he was too obedient, too loyal, and too good a slave to say anything. Swallowing the rapidly developing sense of dread, the slave master led the oblivious stallion to the ‘slaughter’.


  * * * * * *


  The work shed was just as imposing as Sidney remembered it. The fox swallowed the knot forming in his throat as he closed the door, turning to regard Maern, who was staring curiously at the Sardassi. The stallion looked at the slave master and motioned to the inactive stone slab, “Soma?” the big horse asked.


  “It’s… it’s stone.” Sidney answered, not truly understanding the question.


  Maern moved over to the inactive device, reaching a hand out and brushing his fingers across its surface. The stallion was far from shaggy, but Sidney watched the horse’s short fur stand on end, almost giving him the impression of such, “It’s the Sardassi.” Sidney explained, moving over to the storage cabinet as Maern continued examining the device with his eyes only. The fox admired just how smart the stallion was for not touching it again.


  Once the slave master had the container of goo and the leather rag, he looked to Maern, “Okay…” he paused, trying to figure out the best way to convey what he wanted to say, “Um… take off your… loin cloth.” Sidney pointed at the stallion’s waist. Maern circled once, turning to look at the spot of the room behind him, then looked back to Sidney and spoke a few words, motioning with his thumb to the corner.


  “No… no…” Sidney shook his head, “Cloth… cloth,” he tugged on his own loin cloth, “Take off your loin cloth.”


  Maern spoke again in Vensian, obviously uncertain as to the fox’s meaning, “What… ‘loin cloth’?” he managed to speak in Prossian.


  Feeling all of his fur puff up at once, Sidney realized there was one best way to resolve the situation. Moving over to the stallion, the fox reached for the rope holding up Maern’s waist wrap, and skillfully parted it; the horse’s meager clothing fell to the ground.


  Sidney wasn’t sure whether Maern was going to be angry, displeased, or surprise at being undressed, but his response was not what the fox had expected, “Oh,” the stallion commented, then nodded his head, acknowledging “Loin cloth.”


  The slave master grit his teeth, feeling ill at ease over what was to be done. In Tharis’ case, the bull was readily familiar with what was going to happen but with Maern, the stallion didn’t know what to expect and there was no way to explain it to him. In the end, however, Sidney realized that it wasn’t his decision as to what would happen to the slave; his place was to follow his Master’s orders… and hope for the best.


  “Maern,” the fox called, pulling the curious stallion’s attention back to him and away from the faint, almost hungry hum of the Sardassi. Maern looked to Sidney, and to the bottle he had picked up, “You need to clean yourself,” he noted, holding the bottle out.


  “Clean?” the stallion asked. It was a word Sidney was sure Maern knew, “Clean what?” the horse clarified, popping the top of the container and sniffing tentatively at the contents. He made a face, but obediently kept hold of it.


  “Yourself.” Sidney responded, motioning clearly to the stallion’s groin.


  Thankfully, the fox didn’t have to go into any further detail; Maern mercifully understood and, not only did he realize what was required, he also didn’t ask for any clarification or voice any objection. Sidney continued preparing the equipment and inspected the Sardassi (giving it a wide berth as he did so). Finaly, as the fox heard the lewd, wet sounds of the stallion applying the cleaning agent, he went to collect the dreaded ring, which sat exactly where it had been left several nights before.


  Glancing to Maern, the slave master saw that the slave’s icy blue eyes were transfixed on his damp fingers. The stallion slowly touched his first finger to his thumb, then drew them apart, pushed them back together, then drew them apart, apparently finding something interesting in the fluid’s consistency, “Maern.” Sidney spoke, drawing the stallion’s attention back to him once more, “Stand there,” he noted, motioning to the Sardassi, and hating the words even as they left his muzzle.


  “Iya.” Maern confirmed, “Yes… Sid-ney,” and he moved obediently to comply. Once the horse was standing in front of the Sardassi, he turned and faced the fox, waiting patiently and attentively for his next set of directions.


  Unable to argue delaying any longer, Sidney stood across from Maern, tried to avoid looking at his gel-slickened, alien, non-sheathed, lengthy member, and motioned to the clasp above the stallion’s head and to the right, “Maern… put your arm there,” and to help the stallion understand the command, he raised his own arm. The horse complied obediently, and looked curiously at the metal restraint when it closed around his wrist. The stallion, ears up, craned his head to get a better look at the mechanism.


  “Maern…” Sidney called the slave’s attetion back, and made the same motion with his other arm, “Again,” he directed. Once more the stallion complied, much less surprised by the Sardassi’s reaction, but no less curious. After a moment, Maern returned his attention to the fox, and made an inquiry in Vensian, “I don’t speak Vensian,” the comment came out a little more calloused than Sidney would have liked, most likely, he realized, due to the stress of the situation. He let out a breath and looked at Maern, though he was unable to meet the slave’s gaze, “Just… stay there,” he directed.


  The horse apparently understood, “Yes, Sid-ney,” and he remained where he was, arms up at shoulder height, captured by the stone table’s metal clamps.


  Letting out a deep breath, Sidney picked up the ring and grit his teeth against the influx of tingling sensations running through him. The fox approached the semi-restrained stallion, who smiled at him, and licked his lips eagerly. Sidney did a double-take and damned the ring yet again, “I’m going to put this on you,” the slave master explained, motioning first to the ring, and then in general toward the horse; he didn’t have the heart to motion to exactly where it would go.


  Maern snorted when the fox took hold of the generous length of flesh hanging between his legs, “Sidney?” the stallion asked, but the slave master didn’t acknowledge it. Maneuvering the glowing green ring into place, the fox pressed it against the fleshy tip of the horse’s length, still managing to find a strange thrill at the oddity that Lord Hector referred to as “foreskin.”


  Sidney grit his teeth as the large slave snorted, “Sidney?” Maern called again, but, again, the fox did not respond. He slowly eased the ring down with light pressure, moving it a half an inch each time with gentle-but-insistent motions. The stallion let out what sounded like a knicker, and the slave master started when Maern’s tail flicked audibly against the stone slab. By that point, however, the fox was transfixed by the sight of the flesh that had been bunched up at the end of the stallion’s ample member drawing back along its length as the ring slid into place.


  Sidney licked his lips as he saw a single droplet of milky fluid escape the tip, but he shook his head, remembering that the ring had more than enough power to affect people other than the wearer. The fox separated himself quickly from the ring and Maern’s penis, feeling an immediate drop in his attraction to the stallion’s ample shaft, but it wasn’t gone entirely. Sidney stood and stared as Maern shifted his stance, mumbling something to himself in Vensian as his flesh began to thicken, and harden, and grow, “Sidney?” he called again.


  “Stay,” the fox directed, feeling his ears droop as his tough-slave-master demeanor finally began to give out. Sidney moved around to the side of the Sardassi and took hold of the horse’s right leg. Even when hefting with all his might it was all the slave master could do to budge it but, after a moment, Maern obediently lifted the extremity and Sidney guided it back against one of the lower manacles. The stallion, without the need for guidance, did the same thing with his left leg, latching it in place.


  The horse stared down at him as he hung from the Sardassi, but Sidney didn’t bother meeting his gaze. The slave master opened a panel beneath the stone slab and withdrew one of the numerous flasks stored there. With much more skill than his first attempt, the fox, now much more familiar with the process, managed to take hold of the stallion’s rapidly-hardening flesh and guided the head to the mouth of the bottle.


  With only a little difficulty, Sidney managed to ease the neck of the flask downward, engulfing Maern’s member fully within the container, not stopping until the metal flecks on the flask clinked audibly against the ring surrounding the base of Maern’s penis, “What…” the slave started, then lost his voice as his entire body quivered, the ring’s green gems pulsing in time with the stallion’s heartbeat, “What… is…” Maern swallowed another failed attempt at a word as his entire body shuddered, “…this?” he finished.


  “It’s the Sardassi.” Ears lowered, tail hanging limply, the fox simply noted, “I’m sorry, Maern,” and he pressed the second-from-bottom button. The stallion’s back arched immediately as fingers of green lightning lanced upward into his body from the restraints around his legs and danced their way across his arms and to his chest. Maern’s hips bucked as the Sardassi’s energy tickled at his groin, and Sidney’s eyes grew wide when he saw the gems in the ring glow fiercely.


  The fox had to check a second time to make sure that he had selected the lowest setting, which he had. At that point he realized why the device was responding so violently; Maern was struggling…hard. The stallion let out an animalistic whinny as his body convulsed, but he pulled at his restraints, which exploded into bands of pure light as he almost managed to pull his arm fully to his chest. The glowing lasso of energy pulled his fist back against the stone with all the savagery of a pit hyena beating a slave, “Maern!” the fox shouted, “Stop!”


  “Sid-ney…” the voice that emerged from the stallion sent shivers of fear (and arousal) up the slave master’s spine; he’d never heard his name spoken with such unrestrained animalistic lust. Maern pulled at his restraints with both arms, causing the runes within the stone slab to blaze with a fierce light, very nearly blinding the fox before he could look away.


  “Maern!” Sidney shouted, “Stop fighting!” but the stallion continued flailing away, the suffering horse’s voice a mix of roars, whinnys, and barely comprehensible Vensian. The word the fox searched for suddenly came to mind, and he reached up and backhanded Maern with all his might, “KUUS!” he screamed… and the stallion fell silent immediately.


  Although Maern’s eyes were still wide, and despite the waver in his voice, the stallion managed to speak with a strange amount of clarity, “Sid-ney?” he rasped, squinting his eyes as his body convulsed; despite the energy decreasing, the device was still apparently throwing a good amount of power into him in reprisal for his struggling, “What… what is… this?” the stallion managed to wheeze out.


  “The Sardassi.” Sidney repeated.


  “I…” the stallion spoke, tears squeezing through his shut eyes; Sidney didn’t miss the fact that they were glowing green, “I… do… bad?” he managed to wheeze.


  The simplicity of the question and the thought process behind it hit the slave master like a charging rhino: Maern thought he was being punished, “No.” Sidney said immediately, “You didn’t do anything wrong.”


  The horse began to struggle again as little crackling jolts of energy began to fire off from the ring encircling his member, and Maern was obviously fighting hard to keep his hips steady, “…why?” he asked, little crackling green embers cascading off of an errant drop of spittle that escaped the horse’s mouth.


  Sidney fell back to the best reason for the stallion’s predicament, “Lord Hector commanded it,” he explained piteously.


  “Why?” Maern repeated the question, but the wracking shakes across his body became too much to control, and it was mere moments before the Sardassi was blasting him with enough force to make the stallion scream.


  “Stop fighting!” Sidney shouted, grabbing hold of the stallion’s arm, “Kuus kov–!” but his words were stolen from his muzzle as he was hurled across the room by the energy from the Sardassi entering his body. The world spun, and the fox whimpered as he felt his rock-hard member emptying the contents of his testicles all over the inside of his loin cloth. It was horrible, and wonderful all at once.


  The slave master’s head spun even as he tried to focus on something… on anything… but the only thing his eyes took in was the explosive fountain of semen erupting within the flask surrounding Maern’s shaft. He stared at the lewd display even as the blackness began to creep into his vision. Sidney knew he was still suffering from the effects of the Sardassi because what he lamented the most was that he was going to miss the show due to unconsciousness.


  * * * * * *


  The sound of his own moaning awoke Sidney some time later, and he was surprised to find himself laying in his bed. Sitting up slowly, the fox was surprised to find himself healthy and without the pain he’d come to expect from being hurled across a chamber. Reaching across to the shoulder that struck the wall first, Sidney was hard pressed to find any soreness. A moment later, he reached down to his naked groin which, surprisingly, was devoid of any stickiness.


  “You slept all night,” a deep voice broke the fox’s focus on himself. Looking around at the room for the first time, Sidney’s eyes finally took in the shape of the old bull looming in the corner, seated on a stool.


  “Tharis?” Sidney spoke, his voice coming out as a croak.


  “Here,” the slave handed him a small bowl of water, which the fox accepted gratefully and gulped down ravenously. Tharis accepted it back, and then helped Sidney to stand.


  “Did Maern–”


  “Maern is here.” Tharis answered.


  “What about–”


  “The flask is full,” the bull interjected, “It is safe.”


  “How did I–”


  Tharis interrupted him yet again, “Maern carried you. I cleaned you.”


  Sidney knew he should have been angry at the bull repeatedly answering questions he hadn’t finished asking, but he felt entirely too tired to be upset… not to mention grateful for the aid, “He probably hates me.”


  “I do not think he hates.” Tharis commented, heading for the door.


  “He doesn’t hate me?” Sidney inquired.


  “He doesn’t hate period,” the bull noted, opening the door. The old slave paused at the exit and glanced over his shoulders, “Warriors have no place for hate.”


  “Tharis?” Sidney called after the bull before he could close the door.


  “Hmm?” he didn’t bother turning around, but one of his ears swiveled back to pay attention to the fox.


  “Thank you for helping,” though the words did little justice to the amount of gratitude he felt at the old bull’s assistance.


  The door closed, but not before Sidney heard Tharis’ quiet reply, “Always.”


  Something about the single word did much to dispel the black cloud that threatened to overtake the fox. He laid back down on his bed, repeating the word to himself, a faint smile on his muzzle. There was a sense of optimism in it, and his tail started to swish hopefully back and forth. It was a new day, and the slave master dedicated himself to the thought that he’d be making the very most of it.


  Sidney knew he would have certain duties for the day, but he promised himself that there’d be time to speak to Maern… to make sure the stallion understood that Sidney had done what he had done because it was his duty. He would enlist Dorias’ aid to make sure that the horse thought well of him and knew that the fox was not one to torture anyone for any reason. He would present himself to Lord Hector and reaffirm that all the stag had asked of him was done and – his thought stopped when a crier shouted from the courtyard.


  “Presenting Lord Talvin, come to collect the slave Sidney, of Lord Hector’s stables.” All of Sidney’s high hopes for the day suddenly fell by the wayside.


  The fox covered his face with his paw, tail tucking as he remembered the other task his master had set before him, “Oh… right.”


  Sword Point Politics


  

  Sidney looked neither left nor right as he made his way out of the stables. He didn’t check to see who was present and didn’t bother to acknowledge anyone who glanced his way; in the fox’s mind, he had little time to present himself to Lord Hector before Lord Talvin. In the end, however, as the slave master emerged from the stables, he could clearly see that he’d already lost.


  The wolf was standing beside a strange looking metal carriage without any apparent draft beasts. Within arm’s reach of the visiting lord was the stag, his silvery fur alight with motes of gold and orange reflected from the dawning sun. The regal elk’s ears were focused on the wolf, who was obviously well-into a discussion of some topic which was surely beyond Sidney’s understanding, but the fox was not concerned with that in the least because Lord Hector’s eyes were focused only on him.


  Sidney moved with as much poise and grace as if he were performing in the bedroom, enjoying the chance to saunter for his master, but the fox was also skilled and moving quickly while doing so, and wasted no time closing the gap between himself and the two lords. Only once there was a break in what appeared to be Lord Talvin’s one-sided conversation did Sidney offer his master a bow. He then turned and courteously did the same for the wolf.


  “Good morning, Sidney.” Lord Hector inclined his head.


  “Hector…” Lord Talvin’s voice was immediately full of chiding good-humor, “Do you mean to tell me that you do not have your slave master presentable in the morning?”


  Sidney paused at the comment and immediately realized that he had not bothered to smooth his fur, straighten the longer fluff on his head or of his tail, and he certainly hadn’t done much more than haphazardly toss his limited clothing on; he barely avoided wilting when he realized he must have looked horrible. Lord Hector stalled any self reproach the fox had been preparing by smiling pleasantly and offering in return a simple, “You are an hour early, my friend.”


  “Early… late… on time…” the wolf mused, “Time makes such little difference in the scheme of things, is that not what you once told me, my dear stag?”


  “You forget your countrymen are the ones who created clocks,” the stag responded casually, “I find it hard to believe that any Tenvierian cares so little about schedules.”


  “Ha… I spent far too many years worrying about schedules, my sweet Lord Hector,” the wolf waved the concern away as he turned to regard Sidney. The fox took a tentative step closer to Lord Hector when Lord Talvin’s predatory gaze landed upon him, “The sun has risen from its sleep so why not we?” the wolf smiled at the slave master despite the comment being recited for the stag’s benefit.


  Lord Hector’s ears raised in mild amusement, “Quoting Vensian poets now, are we?” the stag’s hand moved over and began smoothing out Sidney’s mane; the fox felt his knees grow weak and all the fur along the back of his neck stand on end.


  “Decidedly not as beautiful a line when spoken in Prossian…” Lord Talvin’s gaze returned to the stag, and the wolf licked his muzzle, “Though, considering the context in which it was written, I still find it… stimulating.”


  “Indeed… not unlike your ever-engaging conversation.” Lord Hector nodded, “And, however stimulating our discourse may be, I am afraid that I must claim my slave master for a few more minutes before turning him over to your care.”


  The wolf offered a deep, courtly bow, “Never let it be said that Lord Talvin is anything less than a gracious guest. By all means, my friend… take as much time as you desire, only so long as you note the time at which we depart and consider my return on the morn to be no earlier than twenty four hours hence.”


  “And there is that well-documented Tenvierian dedication to the clock,” the stag winked playfully, “Now…” he took gentle hold of Sidney’s slave collar and urged him toward the side of the manor, “…if you will excuse us…” The fox followed his master obediently until they were out of view and, supposedly, out of earshot of the visiting Lord, “Good morning, Sidney.” Lord Hector spoke up in greeting when they were finally alone. It was so casual a comment that it practically caught the fox off his guard.


  “Good morning, Master,” the slave master responded purely by reflex, his mind racing to process the blithe nature of the conversation. The levity, however, did not last long.


  “I would like you to do whatever Lord Talvin requests of you.”


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney nodded, feeling a faint pit develop in his stomach in response to the direct order.


  His ears and tail must have drooped because the stag obviously noticed, “Calm yourself, Sidney… Lord Talvin is any ally and, despite some rather… eccentric ways, I can think of nobody else I would trust more with any of my slaves.”


  “Yes, Master,” there was no other possible response, but Sidney did feel a little better at his master’s reassurance.


  “Lord Talvin is likely having the carriage loaded while we speak. We have made additional agreements this morning and I need assistance in transporting several important pieces of cargo,” the stag took the discussion time to smooth out more of the fox’s fur; despite the fact that he knew it was for Lord Talvin’s benefit, Sidney had to fight back a smile as he felt desired and appreciated due to the attention he was getting, “Most of all,” the stag added, taking a step back to assess the slave master’s appearance, “I expect you to learn as much as you can during your stay with my good friend the wolf.”


  Sidney bowed his head, “As you wish, Master,” and started at the small tink that sounded as Lord Hector attached a mid-length green lead to his collar.


  Without another word, the stag led the fox back to the carriage which, as per Lord Hector’s comment, did appear to sit slightly lower to the ground, its strange wheels appearing to flex from what was obviously a good amount of added weight within the transport. Lord Talvin, who was looking in one of the door and saying a few calm words to whomever was inside, finished up the conversation and looked back to the two as they approached, “Ah… nothing quite as breathtaking as a lightesome, pliant, and handsome little fox obediently adorned with a finely woven, verdigris lead.”


  “You are always at your most verbose when impressed,” the stag offered, handing the leash to the wolf.


  “Why thank you, Hector and if I might say–”


  “…or when you’re trying too hard to impress,” the stag added, providing the wolf a sound smack on his rump as he departed, “Tomorrow, at nine,” and Lord Hector didn’t stay around for further discussion.


  The insides of Lord Talvin’s ears reddened slightly and he glanced at Sidney, who quickly looked away, “I have no doubt,” the wolf commented, “that you realize how fortunate you are to have such a fine master like Lord Hector.” Sidney, of course, did.


  * * * * * *


  For some unknown reason, Lord Talvin elected to ride on the roof of the carriage, and had Sidney do so with him; based on the fact that there was an easily accessible ladder beside the windowless carriage door, the fox assumed it was not at all an abnormal request. Despite the strange accomodations, the fresh morning breeze blowing in his face was pleasant and Sidney found the transportation to be strangely comfortable. As the slave master gazed forward down the road, however, the absent beasts of burden made the entire experience surreal.


  “Marvelous, is it not, Sidney?” questioned Lord Talvin, seated with his legs crossed on the roof of the carriage beside him, “Tenvierian ingenuity, my dear fox… the ability to pass easily from point A to point B without the need of a draft animal or a jument slave.”


  Sidney’s response was automatic, “Yes, Lord Talvin.” Sidney leaned back to better view the wolf, supporting his weight on one arm as he glanced over his shoulder.


  “You silly little fox.” Lord Talvin reached out and pushed against the inside nook of the fox’s elbow, causing him to fall onto his back, “I wanted your opinion, not your agreement.” The wolf stared down at Sidney, one paw on the slave’s chest, pushing his back against the roof of the carriage, “Now… have you ever seen a steedless carriage before?”


  “I have not, Lord Talvin.” Sidney admitted instantly.


  “And what do you think of it?” the wolf inquired, lifting his paw from its place on the fox’s sternum.


  “It scares me,” the slave master admitted, “Moving forward without being pulled along feels wrong.”


  “Ah… of course…” Lord Talvin acknowledged, paw absently migrating to the top of Sidney’s head as the fox sat up, “I grew up in Tenvier, thus it is not particularly noteworthy,” and the wolf gave him a gentle pat between the ears before taking his paw back.


  “You have a Diermynian accent,” the observation was out of Sidney’s muzzle before he could stop it.


  Rather than get angry, however, the wolf laughed, “Ah yes… but accents can be faked easily enough, Sidney the Bane.” Lord Talvin winked, “So much of life is not about who we are, rather, it is about who we present ourselves to be.” Sidney held his tongue but his ears gave away his curiosity; the wolf noticed it readily, “I esspek yew to speek to me, Sidney.” Lord Talvin noted, his words immediately switching to an accent the slave had only heard on rare occasions; it was seamless Tenvierian, “If yew do no’ ask questions, how do yew esspek to learn?”


  The fox was stunned by the sudden change in the wolf’s dialect, but he recovered quickly enough to do as Lord Talvin had bid, “Why would you fake where you’re from?”


  Lord Talvin’s tail twitched side-to-side as he smirked, “Ah, my fren’… an’ that is the real question.” Sidney realized at that moment that, despite the wolf’s apparent openness, there were probably any number of inquiries that he wouldn’t answer. The fox chose to stick to a safer course instead.


  “How does the carriage move?” he asked.


  “Fair enough,” the lord acknowledged, his words coming out with the earlier Diermynian accent, and he began to explain the method the transport used, not only to move on its own, but also how it stayed on the road without any guidance. In the end, Sidney felt his brain begin to hurt and he was actually no closer to understanding it than when they first began, “And so,” the wolf offered in closing, “Tis more a matter of having the control key and having a clear destination than any supposed ‘witchcraft’ you may hear about from the unenlightened Prossian gossip circuit.”


  Considering the fact that Lord Talvin brought it up, the fox knew exactly what he would ask as a follow-up question, “Do Tenvierians practice witchcraft, Lord Talvin?”


  “Not in the way some Prossians suggest, no,” the wolf shook his head, “My homeland is known for some grand creations, but the artificing that is common from Tenivier is a far cry from the fate weaving and fortune charms of the Vensians.”


  “Grand creations?” one of Sidney’s ears drooped, “Like the Sardassi?” he asked, feeling his tail tuck behind him at the merest mention of the device.


  “Ah, Hector… you shrewd son of a bitch,” the supposed insult was spoken in a smooth tone of Diermynian admiration, and Sidney had a hard time trying to figure out the reason for such a comment, and he lost a chance to consider it further when Lord Talvin’s eyes met his and held him in a stare, “He had mentioned that you were introduced to it… I trust that the education has been less than ideal?”


  “Lord Hector said that I am not to discuss it,” the fox noted resolutely.


  “Ah… of course… of course.” Lord Talvin nodded thoughtfully, “Although I assume he also means for you to be close-lipped around those not as intimately familiar with it as I,” the smile on the wolf’s muzzle made Sidney feel almost as uncomfortable as the lord’s use of the word ‘intimate’.


  “I do not understand.” Sidney spoke plainly, hoping it would encourage Lord Talvin to further explain – it did.


  “The Sardassi was a gift from me.” Lord Talvin inclined his head slightly in the fox’s direction, “I gave it to him, you see.”


  Both of Sidney’s ears went up, “You gave it to him?”


  Lord Talvin smirked and reached out to caress the side of one of Sidney’s ears, “And here your master had told me that you have good hearing,” he chuckled, “Yes, Sidney… I maintain a number of fine, artificed items I have collected, gathered, and commissioned over the years.”


  “Why did you give him the Sardassi?” the fox asked, mind blank of anything other than the sudden revelation.


  “As I said,” Lord Talvin noted casually, “It was a gift…” the comment was offered up in casually aloof fashion but, after the chiding remark, the wolf leaned in closer as if about to reveal a secret, and he whispered, “Your master had a great desire for it when he first saw it, and, in my infinite generosity, I gifted it to him.”


  “Gifted–”


  “Hector and I have quite a history together…” Lord Talvin stated in a matter-of-fact tone, “And the Sardassi is one of many pages in that history ,” he leaned back, raising a paw to his face as if to examine the claws on it despite the fact that it was gloved, “Besides… I have others, you know.”


  “Other Tenvierian items?” the fox inquired, glancing at the trees that slid by in the foreground. The carriage had just passed into some thick woodland, and Sidney couldn’t help but admire the change in scenery. It felt so strange to be so liberal with his questions, and the power to learn left him just a little drunk with freedom, “You have other items like the Sardassi?” his ears lowered slightly, “A lot of them?”


  “Of course… though I meant specifically other Sardassi,” the nobleman lowered his gloved paw and looked back to Sidney, “Tell me, Sidney… do you–”


  Whatever question Lord Talvin was about to ask never was finished as the wolf reached out and grabbed hold of Sidney’s leash, yanking him onto his back as an arrow whistled overhead. An imposing shout of “STOP THE CARRIAGE” was all the warning the fox heard… and that wasn’t until after he was laying on the roof of the transport.


  “What is the meaning of this??!” Lord Talvin spoke, his fur standing on end as the transport halted in the middle of the road. The wolf bared his teeth, “I am Lord–”


  “Who you are is no surprise,” the soft, well-spoken voice sent a shiver up Sidney’s spine; he recognized it readily.


  Apparently so did the wolf, “Lady Fody…” he didn’t bother to relax his noiseless snarl and he turned to regard the ferret woman as she emerged from the undergrowth beside the road, “I assume there is a good reason why you are here in the forest with random ruffians who obviously do not mind firing their bows at passing noblemen?” his words dripped with displeasure, and yet, somehow the wolf maintained a courtly tone.


  “Oh…?” the ferret woman paused, resting a hand on her chest as if taken aback by the observation, “I am certain I have no idea to what you are referring, my dear Lord Talvin… I am merely out for a ride this fine morning.”


  “Then I trust you would have no capacity to call off the four bowmen lurking in the trees, or the half-dozen axe men in the bushes?” the comment was spoken by the wolf with dull indifference, but Sidney didn’t share the same bravado; there were murderous bandits hiding in the forest, and the fox didn’t like that one bit.


  “Oh…” the ferret woman laughed, dabbing at the side of her neck with a laced kerchief, “Well… I have a fair share of sway with any number of common folk, dear Lord Talvin. I’m certain if a fellow noble were in distress I could render aid.”


  “And I assume said aid would be free,” the wolf’s sarcasm was not hidden, “and full of good will and well-meaning charity.”


  “Doubtlessly.” Lady Fody smiled, not unlike a smile Sidney would expect a snake to give to a mouse before it struck, “In this case, I have no doubt that any bandits, highwaymen, and charlatans on this road would gladly disburse for the small, petty fee of… oh… I don’t know…” she overplayed a theatrical version of thinking to herself, “Perhaps some fox slave or other… nothing important.”


  “Your audacity astounds me, Fody Dejaron…” Lord Talvin slid off the side of the carriage and landed on his feet beside it, “To attempt to take Lord Hector’s property by force not once, but twice and still playing at–”


  “I’m certain I have no idea what you mean,” the ferret interrupted.


  “You know precisely what I mean… my lady…” the wolf strode forward toward her, “And I, for one, will not–”


  “Will not what, chuckles?” questioned an enormous elephant, emerging from behind a thick oak, an axe resting on his shoulder. Sidney did not miss the fact that the man-at-arms wore Lady Fody’s house colors.


  “Oh?” Lord Talvin’s eyes went from the elephant to Lady Fody, and he smirked, “So first you try it with Grinders… and once that failed you become desperate enough to resort to hired help instead of easily manipulated road trash…”


  Sidney watched the way the ferret shifted in the saddle, and saw the tell-tale signs of her fur standing on end; Lady Fody was not pleased, “Perhaps you would care to clarify what you mean, my dear.”


  “Do you have any idea how long it took me to clean my sword after trail blazing my way through that many Grinders?” the wolf inquired, leaning on a walking stick. Sidney didn’t recall the wolf having a walking stick, but what he was more focused on was the way the ferret’s fingers tightened their grip on the reins she held.


  “I wondered why they couldn’t accomplish something as simple as–” she began, but Sidney’s brain went off on a different tangent when the wolf’s words sunk in; he alone had killed all of those Grinders? When the fox had first seen Lord Talvin ascend the ridge to join them in the cave Sidney thought that the wolf probably had guardsmen with him to fight off the Grinders, but if what he said was true–


  “Enough.” Lady Fody’s snarl cut Sidney’s thought short, “I do despise spilling noble blood, but this has already gotten too messy to overlook loose ends.” She pointed, “Kill him… fetch the fox.”


  Lord Talvin maintained his grip on his cane but his other paw, which had been in his pocket, suddenly emerged, and a small glass vial came out with it, and it was tossed onto the rocks at his feet. A faint pop sounded later from the spot on the ground, and the area was suddenly filled with smoke. Sidney let out a cry of surprise and alarm as the carriage beneath him suddenly rocked, and a great weight shifted within it before the door opened but, by then, the entire area was shrouded in the dense, white, sulfur-scented smoke.


  “Get the fox, you idiots!” Lady Fody cried from across the road, and Sidney ducked down, hearing the sound of arrows whistling overhead. Somewhere off in the featureless white beyond Sidney’s vision he heard a small bang, followed by another.


  “Tenvierian arms!” shouted the voice that Sidney recalled belonging to the elephant, followed by the sound of a solid flesh-on-flesh impact.


  “It’s called a fusil, thank you.” Lord Talvin’s voice spoke up with his Tenvierian accent playing through. The comment was finished off by another loud bang, and the sound of a heavy body hitting the ground. By then, the smoke started to dissipate, and what Sidney saw caught him by complete surprise.


  On the far side of the road, Lord Talvin stood with a long, thin blade in one paw; it had the same grip as his cane which, the fox reasoned, had apparently been a carefully disguised scabbard. The wolf’s left paw was pointed toward the fallen elephant, who had a large, gaping hole where one of his eyes had once been; beside him lay two other dead warriors, each with similar wounds in their chests. A faint trail of gray smoke rose from the left wrist-hem of the wolf’s fine tunic; Sidney just managed to make out a thin metal tube sticking out from beneath it before Lord Talvin quickly concealed it from view.


  The lord, however, was not what surprised Sidney the most. Standing in the middle of five dead bodies was Maern. As it became quickly apparent that there were no more foes, the stallion drew himself to his full height, relaxing his combat stance, and looked back to the fox, who, still laying on the top of the carriage, was head-height to the large horse, “Hell-oh, Sid-ney.” Maern offered in greeting.


  “Maern?” the slave master gaped, “What are you doing here? I thought–”


  “KILL HIM!” Lady Fody cried from her place on her steed. At first, Sidney was worried that she was ordering Maern’s execution, then he realized that her eyes were focused on Lord Talvin, who was closing in on her. Only once the fox had finished going over the obvious choices did he stop to take stock and realize that her finger was pointing right at Sidney himself! “KILL HIM NOW!” she screeched.


  A slight motion in the branches over the ferret’s head signaled the location of the bowman. Eyes wide, Sidney watched in slow motion as the arrow raised to his level, set in the bow as the archer drew the string back… and, suddenly, Sidney lost his balance as Maern tilted the carriage back, lifting up on the side facing the archer.


  The fox quickly scrambled to find purchase on the smooth top, and just barely managed to grab hold of the lip of the side, hanging by his fingers. CLANG! the arrow bounced off the side of the transport, causing the fox’s paws to open in surprise, and he slid right off of it and onto the ground with a resounding, painful thump.


  “Maern!” Lord Talvin’s voice shouted from the other side of the carriage, “Kuus ih!” it took Sidney a moment to realize that the wolf was speaking in Vensian.


  “Iya, Lord Tal-vin,” the stallion replied, and Sidney, from his vantage on the ground, saw Maern reach down and tear an enormous cobble-stone rock from the road. The horse planted one hoof… and took a step with the other. The fox heard the slave grunt with strain, tracked the sound of a very large object as it hurtled through the air, and winced at the fleshy impact it made when it hit its target… then a second, similar sound when the stricken archer landed on the ground. There was no further noise from that part of the field.


  “Now, as for you, my dear Lady Fody–” Lord Talvin spoke up.


  He was interrupted by a loud “HYAH!” and the sound of reins striking flesh.


  “Maern?” the wolf inquired calmly. Sidney heard the sound of an affirmative snort from the stallion, “Kuus ih… ov koss hull.”


  “Iya, Lord Tal-vin.” Maern confirmed, and Sidney saw the horse’s hooves become a blur as he raced off out of view.


  “Sidney?” the wolf called his name aloud, “Where are you, my dear boy?”


  The fox slowly got to his feet, “Here, Lord Tal–OW!” and he stumbled when he attempted to put weight on his ankle; it took a few moments for the adrenaline to drain away, and, only then did it sink in that his foot was turned in the wrong direction, “oh…” he murmured.


  It had not been the worst injury Sidney had ever suffered, but the fox greatly despised being lamed. He did his best to hide it as Lord Talvin rounded the carriage, but the wolf’s observant eyes picked it up right away, “You’re wounded…”


  “I fell off the transport.” Sidney admitted, somehow managing to avoid looking sheepish as he disclosed it; something about having been shot at gave him the impression that his ankle injury wouldn’t be chalked up to clumsiness.


  “Ah… I see… then we’d best get you seated inside.” Lord Talvin acknowledged.


  “Maern is with us?” Sidney felt no need to hold his tongue since the wolf had not yet revoked his right to ask questions.


  “Indeed he is,” the nobleman confirmed, “Your master is very keen and highly insightful.” Lord Talvin lowered his head and wrapped one of Sidney’s arms around his neck, leading him to the carriage door, “Lucky for both of us, I would say.”


  “He… suggested Maern come with?”


  Lord Talvin chuckled, “Demanded is more like it… Lord Hector can be quite stubborn when he wants to get his way, you know,” and he lifted the fox up, easing him into the finely appointed traveling coach; Sidney realized it smelled strongly of Maern, “Besides…” the wolf continued, closing the door after getting in himself, “He said that you and Maern had some talking to do, and I am not one to step between a Slave Master and a slave.”


  If Sidney was expecting Lord Talvin to stay in the carriage with him, he was sorely mistaken. The wolf practically oozed across the interior and, in a seamless motion, had the door open and was dropping to the ground, “Now,” the wolf offered in courtly fashion, “If you would be so kind as to excuse me, my fine slave master, I believe I hear Maern on his way back with our quarry,” and, as if on cue, the stallion emerged from the undergrowth with a disheveled-looking Lady Fody under one arm.


  Transfixed by the spectacle of a noblewoman at the mercy of an imposing slave like Maern, Sidney watched as Lord Talvin directed the stallion to set her down. Although there was a decent amount of distance between the carriage and the far side of the road, the fox was just able to make out snippets of conversation. Though he missed a large portion of it, Sidney did catch that Lord Talvin was accusing her of some kind of unpleasant act… and she wasn’t making any attempt at denying his accusation.


  The conversation went on for several minutes until the ferret finally looked up… and spat in the wolf’s face. At that point, Lord Talvin turned to Maern and spoke something quietly to him. The stallion nodded and, without saying a word, returned to the carriage. Sidney scooted back across the seat as the large horse climbed in, “Hell-oh, Sid-ney,” he repeated his earlier greeting, “Uh… good morn-ing,” he elaborated.


  “Maern?” the memories of the previous night began to well up inside the fox, and he found himself blabbering an explanation mixed with an apology mixed with incoherent rambling. The stallion raised a finger and a thumb and, gently sticking the finger over the bridge of the fox’s nose, and hooking his thumb up onder Sidney’s chin, brought them together – the slave master fell silent when Maern applied gentle (for him) pressure, shutting his muzzle.


  “Sid-ney…” Maern stated, staring right at him with his icy blue eyes, “Lord Heck-tor…” the stallion’s muzzle screwed up for a moment, ears flicking alternately, “He… he say,” the horse offered in explanation.


  “Hnnh?” the fox questioned, muzzle still held shut.


  “Lord Heck-tor… say…” Maern pointed with his free hand to Sidney, then to himself, “Bzzt,” the stallion added as a sound effect.


  “HE’LL KILL YOU!” Sidney heard Lady Fody’s screech clearly, “HE’LL HAVE YOU HANGED AND LEFT TO FEED THE BIRDS! HE’LL CU–” and she went suddenly silent, sending an uneasy chill up the fox’s spine.


  “Yes?” Maern asked, pulling the fox’s attention back to the stallion; the powerful fingers were suddenly released from Sidney’s muzzle. The horse seemed completely unconcerned by the shouting and immediate silence.


  “Lord Hector…” Sidney repeated back to the horse, “he said…?” the fox hoped that Maern could tell he was confused.


  “Iya… yes,” the stallion nodded, “Lord Heck-tor said,” and the slave motioned between himself and the fox.


  “Um…” Sidney paused, “What did he say?”


  The conversation stalled as Lord Talvin climbed back into the transport. The wolf wiped at the blood on his paws with a fine silk kerchief; Sidney recognized it as Lady Fody’s, “All better…” he smiled pleasantly at Sidney, tossingthe soiled cloth out the window, “Time to continue our journey.”


  “Lord Tal-vin…” Maern spoke up, “Hua huus di ’sidohu’ ni Prossiani?”


  Lord Talvin glanced between the slave and Slave Master before looking back to the horse, “Huus doma ‘explain’, Maern.”


  Maern nodded his head in thanks, then looked right back to Sidney, “Lord Hector ex-plane,” and the stallion pointed at Sidney, then himself, and made the bzzt sound-effect again. The faint widening of the horse’s eyes and the quivering of his ears that accompanied the immitated sound should have been funny, but Sidney suddenly realized exactly what Maern meant, forestalling any humor to it.


  The slave master glanced at Lord Talvin, who was watching them both intently. The fox did not like the knowing smirk that perched on the wolf’s lips… no, not at all, “We’d best continue on our way…” the carriage began moving once more and Lord Talvin tented his paws in front of himself as he gazed across the cabin at Sidney, “that ankle will need tending to,” the noble man’s smile was genuine, but Sidney couldn’t get past the scent of scorched sulphur that wafted up from the wolf’s sleeve.


  Enlightened Discourse


  

  It was no great strain for Maern to flip the transport onto its wheels. As the slave pushed the carriage back into working order Lord Talvin took it upon himself to help the injured fox to his feet. Pulling Sidney’s arm over his shoulder, the wolf then guided the slave master into the carriage’s cabin.


  Once the fox was situated, Lord Talvin directed Maern in Vensian and then likewise climbed inside the carriage while the stallion took up position alongside it. The wolf issued forth a strange collection of words, and the carriage began to move. The fox had experienced how quickly the transport could travel but he was surprised to see that Maern was keeping pace; the surprise only grew over the next twenty minutes as the horse, despite the sprinting speed, did not show any signs of tiring.


  During those twenty minutes, Lord Talvin’s eyes were focused solely on Sidney. Though the wolf didn’t say even a single word, it was obvious enough to the fox that Lord Talvin was observing him… interrogating him with his eyes. It was a technique Sidney had seen often enough; the most astute lords were skilled at learning things about slaves by watching them and studying their body language.


  “How is your foot?” Lord Talvin finally spoke up, crossing his arms as the shadow of a large wall fell over the transport.


  Sidney kept his paws on his knee, “It isn’t broken, Lord Talvin,” he was quick to announce, “But it won’t hold my weight,” he glanced quickly out the window as the carriage passed through a gate.


  The wolf nodded thoughtfully, “From the look of it, I would say that it needs to be set.” The thought didn’t much appeal to the fox, who had been the victim of a number of dislocations in his life. He nodded, however, as it was not his place to make a decision for a lord, “Sidney?” Lord Talvin spoke his name, causing the slave master to wonder if he’d inadvertently ignored his host.


  “Yes, Lord Talvin?” Sidney inquired immediately.


  The carriage came to a stop, “We’re here,” the wolf noted, and stood up, “I want you waiting here until I send Maern for you… no weight on your foot. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Lord Talvin,” the fox nodded obediently.


  Without another comment, Lord Talvin opened the transport’s door and stepped out to meet Maern, who was waiting patiently, breathing quickly, but not laboriously; Sidney’s tail twitched slightly and he reflexively sniffed the air when he noticed the faint sheen of sweat on the large horse’s hide. He felt himself blush when he realized what he was doing, but not before he got a heady whiff of the stallion’s powerful scent.


  “Fets ih ni.” Lord Talvin stated in parting, motioning to Sidney before making his way to the steps leading up to a set of oaken doors. The fox gazed at the home, admiring the intricate sculptures and reliefs carved into the archway that framed the entryway. The slave master found the entire building to be elegant, far more decorated than Lord Hectors, though it was a good degree smaller. The beautiful presentation yet unassuming size reminded Sidney of the building’s owner, and he found himself blushing anew.


  “Sid-ney?” Maern inquired, poking his head through the open door. The stallion’s large build blocked the fox’s view of the structure and brought his attention back to the present.


  Sidney was not looking forward to whatever had to be done to help his ankle heal, but the stallion’s presence somehow lessened the amount of disquiet in his thoughts, “Hi, Maern,” the slave master offered with a faint smile.


  The massive slave returned the expression, ears up and forward, “Hi, Sid-ney,” and he reached a thick, muscled arm in toward the fox, “Yoo… help?” and he presented the slave master an open hand, palm up.


  “Yes,” the fox nodded, “Thank you,” and he used the arm for balance, putting his weight on it as he scooted across the bench, and picked his way slowly down the steps. He didn’t quite manage to make it to the ground, however, as Maern reached forward and scooped Sidney up into his grasp. The slave master barked out a yelp in surprise, then found himself laying in the stallion’s arms, Maern’s biceps and chest creating two sides of a ‘cradle’.


  “Sid-ney good?” the horse inquired, looking down at the fox, carrying him toward the manor’s open doors.


  “My foot hurts.” Sidney admitted, not feeling the same need to hide his pain from the slave as he had to lessen the severity before a lord.


  “Foot herts.” Maern nodded, and loosened the hold of his left arm, making it easier for Sidney’s leg to hang at a slightly less uncomfortable angle. The horse ducked his head a few inches, allowing his ears to clear under the top of the door frame.


  “You have no small amount of loyalty from that one, Sidney.” Lord Talvin announced, startling the fox, and pulling his attention from Maern. The wolf was lingering in a doorway to an adjacent room, traveling cloak no longer on his shoulders and, Sidney realized, his boots and gloves were likewise removed; the slave master made a mental note of how meticulously the Lord’s toe claws were trimmed, “Come…” the wolf invited as he moved aside then spoke in Vensian, “Maern… fets Sidney.”


  “Hua, Lord Talvin?” the stallion inquired, looking to the wolf inquisitively.


  “Nia es,” the wolf motioned to the vacated doorway.


  “Iya, Lord Tal-vin.” Maern acknowledged, and trotted past the wolf, lowering his head as he stepped through the open door.


  From his vantage within the slave’s grasp, Sidney could see that the room looked like some kind of combination between a workshop and a study chamber. The fox had seen two or three Lords’ offices in his time, and he found many similarities between them, but Lord Talvin’s had some striking differences… not the which of least was a large stone table situated off to one side. Sidney’s heartbeat pounded away in his chest the moment he saw several familiar runes carved into the slab’s sides; Lord Talvin had a Sardassi in his manor!


  “Fets ih ta,” the wolf spoke the Vensian words with certain authority as he pointed to the device, and then, obviously for Sidney’s benefit, repeated in Prossian, “Put him there.”


  Sidney remained as still as a statue the moment the stallion deposited him onto the Sardassi. Maern took several steps back, folding his arms over his chest as he waited against one wall. The slave master did his best not to shiver at the cold stone’s touch against him, and he clenched his teeth as his eyes darted here-and-there, searching along the lines of runes as much as he could without having to turn his head, “Sidney…” Lord Talvin’s voice spoke from behind him, “Relax.”


  The fox forced his muscles to unclench as he streched himself out from his half-curled position, “Y-yes, Lord Talvin,” he finally managed to speak, whole body quivering faintly in dread over what the Sardassi’s presence in the wolf’s home might mean for him. Sidney barely succeeded in stilling his first reaction of pulling away from Lord Talvin; the fox remained obediently unmoving as his host took hold of his leg. Sidney felt a moment of nausea when he noticed the way his foot hung limply as the wolf raised it from the table.


  The slave master’s attention was drawn immediately back to Lord Talvin’s paws when he noticed what appeared to be some kind of jade manacle in the wolf’s grasp. Sidney clenched his teeth again when Lord Talvin closed the cuff around his shin, just about half way between his knee and ankle. The fox grimaced the moment the shackle closed shut, expecting at that moment for the Sardassi’s insidious power to agonize him into euphoria… but nothing happened.


  “I understand that Lord Hector has placed you into a Sardassi before.” Lord Talvin commented, speaking casually as he moved around to the side of the device… the side, Sidney recognized, as the one that held the five control buttons, “Am I correct in this understanding?” the wolf inquired.


  Sidney swallowed, “Yes, Lord Talvin,” the slave master confirmed.


  “Am I also correct in understanding that you have assisted him with using it on Maern, and other slaves of his stable?”


  “Yes, Lord Talvin.” Sidney nodded, despite the fact that the wolf was focused more on the control panel than the fox.


  “So you are aware that it has several different power settings… and many different uses… correct?” The wolf’s paws moved unseen across the controls; Sidney was unable to tell what he was doing.


  “Uses, Lord Talvin?” the slave master inquired. He would not have normally answered a question with a question but, in addition to Lord Hector having told him to be more outspoken around the wolf, he also didn’t completely understand what Lord Talvin was asking.


  “Yes,” his host acknowledged, “uses,” and, with that, the wolf pressed a button, and Sidney’s attention abandoned everything in the room besides the humming drone of the Sardassi. He immediately let his entire body go slack, fighting back a whimper as he silently repeated to himself that he needed to stay as still as possible and not fight. He promised himself that he wouldn’t pull against his restraints – and only then did he realize that this Sardassi didn’t have any.


  Before he could analyze just why that was, several blasts of light blinded him as the Sardassi sent numerous arcs of power through his body. Although Sidney’s first impulse was to scream, his muscle spasms took his breath away… just long enough for him to realize that there was no pain. Another crackle of electricity sizzled its way through his body and, despite the faint smell of cooking fur, the fox could not even equate the sensations he felt to anything the Sardassi had done to him during his turn back at the work shed.


  Sidney held as still as possible, hoping that it was his obedience that kept the agony at bay. Concerned over the mess he’d make with his loin cloth still on, the fox had his second epiphony: although he could quite distinctly feel the electrical vibrations throughout his groin, the convulsions and insistent surges of force simply weren’t there. Moments later, however, Sidney’s time on the device became less ‘pleasant’.


  Lord Talvin’s command was immediate: “STOP.” He spoke the word with full authority, and Sidney froze in place; the fox barely even realized that he had reflexively moved to scratch – an insistent, almost burning itch grabbed hold of his leg, driving him to distraction as it spread its way from the tip of his toes up to the base of his knee, “Lay back down,” the wolf directed, and Sidney immediately did as he was ordered.


  “Yes, Lord Talvin.” Gritting his teeth, Sidney pushed the discomfort from his mind; he’d had worse sensations than an itch before, and he was not about to let it rule him; it did not override the order of a Lord. The fox fought to maintain control of his fear. Unable to compare the current use of the Sardassi and the prior effect it had on him, Sidney was stuck in a realm of uncertainty, neither understanding what was happening with the Sardassi, nor willing to believe that he would escape it without being ravaged, his seed forced out of him by its diabolical processes.


  “Stay calm, and do not move.” Lord Talvin directed, resting a paw on the fox’s forehead. For a reason Sidney could not discern, the simple touch from the wolf did a great deal in calming him, and he focused on the smooth-padded palm resting between his eyes, “It is almost done,” the reassurance was strange to the slave master, who felt neither the insistent fulness in his groin nor the lustful demand of the artifact’s energies invading his mind.


  The lack of familiarity with the device was so absolute that he was caught completely off guard when his leg gave a sudden jump, and the bones within violently righted themselves. The cry of alarm was half-way out of Sidney’s muzzle before he realized that there was absolutely no pain in the action, and, instead, it felt as though a great pressure had released itself from his ankle. Opening his eyes, the fox slowly looked down and saw that his foot was again facing the correct way. Although the itching remained, it was rapidly receding.


  “Sardassi’en ee’nu.” Lord Talvin spoke in a confident and direct voice, his paw rising from the fox’s head as the wolf moved down the table to unlatch the jade circlet from Sidney’s calf. The slave master slowly sat up after receiving a nod from his host, who gingerly settled the precious stone manacle into a cushioned box, “You may stand, Sidney,” the wolf directed, motioning to the ground beside the Sardassi as he closed the lid on the storage container.


  The fox obediently slid around to get to his feet, Maern moving immediately to offer him a large hand for support. Sidney accepted it, and placed his good foot down first, lowering his second leg only once he had firm balance. Toes touching, Sidney was surprised to find no agony in his ankle. He put a little more weight onto it without any pain, then added even more weight without even a sensation of strain on a joint that had, only moments before, been completely out of operation, “What happened here?’ the slave master murmured to no one in particular, gazing down at his healthy ankle.


  Despite the in-specific nature of the inquiry, Lord Talvin elected to answer it, “You are healed… obviously,” the wolf walked around the stone slab and waved Maern away, motioning the large slave out an adjoining door ahead of them.


  He offered a paw to the surprised fox in an almost courtly manner and waited patiently until he had the slave master’s digits in his grasp, only then he continue, talking as they walked after the stallion, “The Sardassi, despite what tasks your fine Master has for it, was originally designed as a healer’s aid, even going to the point of bringing someone back from the brink of death… well… when used by a master technician, that is.”


  “Tech-nih-shun?” Sidney sounded the foreign word out.


  “Ah… of course,” the wolf flicked an ear, “That is a Tenvierian word,” he led the fox past Maern, who was standing on the opposite side of the door waiting for them, “The closest word in Prossian would be ‘artificer’,” the wolf stopped and motioned for Maern to follow before looking back to Sidney, “You have heard of that term, correct?”


  “Yes, Lord Talvin,” the slave master acknowledged, head still swimming due to the discovery that the Sardassi was not the evil torture device he’d been led to believe. He paused for a moment to bury his curiosity, but then recalled that his host had never withdrew his invitation for the fox to speak his mind. As such, Sidney hazarded his question, “How can the uses of the Sardassi be so different?”


  The wolf led the fox and the stallion down a hallway, pausing to indicate a door, “Es si huun sima,” he announced to Maern. Sidney remained silent as the two held a short discussion.


  “En Sidney, Lord Tal-vin?” the horse questioned, “Cort si ih?”


  “Naeun Dun, Maern,” the wolf responded with a dismissing tone; the fox was left with the impression that he hadn’t answered the stallion’s question.


  Maern bowed his head calmly, “Naeun Dun, Lord Tal-vin.” About-facing, the stallion opened the door their host had indicated, and walked through, “Good nite, Sid-ney,” he added, turning around to watch them go. Lord Talvin led Sidney onward, and the fox glanced back once more before turning the corner; Maern’s door was still open, and the horse remained watching as they disappeared out of sight.


  Sidney had almost forgotten he had asked a question when Lord Talvin spoke up, “So… you truly wish to know about the Sardassi, do you?”


  “I do not understand how it does what it does,” the fox admitted, “Lord Hector uses it to help sell his slaves’ seed and–”


  “and also to handle his own needs.” Lord Talvin spoke over the slave master. Sidney skid to a stop at his host’s comment. The wolf grinned, glancing at the fox out of the corner of his eye, “I would say he was truly creative in overcoming his Sorra.”


  Sidney’s ears rose as surely as if they’d been attached to strings held by a puppet master, “You know about Lord Hector’s Sorra?”


  Lord Talvin chuckled, “Ah, my dear, dear Sidney, you would be far better served to assume I knoweverything, as you would be right more often than not,” he reached up and patted the fox on the head, “Yes, I know about your master’s Sorra… I have known him for quite some time, after all,” and, with that, the wolf continued on only a few more steps before turning to face a door. He reached into his pocket, drawing out a key. Sidney froze when he realized that the room had a lock on it, and was even more surprised that Lord Talvin had to unlock it to enter.


  “Who is inside?” the fox asked quickly.


  “Right now?” the wolf glanced at him, “No one.”


  The answer confused the slave master “Why is it locked if there is nobody to keep inside?”


  Lord Talvin’s muzzle pulled back in a faint smile, “Free men often value their privacy, my dear fox… a door may sometimes be locked to keep people out, and not just in.” He turned the key then the door knob, and entered, “Come.” It was a simple and direct order; Sidney obeyed it without hesitation. The wolf stopped within the room and turned to face him, “Now close the door behind you.” Again, Sidney did as he was bid, and then, as Lord Talvin’s attention shifted to a collection of metallic objects on a nearby shelf, the fox took a moment to inspect his newest surroundings.


  The room was small by a Lord’s standards but it was still easily twice the size of Sidney’s new chamber within the stables. Despite the numerous, eye-catching items strewn about the area, what caught the fox’s attention first and foremost was the large, plush bed in the center of the room. He glanced at it, then to the wolf, who was sorting through the items on the shelf, “Lord Talvin… is this someone’s bedroom?”


  “Indeed it is, Sidney…” the wolf turned back around to face him, “This is your room… for the night,” and Lord Talvin strolled over to stand directly in front of the fox, several inches too close for polite conversation, “You will remain here for the duration of your stay.”


  Sidney’s thoughts were immediately confirmed, “Yes, Lord Talvin,” he nodded, lowering his gaze, “Do you wish me to remove my loin cloth for you?”


  “My, my, my…” the wolf responded, making a ‘tsk tsk tsk’ sound with his tongue, “you truly were trained as a personal slave, weren’t you?”


  “Yes, Lord Tal–” Sidney began, but he fell silent as Lord Talvin’s paw hooked under the bottom of his chin and raised it to meet his own. The fox jumped in surprise when their lips met. The kiss lasted scarcely a second, but, as Lord Talvin pulled away, Sidney had to fight to avoid gasping for breath; the action had caught him off-guard in too many ways for the fox to count. In all his years he had never had a Lord ask for something so–


  “Too intimate for you, Sidney?” the wolf inquired, slowly unbuttoning his tunic.


  “Lord Bulhue was not interested in kissing,” the fox attempted to answer the question in as indirect manner as possible.


  The expression on Lord Talvin’s muzzle led Sidney to realize that the lord wasn’t about to settle on the evasion, but, strangely enough, the wolf didn’t push the issue. Instead, he changed gears, “Tenvierian scholars discovered early on in the development of the Sardassi that a body’s ability to heal itself was related with several different energies,” he motioned to the bed, “Lay down, Sidney.” The fox complied.


  “Now…” the wolf noted, standing beside the prone fox, “An injury to the shoulder…” he gently touched Sidney’s collar bone, “or an injury to the knee…” he likewise pressed a finger against the slave master’s knee cap, “or even damage to the head,” Lord Talvin gave the fox a soft scritching between the eyes with a claw, “they are all an attack on a body’s ability to continue surviving… and, assuming they are not severe enough to cause death, they can all be healed.” The wolf sat down on the bed and began to undo Sidney’s loincloth, “Do you understand that much, Sidney?”


  “Yes, Lord Talvin,” the fox acknowledged, maintaining an air of indifference as the Lord removed the cloth covering his groin.


  The wolf carefully folded the loin cloth and laid it on the night stand beside the bed, “Scholars discovered that the body is, in many ways, like a carriage that can repair itself… it is made up of many pieces working together, and, each of these pieces in turn are made up of smaller parts, and smaller parts, on and on… just as a wagon’s wheels are comprised of several pieces, and those pieces are assembled from other pieces.” Lord Talvin began to smooth out Sidney’s fur using his bare paws. Despite himself, the fox had to fight to avoid fidgeting at the attention; it was far different than what he was used to.


  “A body’s ability to repair itself, however, is far different from that of a carriage,” the wolf continued to draw his paws across the slave master’s body, trailing his fingers down Sidney’s abdomen, lightly raking his claws down past the fox’s belly button, “Our bodies replace dead parts with living parts… this is why we lose fur… why we shed claws… why our flesh flecks off as our wounds close. They are all replaced by new, healthy parts.”


  “Then…” Sidney flicked an ear, his eyes focused on the paws exploring his body, “…the Sardassi…”


  “The Sardassi encourages our bodies to heal faster by giving us new flesh.” Lord Talvin explained calmly, his fingers trailing through Sidney’s pubic fur before one of his paws reached down to gently cup the fox’s sac. It infuses us with the energy our body uses in replicating itself… not unlike some Sarvistines do with lost limbs.”


  “The–” Sidney’s voice came out an octave too high. He swallowed, watching as the wolf fondled the contents of his scrotum, “The Sarvistines… they’re… lizards… from the north?” He fidgeted, feeling his surprisingly full sac lay heavily in the Lord’s grasp.


  “Of a sort, yes, Sidney… and most are able to regenerate themselves far greater than any other man or woman.” Lord Talvin gently released the fox’s endowments and sat up, unbuttoning his own tunic, “The Sardassi,” he continued as he undressed, “stimulates the parts of our body responsible for replacing the old and bringing about the new.” Unlike with the slave master’s loin cloth, the wolf simply tossed his own clothing onto the floor, “Of course… therein lays the side effects.”


  “I do not understand.” Sidney responded, eyes glued to the luscious fur of the wolf’s chest, admiring the wiry muscles as the flowed with each of the lord’s movements. Lord Talvin was built much like Lord Hector, albeit, with a slighter degree of bulk and more keenly defined muscle; the fox attributed it to the wolf being a natural predator. The fox quickly looked away the moment Lord Talvin’s keen gaze settled on him… either his host’s touch, or the view of the wolf half-naked had affected Sidney more than he thought; his flesh was already peeking out of his sheath, and the realization embarrassed him greatly.


  Lord Talvin smiled shrewdly, “I believe you understand better than you realize.” The wolf flicked a single buckle at his waist, and stepped forward, the light fabric of his slacks falling to the floor past his ankles. Sidney’s eyes widened quickly when he realized that his host wore no undergarments, and that Lord Talvin was graced with endowments not unlike Lord Hector or Maern; he had no sheath… and was endowed more generously than his svelte frame would have suggested, “A body’s ability to heal itself is but one way it utilizes the energy provided by the Sardassi… it affects other aspects… other needs…” the Lord climbed onto the bed again, leaning over the prone fox.


  “It–” Sidney began, but the words stopped before making it out of his lips, his tongue tripped over itself as the wolf’s tongue played across the tip of his exposed flesh, washing down to softly caress his partially withdrawn sheath. The fox let out a ragged gasp, exhaling slowly as Lord Talvin’s skillful paw took charge in pulling his sheath further back. Surprising himself, Sidney barely managed to avoid thrusting into the skilled grip.


  “It’s alright, my dear fox,” the wolf chided, “as I said… the Sardassi may not have been so obvious in its affect on certain parts of you, but by now I am certain you are aware that, even without Lord Hector’s focus ring it can still stir certain needs in someone it heals… and it is a far wiser address to tend to those needs rather than leaving them unattended.”


  “Lord Talvin…” Sidney spoke up, “I can… do that myself…”


  “Indeed… of that I have no doubt,” the wolf nodded with certainty, “However, if I am not mistaken, I have purchased you for the night…” The slave master swallowed, and nodded obediently, “Excellent.” Lord Talvin confirmed, “Then we shall find out just how many methods to which you were introduced as a personal slave.”


  “Yes, Lord Talvin,” the fox squeaked.


  Sidney remained prone, laying on the bed, back down, and rapidly-hardening member sticking up. The fox’s heart skipped a beat as the wolf straddled him; the Lord’s thick, spongy member resting directly beside the slave master’s mostly-withdrawn sheath, “I would assume that, as a pleasure slave, your focus was to fulfil the desires of the Lords and Ladies to whom you were presented…” and Lord Talvin took hold of Sidney’s mostly-erect flesh, pulling it forward as he took his own wolfhood in his other paw, and pressed the two tips together, “is that not correct?”


  “Y-yes, Lord Talvin.”


  “And, if I am not mistaken, Lord Bulhue was your only owner?” the wolf smiled, easing his hips forward a half inch, holding his member loosely around its foreskin as the tip of Sidney’s member passed through the fleshy sleeve.


  “Hhh–” the sound emerged from the fox’s surprised muzzle like a gasp, “he was.” Sidney clenched the soft mattress beneath him as more of his flesh disappeared into the wolf’s foreskin. After another half inch it stopped, bumping into the wolf’s semi-erect member.


  “I see.” Lord Talvin acknowledged casually. The fox wondered if Lord Talvin was done with his ‘fun’ at that point, but was proven wrong as the wolf, keeping his paw in place, began to slowly rock his hips, causing Sidney’s flesh to reappear, before sliding back in, “And I trust Lord Bulhue was never interested in your pleasure.”


  “No, Lord Talvin.” Sidney confirmed, “He was not.”


  “Ah…” the wolf nodded, immediately parting their joined members, his own thickening and hardening from the play, “a pity,” and he inched his hips further up the fox’s, “It is, of course, not an uncommon situation among personal slaves… they are required to pleasure their masters and are to expect none themselves…” Lord Talvin smiled, revealing his sharp teeth, “of course… not always…” and Sidney felt the wolf slowly settle back down upon him, the lord’s tail flicking left then right, caressing its way across the fox’s groin. He gasped in surprise when he felt the tip of his flesh slide up beneath Lord Talvin’s tail.


  “L-Lord Tal–” the slave master began, but his throat constricted the rest of his words as he felt the warm, tight opening part before the pointed head of his member. Sidney had never been inside another male before… or anyone, for that matter, and he froze, his entire body going as rigid as his shaft.


  “Mmmngh…” the wolf’s soft exhale became a wince at the end, and Sidney felt the Lord’s opening spasm once around his member. Lord Talvin paused in lowering himself, the tip of his shaft leaking a thin line of fluid as it bobbed between them, “…it has been awhile…” the wolf chuckled, and slowly opened his eyes, looking down at the confused fox, “Few noblemen appreciate the art of being able to take everything another male can give,” he explained, slowly letting his hips slip down another half-inch of Sidney’s shaft, “It is seen as… unseemly.”


  Sidney, still in shock of what was happening, simply nodded mutely in response. Lord Talvin leaned forward, chuckling, and touched his muzzle to the fox’s, sliding his tongue out to caress the slave master’s velvety muzzle. Though Sidney was unfamiliar with kisses, he knew well enough how to follow a lead, and opened his lips, giving Lord Talvin free reign… which the wolf gladly took.


  The fox lost track of time, lost in the skillful caresses of his host as Lord Talvin’s tongue searched his muzzle and caressed the side of his face, leaving the slave master breathless in his grasp. Only once Sidney’s knot felt the tight opening of the wolf impede its progress did the slave master realize that the wolf had taken all of him, “You…” Sidney finally found his voice, encouraged on by Lord Talvin’s attention, “You are such a Lord?’


  “No…” the wolf responded, then added cryptically, “and yes,” he slowly raised one leg, planting his foot firmly on the mattress, and pulled himself off of the fox’s very erect member, “I have learned to appreciate nearly any kind of attention.” Lord Talvin noted, “being flexible meant making each task that much easier…”


  “Each task?” Sidney asked, moving to sit up, but failing as the wolf pushed him back onto the mattress.


  “Let us simply understand that my life has not always been beast-less carriages and fine clothes.” Lord Talvin smiled, raising his leg and drawing it over Sidney’s body before about-facing and turning around, his tail caressing the fox’s abdomen. Once Lord Talvin had turned around, he straddled the fox once more and eased himself back down.


  With skilled perfection, the wolf guided Sidney’s member back up beneath his tail, and slowly impailed himself once more. Lord Talvin let out a breath slowly, his opening caressing Sidney’s shaft as it enveloped him easily. The sensation of the Lord’s warm body around his flesh almost caused the fox to lose focus… but not before he noticed the numerous lines of scars on the wolf’s back. Lord Talvin’s words, combined with the subtle comments Sidney had heard but all but forgotten suddenly brought everything into focus, “You’re a slave?!?”


  Lord Talvin chuckled softly, slowly arching his back and pushing his hips down against the fox’s groin. Sidney gasped at the sensation from the move… one he himself had exceuted more than once, “In a different life, perhaps,” the wolf confirmed, rocking his rump forward and backward as if thrusting his own member into the empty air; the movement was erotically enticing as it rolled the fox’s flesh within the confines of his tail hole.


  “But… a slave can’t be…” Sidney’s objection was interrupted as a yip of excitement caused him to shudder; Lord Talvin had clenched down on his flesh, and it sent a spike of pleasure throughout the fox’s body.


  “I was freed,” the wolf explained, his tail softly caressing Sidney’s chest, the tip of it tickling the fox’s throat, “By Lord Hector.”


  The sudden explanation would have been enough to make Sidney gasp but, suddenly, the wolf pressed powerfully down with his hips, impaling himself on the fox’s member, and the slave master’s cry was one of carnal lust rather than surprise as Lord Talvin took the fox’s knot, swallowing it into himself. Sidney quivered, moaning constantly as soon as the wolf continued his movements… and yet, all without a break in explaining.


  “I was asked to do many things as a slave, my dear Sidney… there was nothing beneath me when it came to those who ruled over me…” the wolf arched his back again, tail kinking slightly due to the fox’s knot, and Sidney practically swore he could even feel his teeth tingling at the sensation; despite being trained to avoid finding release without a master’s permission, Sidney was hard pressed to control himself.


  “You’re…” the fox whimpered as he felt the pressure building in his groin, “…good.”


  “Very good.” Lord Talvin nodded, drawing his paws across his own body erotically, even adding a theatrical moan for good measure… The sight and sounds of the wolf in his lap were something Sidney couldn’t help but disbelieve, but, he realized, Lord Talvin was very, very real. Even as he squinted his eyes against the impending climax the entire world spun and Sidney whimpered, gritting his teeth as he finally lost the battle; he let out a hoarse cry and he emptied himself into the wolf.


  The release was intense… almost as intense as when he’d been strapped to the Sardassi, albeit, without the agonizing, burning power of the horrible device. The fox was lost to the sensation and time became meaningless as the wolf milked him for all he had. Only once the euphoria passed did Sidney open his eyes, realizing that Lord Talvin had rotated in his lap, looming over the fox, their hips still locked together, “I was like this with my first master, a large bull giraffe… when I killed him,” the wolf said candidly.


  Sidney had never been stuck in a tie before; he’d heard that they could sometimes last upwards of twenty minutes. In his case, hearing those words from his partner was all he needed for it to end right there. Lord Talvin rose up from his position, the fox’s member making an audible pop as the wolf pulled free, “…killed?” Sidney whispered.


  “It was an order from my second master,” the wolf explained, calmly sliding off the edge of the bed, “I had been trained as a pleasure slave… not unlike yourself.”


  “But… you… you killed?” the fox questioned, finding himself staring at the predatory gaze of the wolf, not unlike a mouse about to be eaten by a snake.


  “At my second master’s command.” Lord Talvin acknowledged casually, “He had purchased me several seasons before, and, knowing that my former master trusted me, knew that he would find no better assassin.”


  The word caused Sidney’s fur to stand on end, “You’re… an…”


  “I was, yes.” Lord Talvin acknowledged, grabbing Sidney by his newly healed ankle, and then pulled him to the edge of the bed, “What betta ehsasseen than eh sex slave?” the wolf smirked, his words falling back into a very thick Tenvierian accent “nobodi espects a sex slave as enything but eh place for plehsure.”


  “But… how?” Sidney gaped, his legs hanging off the side of the bed as the wolf reached forward and gently caressed his fluid-slick member. The fox tensed when Lord Talvin’s paw slid up beneath his tail, slathering his opening with his own seed.


  “My second master also enjoyed my services… albeit, quite differently than my first,” the wolf’s words returned to seamless Prossian, his accent completely gone, “As a nobleman, it was not seemly for a powerful male lion to enjoy being taken like a lioness…” and, with one, smooth thrust, Lord Talvin slid several inches of his flesh into the fox’s tail hole. Sidney gasped, his head spinning both from the sudden fullness but also, at the same time, in surprise that the wolf’s skill succeeded in impaling him without more than the faintest hint of pain.


  “The life of an assassin is not an easy one, my sweet Bane…” Lord Talvin noted, eyes gleaming green in the half-light of the room, “…and Lord Hector saved me from that life,” the wolf leaned forward, curling Sidney’s body back upon itself as his shoulder blades were forced against the mattress and his hips were pulled up to meet the Lord’s thrust, “It has taken quite some time… but I am finally able to pay him back.”


  The slave master was unable to ask the next question that came to mind as a moan took hold of his voice; Lord Talvin knew what he was doing, and the sensations of the wolf’s flesh within him caused the fox’s body to stir anew.


  Sidney’s paws found their way to Lord Talvin’s shoulders, and each of the fox’s breaths came out as quick gasps, each timed with the rhythm of the wolf’s thrusts, “How?” Sidney finally found his voice.


  “That, my dear Sidney,” the wolf pulled away, letting Sidney uncurl his body and flop back down across the mattress, “is a discussion we will have to share another time.”


  The fox’s nose began working immediately, surprised that Lord Talvin had not chosen to finish the act, “You… you didn’t–”


  The wolf smiled, walking around to the side of the bed and reached out to caress one of Sidney’s ears, “I learned long ago, as both a sex slave and an assassin, that it is best to keep everyone guessing,” the fox did not notice that Lord Talvin’s other paw was caressing his wolfhood until the fingers at his ear tightened their grip, and pulled his head down to the lord’s groin. Sidney closed his eyes as jet after jet of the wolf’s seed sprayed across his face, “Now nobody will question that you have served your purpose,” he offered with a chuckle, which, surprisingly to the fox, was good-natured rather than spiteful.


  The fox pulled away only once the grip on his ear ended, and slowly opened his eyes, only to find that Lord Talvin still loomed over him, “Things are not always as they appear, dear Sidney,” the wolf explained, leaning forward to lick his own fluids from the fox’s fur, “Who is in control and how… who are friends… who are enemies…” he smiled as he drew back, “The life of a slave is so much simpler than that of a Lord… sometimes I envy you.”


  “Me?” the fox questioned, ears up.


  “Of course.” Lord Talvin acknowledged, heading for the door, tail wagging profusely, “After all, you are the great slave ‘Bane’, and you have just converted the enigmatic Lord Talvin to Lord Hector’s cause.”


  Sidney cocked his head to the side, “Weren’t you already–”


  The wolf lingered at the doorway, still naked. He glanced back to the fox and winked, “As I said… things are not always as they appear. Nobody else knows for certain where my affiliations lay but, after a theatrical reveal tomorrow after I return you… well… let us simply say that Lord Levid will be out for blood,” he chuckled, leaning against the door frame as he smiled, providing the slave master an open, unabashed view of his body.


  The fox sat up in surprise at the seemingly optimistic tone the wolf used with what should have been a very displeasing turn of events, “That’s good?” he questioned.


  “Do not concern yourself with the specifics, my sweet fox… that is for me to worry about. Just continue being you, and everything will work out perfectly.” Lord Talvin’s tail swayed back and forth as the naked wolf strolled out of the room, leaving Sidney surprised, shocked, confused, and, somehow still very much aroused.


  Conflicted


  

  Sidney had fallen asleep amidst the scented sheets and pillows of the posh bed. The aromas of hops, chamomile, lavender, and other herbs he couldn’t place filled his nose and his dreams, and he slept more fully than he recalled in any other case… save perhaps when he was at Lord Levid’s estate in the embrace of his Master. His awakening was just as aromatic.


  The fox stirred as the soft, mellow aura of herbs still present in his nose were supplemented and ultimately overpowered by a new, much more powerful but no less pleasant smelling odor. Sidney slowly sat up, taking in a deep breath as he tried to identify the sweet, nutty-caramel scent mixed with just the faintest hint of sulfur. He started the moment he saw Lord Talvin seated next to the bed on a chair, a ceramic mug cupped between his paws with its contents steaming faintly.


  “Good morning, Sidney,” the wolf offered amiably.


  “Good morning, Lord Talvin.” Sidney responded immediately, sitting up straight, at attention; he didn’t miss the fact that Lord Talvin was still naked.


  “Calm yourself,” the wolf smiled faintly, lifting his mug to his muzzle and sipping lightly at the steaming liquid, “It is still early, and I do not expect you to be at my beck and call before the sun is even up.” Sidney flicked an ear, cocking his head to the side at Lord Talvin’s casual disregard for his station as a rented slave. He was just about to speak up with his host continued, “Would you care for some coffee, my dear fox?” and he held his mug out across the bed to the slave.


  Sidney looked down at the black fluid in the mug, ears up, “Cough-ee?”


  Lord Talvin drew the drink away from him when the fox showed no indication of accepting, “Mmm,” the wolf acknowledged with an affirmative sound, sipping at the brew again, “A Tenvierian drink… I am not surprised that you are unfamiliar with it… Tea is much more commonplace here in Pross.”


  “I have had tea before.” Sidney volunteered, “But not coffee.”


  “Of course,” the wolf inclined his head before taking another sip, “I would suppose that water would be the drink of choice for most slaves.”


  Nodding, the fox acknowledged the statement. Several moments of silence passed between them before Sidney spoke up, unable to keep the words from escaping his muzzle, “You were really a slave?”


  “Yes.” Lord Talvin stated simply, eyes peering at the fox over the rim of his mug as he took another sip.


  “And…” Sidney swallowed as his throat rebelled against his next question, apprehension fueling his submissive tone, “…you were an assassin?”


  “Yes,” the wolf smiled, setting the mug down on the night stand next to the bed; his tail wagged languidly from side to side.


  “So…” the fox’s ears fell slightly, “You… killed people?”


  Lord Talvin nodded, “I did,” the admission was casual, and without any indication of the wolf’s pleasure or displeasure of the fact, “My master at the time ordered me to kill four people during the time he owned me.” He stood and moved to the door, “Come.”


  Sidney stood immediately and followed, “So, you… you killed four people?”


  “Far more than that, my fine fox,” again, the words were matter-of-fact, without any hint of pride or revulsion, “Although I may be an assassin no longer, the training is still with me and… quite frankly, I do not always have the luxury of leaving…” the wolf took several steps before finding the right word, “…loose ends.”


  “Like Lady Fody.” It was as much a question as a statement.


  “She died far more cleanly than she deserved.” Lord Talvin’s words were accompanied by a faint growl, but he came to a stop, still looking away from Sidney, and amended his statement, “Yes, Sidney… like Lady Fody.”


  “Then, you did kill her…”


  “Not in any manner I would ever admit to,” the wolf noted, pointedly dancing around Sidney’s question, “Let us talk no further of her,” he continued walking as he addressed the topic with a tone that bade no disobedience.


  Sidney followed Lord Talvin past an intersection in the hall – the one that led to the main door, “Who were the people your master had you kill?” he asked, glancing once down the side passage to the manor’s front windows; it was still dark outside.


  Lord Talvin went through the list of people as if he were recounting a list of things to purchase at the market, “My first master, who was a political rival. Another Lord who had an interest in some of my Master’s business dealings, and the wife of my Master’s best friend.”


  The fox, astounded by the list, didn’t really know where to begin with his follow-up question; his attention to detail, however, brought him to the most prominent one, “What about the fourth person your master had you kill?”


  “He ordered me to kill four,” Lord Talvin stated, finally stopping as he came to a door on the left wall of the hallway. He turned to face Sidney, stating calmly, “I did not kill my fourth target.”


  “Why not?” the fox inquired.


  “Because my Master died before I carried out his order.” Something about the severity of the wolf’s tone left Sidney wondering further at the statement, but he was not about to push the issue, “Now…” Lord Talvin’s voice immediately changed to one of a more pleasant, casual nature, “I believe we should get you suitably cleaned up before we head back to Lord Hector’s estate.”


  “Yes, Lord Talvin,” the fox affirmed, waiting patiently as the wolf opened the door. A wave of warm steam flowed across them both and Sidney shivered faintly at the feel of the herb-infused haze tickling his fur and caressing his nose. The slave master fought back a yip as Lord Talvin’s arm wrapped around his waist, and the wolf ushered him forward into the room and through the door.


  “Ian will see to you.” Lord Talvin announced, standing in the doorway. The wolf motioned Sidney toward the hazy figure awaiting him in the center of the room. The fox complied, moving timidly closer tp indistinct form that was shrouded by the heavy steam. As Sidney drew nearer to Ian, the slave master’s eyes grew wide, ears falling to the side of his head as a reptilian snout, scaled limbs, and long, thick tail manifested from within the hot brume.


  Sidney found himself unable to formulate a suitable sentence, “It… it… it!!!” Ian extended a talon toward him, four wicked claws outstretched, “Sarvistinian!” the fox practically screeched the warning.


  Lord Talvin’s paws clamped down on the slave master’s shoulders and he stated a single word, “Indeed.”


  “But–” Sidney began, shying away as the lizard drew even closer; with his back pressed against Lord Talvin’s sternum the fox had nowhere to go.


  “I know,” the wolf responded, a hint of mirth in his voice, “Sarvistinians are to be killed on sight… and he is obviously not dead.” Lord Talvin gently extended his arms, pushing Sidney back toward the creature.


  Ian was much taller than the fox, but not quite Maern’s height. The Sarvistinian’s build was slightly broader than Lord Talvin’s but the thick plates along his shoulders and the outsides of his arms made him look even bulkier. The ridge of the lizard’s tail held the same broad, overlapping, traingular plates as his shoulders, which were in stark contrast to the smooth, band-like scales along his neck, chest, and groin. Sidney’s eyes stopped when he realized that the lizard man was completely naked.


  Heedless of the fox’s observations of the Sarventinian, Lord Talvin had continued talking, “ …and once he has you clean, he will guide you to the breakfast table… it would be unseemly for me to bring you back to Lord Hector without first being fed.”


  Sidney swallowed apprehensively, tail curling between his legs at the way Ian’s dark red, slitted-pupil eyes explored his body, “Lord Talvin?”


  “Yes, dear fox?” the wolf’s voice was further away, coming to him from beyond the doorway leading to the hall.


  There were any of a dozen questions Sidney felt needed to be asked, but all he could manage was a timid “His… his name is… Ian?”


  “No, Sidney.” Lord Talvin chuckled, “I call him ‘Ian’ because it is easy to say, unlike his given name.”


  The fox managed to push one more question out of his still-stunned muzzle, “And… he is a slave?”


  “He is not,” the wolf answered, “I saved his life and, per their way, this means that he is Lifebound to me.” Sidney heard the door swing closed behind him, but not before his host added briefly, “Enjoy your shower.”


  “Shower?” Sidney turned, glancing back toward the wolf, but the door was already closed. He didn’t have time to dwell on the thought, however, as a scaled talon came to rest on his shoulder, palm first, and then each of three fingers slowly curling down into place, one after another until he was fully in Ian’s grasp; the fox shuddered.


  The lizard man slowly about-faced Sidney and motioned him toward the far end of the room, which was barely visible through the clouds of steam. The fox obediently took the silent direction, moving where Ian led him through gesture alone. The chamber, Sidney realized, was triangular in shape, noticing it only as the side walls began to close in on them as they drew nearer to the back corner.


  The fox could see several large cauldrons lining either side of the room, water bubbling away within them. Ian came to a stop, talon still on his shoulder. The lizard man pointed past him to the corner opposite the entry door, which was decidedly different from the rest of the room; from the eight foot ceiling down to the floor it was tiled with cream-colored marble. Four small, metal pipes emerged from the very top of the walls, two per side, pointing down at an angle toward the corner, and a small, circular metal grate was positioned in the middle of the slightly downward-sloping, tiled floor.


  Sidney glanced to Ian who, wordlessly, motioned to the tiled corner. Accepting the direction, the fox moved immediately, tentatively placing one paw then the other onto the tile; he was surprised at the warmth in it, but only until he realized that the room was obviously hot enough that there was no reason for the marble to be cold. The fox didn’t have any more time to question his surrounding as he was suddenly set on all sides by a vigorous rain… warm, sweet-scented rain.


  Covering his eyes from the worst of the falling spray, Sidney looked up only to discover that the cascading water was coming from the nozzles. Only after the initial shock wore off did the fox realize that the hot water streaming down onto him felt good… very, very good, “Ooohhh…” he gasped, slowly turning amidst the flow to thoroughly soak himself.


  The fox reveled in the feel of the hot water washing all over him, enjoying it like he was able to celebrate the few times he had been graced with a hot bath, and yet, at the same time, it was something completely new and wonderful in its own fashion. He was giddy with joy, lost in the sensations of being caressed by the falling water until, suddenly, it stopped.


  The end to the water flow was heralded with a faint, metallic squeak; the shower was done. Ian stepped into Sidney’s field of view with a large, plush towel that the fox swore could have been big enough to serve as a blanket and, was without even the slightest warning, engulfed him in it. The fox’s first reaction was to struggle, but he overrode it and remained stock still for the lizard, realizing that the blanket was not a net and the Sarventinian was not a slaver.


  After a few seconds of vigorous rubbing, Ian released his head, pulling the cloth past it has he continued to dry Sidney off. The slave master was not used to the pampering, and had to fight back a giggle a few times as the lizard’s firm talons managed to hint at a ticklish response in him. Even so, the fox remained still and obediently accessible for Ian’s task of getting him dry. Sidney tensed only once, and that was as the towel, which would do little to blunt the lizard’s dagger-like claws, slid between his legs, nimbly and efficiently drying off his sheath and furred sac.


  Ian turned and set the towel on a wall peg, then looked back to the fox. Sidney watched the lizard’s pupils expand from slits to diamonds, then back again as Ian inspected him. The fox, who had been relaxed by the shower, began to feel the creeping grasp of unease take hold of him again as the Sarventinian’s sard-colored gaze assessed him critically. The slave master’s tail was just starting to tuck when, with a definitive nod, Ian turned, and walked back toward the door leading out into the hall. He paused, glanced back over his shoulder, and motioned for Sidney to follow.


  The fox padded after him, looking to the left and right at the cauldrons; they were still giving off steam, but, he noticed, the water levels in them had decreased dramatically. He wondered if it had all evaporated that quickly, but had little time to dwell on it as his attentive ears heard the sound of metal squeaking on the far side of the room. Looking in that direction, Sidney saw that Ian had opened a cabinet the fox hadn’t noticed when he’d first entered the bathing chamber.


  The lizard man drew out a long leather cord that was adorned with countless beads, pausing to wrap it around his waist and affixing it behind himself, tying it off above his broad, reptilian tail. He then reached back into the cabinet and pulled out a long, three-foot bolt of coarse-looking brown cloth. The length of what appeared to be hand-woven fabric was approximately twice as long as it was wide but, when Ian slid it between his groin and the beaded leather and folded it in half over the cord it hung down in front of his crotch, a near-perfect square.


  “I…” Sidney jumped at the sound of his own voice, but quickly recovered and started again, “I’ve never seen a loin cloth like that before.” He cleared his throat and started over, “I don’t think I’ve heard of decorating a loin cloth rope… and… uh…” he rubbed the back of his head, uneasy with the one sided conversation, “… just having the… uh… front covered.”


  If Ian heard him, the lizard made no indication of it. Instead, he continued rummaging around in the cabinet and pulled out Sidney’s green vest and loin cloth – both of which appeared to be freshly laundered. The fox took a half-step back when the Sarventinian’s eyes settled on him again, and matched the step anew when the lizard approached him.


  Ian, without a word, pressed the clothing into the slave master’s grasp, then about-faced and walked out the door, leaving it open behind himself. Sidney quickly got dressed and followed. The lizard waited for him out in the hall, and paused just long enough to close the door once the fox emerged. Sidney shivered faintly as the warmth of the bathing chamber was banished, but he recovered quickly and followed after the Sarventinian, who was already heading off down the hallway toward a new destination.


  They stopped at a set of double doors, but only for a moment as the lizard stepped ahead. The aroma of countless foods bombarded Sidney the moment Ian opened the way to the adjoining room. The fox’s muzzle began to salivate immediately at the plethora of aromas and his guide had no trouble leading him into the room, “Hello again.” Lord Talvin offered in welcome as the two approached; the slave master did not miss the fact that his host was now dressed.


  Sidney was surprised at the dining hall. In all his years, the fox had seen a few different Lords’ manors, and all had amazingly luxurious arrangements, as if each strove to outdo the other with the opulence of their entertaining areas. Lord Talvin’s eatery, however, was austere in comparison; economical, and unpretentious… yet somehow elegant in its simplicity. A single rectangular table, just large enough to seat perhaps six took up the center of the small room; four chairs were spaced evenly along the length.


  Aside from three empty plates in front of three of the chairs, there were also several platters containing numerous prepared dishes. Sidney saw eggs, bread, diced potatoes, some kinds of cakes and pastries, fresh fruit, and – he paused, fighting back his gag reflex, “Pork?” he inquired, hoping he didn’t look greenish at the thought.


  “Ham steak… bacon… sausage…” Lord Talvin motioned to each dish as he identified it, “and a Tenvierian specialty…” he pointed to another dish, “It is called Yuung. It is a cut not often found in Pross… most often fed to pets because the chefs here do not know how to correctly prepare it.”


  “Th-thank you… Lord Talvin.” Sidney noted, holding his stomach with a paw as he was guided to his seat by Ian. The lizard circled the table and took the chair beside the wolf.


  “Is something wrong, Sidney?” his host inquired, collecting small helpings from each dish on the table, creating what appeared to be a veritable work of art on his plate.


  “I…” the fox swallowed the bile that was starting to build, “…do not eat meat… Lord Talvin,” he admitted.


  “Ah,” the wolf nodded, motioning to the collection of platters, “Ian… if you please?”


  The lizard nodded his head and stood, gathering up the meat dishes once Lord Talvin had taken his helping. At first, Sidney thought the Sarventinian was going to leave the room with them but, much to the fox’s surprise, Ian tilted his head back as he raised the first platter to his snout, jaws distending as he slid the entirety of the contents down his throat. Despite the initial performance, Sidney was just as shocked as the lizard repeated the action, completely consuming each platter in succession until only the empty serving dishes remained.


  Lord Talvin smiled, watching Sidney’s reactions, “Ian, if you have not yet realized it, has many uses,” he chuckled good-naturedly, “Interesting, is it not?”


  The fox’s response was spoken directly as a train of thought comment, completely uncensored, “If he eats that easily, why does he even have TEETH?!?” In response, Lord Talvin laughed that much harder.


  * * * * * *


  Maern didn’t join the procession until they were outside. Lord Talvin gave Ian directions and orders to complete during his absence, and let the Sarventinian know that he anticipated being home early afternoon or that evening; the lizard nodded in response, and walked off further into the house, out of view. Sidney couldn’t help but question an observation he made, “He doesn’t go outside?”


  “It would be foolish and risky.” Lord Talvin stated, “It would put us both at risk considering what the laws have to say about his people. So… no…” the wolf glanced over at the fox before climbing up into the carriage, “… no, he does not go outside.”


  Sidney stepped up into the transport after the wolf and, at Lord Talvin’s direction, closed the door. Maern walked around to the wolf’s window, and the two exchanged a few words in Vensian, ending with the stallion nodding his head and stating definitively, “Iya, Lord Tal-vin,” at which point, the lord closed the blind and turned back, looking to the fox.


  Lord Talvin did not miss the slave master’s inquisitive expression, “Yes?” at which point, the wolf reached over and rubbed one of Sidney’s erect ears.


  The fox lowered them, “Why do you have Ian here if it’s forbidden?” his ears raised again as his curiosity won control of them, “Aren’t you always supposed to do what Lord Levid commands of you?”


  The wolf smirked at that, still toying with the fox’s ear as the transport began to move, “We are all thinking men, my dear Bane. We have within us the capacity to do good or ill, and it is ultimately up to each and every one of us to determine whether it is better to do ill as we are told, or to disobey for the sake of doing good.”


  “I don’t understand.” Sidney’s ears fell slightly, “Slaves don’t decide on good or bad… that’s what our Masters do,” he cocked his head to the side, “Lord Hector told me that Lord Levid is his master like he is mine.”


  Lord Talvin chuckled and patted him on the heed, withdrawing to his side of the carriage, “Yes, and no, my fine vulpine… it is fair to say that the relationship Lords share with Lord Levid is similar in many ways to a slave and his master, but it is not identical,” the wolf reached into his traveling jacket and pulled out a small piece of triangular leather adorned with several small loops of woven cloth, “As free men, Lords enjoy a greater latitude in the choices we make, regardless of how much Lord Levid would prefer otherwise,” the wolf scowled.


  “You do not like Lord Levid?” Sidney asked, able to tell the answer without Lord Talvin even needing to say it.


  “No one would openly admit disliking their king, Sidney…” the wolf smiled, giving him a wink, “It would be like you saying that you hated Lord Hector.”


  “I don’t!” the slave master noted emphatically, “Lord Hector is the best master possible… he’s–”


  Lord Talvin raised a paw and Sidney fell silent, “Say no more… my own experience with Lord Hector can speak volumes…” Despite himself, the fox felt a smile spread across his muzzle at the genuine feeling the wolf put into the words, “A bad reference, I suppose…” Lord Talvin continued, “Regardless, speaking poorly of one’s king is simply not done.”


  “And you’re disobeying him too…?”


  The wolf chuckled at the question and began fitting the strange leather piece to his palm, tying it off around his thumb and pinkie to hold it in place, “The term is ‘civil disobedience’, my dear Bane… it means to purposefully ignore rules that you believe to be wrong.”


  Sidney blinked, “You do not think that Sarvistinians should be killed on sight?”


  Lord Talvin casually replaced the question with one of his own, “Why should they?”


  “Everything I’ve ever heard about them says that they’re barbarians… and vicious… and blood-thirsty, and… and… uh… evil…” the fox explained.


  “I see…” the wolf nodded thoughtfully, then glanced at Sidney out of the corner of his eyes, “And you would now say from personal experience that Ian was all of these things?”


  “Uh…” Sidney paused.


  “Tell me, my most astute and observant fox…” Lord Talvin began to run his fingers through the fur of the slave master’s plush tail, “If I were to describe Lord Levid as vicious and blood-thirsty, would that not be more accurate than to say the same for Ian?”


  “I–” the fox paused.


  “It would… would it not?” the wolf pressed, “You saw the glee he derived from pitting slaves against one another in a fight to the death. He never bothered to spare a life when he had a chance to take it.” Lord Talvin, having tightened the bindings down, flexed his paw several times, clenching it then relaxing it, as if feeling the give and resistance it provided, “Do you think he would have spared Maern if it had been Olnyr that had won in the arena?”


  Sidney shook his head, “No.”


  “I believe you are correct,” the wolf nodded, and he started loosening the bindings from his fingers. Lord Talvin glanced to the fox, “So that does make one wonder… if Lord Levid expects his subjects to kill the vicious and blood-thirsty, why then should he be able to exhibit those same, undesirable traits without being put down himself?”


  The slave master froze, eyes widening as he read into what the would was implying, “A-are you saying that… that someone should kill Lord Levid?!?”


  Lord Talvin shrugged, “I said no such thing…” he flicked an ear, “But what you think I was implying… well…” he leaned back against the bench as he let out a content sigh, folding the lacing across the scrap of leather, “ah… such a fine morning… a wonderful day for traveling, don’t you think, Sidney?”


  The fox felt less inclined to follow through with small chat, preferring the opportunity to ask questions, but he also knew it wasn’t his place to run the conversation, “It is beautiful, Lord Talvin,” he confirmed neutrally, then pressed his luck by following up with a candid question, “Are you concerned about getting in trouble for everything you’ve done?”


  A faint smile spread across the wolf’s muzzle and he turned to regard the fox with a raised eyebrow, “Am I concerned?” he nodded faintly, “Of course the fear is there, my dear Sidney, but men cannot be ruled by fear if they wish to make a difference.” Lord Talvin sat up straighter, “Besides…” his smile widened, “In order to get in trouble, you must first get caught… and that, my friend, is something I certainly do not plan on letting happen.”


  “Lord Hector might order me to tell him what happened when I visited.” Sidney explained, feeling a faint flutter in his chest when he realized admitting it might make the dangerous wolf see him as a threat.


  Lord Talvin smirked, “You could always omit certain details if you chose to.”


  “If he asked me then I will answer,” the fox responded without even a moment’s hesitation, fighting to keep his voice steady.


  “Your master knows enough of what I do that he can approve of me as an ally,” the wolf’s smile disappeared, “The more he knows the more endangered he becomes.” Lord Talvin was staring critically, “I will say this once, and only once, Sidney…” they locked gazes and the slave master was immediate cowed, “He is not to know about Ian.”


  Sidney fidgeted, finding it hard to breathe as he was pinned in place by the predatory gaze, “If… if he a-asks, I… will tell him.”


  “Hmm…” Lord Talvin answered, and broke the gaze, “…a pity,” and they shared not another word for the entirety of the carriage ride. After what felt like forever, the transport finally rolled into Lord Hector’s courtyard.


  Their parting was short and simple. Lord Talvin stated calmly, “Get out,” the fox opened the door, climbing out of the carriage and onto the ground. The wolf’s head appeared momentarially in the window as he added, “Tell him whatever you wish… but do not cross me, Sidney… not a word about Ian,” and, with that, the carriage started back up, moving off down the road and out of the estate.


  Maern, who had been standing on the other side of the carriage, was suddenly within view. The stallion trotted over and rested a hand on the distracted fox’s shoulder, “Hi, Sid-ney.”


  “Hi, Maern,” the slave master responded, letting out a sigh.


  The horse’s ears raised as he gazed at the fox, “Sid-ney gud?”


  “Yeah… I guess it’s just…” he glanced to to the stallion, then sighed, “Yeah, Maern… I just–” but he fell to silence as he saw Finneas approaching.


  He hurried up to them and, without pleasantries, announced, “Lord ’ector’s waiting for yeh at th’ garden.”


  Sidney offered Finneas a brief nod, but the slave was already on his way to whatever was next on his list; the fox wondered how Finneas had managed to survive with an injured leg long enough for it to heal. Maern gave his shoulder a faint squeeze, “Lord Heck-ter… gar-din,” and the stallion motioned toward the side of the house.


  “Right,” the slave master nodded, “Thank you, Maern,” and he headed toward the meeting place, smiling faintly at the large stallion’s simple ‘wel-come’.


  The two passed by within view of the stables and, despite the faint rain cloud over Sidney’s thoughts, the fox still managed to smile a little as he watched the gladiators working within the training circle. Dorias was leading the group in morning exercises, managing to ignore Choel’s constant talking; due to the distance, Sidney wasn’t sure what was being said but, based on the tiger’s enormous grin, the fox had a few possible ideas. The slave master’s smile faded quickly however as his attention returned to the garden; Lord Hector was seated on a bench and was already looking his way.


  The stag spoke up first, “Welcome back, Sidney… you still appear to be in fine condition.” Lord Hector smiled warmly, “I am glad to see you have returned to me in one piece.” He then glanced to stallion, “Moa Dun, Maern.”


  “Moa Don, Lord Heck-tur,” the horse bowed his head.


  The stag’s attention once more turned to Sidney, “You were well cared for?”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox bowed, “Thank you, Master.”


  “Excellent.” Lord Hector smiled warmly and motioned to a decent sized rock, “Sit…” he invited, and Sidney moved obediently to it, “Now… tell me what you learned…”


  Sidney didn’t know if the stag realized just how big of a question he had just asked, but the fox knew for certain that the answer would not be a short one. He took a seat, and Maern sat down on the ground beside him; the stallion was still the taller of the two despite their difference in altitude.


  It took nearly an hour and a half for the slave master to provide a full report to Lord Hector. Sidney left no detail out, explaining that Lord Talvin had spoken about his association with the stag. The fox described the bedroom where he had been along with the scents of both it and the bathing chamber. He went into specifics about his experience with the shower, and, despite the unspoken threat from Lord Talvin, also told the stag everything he had learned about the Sarvistinian.


  Throughout the entire report Lord Hector remained stoic and attentive. Only once Sidney came to the end of his narration, stumbling over Lord Talvin’s suggestion that he not discuss specifics with the stag did the fox’s master show any indication that he had any input to provide, “And then he left, and Finneas told me to come to you, Master.” Sidney finished his tale simply, and with little flourish.


  The stag’s first question was not exactly what the slave master had expected, “Did you not say that Talvin asked that you not tell me about his Sarvistinian?”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox nodded kurtly.


  “And yet you told me anyway?” Lord Hector motioned to Maern, who understood the gesture and immediately stood from his place seated by Sidney’s rock, patted the fox on the shoulder, and headed off back to the stable.


  Sidney nodded again to the stag once the stallion had left, “Yes, Master.”


  “Lord Talvin is a very dangerous man, Sidney…” Lord Hector stated calmly, “Why did you not do as he ordered?”


  “Because you are my Master, Lord Hector… he is not.”


  “Ah…” the stag nodded thoughtfully, “And what of the fourth target?”


  The fox paused at the change in discussion, “Master?” he questioned.


  “You said that Talvin’s second master sent him against four targets… but you only told me about three.”


  Sidney flicked an ear, wondering for a moment if he forgot to explain, “He said his Master died before he carried out the order.”


  Lord Hector raised an eyebrow, “He didn’t tell you how his Master died, or who his fourth target was?”


  An uneasy feeling settled into Sidney’s gut at his master’s question, “No, Master.”


  The stag smiled, “His fourth target was me.” The reveal was a surprise, causing the fox to reel where he was seated as he tried to connect the dots within his mind. The process suddenly became that much harder when Lord Hector calmly added, “And his Master died because Talvin killed him instead of me.”


  Sidney tried several times to speak, but failed each time. His muzzle remained dropped, chin wagging faintly each time he attempted to make a sound. Lord Hector smiled, leaning forward before speaking softly, “You are welcome to ask a question, Sidney,” he chuckled faintly as he said the words, obviously realizing that the slave master needed a moment to compose himself, not just permission.


  The fox finally succeeded, “Why?” Sidney almost tripped over the single syllable, but, once it was out, he managed better following it, “Why would he do that?”


  A rustle from the undergrowth of the garden caught the fox’s attention, and Lord Talvin emerged from behind a short wall of arborvitae, his tail swaying from side to side, “Because, my dear Bane… Hector did not deserve death. I understood that it was not my Master’s decision whether he would die… it was mine,” the wolf turned to regard the stag before glancing back to the fox, “I would have regretted letting someone else decide for me, but I do not regret having made the decision for myself.”


  “When Talvin’s master died his estate was put up for sale.” Lord Hector explained simply; the wolf sat on the ground by his side, and Sidney was astounded when the stag placed a hand on Lord Talvin’s head, not unlike a hunter and his feral hound, “and so I purchased him.”


  Sidney, still in shock, still somehow managed to ask, “Did you know he was an assassin?”


  Lord Hector nodded, “I knew he was a slave that was taught to kill.”


  Lord Talvin glanced up at the stag, “But he purchased me so no one else would make me kill for them again… then changed my name back to what it had once been… and taught me how to be something else…” the wolf’s voice cracked for a moment before he regained control, “…he saved me.”


  Lord Hector glanced down to the wolf with a smile, “You would not have succeeded without being willing to be saved.”


  Sidney felt a momentary grasp of jealousy, but he quickly tossed it aside, “And you made him a Lord?”


  “In one form or another I have always been a tool.” Lord Talvin explained, “This is just another way I can be of use… and a way that I prefer to any other,” he gazed up at the stag in adoration, and Sidney suddenly felt an eerie sense of camaraderie with the wolf.


  “And…” the fox paused, reliving for a moment the intimidation within the carriage, “…telling Lord Hector about–”


  “A test.” Lord Talvin answered, “I had to know you were loyal to Lord Hector above anything else… even at your own risk.”


  “Always.” Sidney attested without hesitation.


  “There are other, less stressful ways, it could have been Talvin,” the stag offered with a hint of a frown.


  “Actions speak louder than words, Lord Hector,” the wolf slowly pulled away, getting to his feet, “And, on that note… I am afraid I must take my leave, as I am due at a luncheon, and I still have a part to play in this fine production.” With that, Lord Talvin offered a theatrical bow and started off down the garden path.


  Sidney pressed his luck, “Lord Talvin?” he called.


  The wolf came to a pause and about-faced, inclining his head courteously with a keen grin on his muzzle, “Yes, oh worthy fox?”


  “You said Lord Hector changed your name back to Talvin?” the slave master cocked his head to the side.


  “Indeed he did.” Lord Talvin nodded casually, “I was nearly a teenager when I was taken as a slave. The slavers numbered me ‘Oh-Nine’ and my first master named me ‘Owen’… my second master changed my name again, and Lord Hector then restored my true name to me.”


  “You’ve had that many names?” the fox spoke, his voice barely above a whisper.


  “Names are just that… names,” the wolf responded, “What you are called does not make you who you are,” he offered a smile. Unable to contribute anything in response to the philosophical comment, Sidney simply nodded. Lord Talvin about-faced, and trotted off down the garden path, raising a paw and offering a quick flick at the wrist in a casual farewell gesture.


  Sidney looked back to Lord Hector as the elk chuckled. When his master noticed his gaze, the stag smiled, “He did not always believe those words.”


  “Master?”


  Lord Hector nodded sagely, “For the longest time he let his second master’s name for him define him… it was not easy, and progress was slow, but I’m pleased how far he’s come.”


  The fox cocked his head to the side, ears up as he addressed the stag. The question was out of his muzzle before he’d even realized he’d asked it, “What was his name?”


  His master’s eyes settled on him, a strange emotion hiding behind them as Lord Hector spoke a name that sent the fox’s fur to standing on end, “Bane.”


  Settling In


  

  Sidney was used to being dismissed; there was nothing abnormal about the way in which Lord Hector sent him back to the stables… except the stag’s final parting words: “No work today for the stable, Sidney. You may all relax.” It was a strange thing for a slave to hear but, the fox realized, it was becoming increasingly obvious that Lord Hector was strange for a slave owner; despite all that had happened that morning, the slave master still found it endearing.


  By the time the fox had found his way back to the stable it was readily obvious that Maern had already put his time to good use. The stallion had taken control of the gladiators’ practice session as if he had never left. Sidney made no attempt to hide his approach, and the perceptive horse issued out a firm “Kuus!” and all of the gladiators halted their movements, “Fethus ni!” he ordered, and everyone drew back to their ‘at attention’ stance, “Conam huun Sarr!” Maern announced, and the collection of slaves turned to regard Sidney.


  “Min Sarul,” they announced as one. The fox paused at the collection of words. He had recalled Dorias going over the commands with everyone as Maern taught them, but he had not experienced the full attention of the stable before. Under any normal circumstance, the situation would have been exceedingly embarrassing for the meek fox but, considering the fact that it took place amidst the busy courtyard of his master’s estate in the view of numerous passers-by, it was all the slave master could do to wave everyone inside and retreat into the building.


  “What was that?” Sidney asked of Dorias once they were in the privacy of the stables.


  “Maern says it be important for ya warriahs t’show ye respect.” Dorias responded with the faintest hint of a smirk, “an’ ’e ’ad us learn several commands for acknowledgin’ ye before the ’osting,” the yak gestured to the stallion, who was trying to make sense of a question from Olnyr and answer it to the best of his ability in Prossian; it was not going well, “Maern said ye didn’t seem so ’appy t’day so ’e thought it’d be a good idea t’try it out.”


  “I’m not sure it’s a good idea at all… ever.” Sidney responded, “Lord Hector is the one that gets respect; I’m just a slave master.”


  “Not t’argue with ye, Sidney,” Dorias countered, “but ye be our Slave Master… an’ we do respect ye,” he slapped the fox’s shoulder with a large hand.


  The slave master shrugged with a sigh, “What did he have you say, exactly?”


  “Well… ’e called us back t’attention, an’ then–”


  “Fethus ni.” Sidney repeated the command.


  “Aye, Sidney,” the yak nodded.


  The fox cocked his head to the side, “Doesn’t that mean…” he paused, “it means ’bring you in’… doesn’t it?”


  A smile creased Dorias’ graying muzzle, “Very good… aye… that’s what it means if ye translate it literal… but if ye be fightin’ then ye have arms an’ legs spread out… bringin’ ye in means ye come back to standin’ center.”


  It made a little more sense once Sidney heard it explained, but he cocked his head to the other side as he questioned, “What about ‘Conam huun Sarr’? I know huun means ‘your’…”


  “Aye, it does…” the yak nodded, “an’ Conam means ‘know’… like t’know someone or somethin’.”


  The fox paused, “I thought that was Coni.”


  Dorias nodded, “Aye, Sidney… Coni means t’know… but when ye give it as an order t’people ye say Conam…”


  Sidney thought for a moment before venturing a guess, “So… Maern ordered people to know their–”


  “Lord.” Dorias translated the last word for him, “Sarr means ‘Lord’.”


  The fox almost tripped even though he wasn’t moving, “He called me a LORD?!?”


  “Doesn’t mean th’ same thing as it does in Pross, Sidney,” the yak grinned, “It’s a title fer a leader… someone ye look to fer direction.”


  Sidney wasn’t sure how to react to the explanation; he’d already been overwhelmed by information that Lord Talvin had once been a slave and he didn’t need anything else to become any more difficult in his life, “I’m not sure that kind of thing is a good idea… I’ll have to talk to Lord Hector about–”


  “Already did,” the yak interrupted, “An’ Lord ’ector thought it was a great way t’ build obedience an’ structure.”


  The Slave Master provided the most eloquent counter argument that came to mind, “Oh.”


  Dorias kept the conversation alive by changing the topic, “Lord ’ector told ye that ’e wants us relaxin’?”


  Sidney nodded, almost absently, “He said we don’t have any work to do today… I suppose that means everyone can… um…” he thought for a moment, “… not… do… uh… anything.”


  The yak chuckled, “Not used t’not ’avin’ work?”


  “The last stable I was in always had something to do… Gralz wasn’t a mean Slave Master or anything but he kept us really busy,” the fox noted.


  Dorias nodded thoughtfully, “Well, I told Maern, an’ ’e plans on doin’ more practice… an’ I think Olnyr plans on doin’ th’ same.”


  “What about you?” Sidney asked.


  “Lord ’ector spent some time ’ere last night an’ ’e brought me a book,” the yak’s eyes lit up as he said the word and, for a moment the fox could clearly identify the glimmer of appreciation in Dorias’ smile.


  “So…” the slave master paused, “you’re going to read?”


  “Aye,” the yak nodded with a sense of completion.


  “Okay.” Sidney acknowledged, then paused when Dorias did not go anywhere. He inwardly smacked himself, “Go ahead,” he offered as a clumsy dismissal.


  “If ye need me, I’ll be easy t’find,” and, with that, the yak walked off to his stall.


  Sidney watched Dorias depart, gazing at the closed stall door for several moments before a voice behind him pulled the fox’s attention away, “He’s been a lot mellower since he was studded out.” Choel leaned against one of the roof’s wooden supports, “Guess it goes to show that old guys can still get Cub Cream on the brain too.”


  “Cub what?” Sidney cocked an ear.


  “Cub Cream,” the tiger offered, making a circle with his paw at groin height and vigorously wagging his wrist, “Calf Cream for yaks though, I guess…” and, to illustrate the point he flicked his wrist and opened up his fingers in a splattering-like motion, “Colt Cream in Maern’s case or–”


  “I get it,” the fox interjected.


  “for Lord Hector it’d be Foal… uh… Foam… or something…” the tiger lashed his tail, “I’m not so good with word play.”


  Sidney cleared his throat, forcing as much of a displeased scowl to his dainty vulpine muzzle as he could manage. Choel’s smile slowly disappeared and he closed his muzzle with an audible click, though his tail still lashed back and forth with good humor. The fox sighed, “I guess you already recovered from your contract?”


  Choel chuckled, “I know they got their coin worth out of me,” he leaned back against the wooden support, “Kinda lost track of which she-tiger they put in front of me, but I’m pretty sure I saw one of em more than once,” he grinned wide.


  “How long were you there?” Sidney questioned, trying to figure out just how long Choel would have had and if the tiger might have been over exaggerating a little. The fox stopped his mental calculations as he recalled the time he’d spent fulfilling the slave’s needs in that regard and he discarded the thought; Sidney wasn’t inclined to disbelieve Choel’s boasting.


  “A little less than twenty four hours.” Choel noted casually, brushing a fleck of straw off of his arm fur, “I lost track of how many different tigresses I handled, but I musta got off maybe like thirty or fourty–”


  “I will let Lord Hector know that you fulfilled the contract.” Sidney offered with as much of a dismissing tone as possible.


  The tiger didn’t take the hint, “Best I’ve had…” Choel purred softly, “Nothing against you, Sid, but you’re… well…” he flicked an ear with mirth, “You’re a fox… not to mention a male…”


  “And your slave master,” the fox reminded him, feeling his tail fur stand on end. Sidney wasn’t sure if it was the tiger’s casual tone, the topic of conversation, or the fact that Choel questioned his talent as a pleasure slave that bothered him the most; he hoped to himself that it wasn’t the third. Despite the reason, however, the fox was not pleased at the direction of the discussion.


  Choel picked up his displeasure and, for a moment, Sidney felt a slight tingle run down his spine as he could almost see the reflection of the Sardassi in the tiger’s eyes. With it remaining an overshadowing possibility for ‘attitude correction’, it was hardly unexpected when Choel changed his tune, “I guess you’re probably wanting a little time to relax seeing as you just got back,” he stopped leaning on the support, “Should I give you some space? I’ll just… uh… give you some space.”


  Sidney didn’t bother responding to the tiger dismissing himself, standing where he was as Choel exited the stable. The fox didn’t miss the way the tiger glanced back toward him as the door closed. Something about the situation gave the fox a momentary giddy feeling, but it was quickly replaced by an uneasy churning in his stomach. In the end, Sidney shook his head, sighed, and turned around back toward his end of the stable, and took a half-step forward before halting himself, coming face to face with the dark-furred wall that was Maern’s sternum.


  “Hel-oh, Sid-ney,” the stallion greeted him from above.


  The fox took a step back and looked up, even as the horse stared back down, “Hi, Maern.”


  Maern glanced at him one way before cocking his head to the side and looking at him another, “Sid-ney oh-kay?” he asked.


  The slave master shrugged, and took another step back so his neck would hurt craning up so much to regard the stallion, “I don’t know,” he admitted, “Lord Hector wants everyone relaxing today.”


  “Re-lax?” Maern questioned.


  “Um…” Sidney paused, “It means to not do anything… I guess?” he tapped the end of his muzzle, tail slowly flowing from side to side as he considered the best way to explain, “Like… sleeping… or just… sitting.”


  “Sit-ting,” the stallion nodded thoughtfully and moved to the side, opening up the push-gate leading into his stall. He glanced back to the fox, “Sit?” he gestured in.


  Sidney’s muzzle perked into the faintest smirk and his tail flowed a little more reminiscent of a wag; something about interacting with simplicity brought him far more comfort than he thought possible. It was not frustrating trying to communicate with Maern; the horse made it fun, “Alright,” the fox agreed, and walked into the pen, finding a section of floor where there was a thicker pile of hay.


  “Bet.” Maern explained.


  “Bet?” Sidney questioned, “Bet on what?”


  “Bet,” the stallion repeated, pointing to the pile of hay, “Sleep. I sleep… bet.”


  “Oh!” the fox understood, “Bed… You sleep on a bed.”


  “Iya – yes.” Maern nodded with the same gravity as if he were accepting orders on the field of battle, “Bed… That…” he pointed to where Sidney was seated, “bed.”


  “Oh.” Sidney nodded as the understanding took and he commented casually, “I’m sitting on your–” he paused “Oh!” and he stood up.


  “No.” Maern spoke, “No,” he repeated, easing Sidney back down onto the hay, “Sokae,” the big horse chuckled, and spoke a few words in Vensian before making a face, and began to sound out several words in Prossian – but the stallion knew too little to correctly explain what he was trying to say.


  “It’s alright if I sit here?” Sidney ended up asking.


  “Sokae.” Maern acknowledged, nodding his head to reinforce the words.


  The fox smirked, “You mean, ‘it’s okay’.”


  “Isokae,” the stallion tried again.


  Sidney giggled faintly, but cut it short at the intense expression on Maern’s face, “It is okay,” he repeated, trying to separate the words so the the horse could hear them more completely, “It is okay,” he repeated.


  “It es okae.” Maern tried, “It is okae,” he repeated a second time.


  “Good.” Sidney nodded with a smile.


  “Sid-ney sit ni bet,” the stallion paused, “Bed,” he corrected himself.


  “Close,” the fox offered, “You said ‘ni’,” he announced, “Huus di ‘ni’.” Sidney offered in Vensian, “In Prossian it’s ‘in’, not ‘ni’.”


  Maern cocked his head to the side, “You laern Vensiani goot,” the stallion sounded each word out slowly. He lowered his bulk onto the hay beside the fox, “Say in Vensiani?” he asked.


  “Say in Vensian?” Sidney questioned, “Say what?”


  “What yoo say,” the stallion offered, making a big gesture with his arms, “All.”


  Sidney laughed, “I don’t speak Vensian, Maern!”


  “I… doughn speek Prossiani, Sid-ney,” the horse offered, his ears up, and the faintest peak to the edges of his lips hinting at a reserved smirk.


  “You want me to speak in Vensian?” the fox asked, finding himself mimicking Maern’s expression.


  “Speek Vensiani.” Maern nodded vigorously.


  “Iya…” Sidney spoke to the affirmative, “Koss… uh… doma Vensiani,” the fox noted tentatively.


  “No.” Maern stated patiently, “Domu Vensiani,” the horse offered, “Domu.”


  “But…” Sidney cocked his head to the side, “I thought ‘Doma’ means ‘speak’.”


  “Speek… speek… yes.” Maern nodded, “Doma speek… yoo say I speek…”


  The fox paused for a moment, when what the stallion attempted to say suddenly made sense, “Oh!” he perked, “I speak is ‘domu’… not ‘doma’.”


  “Iya – Yes,” the horse nodded again, “Yes. Good Sid-ney.”


  “Koss domu Vensiani.” Sidney spoke slowly.


  “Dom? koss Vensiani.” Maern corrected.


  The slave master blinked, “Doh-may? I thought it was doh-moo,” he sounded the words out.


  The stallion chuckled, “Dom? es ‘yoo speek’… Domu es ‘I speek’.”


  “Oh…” Sidney paused, “So… you were saying that I didn’t have ‘koss’ in the right place… you were saying–”


  “Iya.” Maern smirked, “Yes,” and the stallion wiggled his ears.


  The fox started laughing, though he wasn’t exactly sure why – he just felt like laughing. It lightened his spirits further when Maern joined in. Their time together included several more instances of the same and included many moments of education and discovery as well as humor and laughs.


  The day past far faster than Sidney would have expected, seated with Maern in the stall trying to figure out one another’s language. Only once the scent of dinner wafted back across the half-wall did the fox realize just how much time they had spent lost in one another’s company. To an extent, Sideny was upset that the day had gone by so fast but it didn’t take much for him to argue to himself that the day was well spent.


  “I go.” Maern noted, nose raised into the air to capture the aroma. He stood up and brushed the hay off his leg fur, “I help Dorias.”


  “Min Sarul, Maern.” Sidney offered in parting.


  “See yoo in din-er,” the stallion offered as a reply.


  “At,” the fox smiled, “See you at dinner.”


  “Iya,” the horse acknowledged casually, and exited the stall.


  Sidney was slower getting to his feet. He stretched his back and shook out his legs; he was unable to remember the last time he had remained seated for so long without being called to attend to a chore, task, or other duty. Like Maern, the fox paused long enough to make sure he had no errant bits of hay clinging to him, and he walked out into the main aisle between stalls. He planned on using the last bit of time before dinner to check on the items in his room, but he was again sidetracked.


  “Slave Master.” Olnyr’s unmistakable rumble pulled his attention directly to the bison’s stall, where the large gladiator stood, fur shiny and damp. Sidney caught the distinct difference between sweat and bath water; the bison had just finished cleaning up.


  “Yes, Olnyr?” the fox asked, turning to face him more fully, taking stock of the massive warrior clothed only with a large drying cloth wrapped around his waist.


  “Dorias said slaves can speak with you… if they have questions,” the bison pulled the towel off and began using it to dry the thick fur on his head and neck, heedless of his own nudity in the fox’s presence. Sidney likewise attempted to remain casual about it, but he did not so easily forget the night he had been required to service the slave; a clear view of the bison’s endowments did not help to set that memory aside, “That true?” Olnyr continued his statement when Sidney did not respond.


  “What do you want to talk about?” the fox asked, pushing aside the unpleasant thoughts of Lord Levid’s command to service the disinterested bison. Sidney waited until Olnyr had the towel wrapped back around his waist before he faced the slave fully.


  The bison moved back into the stall, standing tall enough that the half-wall only came up to his belly button, “Maern.” Olnyr dropped his towel and began changing back into what Sidney assumed was a loin cloth.


  “What about Maern?” Sidney glanced to the far side of the stable where the stallion was working alongside Dorias; the two always appeared to work well in one another’s company and the fox was thankful that there wasn’t the same kind of friction between them as there appeared to be elsewhere among the slaves.


  “He fights like he won’t get hurt.” Olnyr continued dressing, his actions hinting to Sidney that he was tying off the cord that held his loin cloth in place, “Fighters like that still lose… when they do they lose big,” he returned to the stall’s gate and stood there, crossing his arms over his chest, “I learned that.”


  “I don’t think he’s worried about losing.” Sidney offered casually, “Because he won’t.”


  The bison snorted with a scowl, “Things change.”


  The fox paused, realizing that he had offended the slave, “I mean, of course he’s lost before.” Sidney backpedaled, “I purchased him for Lord Hector from a slave pit… I guess he was some kind of soldier in the Vensian army before the slavers got him.”


  Olnyr chuckled darkly; the sound was more than a little imposing, “Yeah… that’s big loss… but he still fights the same.”


  “It’s just – he lost because he fought when he shouldn’t have.” Sidney countered, suddenly feeling more defensive of the stallion than concerned for the bison’s feelings, “He’ll never lose when he has To fight… just when he chooses to.”


  “Hm,” the gladiator responded flatly, “You talk like a Meisenylian chemist… no sense… Slave Master,” he added the title as an afterthought, “You can’t always win.”


  “Not always,” the fox acknowledged, “It’s just…” he contemplated how to explain it, “Do you know what a Sorra is, Olnyr?”


  “Nothing good,” the bison acknowledged with a snort, “It’s fate… some kinda future thing. Anybody that has one is unhappy ’cause of it.”


  “Right.” Sidney nodded, “And Maern has one,” he explained, “He’ll never lose a fight when he has to fight, but he’ll always lose one he doesn’t have to fight.”


  “Funny.” Olnyr stated flatly, “Makes me wonder how he got taken as a slave… I’d call that an important fight,” and he turned around, trotting away from the gate of his stall, “Might want him to stop fighting like he’ll never die.”


  The fox paused, ears up as he watched the bison; Onlyr’s dismissive actions suggested that their conversation was complete but, as far as Sidney was concerned the slave had a very good point: why had Maern failed in battle if his freedom was dependent upon winning? He realized that he knew far less about the Sorra situation than he’d thought, and decided that he would question the stallion about it… but, the call from Dorias for dinner meant that the discussion would be delayed at least until after they had eaten.


  Despite the stressful events and trying discussions of the day, Sidney was surprised at just how much he enjoyed hanging out around the cooking fire with the slaves. Though Choel continued to glare daggers at Olnyr, the obvious tension between them had reduced to a low simmer, and they were able to sit across from one another without event. Maern continued chatting on and off in Vensian with Dorias and it surprised Sidney how much of it he understood. Everything was going so well Sidney didn’t even mind it when Choel began telling Dorias (in great detail) about his late-night breeding of a particularly vocal tigress.


  As the evening wore on and the fire began to die down, Sidney realized that he’d spent his whole day tending to the slaves in his care. What surprised him even more was that he hadn’t minded. The fox was used to receiving next to no personal time for relaxation; when he’d heard from Lord Hector that his entire stable had a whole day for it the slave master had first thought that it would mean a lot of alone time. He was surprised that he actually found more enjoyment in what he had done rather than what he was originally planning. Upon entering his room, however, Sidney suddenly received an even greater surprise: Tharis was waiting for him.


  The bull had collected his food by the campfire last, and had, as per usual, disappeared. The old slave’s private nature was nothing out of the ordinary, but the fox had not expected to find Tharis waiting for him in his bed wearing nothing but his nose ring and its golden lead wrapped around his arm, “Hello,” the single word rumbled from deep within the gladiator’s chest, speaking far more than the two syllables should have been able to convey. Sidney felt his knees weaken slightly at the blatant infusion of lust in the word; not to mention the clear view of the bull’s throbbing erection.


  “Tharis–” the fox’s constricted throat barely let him wheeze out the word, and the distraction of his loin cloth chafing his already-stiff member didn’t help. He finally managed to push out a comprehensible sentence: “This is my room…”


  “I know,” the bull acknowledged, raising his head as he regarded the fox, “I was waiting.” Tharis slowly uncurled the golden lead from his arm as he sat up.


  “For me?” Sidney squeaked.


  “For you.” Tharis acknowledged, the words emerging from his bovine muzzle with the same rumble as he had used in greeting. The bull swung his arm skillfully; the thin, golden linked cord lashed across the distance to wrap around the fox’s forearm. The ex-gladiator gently tugged on it and Sidney found himself obediently moving closer.


  “How–?” the Sidney stiffled a whimper of suppressed excitement as the bull pressed his nose to the fox’s neck and took in a deep breath; the slave master’s head spun as he felt the large male’s entire body shake at his scent and his eyes rolled back in his head as Tharis began to gently nibble his fur, “How…long…?” he attempted to add a sense of seduction to the question but it was in vain however; by that point that the bull in control, able to lead the interaction by the grace of their combined desire, “did you wait?”


  Tharis’s thick finger slid between Sidney’s hip and the rope holding the fox’s loin cloth in place. Clamping his enormous fist around the cord, the bull practically turned it into dust by the force of his grip and casually tossed the fabric aside. The bull pulled back just enough so he could gaze down into the slave maser’s eyes, “…over ten years,” and, with that, the gladiator laid back on the bed, drawing Sidney’s hips down to his.


  Although Tharis’ movements were slow and gentle they held no small hint of barely restrained lust; once Sidney was pulled into place the bull was unrelenting in his desire to impale the fox. The slave master had no idea how the ex-gladiator’s thick shaft had managed to fit inside him but he was willing to bet it had something to do with the near faucet-like way that the slave’s enormous member leaked its slick precum. Almost three minutes later, centimeter by centimeter, Tharis managed to bottom out within the squirming fox.


  “Mmmm…” the old bull rumbled;his breath came out in a passionate, quivering exhale as his hands traversed the fox’s lithe body; Sidney swore that he could have traced the outline through his stomach flesh of the member inside him but his attention was quickly drawn elsewhere as Tharis leaned forward to nuzzle the fur on the fox’s head.


  “I…” Sidney spoke softly, but his words were replaced by a giddy whimper as the bull tensed his hip muscles, causing his groin to press up another half-inch against the fox’s tail hole, a small portion of which managed to squeeze further inside him. The slave master didn’t delude himself into thinking it didn’t hurt, but it was one time that he certainly didn’t mind the pain. Swallowing the mewling quiver in his voice, Sidney tried again, “I can…” he panted, “take over from here…” he offered a seductive smile.


  Tharis returned the expression, “You can… but you won’t, Slave Master,” the bull met his gaze, and lowering his head, the ex-gladiator pressed his muzzle to the fox’s. Sidney thought at first that the kiss made his head spin but, he realized quickly that it was the world and not his head; the fox found himself on his back with the large bull looming over him, bovine member still buried deep within his body. The ex-gladiator gazed down at him, a “It’s time someone else pleasures you.” Until that point Sidney had never seen anything coming close to resembling a playful spark in the old bull’s eye; it almost scared him… in a good way.


  Sidney’s rump was pulled closer to the edge of the bed as Tharis slowly withdrew; the ex-gladiator’s member was so thick that it dragged the fox an inch across the bed for every two that slid out of him. The bull didn’t bother pulling the whole way out, rather, he only readjusted his stance before pushing in more fully. Sidney clamped his teeth shut, both paws grabbing fistfuls of linen as he slowly exhaled through his nose.


  The bull arched his back on his next thrust, lowering his face down to nuzzle the fox’s throat, nibbling against his fur, “Moan for me, Sidney…” he whispered, drawing himself further out of the fox’s tight tail before pushing back in, even further, “You don’t have to keep it bottled up.”


  The words as much as the strong thrust broke the slave master’s resolve and he loosened his jaw, intent on letting his breath come out in a less restricted manner only to find that it was accompanied by a sound… one he had never recalled hearing in his own voice… and he moaned… loudly, followed by a barely sensical, “OOoOOOooohhhh…”


  “MMmm…” Tharis chuckled, licking the side of the fox’s cheek, “There we go…” and the bull readjusted his arms, member flexing enough within him that Sidney could feel it. The bull pressed one hand against the mattress on either side of Sidney’s head, using the angle of his hips to hold the fox in place against the bed. Sidney, his back arched at an angle with his butt and legs sticking in the air, did nothing but draw breath, whimpering and moaning constantly as the bull’s thrusts began to pick up speed and force, allowing him to feel a thick slab of flesh piston in and out of his body.


  Sidney could tell that the bull’s movements were not the skilled, precise motions of a practiced pleasure slave and yet, something about the controlled-chaos of each movement made the fox realize that they were no less effective. Tharis’ enthusiasm more than made up for any lack of ‘classical training’, and it surprised Sidney when the gladiator seemed to pick up on a subtle clue to the fox’s excitement that he had thought was carefully hidden – a faint intake of breath when Tharis’ member touched his insides in just the right way.


  The sensation was repeated on the next thrust… and the next… and the next… but Sidney lost track after that as his paws transferred to Tharis’ arms. Unable to circle his fingers around the entire girth of the bull’s wrists he simply gripped as tightly as he could, crying out as the older slave’s hips ground against his, finally pressing together. He felt Tharis’ heavy sack bounce off of his rump, but the realization of what it was left him moments later as the stimulation of the bull’s ministrations took their toll, and Sidney let out an embarrassed yip when seed sprayed out between the two of them.


  His initial sound was quickly replaced by a low, needful moan as the fox continued to unload onto himself, one of the spurts timed exactly as Tharis thrust in, the additional pressure causing Sidney to hit himself in the face with his own spray. The slave above him huffed, his breath coming out as a hot blast from his nose, eyes closed as he picked up the pace, “You’re… so tight…” the words practically came out as a growl.


  Sidney squirmed beneath the rutting bull, shivering at the continued stimulation as his member continued leaking fluid, small little spurts still being forced out of him each time Tharis thrust. Still gripping the old-slave’s wrists, the fox was surprised as the sensations continued to surge through him, and, only then did he notice that the strange lines of runes on Tharis’ hide were glowing. Sidney struggled for a moment, fearful at what it might mean but the bull opened his eyes and gazed down at him, and a strange sense of euphoria flowed through the fox, and his struggling ceased; the fox’s erection never subsided.


  The Slave Master came once more before Tharis let him up, rolling over onto his back and carrying Sidney with him until the fox was resting atop the bull. Without missing a beat, Tharis thrust up into Sidney’s waiting hips and the fox surprised himself by pulling himself down to meet the motion; Tharis had brought him to orgasm twice, and the slave master knew that their coupling would not – could not be complete until he felt Tharis loose himself inside of him.


  Eager to bring his lover to his release, Sidney began rocking his hips, remembering eerily that it was the same motion that Lord Talvin had used on him; it was no less effective on the bull, “Mmmm… just like that, my beautiful fox.” Tharis crooned, reaching a hand up to stroke the side of Sidney’s muzzle. The slave master’s heart fluttered at that and he felt his breath vibrate out of him as if he were a purring cat. Tharis’ other hand gripped him by his hip, pulling him more forcefully down against his thrusts as the bull’s movements began to pick up speed again, jack hammering up into the fox’s abused tail hole.


  Tharis’ release was not a quiet affair. The bull roared out as he jack-knifed, hips rising up off the bed and carrying Sidney with them. Insides massaged by the fire hose of semen ejected into him, the fox warbled out an abbreviated, strangled cry as his exhausted body obediently gave up what little seed it had left, several short spurts raining down on the bull. It seemed pitifully inadequate, Sidney couldn’t help but noticed compared to the semen enema that pulsed within him, filling him to overflowing and cramping his insides as the flow continued without any sign of abating.


  “Mmmm…” Tharis murmured, rolling onto his side as he gazed down at the fox, member still pulsing within Sidney’s body, and the big bull chuckled softly, “…perfect…”


  Sidney quivered at the way the word rolled off of the ex-gladiator’s tongue, but more so at the soft, greenish-blue light that shone from Tharis’ eyes. Wincing, the fox felt Tharis finally relax his hips. The cramping subsided somewhat as bovine member slid several inches out of his tail hole and Sidney felt thesurging ejaculations come to an end.


  Panting, Sidney reveled in the afterglow. As his breath slowly returned to him, the fox mused that he had not serviced a master; he had not traded favors; he had not been used as a toy. He took a deep breath to calm his body’s shivers. Looking up at Tharis, Sidney realized the old slave was gazing back down at him, face illuminated by the soft light given by the runes on his body, “Was that…” the fox swallowed the silliness of his question, “I… I heard Lords and Ladies talking once about ‘making love’… is that what that was?”


  Tharis smiled, the glow quieting from his eyes. The bull looped his golden lead around the small of fox’s back and pulled the slave master a little closer on the bed, “I’ll tell you in the morning…” Sidney fell asleep in the slave’s embrace, surrounded by Tharis’ calming, bluish-green glow.


  Sadly, that calm did not extend through the morning.


  Unprepared


  

  Sidney awoke with the dawn, the sunlight just strong enough to create streaming, golden rays as it seeped through the thin cracks between the planks that made up the walls of the stables. The ratty cloth that was the blanket for the fox’s bed lay crumpled on the floor, but the slave master was plenty warm within Tharis’ arms.


  The bull lay behind him, arms wrapped protectively around the small fox, and Sidney remained where he was, closing his eyes again as he let the calm, deep, powerful breath of the slave very nearly lull him back to sleep. Ultimately, it was Tharis simple words, “You’re awake,” that kept him from dozing back off.


  Sidney slowly rotated around within the bull’s loose grasp so he could look at the old slave. In the dappled light of the private stable room Tharis’ gray streaked fur held a surreal majesty to it; Sidney did not often encounter aging slaves, and it was an alien experience, especially considering the vitality contained in the bull’s body, “I am,” the fox acknowledged, “I didn’t know you were.”


  “I don’t sleep much.” Tharis noted simply, gazing down at him. Sidney had seen the glinting reflection of half-light on a dog’s or wolf’s eyes and the glimmering sheen from the eyes of a lion or cat or panther… but Tharis’ eyes, even then, were different: they seemed to have a glow of their own, made all the more prominent when the old bull’s head moved and a ray of sun crossed them, muting the glow for the half second until his face was embraced again by the twilight of the room. Sidney marveled at his up-close view of the bull’s eyes as the slave leaned down to kiss him on the muzzle.


  “I…” Sidney felt his ears flush once the soft, velvety, graying bull’s lips drew back from his, “uh… I… don’t get kissed very often.”


  Tharis smiled down at him, “That will change,” and the old slave leaned down to make good on his promise, but their time together was interrupted by the front door to the stable being knocked open.


  Sidney bolted up in bed, Tharis loosening his grip as a commanding voice from the next room spoke up loud enough for the words to carry through the closed door, “Slaves of the Gladiator Stable of Lord Hector Desanti, gather your gear.”


  It was a voice that Sidney did not recognize, but he knew right away that the command would not warrant any second-guessing. He motioned for Tharis to stay put then got up, gathered his loin cloth, and quickly strapped it into place. Beyond his door, the sound of the Gladiators readying themselves was evident.


  Sidney’s paw extended toward the door knob leading out to the stalls but the door opened first, revealing a tall, well-muscled badger dressed in chain link armor, “You are the Slave Master?” the badger demanded, glancing down at a piece of parchment in his paw, “Sidney, also known as Bane?”


  “Yes, sir,” the fox acknowledged politely, fighting his inclination to lower his gaze; Sidney was a slave, but the badger’s bearing did not offer any indication that he deserved the respect of a lord… and, unlike a regular slave, slave masters didn’t grovel to just any free man that came along.


  “Orders are for the whole stable,” the badger stated simply, but his tone held the strength of an edict. The man’s eyes glanced past Sidney, and only then did the fox realize that Tharis had not stayed in bed; the large bull was standing right behind him, arms crossed. The badger did not seem intimidated, “You and the breeding slave,” the armored man finished the thought.


  There was a time when Sidney would have followed unquestionably, but that time had somehow passed. The fox crossed his own arms and did the unthinkable: he questioned a command, “You are not from Lord Hector’s house,” he motioned to the strip of purple cloth sewn into the chain, “Whose orders are they?”


  “Lord Levid.” Tharis answered from behind him.


  “Smart breeder,” the badger noted without the slightest hint of deviation from his formality, “Whole stable outside in two minutes,” he held up two fingers, “We are under orders to snap-lash anyone who delays,” and, with that, the messenger about-faced and strolled out of the room; Sidney did not miss the clear view of a snap flay hooked into his belt.


  The slave master remained where he was, stunned for several seconds until he felt his arm slide through one of the openings of his vest. Tharis helped him into the garment the rest of the way and the large bull, who had already donned his own loin cloth, placed the loop of his golden lead into the fox’s paw, “I think we made him mad.” Sidney announced quietly.


  “The badger is not paid to get mad,” the bull spoke neutrally, following the slave master out the door and into the mostly-empty main room of the stables. Maern was the only slave still inside, and he looked up, ears perked as Sidney came into view.


  “Not the badger…” the fox announced, motioning the stallion to the exit; Maern complied without question. Once they were alone, Sidney turned to regard Tharis, able to easily see his own grim expression reflected in the bull’s faintly-glowing eyes, “… Lord Levid.”


  Their discussion ended once they exited the stables. Situated in the area next to the practice circle were several wagons; the only one Sidney recognized was Lord Hector’s. Like the badger, most of the other transports had the heraldic colors of multiple shades of purple… except for one. Sidney motioned to it and spoke quietly to Tharis, “Those are Lord Talvin’s colors,” he whispered. The bull nodded thoughtfully but made no reply.


  Up ahead, closer to the wagons, the fox caught sight of the rest of the stable; Olnyr, Dorias, and Choel were holding a collection of harnesses and, at the direction of several workers atop the carriages, passed them up so they could be placed with other cargo. Silently, Sidney gestured ahead and Maern trotted over obediently add what he was carrying to the bundles atop the carriage.


  The fox gripped the golden lead in his paw a little tighter once he saw Lord Hector in what appeared to be a heated argument with a collar-wearing collie… the same collie that had presided over Sidney’s first snap-lash session; his tail immediately tucked. Drawing closer, the fox strained his ears to try and catch any amount of the conversation he could manage without appearing to listen in.


  “…possibly comprehend how he sees this as a reasonable course of action.” Lord Hector wore as deep a scowl as Sidney had ever seen on his usually serene face. The stag’s demeanor spoke volumes about his frustration, another condition that the slave master was not accustomed to seeing expressed by his owner.


  The collie spoke the whole time facing away from Lord Hector, focused instead on some detail having to do with the way the carriage door opened and closed, “Mine is not the place to question, Lord Hector. I do as I am commanded,” the slave turned to face the stag, “My master did say that your presence is also required.”


  “Required or not,” Lord Hector accepted a traveling cloak offered to him by Finneas, “I don’t plan on sitting around and letting my property travel across the kingdom without me.”


  The collie flicked an ear at the sound of the devil-may-care tone in the stag’s voice, “Of course, Lord Hector,” and the slave bowed his head.


  At that moment, Lord Hector turned toward the fox, and the stag’s ears went up immediately, “Sidney!” and his master gestured to him.


  The slave master trotted the last few yards to reasonable speaking distance, then stopped and bowed his head, “Yes, Master.”


  Lord Hector took the fox by the arm and led him away from Lord Levid’s dog slave. With nothing more than a glance at Tharis, the stag gave a flick of his eyes between the bull and collie. Sidney didn’t miss the almost imperceptibly faint nod Tharis gave in acknowledgment. The slave master obediently followed his master, who only spoke up after glancing over the fox’s shoulder to make certain that the bull was limiting any eavesdropping, “Lord Levid called my entire gladiator stable to his estate,” the stag announced.


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney nodded, having already heard as much, but not about to interrupt the stag’s line of thought.


  “The arena season is already well underway.” Lord Hector scowled, chewing on his bottom lip and glancing down at the ground as he added, “I can think of no reason for him to call me back at this point.”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox repeated his earlier statement, pleased to be a sounding board for his master. Sidney didn’t know where the stag’s musings were taking him, but he was content to take the time to center himself in his master’s presence.


  “Be careful, Sidney.” Lord Hector spoke with all the certainty of a direct order, “Lord Levid is afraid of you, and for good reason.”


  The fox was taken aback by the announcement, and barely managed to stifle a whimper at the thought, “I am no threat to him, Master,” he reassured the stag.


  “Be that as it may, a dangerous man becomes more dangerous when he perceives a threat.” Lord Hector offered.


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney bowed his head, “Of course, Master. I will be careful,” he reassured the stag.


  “Good man.” Lord Hector smiled. The fox felt a warmth inside himself, knowing that his answer had somehow given his master a degree of comfort. The stag patted Sidney on the shoulder, “Now…” he announced, leading him back toward the impatient collie, “My carriage will be following in the procession and I will be joining you at Lord Levid’s estate.”


  “Yes, Master,” fox nodded, glancing covertly at the collie, who was focused intently on the two of them.


  “You will take my slaves into the holding cart…” the stag motioned to a large, black, covered wagon made of wood reinforced with metal bands. Sidney did not miss the fact that the windows were barred with metal and the door at the back of the transport had a lock.


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney acknowledged, fighting to keep his tail from tucking at the sheer, intimidating nature of the cart.


  “Everyone will stay there.” Lord Hector continued the orders, “Be respectful and be responsive, but you will decline any request from anyone other than myself to leave the wagon unless your lives are in danger. You and my slaves are under these orders until I personally tell you differently,” the stag glanced first at the collie, then to the fox, “Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney acknowledged without a moment’s thought.


  “Do you understand?” Lord Hector moved his critical gaze to the collie.


  “Of course, Lord Hector,” the dog bowed deeply and, Sidney noticed, did not meet the stag’s gaze again.


  “Good,” the Lord nodded, his demeanor again regal and unshakable, “Now, Sidney… please see to it that my slaves are situated… I understand that we leave shortly.” The stag took hold of Tharis’ lead and placed it into the slave master’s paw.


  “Yes, Master,” the fox confirmed, and went immediately to see to his slaves.


  * * * * * *


  The interior of the holding cart was just as intimidating as the exterior, if not more so. The benches were made of unadorned hard wood planks and jutted out from the walls too high up for the fox’s feet to touch the floor; they were, however at just the right height for the gladiators, save Choel, who cold just able to scrape the wooden floor boards with his toe claws. The three windows were small and placed up high on the walls, making it difficult to see any of the passing scenery. Though the carriage’s interior was dark, Sidney did realize that Tharis’ eyes were no longer glowing.


  The discussion among the slaves was subdued and, other than occasional snippets of small talk, the majority of words being spoken were questions to which nobody had an answer. The hours passed slowly and, despite the cool weather outside, the interior of the transport was stiflingly warm due to all of the body heat. Everyone had long-since begun to shuffle and squirm uncomfortably before any indication of their location was given. When it finally was,the realization came from Olnyr.


  The bison’s ears perked and he stood up, glancing toward one of the transport’s windows, “We’re near the castle.”


  “The castle?” Sidney questioned.


  “I think ’e means Lord Levid’s estate, Sir.” Dorias spoke up, “Lords ’ave manors an’ kings ’ave castles.”


  “How do you know?” the fox asked Olnyr.


  “Bells,” the bison answered, “A town near the castle has lotsa bells,” he sat back down and stared at Sidney, “They ring em before night.”


  Straining his own ears, Sidney listened for several seconds before he could focus on a chorus of pealing bells , “How far away are–” he began, but paused when the light from the windows was interrupted for the span of a breath.


  “The walls.” Olnyr noted flatly, “We’re here.” A minute later, the wagons came to a stop.


  They waited for what felt like forever to Sidney. After the fox began to think that they were going to be left there for the entire night, the sound of a key jiggling in the door’s lock finally brought a sense of relief to him. He motioned to all of the slaves around him and, except for Choel, they remained seated. The fox stood, arched his back, stretched one leg, then the other, and finally sat back down.


  When the door opened a fully armored, gruff-looking rhino stood staring in at them, “Well?” he demanded when none of them moved, “Come out! I don’t have all day.”


  Lord Levid’s collared collie passed by, “They are under orders to wait for their Master,” the dog noted, motioning for the guard, “Come.”


  Sidney had never heard of a slave giving orders to a free man and, from the rhino’s look he didn’t appear to have any indication of being owned. Strangely, however, the guard snorted, glared into the transport at them, and followed after the dog. Dorias answered the fox’s unspoken question, “Collie’s Lord Levid’s voice… word is that ’e was brought up from a pup by th’ king ’imself and ’is word is Lord Levid’s own among th’ ’ouse’old.”


  “It’s true.” Olnyr grunted, “Breeg is the most powerful slave in Pross.”


  The slaves remained within the carriage, awaiting orders from Lord Hector. With the back door open, Sidney realized that the confined space cooled down to a comfortable level rather quickly, and, despite the incredible noise and activity outside, he found the time sitting there to be relatively relaxing. When Lord Hector finally did make an appearance, however, it was the opposite of comforting.


  The stag was brought before the open transport’s door by a pair of armored hyenas. Unlike the other guards around Lord Levid’s home, they did not have the purple color heraldry, rather, they had simple gray tabards or, as Sidney had come to learn, they were sell swords. The guards stood on either side of Lord Hector, who, expression grim, said in a flat tone, “An ocelot will be along for you shortly. Go with him,” and, after he gave that simple order, the stag was led away… none too gently.


  “I don’t like this.” Choel noted with a faint growl.


  “Glad we be in agreement then.” Dorias acknowledged.


  “Why is Lord Hector being told what to do?” Sidney questioned, “Guards aren’t supposed to treat Lords like that.”


  “Shhh.” Tharis offered calmly from beside him on the bench. His warning came just before the arrival of an ocelot dressed in studded leather armor; the slave master didn’t miss the fact that the feline’s armor, like the hyenas also lacked colored heraldry.


  “Bane?” the ocelot questioned, looking straight at fox.


  “Sidney,” the slave master responded.


  The feline blinked, undeterred, “Follow me, Slave Master Bane, and bring your slaves.” With that, the ocelot about-faced, and proceeded toward the main building in the courtyard.


  “Now what?” Choel questioned in a quiet tone.


  “Now, we follow him.” Sidney responded, “Lord Hector ordered it.”


  Emerging from the transport, the fox ushered the slaves on, not letting them stop even to stretch, which most did on the way as they walked. Sidney led them at a quick pace so they could catch up to the ocelot who, thankfully, was strolling slowly toward whatever locale was the ultimate destination. The slave master, with Tharis’ lead still in paw, was followed by the rest of the stable; none of them said a word.


  Sidney remained attentive to the area around him, moving quickly enough to keep up with their guide, but slow enough to take in his surroundings. He spent so long trying to memorize the path they took that he didn’t really notice who he was following until they came to their destination. Only once the ocelot stopped and opened up a large metal cage did the fox make the connection, “You’re one of Lord Talvin’s gladiators.”


  “If your tongue stays loose, it might just fall off,” came the cryptic reply, and the ocelot motioned the slaves into the holding bin.


  Sidney was about to ask for clarification when Dorias’ large hand fell upon his shoulder, “Sidney… ’e means that ’e’ll cut it out if ye keep talkin’.” Translation suddenly clearing up his confusion, the fox decided he was done talking. The slave master ushered all of his slaves through the door, then made to follow them, but the ocelot closed it.


  “This isn’t your room,” the cat stated, then pointed across the hall to a small wooden door with bars on its single, thin window, “That’s where you’re staying, Bane.”


  “But I–” Sidney began. The ocelot moved a gloved paw to the hilt of the blade at his side and the fox left his comment unfinished. Opening the door for Sidney, the cat closed and secured it behind him. His face appeared at the window, “The Lord will be with you soon,” and, with that, the cat departed.


  Sidney glanced about the room; unlike the last holding pen he’d experienced at Lord Levid’s estate, the room had a bed of sorts, which consisted of a simple wooden slab bolted to the wall. There was an empty trough, which opened at the bottom into a foul-smelling pit beneath, and a small stone cistern built out of the wall with what appeared to be fresh water. The room was otherwise unadorned and unspectacular, but still far nicer than what he’d been exposed to in the past.


  He didn’t have much time to further investigate as the door to his chamber unlocked, and his visitor entered, “Hello, Bane,” the immaculately dressed wolf said with a smile, tail swaying pleasantly from side to side.


  Sidney stared in surprise at him, “Lord Talvin?”


  “In the fur,” the lord acknowledged with a smile, closing the door behind himself, “I had hoped to take up a little bit of your time before dinner tonight.”


  “Dinner?” the fox inquired.


  “Of course.” Lord Talvin inclined his head, “Lord Levid invited Lord Hector to his home to thank him for saving Baron from the Grinders.”


  “For… saving – wait–what?” Sidney lost track of of the conversation, “Lord Levid sold Olnyr to the Grinders, and then Lord Hector bought him, and–”


  “And there were no sales contracts to prove anything.” Lord Talvin interrupted the fox, “A few years ago there were a set of laws enacted by the king to create clear understanding of ownership of a slave, and Baron’s contract never changed hands,” the wolf leaned against the stone wall next to the door, “So, technically, Baron is still Lord Levid’s.”


  “But, Lord Hector–”


  “I know…” Lord Talvin acknowledged, “But he did not purchase Baron legally.”


  “I…” Sidney paused, “I don’t understand.”


  The wolf smiled, and strolled forward, reached out, and patted the fox on his head, “Of course…” he drew his paw back and began rummaging around in one of the front pockets of his courtly tunic, “I would dare say that it is not a slave’s place to understand financial transactions, legal or otherwise.”


  “But…” the slave master ventured, “why are we here?”


  Lord Talvin smirked and pulled a black strip of leather from his pocket; Sidney recognized it as the same one the wolf had been playing with the prior day in the carriage on their way back to Lord Hector’s manor, “Why are we here, you ask?” the lord inquired. The fox nodded, and the wolf smiled, “That is a question all men ask from time to time.”


  “Is that not an acceptable question?” Sidney asked.


  “it is a very acceptable question, my sweet fox.” Lord Talvin took hold of Sidney’s paw and began to affix the black strip of leather to his palm, sliding the cords through the space between his fingers and tying them together around the top of his paw, securing it in place, “Most men and women never get an answer to ‘Why am I here?’, but, then again, slaves are not most people.” He then started on the leather strap for Sidney’s other paw.


  The scholarly discussion about the basic question made the fox’s head spin. He centered himself, looking at the leather tied to his paw before asking, “Do you know why we’re here?”


  “Tonight? In Lord Levid’s estate? Right now?” Lord Talvin tied off the second palm guard, “Yes, I do.”


  “Why?” the fox asked, tone plaintive, desperate to gain understanding as he thought about seeing Lord Hector led away from him by the two sell-swords.


  “Lord Hector has a history of making life ‘difficult’ for Lord Levid,” the wolf took a step back as he looked Sidney up and down, “Raise your paws, palms out,” he directed, holding his own up as an example. Sidney did as was requested and Lord Talvin gave them a once-over, “Since finding out that your master purchased Baron from the Grinders, he was less than generous with his tolerance for Lord Hector’s antics.”


  “But, Lord Hector bought–” Sidney froze in place, “Why are you calling him Baron anyway? I thought that–”


  “Because Lord Levid reclaimed his property, as is his right seeing as he is the Lord that holds Baron’s contract.” Lord Talvin nodded and motioned for Sidney to lower his arms, “Which means that one of your gladiators will be facing him tonight after dinner.” The wolf nodded his head courteously and about-faced, heading to the door.


  “Wait.” Sidney reached out and grabbed at Lord Talvin’s cloak.


  The Lord about-faced, his demeanor a mask of serenity, but the faint glimmer from the light reflecting off the wolf’s eyes helped remind Sidney that he was a dangerous man, “Yes, my little Bane?”


  Sidney had dozens of questions about what he wanted to ask, but the only one that made its way out of his muzzle was, “You know about Lord Hector’s Sorra…”


  “Indeed.” Lord Talvin smoothed out his cloak.


  Sidney’s tail drooped sightly at the surety of the confirmation, “Lord Hector told me that I was the only one alive that knew of it.”


  “You are,” the wolf confirmed.


  “But–”


  Lord Talvin chuckled, opening the door quietly before turning back to look at the fox, “Bane learned many things during the time I served Lord Hector, foxy… but Bane died many, many years ago.”


  “But you’re Bane.” Sidney attested.


  The wolf leaned closer to the slave master, his muzzle scarcely two inches from the fox’s. Smiling, Lord Talvin spoke quietly, “No… you are,” and, with that, the lord showed himself out, closing and locking the door once he was outside.


  Sidney stood, stunned for several moments before he gained enough composure to shout after the wolf, “Lord Talvin? LORD TALVIN?”


  “Quiet,” came a calm voice from beyond the door. The fox recognized it as belonging to the ocelot.


  Sidney, in a moment of frustration, decided to do otherwise, “You’re one of Lord Talvin’s gladiators…”


  The sell sword growled softly, “There’s that tongue coming loose again…” and the fox heard the sound of a sword being loosed from its sheath.


  “Slaves can’t sell their–”


  “I’m not a slave,” the ocelot growled, and Sidney heard the sound of the door opening. The cat stepped in, securing it behind him, “And I think it’s about time you remembered who was…” In addition to a the sword in one paw, the warrior had what looked like a thick leather bag in the other. Sidney backpedaled as the ocelot stalked toward him. His back pressed against the wall and he had nowhere else to go, but the man continued stalking closer until the cat was almost atop him, speaking at a near whisper, “I hope you’re good at acting.”


  “I–” Sidney paused, ears up, “What?”


  “Not such a big man now, are you, ya little shit?” the cat growled loudly, and slammed the bag against the wall right next to the fox’s head, creating a very disconcerting, realistic, fleshy thud, “Getting a little too full of yourself, is that it?” and the ocelot kicked the wooden bench with his boot.


  It took Sidney a few seconds before he realized what was going on, “S-Stop!” he shouted, and, heart-racing, added a convincing “AGH!” when the ocelot hit the wall again.


  Still not fully understanding the reason for the charade, the fox continued the acting for nearly minute until the ocelot turned to regard him and spoke quietly, “Sorry bout this.”


  “Wha-?” and Sidney saw stars when the pommel of the sell-sword’s weapon struck him between the eyes. The fox landed on the floor, pain lancing through his head, and he was as much stunned by the blow as he was the fact that he was not unconscious. His vision was blurry, and he heard a distinct ringing in his ears, but he could tell that the ocelot was leaning over him.


  “Lord Talvin and your master see eye-to-eye on a lot of things, but my Lord and Lord Hector do not agree on everything.” Sidney felt himself being stripped, but the implications of it were lost to him as he fought to make his dulled mind catch everything the cat was saying. The ocelot bound his wrists with his own loin cloth rope, “Lord Levid is setting up four fights for your stable…”


  Even in Sidney’s dazed state, the number didn’t sound right “…but…” his own voice awoke an aching pain in his head and made the flashing in his vision get even worse, “… Olnyr…” he fought to keep his comprehension moving forward, “…only three… we… only three…”


  “Right,” the ocelot manhandled him onto the slatted wooden bench, face down, “You only have three gladiators… which means Lord Levid wants you to be the fourth fight.”


  The realization of that struck the fox as surely as the cat’s weapon had, and he began to struggle, “No… I… I can’t… I–”


  “Don’t worry,” the ocelot murmured softly, “You won’t,” the impact on the back of Sidney’s head was of little comfort but the blackness of oblivion was a welcome relief.


  Playing the Game


  

  Sidney awoke in much less pain than he would have imagined. Although his head was throbbing from two impacts what hurt the most was the angle at which his arms were tied together – that, and the bite of the rope against his wrists. He shifted in place, letting out a shaky breath as he fought against the urge to groan; he’d learned during his years as a personal slave that showing any indication discomfort was not a desirable act. The moment he took in the scene around him, however, his discomfort was hard to disguise.


  The fox was seated on the floor, his back resting against a wooden book case, surrounded by dead bodies. To him, it appeared as if an enormous battle had taken place in the room with him and yet, somehow, he was seated in the middle of the only portion of ground not covered in gore. As he surveyed the scene of mutilated corpses Sidney was growing increasingly certain that he was going to be sick; right before he vomited, however a sudden movement from the doorway preempted it.


  “King’s hairy knees…” murmured a surprised-looking, mail-wearing squirrel. He had a bow in his paws, but there was no arrow knocked. The other soldier beside him, a pale, sickened-looking pig just shook his head, balancing himself by using his sword as a walking-stick, tip down and hand on its pommel. Both of them looked to the third figure for direction.


  Lord Talvin stood several feet away from the two, a short blade returning to its sheath at his side, “Good of you to finally arrive, gentlemen.” With a simple flick of his arm, the wolf’s half-cloak settled back down over his shoulder, hiding the weapon from view; Sidney did not miss the fact that there wasn’t as much as a drop of blood on it, “Inform the king that I have found his prize.”


  “Did…” the squirrel squeaked, “Did you… kill all these men yourself, m’lord?”


  The wolf glanced over his shoulder at the two sell swords, “Do you see anyone else here?” he inquired, “other than the fox, of course…” he gestured casually toward Sidney, who kept his gaze down, not particularly interested in drawing the attention of the soldiers, “Though considering his situation, I would dare say that such a feat would be well beyond him… wouldn’t you say?”


  “That’s Bane… ’e’s Bane, ’e is… oi ’eard ’em talkin’ bout ’im…” noted the pig, quickly sliding his way out of the open door, grabbing the squirrel as he went, “Oi ’eard that ’e do things to yer mind just by lookin’at’cha…” Sidney didn’t know for certain where such strange rumors had surfaced but, based on Lord Talvin’s clandestine smirk, he had a few ideas. The wolf had mentioned that words at court spread quickly – it was not an understatement.


  Once the men had left, Lord Talvin picked his way nimbly through the charnel scene and knelt down to begin loosening the rope from Sidney’s wrists, “I understand that this must all be very confusing for you, my dear fox…”


  Sidney spoke the first thing on his mind as he shied away from the wolf, “Did you really kill all these men?”


  “Am I responsible for their deaths?” the wolf’s ears went up as he handed the untied rope to the slave master, “I am not so certain that you would wish to hear the answer,” at which point he hoisted the fox up to a standing position, holding him steady as he regained his sense of balance, “Did I kill them?” Lord Talvin’s expression was unreadable as he glanced out of the corner of his eye at Sidney, “No, I did not.”


  “But… you told those soldiers–”


  The wolf chuckled, leaning forward before hoisting Sidney up and over his shoulder, carrying him like a sack of potatoes, “I did not, in fact, say that I killed all of these men…” he stepped over one of the mutilated bodies, “In truth, I let them come to their own conclusion.”


  “But…” Sidney closed his eyes so he wouldn’t have to look down at the bodies from where he was perched, “…why not say you didn’t?”


  Lord Talvin exited the room and proceeded down the hall with a faint spring to his step, “I learned a long time ago, my sweet fox, that when one perceives you to be a much greater threat than you are, you are much less likely to require violence to dissuade them from giving you trouble.”


  “Lord Hector says that dangerous men become more dangerous when they perceive you to be a threat.” Sidney added as sagely as possible considering his mode of travel.


  “And your master is ever the wise stag, Sidney… though you must remember that there is a point at which even foolish dangerous men realize that it’s not worth the trouble because they would rather keep their insides… well…” he chuckled, “…inside.”


  “Who were they?” the fox asked, glancing back toward the open door; a small stream of blood was winding its way out of the room and into the cracks of the stone floor.


  “The men who wanted you so badly?” Lord Talvin inquired, continuing down the hall without so much as slowing his quick gait, “Detractors of the king.”


  “A what?” Sidney questioned.


  “They were men who saw the king in less than flattering light,” the wolf responded, “They wished him ill.”


  “Your gladiator–” the fox started, but Lord Talvin interrupted him.


  “There are many ears in this castle… people listening in where you least expect them.” Lord Talvin noted cryptically, “All you need to know is that men who wished bad things for Lord Levid attempted to take possession of you so that you could be used as a weapon against him.”


  “A… a weapon?” the fox squeaked, “I’m not a weapon… I – I don’t understand.”


  “It is hard to explain, my innocent little Bane… there is far more history here than I have time to reveal but,” the wolf slowed, “rest assured, I am certain that it will all become clearer in time,” and, with that, Lord Talvin turned the knob on a door and entered.


  Sidney immediately recognized the space beyond; he was being led out onto what he’d heard Olnyr call the Lord’s Rise. The first thing he noticed, however, was that it was not the same balcony he had remembered standing on during his first visit; Lord Levid’s curtained obsercation box was not present and, he quickly realized, his view of the arena was from a different, lower angle. His attention quickly turned however when he realized that the floor of the coliseum was alive with activity.


  “Come, dear fox.” Lord Talvin offered, standing near the edge of the balcony and beckoning him closer, “The king desires you to see this.”


  Sidney pressed his paws together in an attempt to center himself, only to realize that he still wore the black leather palm-guards that the wolf had given him earlier that afternoon. He peered down at them, curious as to their purpose, then looked up a moment later, realizing then that the wolf was gazing his way.


  “We will discuss my gift later – but, at the moment, Lord Levid is staring at us.” Lord Talvin gestured for Sidney to join him, “Let us not hold his attention.”


  The fox moved to join the wolf at the balcony’s edge, as hesitant as any slave dared to be under the watch of a lord. The moment he peered down at the arena floor, however, he wished he hadn’t. Choel, bloody and bruised, was backpedaling away from an elephant. Although the tiger was well-armed with a short sword in either paw, Choel’s opponent’s weapons outnumbered his: the pachyderm had two hand-axes, and was actually wielding a dagger in his trunk.


  Under other circumstances Sidney might have found the sight humorous but, as Choel blocked the elephant’s axes with either of his swords it left his chest wide-open for the knife. Sidney winced, taking a step away from the balcony’s rail as the weapon was thrust at the tiger’s chest. Despite the fact that the elephant’s truck wasn’t as strong as an arm, the weapon still managed to draw blood, and the fox watched, aghast, as it was left stuck into Choel’s body when the rhythm of battle forced the gladiators apart. Sidney covered his muzzle to avoid crying out when he saw the new stream of blood leaking down the tiger’s abdomen.


  “Come, Bane.” Lord Talvin took him by the shoulder and pulled him back onto a position for a better view of the fight, “Lord Levid will permit no disobedience, and it is his will that Lord Hector’s Gladiator Master watch these fights.”


  Sidney swallowed the bile that was threatening to rise in his throat, gazing forward, but trying with all his might to peer through the battle and ignore it. Unable to cope with the sight of Choel being picked apart piece by piece, the fox, desperate, did the only thing he could think of and attempted to distract himself, “I thought you didn’t like Lord Levid.” It was an observation rather than a question, and Sidney hoped that Lord Talvin would play along. He did.


  “Whether I like him or not, he is the king, and that means we must obey him…” the wolf glanced down at him out of the corner of his eye, “…when we are under his scrutiny.”


  Sidney winced as Choel was backhanded by the large elephant, and the tiger was sent spinning to the floor, one of his swords spiraling off to one side. The fox had no idea how the smaller gladiator was able to keep hold of even one weapon, but, based on the fact that Choel wasn’t moving from his position face-down in the sand, Sidney wasn’t sure it would make a difference, “He wants me to embarrass Lord Hector by fainting again, doesn’t he?”


  “No, Sidney.” Lord Talvin responded simply, leaning down on the stone railing of the balcony as he watched the elephant close in on the still unmoving Choel, “Embarrassment won’t matter for Lord Hector anymore… Lord Levid is having him tried for sedition and treason.”


  “Sedition?” the fox asked, turning to look at the wolf, “Treason?”


  “Do not watch me, Bane,” the lord stated with authority, “Watch the fight.” He didn’t speak again until Sidney’s eyes were on the arena floor, “The king plans to have Lord Hector executed because he believes that your master seeks his death.”


  The slave master yelped, as much from the realization that Lord Levid planned to have his master die as much as from the fight below. Just as the elephant arrived at the prone tiger, Choel rolled to the side, swinging from his position on the ground with all his might, and buried his short sword into the thigh of his opponent. The elephant’s cry was a combination of a scream and a bleat, and he dropped one of his axes in order to grab at the blade that was stuck several inches into his leg.


  From Sidney’s short amount of experience with the arena, he would have excepted a huge reaction from the crowd… but only then did he realize that there wasn’t one; the entirety of the coliseum?s bench seating was empty – only the Lord’s Rise had any spectators. Other than Lord Talvin and himself, the fox saw only Lord Levid’s shadowy outline through his curtained observation box with Lord Hector standing beside it. Behind the stag were two guards: a short haired shepherd, and Lord Talvin’s ocelot, “Lord Hector doesn’t want to kill anyone… he’s a good man and–”


  The wolf gave Sidney a nudge and pointed toward the arena without saying a word. The fox’s eyes went back to the fight: Choel was still bleeding profusely, but had managed to recover both his dropped sword the elephant’s discarded hand axe. The slave master huffed helplessly, “If you are allies, I thought you’d be helping Lord Hector.”


  “I am helping him, Bane.” Lord Talvin responded, “You simply do not see the big picture like I do,” the wolf reached over and patted him on the head, “It is something both you and he share, I’m afraid.”


  “I don’t understand.” Sidney noted, his teeth gritting as the two fighters below drew closer to one another once again.


  “That is a very good thing, my dear fox…” Lord Talvin smirked, eyes still on the fight, “…for all of us,” he patted Sidney on the head, “The less you know, the more plausible your deniability.”


  The slave master went up to his tiptoes in mixed frustration and helplessness, his heart beating quickly in his chest and his every instinct telling him to turn tail and run… but he knew his place as a slave and obediently watched as the massive elephant charged forward, his hand axe chopping violently down at the tiger. Choel sidestepped and brought his sword and axe to bear, but the elephant rotated his head at the last minute, tusks leading the way.


  The tiger twisted his body and for a split second, Sidney could already imagine a repeat of Uraou’s demise at Olnyr’s hands… but the battle played our far differently. Changing gears from Uraou versus Olnyr to Maern versus Olnyr, the fight below shifted favor quickly. Choel took a quick double-step back, his weight transferring to his hind leg, and he sprang upward with the reflexes of his breed, and jumped over the charging elephant.


  Landing on his feet, the tiger spun around even as his opponent stumbled forward, off balance due to the lack of collision and the injury to his leg. Leaping at the elephant, Choel delivered a powerful slashing kick to the larger gladiator’s kidneys and followed it up with a double-pommel strike to the elephant’s back. The tiger was upon his fallen foe in a split second, axe blade against his thick neck and sword positioned at the small of his spine. The elephant dropped his weapon, letting out a thick, raspy sigh in defeat.


  Despite the distance between Lord Levid and Sidney, the fox was able to clearly make out the bemused chuckle of the king, “Well, Hector… it appears that your warrior has successfully bested one of my newly recruited pit fighters… I would say bravo, but this is hardly worthy of praise.” Sidney felt his heart swell when his master did not respond to the comment and, instead, raised his hand, palm up.


  Choel roared, “Yes, Master!” nodding as he shouted the words. He rolled off of the elephant, and held out a paw. The confused, defeated gladiator slowly reached up and accepted the paw and was pulled to his feet, “Let me get that for ya,” the tiger noted in his casual way, reaching down to yank his sword out of the elephant’s thigh, “This’s yours, I think,” and he held out his foe’s hand axe to him… but Lord Levid’s slave was never given a chance to accept it.


  Lord Levid’s paw emerged from the curtains displaying a thumb and Sidney jumped in surprise as two score archers sprang up into view and loosed their arrows, “Unh!” the elephant’s bubbling exclamation reached Sidney’s ears as he coughed up blood, no less than a dozen shafts sprouting from his chest. Choel quickly stepped aside to avoid being crushed beneath the slain gladiator, a snarl frozen on his muzzle, but he obviously knew better than to make a sound.


  “If he does not win then he is not worth saving,” the king’s dire comment caused Sidney’s tail fur to stand on end, but Lord Talvin’s paw on the fox’s shoulder shoulder led him back into the open doorway and away from the bloody scene.


  Sidney swallowed the apprehension that threatened to constrict his throat and managed to wheeze out a meek “Choel did well.”


  “Indeed.” Lord Talvin acknowledged, not slowing down in the least, “He’s bought himself another day.”


  The fox nodded, following obediently until he considered the injuries Choel had taken, “Who is going to care for his wounds?”


  “That would be your responsibility, Bane,” the wolf stated, leading him down a set of stairs, “And you had best be quick at it… when I said ‘a day’ I meant it.”


  Sidney paused for a moment, but Lord Talvin motioned him onward, “I do not understand,” he noted to the lord.


  “Lord Levid has four fights prepare for tonight… and there will be four more tomorrow… and four the day after that… and after that…” The wolf paused, glancing back at Sidney, who had stopped in his tracks, “Oh, calm yourself, dear fox… if all goes well, then you will not have to worry past tomorrow.”


  “If…” Sidney looked to Lord Talvin, who had a very confident smile, “If all goes well?” he questioned.


  “Precisely,” the wolf acknowledged, that smile remaining in place as he came to a stop at a stout-looking, reinforced wooden door, “Now… let me see your paws.” The fox obediently held them out. Lord Talvin turned them over so he could look at them palms-up. The wolf adjusted the cords on the leather straps, “I suppose since you have behaved so well the least I could do before I leave you is explain my little presents…”


  Sidney’s ears went up as he looked down and he watched as Lord Talvin scratched a little ‘x’ into the center of each strap with a thumb claw. The fox felt a faint tingle and watched a bright yellow glow suffuse the scored leather and then fade into nothing, “These are magical…” the slave master gasped, staring at his paws.


  “They are ‘imbued’, Bane… there is a difference,” the wolf let go of Sidney’s wrists, “There are many trying times coming, and these will protect you.”


  The fox was selfless in his assertion, “Lord Hector needs–” but his objection was cut short by Lord Talvin.


  “No, my dear fox… they are for you.” Despite the dire insistence in the wolf’s voice, his tender head pat seemed almost surreal, “Just you,” and, with that, the lord about-faced and walked off down the hall, adding a simple, “He is ready.”


  “How’s your head?” Sidney had no idea where the ocelot had been, but the cat was immediately at his side, unlocking the heavy-looking door.


  Sidney had first met the ocelot when he was introduced as a gladiator – perhaps that was the reason why he was willing to ask the question, “Do you know what’s going on?”


  “I’m happier not knowing,” the man responded, motioning into the room, “You should keep that in mind yourself and trust in him.” The cat closed the door with an audible slam and relocked it once Sidney had entered.


  “Sid-ney!” Maern’s loud exclamation of his name suddenly pulled the fox’s attention into the room, where he saw the large stallion standing. Dorias was off to one side, securing his harness while Tharis knelt next to Choel, who was seated on a pile of hay, leaning back against the wall and breathing heavily; Sidney was hardly surprised that that the tiger looked worse up close than he had from afar, “Si huus dun?”


  Dorias looked up from his halter, “Sir, ’e wants t’know–”


  “Iya.” Sidney responded to Maern in Vensian, moving to where Tharis was bandaging the injured tiger, “I’m fine,” the fox knelt down to inspect Choel’s wounds. Dorias turned to regard Maern and had just opened his mouth to speak when the fox added, “Dun, Maern – ov harr si Choel?” Sidney rested a hand gently on Tharis’ arm and repeated himself in Prossian, “I’m fine… but how is Choel?”


  “He’ll live,” the tiger responded with a grin. The fox noticed right away that the smirk was tempered with obvious pain.


  “He’ll live.” Tharis repeated flatly, pulling a bandage tight, eliciting a wince from his patient.


  “Dorias.” Sidney turned to regard the yak, “Can you do anything to help?”


  “Aye, Sir…” Dorias acknowledged, but continued securing his harness, “but th’ caller said I’m up next an’ I’m not given much time t’get ready…” he offered an apologetic look, “But Maern an’ Tharis seem t’have everythin’ in hand…”


  “Yeah…” Choel grunted when Tharis tied off another bandage, “Including my nuts… and this guy’s squeezing em hard.”


  “Stop whining,” the old bull snorted, continuing to treat the tiger’s wounds, much to his patient’s obvious chagrin. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Sidney couldn’t help but recall that there were times when the bull did like a little vocalization, but he quickly pushed the thought from his mind when the holding room door opened again, revealing a small, spindly lemur wearing Lord Levid’s colors accompanied by six gorillas clearly as huge as the messenger lemur was tiny.


  The apes were well equipped with weapons and armor, each sporting a long sword, a short sword, and some kind of staff-length axe. It was readily obvious to Sidney that it was supposed to be a show of force; as far as he was concerned, it was quite effective.


  “Slave Master and stable, you are all expected to attend the arena,” the messenger announced loudly. Although he was scarcely more than four feet tall, had quite a full-bodied voice and there was no doubt that every slave in the holding cell (and probably several cells down the hall) heard what he had to say. Sidney glanced back at Maern, who was receiving a translation from Dorias. Tharis helped Choel to his feet and Sidney moved to the other side, letting the tiger walk as well as he was able between the two of them.


  The walk to the coliseum was not back the way from which Sidney had come; they proceeded down another set of steps and, only once they arrive at a large portcullis did the fox realize that they were heading out into the arena, not into the stands. The slave master’s heart began to beat faster as his feet sank into the sand of the pit floor; he knew blood had been spilled in the sand, and he knew that gladiators had lost their lives – he really didn’t want to be there.


  “Lord Levid!” the lemur projected his voice masterfully as he called upward into the gigantic room, “By your command, the stable of Lord Hector,” and he stepped aside, motioning to the gorillas, who wasted no time herding the slaves forward into the arena. Sidney gazed around at the ground floor of the combat pit, seeing it at level height for the first time, and liking it no more than when he gazed at it from above.


  At the other side of the arena stood a collection of large, imposing gladiators; based on the colors they wore it was readily obvious that they were from Lord Levid’s own stable. Sidney recognized the first two gladiators as he had seen them fight during the festival day. The fox was not familiar with the next two in line, but his eyes came to a halt when he looked at the last warrior in line. Sidney gasped, “Olnyr…? The bison grinned sadistically, but did not bother to comment as motion from the Lord’s Rise caught everyone’s attention.


  Lord Levid stood within his curtained spectator’s box, “Let us not waste any time, shall we?” his white-furred hand appeared and he motioned to a section of the pit separated from the main portion by a collection of wooden bars creating an open fence, “Slave Master, take your stable to the sidelines.”


  “That’s you,” grunted one of the gorillas behind Sidney, pushing him in the back with the wooden shaft of his pole arm.


  The fox saw Maern tense up at the action, but Sidney murmured quickly, “No, Maern. Koss Covutas… no fighting.”


  “Iya, Sid-ney,” the stallion growled, and helped the fox move Choel behind the line of wooden poles as Dorias was, alone led to the center of the ring. No sooner than they had taken a seat on the simple wooden bench than the slave master heard the lemur’s announcement.


  “This match, for your viewing pleasure, my liege: Lord Hector’s yak fighter against your first year ratel.” All eyes went to Lord Levid’s slaves, all of which moving back to the holding area on the other side of the arena other than a large, black, broad-shouldered, thick-furred warrior dressed in a mix of chain mesh and metal plates.


  “What’s a ratel?” Sidney asked, watching as the gladiator turned toward the Lord’s Rise and bowed. Although the fighter was adorned all in black fur save for a small clump of white atop his head, the fox was surprised to see that his entire back looked gray, almost as if he were a dog who put his pelt on backwards with his belly-fur resting along his spine.


  “Honey Badger.” Tharis snorted, somehow managing to manipulate a needle for fine work in sewing Choel’s chest wound closed.


  “Yeah…” the tiger winced as the bull continued working, “The ‘fancies’ call em ‘ratels’…”


  Sidney raised his ears, curious, “Why call them something else when they’re–”


  “OW!” Choel roared as Tharis pulled the string tight, then glanced back to the fox with a sigh, “Probably because honey badger–” but the tiger didn’t have a chance to respond.


  “FIGHT!” announced the lemur, and Sidney’s attention was immediately drawn from the injured tiger to the events in the arena.


  The honey badger charged with incredible ferocity, a large spear gripped in both paws, tip threateningly pushed forward as he rushed headlong at Dorias. The yak stood patiently, legs spread in what he’d seen Maern present as a ready stance on numerous occasions. Sidney’s heartbeat picked up speed as he watched Dorias for any sign of reaction… but none came – until he’d already reacted.


  At the last moment, even as the charging fighter thrust his weapon forward, Dorias brought his cudgel around to bear, knocking the spear point off to the side. It was an almost perfect execution of the ‘kuusik’ maneuver Maern had taught them, but it wasn’t perfect enough. The spear caught Dorias on the side, and Sidney’s teeth grated when he heard the sound of the metal spear head glance across the yak’s ribs.


  To Dorias’ credit, however, he didn’t even pause in his motion, twisting his body around to bring one of his large hooves up to strike the honey badger right in the face. The gladiator, who had been chaging full speed, collided head first and collapsed like an unattended bag of wool. Covering the wound in his side with an empty hand, the yak looked up at the Lord’s Rise, his face keenly neutral at the spectacle of a white-furred monkey on the balcony’s railing leaping up and down in fury, shouting out a long fury of words incoherently. Beside him on the Lord’s Rise, a serene Lord Hector calmly held up a hand displaying his palm.


  “No!” Lord Levid proclaimed, the sound coming out as much a monkey screech as a word, “He is useless! Not even worth the cost to have him buried… your slave will kill him so my archers don’t waste the arrows.”


  “That is not the way the game is played, your majesty,” the stag offered calmly, “My slave was victorious, and so it is my choice, and I will not have my slave killing a helpless man.” Lord Hector spoke the words loudly, clearly, and with certainty.


  “Slave!” Lord Levid spoke, “You! Yak!” he waved a finger a Dorias.


  “Aye, Sire?” he looked to the monkey, who withdrew once again into his curtained box.


  “Kill him,” the king ordered.


  “I beg fergivness, yer ’ighness… but Lord ’ector be my master, an’ it’s ’is word that goes,” the yak lowered his weapon and took his hoof off of the unconscious honey badger.


  “Lord Hector has shown far too many flaws of character to warrant having slaves, yak. He will be put to death once he watches his stable slain before him. Now, if you value your life, KILL THE THREE-TIMES-DAMNED RATEL!”


  Dorias stood where he was, gazing up defiantly at the king. Saying not a word, the yak dropped his cudgel. Sidney felt his fur stand on end, his tongue laying paralyzed in his muzzle as he watched the numerous archers rise up from their positions within the stands, “I be Lord ’ector’s… an’ ye cannae change that no matter ’ow many arrows ye ’ave.” He spread his arms wide, closing his eyes.


  “Hold,” stated the king, his hand emerging from behind the curtains, “I do not want this one shot.” The archers obediently lowered their bows and loosened their draw. The monkey emerged again from his box and gazed down at Dorias with murder in his eyes, “I will see him hanged for his insubordination… tomorrow… at lunch.”


  “Lord Levid!” Lord Hector turned to regard the monkey, taking a step closer, “you can’t–” but he was interrupted by Lord Levid’s backhand.


  “I am king… and you, Hector Desanti, will live only so long as your fighters,” the monkey gnashed at him, motioning for the guards on the Lord’s Rise. They quickly restrained the stag, and Lord Levid poked him in the chest several times with his finger to accentuate his next words, “When the last one falls, I will have you join your precious slaves in the hereafter!” he turned back to the arena floor, “Get the yak out of here!”


  Two armored men emerged from a side passage and approached Dorias. He gave himself over to their custody without a fight and walked off with them. Despite his compliance, the men still seemed to take delight in poking and prodding him, causing him to almost trip more than once, and then immediately striking him on the back or the shoulder with the flat of a blade. Sidney watched him go with a deep aching in his chest, marveling for the first time just how unfair things could be for a slave.


  He wasn’t able to consider it for long, however, as Lord Levid spoke up again, “BENSON!” he roared, disappearing back into his curtained box, “There are two more fighters, but we’ll end the night with one more match and save the next for the morning. Bring me the fox!”


  “Lord Levid!” Lord Hector objected, standing up, “Sidney is–” but his words were cut short as the large bruiser to his left turned and smashed his fist into the stag’s gut.


  “Your precious fox is a slave, and he is in your gladiator stable,” the king announced, “I said I would have four fights and, since it appears you only brought me three gladiators and a breeder, I will be forced to use your slave master… unless…” his gaze oozed from Lord Hector to settle on Sidney; the fox felt uneasy as the two pink eyes settled on him, but that unease became immediate dread when then continued onward to Maern. Sidney did not miss Olnyr’s widening grin, and that only made things worse.


  “You… horse!” Lord Levid spoke up, pointing right at the stallion. Off to the side, Sidney could hear the king’s words repeated by the lemur; it seemed far too convenient for the caller to somehow know Vensian, “Your slave master will fight tonight on behalf of your stable… unless you would care to take his place?” The monkey leaned forward on the guard rail expectantly, “It is entirely up to you.” Lord Levid’s grin was as wide as his face.


  “No, Maern!” Sidney ran up to the stallion, who was already standing, “Maern… no!” He positioned himself in front of the horse, “No Covutas. No Covutas, Maern.”


  Maern stopped and looked down at Sidney. The large stallion smiled, and laid a hand down on the fox’s shoulder, “I fite.”


  “No, Maern… you can’t fight… you’re not allowed!” the fox remained where he was, standing in the horse’s path.


  The stallion smiled serenely, “I fite good, Sid-ney… I fite for you.”


  “But you’ll lose!” the words almost came out as a yip, “Your Sorra–”


  Maern’s smile didn’t diminish, and his large hand moved to hold the side of the fox’s face, “Sid-ney… A fite-er fites… some fite good… some not good… I…” he sighed, his smile disappearing in a wave of frustration, obviously unable to convey what he wanted to in Prossian. Taking a deep breath, the stallion began reciting what Sidney heard Dorias name ‘The Road of the Warrior’. Maern gently picked him up and set him aside, walking past. Sidney reached out and grabbed hold of the slave’s wrist just as the chant was coming to an end. Thehe horse stopped and glanceed back at him.


  “Min Sarul.” Sidney spoke softly, finishing the last two words for him.


  Maern nodded calmly, “With on-er.” Sidney loosened his grasp on the stallion, and Maern took another step forward… but Tharis was faster.


  “What?!?” Lord Levid demanded, screeching from his spot on the Lord’s Rise; Sidney couldn’t help but equate the king’s actions to a lord’s baby child throwing a tantrum, “Get the breeding slave back into the staging area! You aren’t wanted on the field, you broken old fool!”


  It was the first time Sidney had recalled ever hearing Lord Levid actually refer directly to a slave with anything other than disdain – he spoke to Tharis with outright, blatant insult.


  “You wanted a figher from the Master’s stable.” Tharis stated simply; his voice was strong enough that he didn’t even have to raise it.


  “Your time fighting in this arena ended years ago,” the king sneered, “I had no use for you then, and I’m surprised that Hector keeps you around now.”


  “I’m in Lord Hector’s stable, so that means I can fight,” the bull countered, standing tall despite being stared down by Lord Levid.


  “Your time as Baron was a decade ago, slave! You should be gracing the dung heap in a Grinder den somewhere!”


  Tharis glanced back at Sidney, who realized his gasp was that audible, but he turned again to regard the king, “I never lost in this arena or any other. You said you wanted a fighter from Lord Hector’s stable… here I am, monkey,” the words came out as pure, unadulterated loathing, “Send in one of your gladiators… you’re not getting the fox.”


  The cracking of the monkey’s knuckles’ death grip on the bannister was audible even from the great distance across the arena, “I won’t have one of my true warriors fight against a stable-boy-loving breeder slave.”


  “Then I’ll remove my lead,” the bull growled, reaching up to undo the clasp of the golden links from his nose ring.


  “On penalty of death, a breeding slave may not separate his lead from his ring,” the lemur spoke up from off to the side. Lord Levid grinned at the reminder.


  Tharis, defiance in his eyes, stared down the king. With a tug, and a spray of blood, the ring was torn from his flesh, “Leash and ring,” he held the bloody loop of metal up for Lord Levid to see, “If you’re putting us to death, I’m going to take your whole gladiator stock with us… monkey… and you’re never… never getting to touch Sidney.”


  If Lord Levid had looked angry before, Sidney had no adjectives to describe him at that point. Then, in one sudden flash, Lord Levid’s features turned to complete and abject neutrality. A strange sense of serenity flowed through the king as if nothing that was said or done could possibly have bothered him. He raised a hand as he returned to his curtained box, “I own up to my mistakes…” Lord Levid turned to Lord Hector, “And now I’ll have your mistake correct mine,” he turned to toward the arena, “Baron!” he barked, “Kill the old bull so we can get on with things.”


  Nothing Lasts Forever


  

  Baron, Sidney realized, was larger than Tharis… and younger. He had obviously been a skilled gladiator before he had lost to Maern, which made the fox wonder just how much better he had become thanks to the time the stallion had been training him. Or, even worse, what if the bison’s failure against Maern had been staged from the very beginning. Sidney was unable to remain seated on the bench, his paws in a death grip on the wooden bars separating the staging area from the combat area.


  “Lord Levid already started the fight…” Sidney spoke quietly, watching Baron stride toward the unarmed bull, “I can’t believe he didn’t let him get a weapon first…”


  “I can.” Choel commented from the side, groaning as he sat up on the bench where he’d been laying, “That senile old monkey doesn’t care about slaves… he cares about winning, and about getting what he wants.”


  “What does he want?” the fox asked, looking back to the two combatants circling one another. Baron had a large, two-handed sword which he held in one hand, and a whip in the other; Tharis had nothing but his golden lead – it was hardly a weapon, “Lord Hector could just give–”


  “I think Lord Levid is used to taking, Sid,” the tiger responded, rasping as he leaned forward, spitting out a frothy mix of saliva and blood, “not being given…”


  Sidney looked back to the injured tiger and, for a moment, he agonized over abandoning his post at the ‘fence line’, “Maern,” he spoke, looking back to the fight.


  “Iya, Sidney?”


  The fox was so focused on the sudden beginning to the fight that he didn’t even realize he said the next words in Vensian, “Help Choel – he is still hurt.”


  “Yes, my lord,” the horse responded in kind, but Sidney’s attention was wholly taken up by the deadly dance between the two titans in the arena.


  Tharis, despite his age, was still agile, and he spent his time on the defensive. Baron swung once, then a second time, cleaving the empty air with a powerful strike and likewise missed with his back swing. The bison stepped forward even as the bull backpedaled, their long strides eating up ground and causing the wall of the arena to grow ever closer. Lord Levid did not seem pleased by the events, “He is unarmed, Baron! If you can’t kill then I’ll find a new champion!”


  Letting out a frustrated roar, Baron renewed the attack, slashing through the air again with another set of wide arcs of his blade… but, after the last missed attack, the bison pivoted his foot and continued the spin, rotating even as he stepped forward and, continuing the circular slash, lead with the sword in a forward cut that made it more difficult for Tharis to continue his retreat – the bull didn’t bother.


  The old gladiator swung his fist downward onto the encroaching blade, deflecting the attack and causing the weapon to dig into the ground, knocking it clean out of Baron’s grasp. The bison jumped away with a laugh, and only then did Sidney realize that the aggressive parry did not leave Tharis unharmed: the bull’s hand was separated from the crook of his thumb to more than half-way to his little finger.


  “Too slow, old man.” Baron sneered, “Maybe I’ll just let ya bleed ta death…” and he began circling, giving his whip a crack for good measure, “Nah…” he noted, lashing out the whip again to crack inches from Tharis’ ear, “…think I’ll flay ya ’live…”


  “Less talk,” growled Tharis, balling up his injured first as he lunged forward. In a split second, all of runes hidden within the fur of the bull’s pelt glowed with light, and the old slave’s eyes flared like star bursts. Baron, surprised at the sudden flash, was knocked back by the power of the punch.


  “WHAT?!?!” demanded Lord Levid, tearing down his curtain with fury as he observed the attack, “His hand?!? IT!! BUT!! HOW?!?!” the monkey verbalized what Sidney had been thinking. As the bull got to his feet, shaking his head to clear the daze, Tharis situated himself back into a pugilist stance, fists at the ready; the injury on his right hand was illuminated, closing as everyone in the room watched, “THIS IS SORCERY!” the monkey screeched from his place on the balcony.


  “No, my Lord.” Lord Hector replied calmly, but loudly enough for his voice to echo down to where Sidney stood, “Tharis spent many years interacting with Tenvierian devices.”


  “He… he’s been enchanted!” Lord Levid turned toward the stag, pulling a belt knife, “Shall I add cheating to your list of crimes, Hector?!?!”


  “Your highness…” Lord Talvin’s voice was calm, but clear in its projection, “Technically there was no enchanting… It isn’t magic; the slave is simply imbu–”


  “SILENCE!” the monkey screeched, “You may have unveiled this traitor to me, but it does not mean I’ll accept your insubordination as well!”


  Lord Hector froze, and slowly turned to gaze at the wolf, his jaw slack in surprise and disbelief, “Talvin?”


  “We are all free men, Lord Hector,” the wolf answered, crossing his arms over his chest as he smiled, “I knew what you were up to, and I could not let that come to pass.” The discussion continued overhead, but Sidney’s attention was pulled back to the arena as Baron howled out in pain.


  Tharis had a firm grip on the bison’s wrist and had his arm pushed against his body at an odd angle. The fox’s heartbeat began to pick up speed when he realized that the tide of combat may have turned – right until Baron brought his shin up powerfully between Tharis’ legs. Sidney realized that his own eyes must have mirrored Baron’s when they both realized that the blow didn’t seem to faze the bull in the least.


  “Can’t…” Tharis’ knees finally buckled, “have…” and his pain-addled grip loosened on the bison’s wrist, “…him.”


  “We’ll see.” Baron sneered, pulling his hand free. The bison brought his hoof up, connecting to the bull’s chin and knocking the old slave over, “Course…” he grinned wide as he circled Tharis, “by my memory, I already have…” and he delivered a kick to the prone bull’s ribs, “Wonder if the Master’ll let me go back for seconds before he has him gutted…”


  Tharis’ response came out as pure animalistic fury. Baron grinned, cleanly stepping to the side with a punch waiting for the rage-blinded bull. Inside a split second, the old slave cut short his bellow, pivoted, dropped the ruse, and calmly brought his arm up, launching a handful of sand into the bison’s face, “Dirty fighting’s not new to me… Baron,” a faint glow of power closed the trickle of blood coming from Tharis’ lip.


  “RRRRRRRRAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!” Baron’s warcry was much more heartfelt, and he collided with the bull, both of them falling into a pile of swinging limbs. From his vantage, Sidney couldn’t see what was going on, and, based on the noise in the Lord’s Rise, it was readily evident that the nobles were not particularly intent on the fight at that moment.


  “ENOUGH!” the wolf barked, silencing the reproach Lord Hector had been leveling at him, “I am not your tool, Lord Hector.” Lord Talvin added calmly, “And, try as you might, you will never change that.”


  The stag lowered his head, letting out a deep breath, “I expected more from you.”


  “Funny…” Lord Levid smirked, “I had thought the exact same thing about you, Hector… I suppose we both know what it’s like to be betrayed.”


  The dialogue stung Sidney on more levels than he knew possible. He had trusted Lord Talvin… perhaps if only he had questioned the wolf’s motives… if only he had been more insistent of discovering what he was up to… if only he had paid more attention to what Lord Talvin did rather than what he said… if – but his self-reproach came to a stop as the two combatants in the ring disengaged, throwing one another aside as they stood.


  Sidney did not miss the fact that Baron was once again armed with his sword, and Tharis’ side glowed as the newest gash began to close. He was also astute enough to see that the old bull looked far more winded than Baron – something that the bison likewise observed, “Heh…” he grunted, “Might not have to kill you after all… I’ll just wait til you have to take a nap, old man.”


  “Enough time for that later.” Tharis snorted, and charged.


  Baron did not have a difficult time landing a blow: he held his sword out straight. With no regard for the weapon, the old bull lunged, and Sidney closed his eyes, wishing he could close his ears as well when the blackness of his sight did little to mute the sound of flesh, sinew, and cartilage giving way before steel. He felt tears squeeze through his shut eyelids, sight blurry when he opened them anew upon the sound of a heavy weight impacting against the dirt as Tharis fell to his knees.


  Willing reality to be anything but what he thought it was, the fox’s vision slowly cleared… and all his wishing was for not. Tharis knelt there, Baron standing over him with one arm raised in victory, the other still holding onto the hilt of the large sword that was imbedded in the old bull’s sternum, blood dripping off of the point, which had emerged several inches from the slave’s lower back. Sidney screamed, “NO!!!”


  Baron sneered, “Heal from that… old man.”


  Tharis turned his head slowly to meet Sidney’s gaze, and agony tore at the fox’s heart; the bull was dead because of him. So stricken by the situation, Sidney almost missed Tharis’ wink. Opening his hand, the bull let the long length of golden cord fall to the sand, all except for the ring at the end, which was looped around his middle finger. Swinging his arm out wide, Tharis launched the cord out in an arc, which carried it up and around the back of Baron’s neck.


  Reaching his other arm up to catch the leading end, the bull pushed with his legs, rising up even as he pulled the surprised bison’s body down. Turning the angle of his head at the last moment, Tharis brought his horn to bear, and the tip lodged itself up beneath Baron’s chin; flexing his legs with all his might, he drove it up, pulling his opponent’s head downward until it was buried to the hilt.


  The bison’s entire body went rigid, and then began to spasm as blood poured out of his muzzle and the hole created by Tharis’ horn. The old bull twisted his neck, rotating his head as he heaved, tossing Baron’s corpse to the ground, “Hey!” he shouted up at the arguing Lords, “Fight’s done, Levid,” he widened his stance, wavering as he stood there, blood still pouring out of the sword wound. The three lords fell silent, eyes returning to the arena before Tharis continued speaking his mind, “Looks like you lost another Baron…” Sidney didn’t miss the fact that the glow was slowly fading from Tharis’ runes.


  Lord Levid’s mouth moved but no words came out. Sidney thought for a moment that the monkey looked almost like a corked steam kettle. Rather than explode, however, the king pointed with all the fury in his body, and everything progressed in slow motion as the archers rose from their place in the bench seating.


  Sidney cried out wordlessly, racing out between the wooden posts as arrow after arrow struck the defiant bull. Still standing, Tharis held his ground as every last archer loosed his shot and then, like a great oak finally giving way to the woodsman’s axe, the bull finally fell to his knees, and then to his side.


  Sidney skidded to a halt next to Tharis, crying out as he rolled the large gladiator onto his back, “Tharis? Tharis? So… so much blood!” his paws came away covered in red, “Tharis? Are… are you–”


  “Shhh…” the bull answered calmly, and he took in a slow, breath, fresh blood seeping from his countless wounds, “Calm, Sidney… calm…”


  “But!” the fox yipped, looking around at the numerous eyes on the two of them.


  “You can’t… win… without calm…” Tharis rasped.


  “I…” Sidney’s voice quivered, his vision blurred by tears, “You’re hurt!”


  Tharis chuckled faintly, but it was cut off by a cough, blood pouring from his muzzle, “Very hurt.”


  “Can’t… can you heal?” the fox began to try and staunch the bleeding, but he didn’t even know where to begin, “you healed before, and–”


  “Shhh…” Tharis repeated, “…calm…”


  “Tharis!” Sidney whimpered, “Don’t die… please don’t die!”


  The bull chuckled softly, “Give me your paw…” he spoke, which the fox did immediately. Tharis gave it a light squeeze, “I died… a long time ago… Sidney.”


  “No!” the slave master objected, “Don’t talk like that.”


  “Shhh…” Tharis repeated his earlier statement, “Calm… remember?”


  “How am I–”


  “Calm…” the bull noted, his voice rasping before his body shuddered with another wracking cough; Sidney wished he didn’t hear the sound of the numerous arrow shafts rattling together, “Calm.” Tharis repeated, “I died… a long time ago, Sidney… you… brought me back.”


  “I just…” the fox whimpered.


  “You did.” Tharis smiled, looking up at him, “So… it’s only fair… that I use… my life… the right way.”


  “But… I… I want you to live!” Sidney cried, raising Tharis’ arm so he could press his cheek against the back of the bull’s massive hand, “I want you to live…”


  “heh…” Tharis chuckled, blinking tears out of his own eyes, “…you called me old.”


  “I…” Sidney choked on his words, “you aren’t… you…”


  “I am old, Sidney… old, and tired…” the bull took a deep, burbling breath, “nothing lasts forever…” he spoke, as if reciting it, “… whether slave… or king… time lays them down,” and he looked up at the fox, “…nothing… lasts forever.”


  “Then… just…” Sidney couldn’t find the right words, “… just… last longer.”


  Tharis inhaled deeply, obviously fighting against the pain of attempting to do so, and he shook his head, “I thought I… would die in… a ditch… but no… I get to–” he coughed, turning his head to the side so the bloody spittle could drain from his muzzle, “… I get to die… fighting… for something – someone…”


  “I didn’t want you to… Tharis? I don’t want you to die for me!” the fox placed his paws on the bull’s face, “Do you hear me?”


  “I… I hear you…” Tharis acknowledged with a raspy breath, “But I’m not…” another series of coughs wracked him, “I’m not taking… orders anymore… Sidney.” Each word came harder than the last as the bull fought to breathe.


  “Why?” the word was joined by more tears.


  “Because… it was… my…” Tharis smiled, “choice.”


  Sidney swallowed, “Please don’t die, Tharis…” his tears fell down onto the bull’s face, “Don’t leave…”


  The bull’s arm grew heavy against the fox’s face, and it dragged down to his shoulders, then to his chest, “I won’t…” Tharis answered, “I’ll be…” he tapped Sidney’s chest with a finger, “…right there.” The touch felt ice cold.


  “Tharis?” it was hard for Sidney to talk through the tears.


  “Hm?”


  “I’ll…” the fox swallowed, “I’ll make you proud… I promise.”


  The bull smiled, his arm slowly falling back to the ground, “…you… already… do.”


  Sidney, no longer able to hold back his tears, lowered his head over the fallen gladiator and sobbed. There were any number of things the fox would have wished for at that moment, and the time to grieve would have been very high at that list but, sadly, none of his wishes came true… especially time to grieve. A loud, thunderous impact rocked the building and it was powerful enough to shift the sand on the arena floor.


  “Your Highness!” shouted a sell sword, racing into the Lord’s Rise from above, “The coliseum… it’s UNDER ATTACK!!!”


  “WHAT?!” Lord Levid shrieked.


  “Free men, servants… even slaves, Lord Levid!” exclaimed another, fast on the heels of the first, “They… they just…” another deafening convulsion shook the building, accompanied by the sound of splintering wood, “They broke through the doors, your highness!”


  “Get the soldiers out in the halls!” the monkey spat, “Put the slaves away! Reinforce the inner doors!” he growled. Sidney barely registered Maern and Dorias being led away, giving no care to Lord Levid’s gladiators being led out, or the unconscious honey badger left, still unmoving on the pit floor. Maern put up a fight when it was apparent that he was being separated from Sidney, but the guards subdued him with surprising efficiency and he was dragged out of the room with the rest.


  “Your subjects will only overlook so much, Lord Levid.” Lord Talvin’s voice was calm, neutral, and aloof… except for the hint of reproach.


  “What are you going on about, Talvin?” demanded the monkey, fury bubbling over as he stared daggers at the wolf.


  “Quite simple, really…” the lord raised a paw, revealing a small, apple sized silver ball, “This is a scrying censor, your highness… a very creative Tenvierian invention that allows all linked devices to broadcast what this one sees and hears.”


  Lord Levid was, quite simply, stunned. Even from his position on the arena floor, half blind by tears and completely numbed to the events around him, Sidney did not miss the monkey’s indignant “WHAT?!?!”


  “A few select words among some dissident groups…” the wolf motioned in one direction with the silver ball, “some well-placed receivers of what this censor sends…” he motioned in another direction, “and, viola!” he tossed the ball into the air, “the seeds have been sown so that you may reap what you have grown,” and he caught it as it came down.


  “What are you playing at… wolf?!” Lord Levid gnashed his teeth.


  “Allow me to clarify.” Lord Talvin smirked, “Every unfair decree, every courtly misstep, every uncouth action, every every childish temper tantrum… you have done a fine job of allowing the men and women of this fine kingdom to see the real you,” he set the silver ball down atop one of the railing posts, “So, your majesty, perhaps you might enlighten me as to what you plan on doing as part of your follow-up act?” he smiled sweetly at the fuming king, “Hmmmmm?” and he wiggled his ears to accentuate his chiding comments.


  The monkey, suddenly, was composed and official, though, to Sidney, the promise of death was clear in the king’s eyes, “Second, I will be putting down this lackluster insurrection.” Lord Levid shook his head condescendingly, “Honestly, Talvin, I expected better than this from you.”


  “I believe Lord Hector already said those words,” the wolf smiled, “Besides… what can I say?” he leaned forward to prop his muzzle on his palms, elbows resting on the hand rail, “I suppose I am positively full of surprises.” Lord Talvin straightened up, “Now… enough about me. I can imagine many of your soldiers may be joining the rebellion as they do not appreciate seeing the ‘real you’ any more than the common man does. Does that not bother you, Your Manicy – er… Majesty?”


  “Mercenaries care nothing for gentility,” the king waved away the concern casually, “They have their money and that is enough for them.”


  “Ah… silly me,” the wolf nodded, sliding one leg then the other over the railing so he could sit on it like a bench, “Now… for the sake of my edification, Your Highness, you mentioned that the second thing you would do is deal with this uprising… pray tell, what might the first thing be?”


  Lord Levid’s sneer returned, “Solve a more pressing issue,” and he motioned to the bowmen, who were already prepared to carry out the king’s wishes. Sidney gasped as he watched the wolf open his muzzle to reply but, instead, slumped forward off of the balcony after being riddled with arrows. The fox watched, detached, as the lord’s body sailed down to the arena floor like a discarded rag doll, landing, face up, with am audible thump.


  “Your Highness…” Lord Hector murmured, taking a step away from the king.


  “Whatever is the matter, Hector?” the monkey demanded, turning to face him, “I figured you would like to thank me for putting an end to the snitch that ratted out your intentions.”


  “You…” the stag took another step back, “You just murdered Lord Talvin.”


  “No,” Lord Levid shook his head, “I sentenced him to death…” he glanced down to where Sidney was gazing back up at them, “Now…” the king’s voice was full of barely restrained rage, as he swung himself over the railing, nimbly climbing down the pillars and wall fixtures as only a monkey could, “One more loose end to deal with.”


  The pure animosity with which the king’s fixated gaze exuded caused Sidney to get to his feet, stepping back, despite his desire to stay with his fallen lover, “Lord – Lord Levid… I – I do not know what I have done–”


  “Silence,” snarled the monkey, “You have done nothing… yet,” he stalked closer, drawing his belt knife, “This isn’t about what you’ve done… this is about what you are planning!”


  “Nothing, Lord Levid… nothing!” the fox bleated, “I do not plan… I am a–”


  “Spare me the act,” the monkey sneered, pausing only long enough to kick Tharis’ body, causing it to slump over on its side, impaling it further on the sword that still stuck out of its sternum. Lord Levid didn’t pay the dead gladiator any further mind, stalking forward toward the fox with the blade in his hand, “Your Master knows of the Sorra, and I know what he’s been planning.”


  “The… Sorra?” Sidney spared a quick glance up at Lord Hector; the stag had his head hung, shaking it slowly as he walked out of the Lord’s Rise, “You know about Lord Hector’s Sorra?”


  Lord Levid paused, “What?” for a moment the monkey seemed genuinely surprised, but he snorted, and the rage quickly supplanted the expression on his face, “You’re a crafty one…” he growled, continuing to advance even as Sidney backpedaled, “I’m talking about me… I’m talking about my Sorra, you fiendish little conniving assassin.”


  “I… I–”


  “Levid of Pross, your time will come,” the monkey recited in a chiding voice, “By your command the one named Bane will fall, and then, by Bane’s own paw your life will be ended.” Lord Levid lunged forward, catching Sidney by surprise. The fox scampered back, but tripped over the honey badger, who, still unconscious, had yet to be removed from the arena.


  The monkey was upon him in an instant, gripping him by the throat, then he paused, “What?!?” he demanded, “What is THAT?!?!” he gripped a handful of the fur on Sidney’s chest, “When did – how did – where–”


  “Lord– Lord Levid–” Sidney rasped, taken aback by the king’s ferocity… and the unexpected question.


  “No matter…” the monkey scowled, “If I order you killed then I die as well…” he peered down at the fox, the promise of death in his eyes, “Which means I’ll just kill you myself,” he raised his dagger, “With no Bane, there is no Sorra…” and the blade descended.


  “No!” Sidney cried, and he felt a hot flush race through his body, followed by an icy chill in the palms of his paws. The fox slid back several feet along the sand as Lord Levid was launched off of him. The fox slowly sat up, the black leather on his palms smoking faintly, yellow ‘x’ symbols glowing brightly. He gazed across the arena floor to where the king had been thrown through the air a dozen yards. The monkey had come to a rest, slamming into Tharis’ corpse… and the sword blade that was still sticking out of it.


  Stunned, and unable to understand what had just happened, Sidney slowly sat up, and gazed across the distance at Lord Levid, who, in shock, simply stared back at him. Seemingly as one, their attentions were drawn to the several inches of sword that were poking out of the monkey’s chest. The fox got to his feet, uninjured, but far from okay. Numbly, he approached the fallen king, who made no attempt to free himself from the blade, “I…” Levid murmured, the word accompanied by a trickle of blood at the corner of his mouth.


  As the sounds of combat echoed down the long halls from the central doorway, the archers in the bench seating began to filter out. Sidney was astounded, having never encountered men who worked for money rather than out of loyalty or duty. His thoughts were cut short as Lord Hector emerged from the stairwell that lead down from the balcony, “Hmm… ‘I’ exactly… It always has been about you, your Highness.”


  “But… I…” the monkey rasped, pressing his hands against weapon in a vain attempt to keep his blood inside his body “I never… ordered… Bane…”


  “I am afraid you did, your Majesty,” the stag bowed his head, then motioned to the unmoving form of Lord Talvin. “And I had tried to stop you…”


  “L-Lord Talvin…?” Lord Levid glanced to where the wolf lay unmoving, then back to Lord Hector, “I… don’t understand.”


  “Lord Talvin, Your Majesty… he dyes his fur to get the gray coloration.”


  “Eh?” the king demanded, pressing his hands to the blade in his chest.


  “He was the white wolf you ordered me to buy,” the stag clarified.


  “Ah… ah yes…” the king nodded, chuckling as more blood poured from his mouth, “… every… every Lord… with a bleeding heart… should…”


  “Should have an assassin.” Lord Hector nodded, “I remembered your words, Your Majesty,” he spoke casually, giving no sound to the shouts and cries drifting toward them from far down the grand entryway.


  “You were… supposed to… destroy… it.” Lord Levid rasped, swallowing once as he took another strained breath as he lowered his arms, no longer bothering to try and grip the blade.


  “You expressly told me that you were not ordering me to do so,” the stag knelt down and took the monkey’s bloody digits gently in his grip, “And so I did not.”


  “You… you sabotaged me.” Lord Levid accused, pulling his hand back.


  “No, my king… you did that well enough yourself.” Lord Hector stood, “I had tried to teach Bane that all men were worth saving. At every turn, you made it harder and harder for me to keep him safe until I had no choice but to help him change his identity,” the stag shook his head, “I was hoping to have more time with him… to teach him that there is value in all men… all slaves… even tyrants.”


  “Tyrant?” the stubborn monkey raised his head as if willing death to keep at bay, “Is that what you think of me?” he demanded.


  The stag shook his head, “You are not a good man, Levid… if you were, then perhaps the true royal line would still be ruling Pross today. Instead, we stood here and watched you kill the last living heir.”


  Lord Levid’s eyes widened for a moment, “You couldn’t–” his gaze trailed away from Lord Hector and Sidney watched, aghast as one of the monkey’s hands slid around to grasp one of Tharis’, “There is no way you could have known… no one did…”


  The stag motioned to Sidney, “It became clear tonight.”


  Confused by the gesture, the fox was even more unsure of the situation when Levid turned to sneer at him, “Damn you… damn you damn you damn you…”


  “From the king’s most trusted adviser to the king’s murderer.” Lord Hector interrupted, sighing deeply, “Then the rumors were true…” the stag lowered his gaze, “You must have claimed his newborn son as a slave and hid the record of his birth… they had conceived… and you were there to cover it up… There is no word that can describe the… the immorality…”


  “I did what I had to do, Hector… you cannot…” he gagged on an upwelling of blood, “you can’t condemn me for that… you… you cannot condemn me for… ambition.”


  “No, it is not my place to judge you, Levid, but I know the difference between right and wrong…” the stag rested a hand on Sidney’s shoulder, “And, now that I see the depths of your depravity… to discover who Tharis really was–”


  “It… changes… nothing,” the monkey fumed, his words accompanied by red bubbles as his head slowly lowered back down to his chest. Neither his head nor his chest rose again, and his eyes dulled, lifeless.


  “It changes everything.” Lord Hector countered, “Now, for the first time in my life, I might just believe that Bane was right…” he knelt down and closed Levid’s eyes.


  Sidney didn’t know how he found the words to speak, but, somehow, he managed, “Lord Hector…”


  The stag slowly stood and turned to regard the fox, eyes awash with sympathy and compassion. Sidney realized he should have broken into tears right then and there but, somehow, for some reason, all he felt was emptiness, “Yes, Sidney?” Lord Hector questioned.


  “Tharis… he–”


  “Over years ago, Levid was the king’s greatest adviser and dearest friend,” the stag knelt back down and began to pull the monkey’s corpse off of the blade, “When the king and queen thought they would never conceive, the king decreed that Levid would become the king in his stead… and the king and queen died months later.” Lord Hector slowly pulled the blade from Tharis’ chest, “Many people questioned the mystery surrounding their demise… and… well…” the stag shook his head, “The rest you know.”


  “So…” Sidney gaze down at the slain bull, “Tharis was–” his words were drowned out at the sound of another loud explosion, along with voices from down the great entry hall shouting something about the second door being breached.


  Lord Hector glanced that way, then back to Sidney, “He was supposed to be king.” He picked up each of the bull’s arms and rested them atop his chest, placing the sword hilt beneath them; Sidney somehow found the pose appropriate… regal, “And Levid somehow kept it secret for all this time.”


  “How do you know about it, Lord Hector?” Sidney asked, “If it was kept secret, how do you know of it?”


  “I learned about it tonight,” the stag answered, “I believe Tharis must have known. When you were with him, there, at the end, he–”


  Their discussion was cut short as one of the side doors burst open. Both Sidney and Lord Hector turned, and the fox was relieved to see that it was Maern, with Dorias in pursuit. The stallion had a sword in his hand, and the yak had shackles, that appeared to have had their chains cut. The slaves emerged quickly into the arena, Choel following along behind them, holding his abdomen with one paw and walking with the aid of a crutch, “Lord Hector… Slave Master… things are getting… uh… uncivilized.”


  “Come, Sidney.” Lord Hector motioned for him to follow, “Questions can wait.”


  The fox took a step obediently, then paused, glancing back at the body of his lover, then to the stag, who remained waiting for him, “How did you know Tharis was royalty?”


  Despite the severity of the situation, Lord Hector stopped and calmly drew out a small hand mirror from his belt pouch. Turning it toward Sidney, he held it up at just the right angle for Sidney to see a strange discoloration on his chest fur. It was where Tharis had touched him… and, for a moment, he recalled the icy sensation of the bull’s finger. Sidney’s eyes widened when the splotch glow a fierce blue, and he could clearly see a symbol within the marking. He wasn’t the only one surprised.


  “Th’ royal seal!” Dorias gasped in disbelief.


  “The royal seal.” Lord Hector acknowledged, The stag motioned to the honey badger, who Maern picked up and slung over a shoulder, “Now come… all of you,” he looked sympathetically back to the fox, “Sidney… we must go.”


  The slave master nodded slowly, pressing the palm of his paw against the strange rune on his chest. He gave another glance to where Tharis lay on the area floor and turned to follow. Sidney somehow managed a faint smile knowing that Tharis treasured his ability to choose, and he promised to make that decision worthwhile. He did not delay, following Lord Hector and the stable of gladiators out of the arena.


  The sounds of combat grew closer from the main hall, but Lord Hector led them down another passage. Pausing at the exit, Sidney looked one final time to the bull, “Goodbye, Tharis,” he spoke softly, and, somehow, could have sworn that the glyph on his chest glowed just a little brighter. Comforted by that realization, the fox was too wrapped up in his own thoughts to realize that one body was missing from the arena.


  Insurrection


  

  Yawning, Sidney opened his eyes, taking a moment to figure out exactly where he was. The folds of satin and silk embraced the slave master with a luxurious smoothness. Aside from the time he spent with Lord Hector in one of Lord Levid’s guest rooms, it was an alien experience. As he took in his first view of the scene, Sidney was surprised to find that he was, indeed in that exact room.


  “Hngh?” he murmured, completely unprepared for his surroundings. The last he remembered, he was fighting to keep up with the quick pace set by his master. Lord Hector had led the slaves through the wilderness far off the road in an attempt to get back to his estate without being seen. Suddenly, however, Sidney was laying in bed, with, he discovered, a thickly muscled, slightly shaggy-furred arm wrapped around his naked hips, “Wha?” the fox questioned.


  “Hello,” a deep baritone rumbled against Sidney’s back and the broad arm pulled him back against a massive, firm chest, “…Slave Master.”


  The grip remained loose enough that the fox was able to rotate around in his bed mate’s grasp, and he froze, unable to formulate enough of a thought to create a cohesive sound from his gaping muzzle. Tharis smiled warmly, gazing down at the fox, eyes creating a muted glow, accentuating the rugged curvature of the bull broad snout. Sidney finally managed to make a sound, though it wasn’t exactly what he had planned, “But!”


  The bull chuckled softly, and gave the fox’s rump a gentle squeeze, “I would…” he leaned forward and brushed the velvety end of his muzzle across Sidney’s forehead, “…but there isn’t time.”


  The slave master fidgeted, fighting within himself against the joy he felt at being enveloped in Tharis’ arms, but, at the same time, realizing that there was no logic to the situation – that the time and location wasn’t right… that Tharis… “Tharis… you…” he whimpered softly, “…you died.”


  Tharis slowly sat up, pulling fox with him. Sidney stretched across his lap in a half-seated, half-laying position, “I know,” the bull acknowledged, resting a hand, palm down on the fox’s stomach, “I’m sorry.”


  The simple, matter-of-fact acknowledgmet was somehow both reaffirming and painful; Sidney couldn’t remember ever hearing an earnest apology and yet, every part of him knew that being able to receive one from the slain bull was impossible. The strange room… the situation… being with Tharis… it finally made sense, “I’m dreaming,” his words came out with the same, simple, earnest neutrality as the bull’s apology, but voicing them made it feel like they were tearing him apart from the inside out.


  Tharis nodded forlornly, “Yes.”


  “Then… you really are–”


  The bull nodded, “I am.”


  “Then when I wake up,” Sidney swallowed as his eyes threatened to overflow, “you’ll be gone again.”


  Tharis chuckled softly, reaching down to brush the tears away, “I never left,” and he rested his enormous hand, palm down over the glowing rune on Sidney’s chest. The fox found something supremely calming about the gesture and, for just a moment, he closed his eyes, able to feel his heart beat against the bull’s palm and echoed from Tharis’ chest against his back.


  Sidney’s voice came out at a whisper, “What did you do to me?” Opening his eyes, the slave master gazed up at the calming smile and glowing greenish-blue eyes gazing back down at him, “You don’t feel like a dream.”


  “This is a dream… that doesn’t mean I am,” the bull answered cryptically, and slowly pulled his hand away from the fox’s chest, the symbol on it blazed brightly, “We are something more than a dream.”


  Sidney’s heart fluttered as he felt the warmth within him, gazing at the glow as if he were able to peer into his own soul… but, suddenly something Tharis said caught Sidney as odd. “…‘We’?” he asked, looking up at the bull, who nodded slowly and motioned to the side.


  Sidney followed his gaze to one of the room’s walls… and saw what Tharis meant by ‘we’. Half immersed and half emerged from the stone was a very familiar visage, “Lord Levid!” the fox squeaked recoiling from the hyper-realistic relief of the slain king. He yipped a cry of alarm, almost peeing himself when the monkey’s granite eyes turned to glare at him, “That… that statue–”


  “Levid.” Thrais stated, and the eyes turned to stare at the bull. Sidney watched as the monkey’s stone muzzle made as if to move, but there was no seam thus there was no mouth to open.


  Sidney inched away from the eerie statue, “Why is the king in my dream?”


  “Because we are connected.” Tharis answered, slowly standing up and offering a paw to Sidney.


  The fox accepted it and stood as well, “You and the king?”


  The bull shook his head, “No… all three of us.”


  “The…” Sidney glanced back toward the half-statue of Levid, “…the Sorra?”


  “No.” Thais responded, reaching out a free paw to gently touch the glowing spot on Sidney’s chest, “This.”


  The fox glanced down to the illuminated symbol, “The royal seal?” he asked, looking back up to the bull, “What is it?”


  “It connects us… you and me.” Tharis responded, “…and him.”


  “How did you do it?” Sidney asked, reaching out to take hold of the bull’s wrist before he could pull his hand away.


  “I didn’t,” the large gladiator answered, “The Sardassi did it… just like it did to me.”


  The fox paused, cocking his head to the side, “But it didn’t appear until after you–”


  “It was already there,” the old bull interrupted him.


  “I didn’t see it until–”


  “Just ’cause you can’t see it,” Tharis interrupted him again, “doesn’t mean it’s not there,” a fant smirk played across his muzzle.


  “But…” Sidney paused, ears drooping slightly at the half-answers, “What is it?”


  “I don’t know.” Tharis admitted, “But it connects us… you… me… him…” the bull motioned with his head toward the raging, immobile statue still stuck half-way into the wall.


  “Why… why him?”


  The bull shook his head, “I don’t know.”


  “He died after you did.” Sidney offered, “I-I killed him…”


  “No you didn’t.” Tharis answered, disengaging far enough so that he could reach down and take one of the fox’s paws in his hand, “You defended yourself.”


  The words caught the slave master by surprise, “Did… how…” he paused and started again, “You saw that?”


  “No.” Tharis smiled softly, leaning forward to kiss the fox atop his head, “I’m part of you now. I can’t see anything… but I could tell,” and the gladiator slid his arms around the slave master.


  “And…” Sidney rotated within the bull’s embrace, “Can… he?” the fox gestured to the statue.


  Tharis gazed across the distance at the imprisoned monkey, “Yes,” and the large gladiator chuckled softly, “I bet he hates it.”


  The fox paused at that, “So, he’s still alive…?”


  “No.” Tharis shook his head atop Sidney’s, “He is dead, like I am,” the bull slowly disengaged, looking down at the fox while holding him at arm’s length, “He and I are both dead, Sidney…”


  “I still wish you weren’t,” the fox spoke quietly, lowering his gaze to the floor.


  “I’m dead, Sidney…” Tharis repeated, then added, “but I’m not gone.” The bull reached over and patted on the bed, “Sit.”


  Sidney did as he was bade, and the large gladiator sat down next to him, leaning back so the fox could sprawl out across his chest, “I’m glad you’re still here, Tharis,” the slave master acknowledged, “I just… I wish he wasn’t.”


  Tharis gently caressed Sidney’s back, laying his muzzle protectively over the fox’s head, “I know,” the bull acknowledged and he let out a long exhale. The flow of Tharis’ bellow-like lungs somehow brought a degree of comfort to the fox as he felt the warmth of the gladiator’s against him. Sidney laid his head against Tharis’ chest, wishing that he could somehow become lost in the rhythmic sound of each breath. He closed his eyes, throwing the uncertainty and confusion of the scenario away and simply enjoying the moment.


  Sidney opened his eyes again as the large body beneath him shifted, and the fox felt a momentary chill of the early morning breeze. Somewhere off in the distance several birds chirped in anticipation of the dawn, and only then did the slave master open his eyes, and realize that he was not in the fine appointments of Lord Levid’s castle, and he was not laying in Tharis’ embrace, “Good morning, my Lord.” Maern spoke quietly in Vensian. The stallion was laying with his back against a tree, smiling warmly as he gazed down at the fox in his arms.


  Sidney sat up and the gladiator respectfully released his hold on the fox. Looking around, the slave master took in the sights of the surrounding woodlands. The pre-dawn light brought back his recollection of the previous night, taking the reality of the situation: he was in the middle of the forest and Lord Hector was leading them away from the chaos of the rebellion in Pross’ capital, “It was cold, and you were shivering.” Maern announced, pulling Sidney’s attention back to the horse, who was still seated against the tree with the fox still in his lap, “Are you well?”


  “I’m fine, Maern.” Sidney responded, also in Vensian, and he looked around at the informal campsite. Dorias was awake and appeared to be mixing a collection of herbs in a woven-leaf bowl. The yak was kneeling next to Choel, who was asleep on his back, wheezing each breath; they were strong, but still uneven. The fox recalled that the tiger had having trouble keeping up with the quick pace but it was good to see that he had apparently improved over the course of the night. Once he was sure Dorias had things under control, Sidney let his eyes wander further around the gathering.


  Lord Hector was speaking quietly off to one side with the ratel gladiator; it was readily obvious that the honey badger was not comfortable with the situation but was obedient nonetheless. Sidney watched the exchange closely, observing the warrior’s stance, expressions, and mannerisms, silently contemplating the critical thinking that Lord Hector had taught him. The slave was most likely Prossian, and was relatively young, which meant that he was probably as inexperienced as Lord Levid had suggested. A few minutes of observation later and Lord Hector finally turned to regard Sidney, and gestured him over.


  The fox stood and approached the two, pausing within speaking distance to offer a deep bow to the stag, “Good morning, Master.”


  “Good morning, Sidney.” Lord Hector inclined his head, “I hope the rest last night did you some good?”


  “Yes, Lord Hector, thank you,” he lowered his eyes for a moment before raising them again, turning to look at the honey badger, who kept his own eyes lowered.


  “This is Balkum,” the stag gave the young warrior a slap on the back, causing him to jump in surprise, “He was recently purchased by Lord Levid and was sent against my stable to test him as a gladiator.”


  “He thought you would be a biter.” Sidney explained to the honey badger before he paused to consider his own words.


  “Biting isn’t allowed in the arena, Sidney.” Lord Hector stated, “It is a very grave breach of the rules.”


  “I…” the ratel stuttered, looking to the fox, “I would never–”


  “But Levid saw you bite one of the hyenas that… brought you… to… his…” Sidney suddenly realized what he was saying and slowed his words down to a halt, “…palace…” The slave master looked to Lord Hector, who was watching him, ears up, with one raised eyebrow. Sidney didn’t miss the faint glow coming from the royal seal on his fur.


  “Are you unwell, Sidney?” Lord Hector inquired.


  Glancing to the honey badger, the fox suddenly had his first true moment of suspicion and, without really understanding why, he couldn’t trust the fresh-faced ratel, Sidney switched to Vensian, “I had a dream that wasn’t a dream, Master.” With the new slave looking on without comprehension, the fox began to relate the events of his dream to the best of his ability in the foreign language. In the end, he was surprised at how much he was able to convey, even with his limited knowledge of Vensian.


  “Interesting…” the stag nodded once Sidney had said his piece, “Very interesting…” he rubbed at his chin for a moment before his aura of contemplation came to an end. Looking up, Lord Hector gazed toward the sunlight peeking through the canopy of the forest. He switched back to Prossian, “Sidney… please prepare the slaves for departure – we have a ways to travel at a steady pace if we wish to reach my estate before nightfall. I am going to converse with Dorias while you and Maern hide traces of our campsite.”


  Lord Hector turned to leave, but Sidney felt compelled to ask for clarification, “Master?” he paused as the lord slowly about faced, providing the fox his full attention, “Lord Hector… what am I to do about Balkum?” He motioned to the honey badger, who glanced to him, and then to the stag.


  The lord looked to the young warrior, and then to Sidney, who wondered for a moment if it was not proper for him to have questioned his master, but, in the end, Lord Hector smirked, then turned again to the honey badger, “Balkum, your Master is dead and you no longer part of his estate. You are free to go.”


  The ratel looked to Sidney, then back to the stag, then back to the fox. He stood where he was for a handful of seconds then, as if making up his mind, turned, and bolted out into the forest, not bothering once to look back. Sidney watched Balkum run, wondering what must have been going through the honey badger’s mind as he raced out of sight as if being chased by slaver hounds. He didn’t notice that Lord Hector hadn’t left until the stag rested a hand on his shoulder, “One of Talvin’s spies.”


  Sidney turned to regard Lord Hector, “Master?”


  The stag was looking off in the direction Balkum had run, speaking aside to the fox, “Before our difference in opinions, Talvin had expressed an interest in finding a way to infiltrate the ranks of Lord Levid’s gladiators… I suppose the king was desperate enough toward the end to take the first option that came along.” Lord Hector sighed, shaking his head as he finally headed off toward Dorias, “Fortunate for us.”


  Sidney watched his master move to where Dorias ministered to the tiger. The yak had Choel sitting up, and the feline was making a face as the old slave tried to get him to drink something that Sidney could smell all the way from across camp. Based on the acrid, sour scent, the fox did not envy Choel his medicine. Taking a deep breath himself, Sidney resolved to focus on the task Lord Hector had set before him, and moved to collect Maern.


  As they had very few amenities, the camp was easy to pack up. Aside from dousing the small cooking fire Dorias had started, all that was left to do was to clear evidence of their passing. Once tracks were covered and leaf-beds were scattered, the party was ready to continue, and Lord Hector made good on his promise to hold to a quickened pace. The stag led the way with Sidney following along right behind. Maern and Dorias helped Choel keep up; although the tiger was on the mend he was still having trouble walking at speed.


  The day wore on, and, just as Sidney was starting to worry that they would have another night out in the wilderness, Lord Hector gestured for them to stop. Believing at first that the stag had found a suitable campsite, Sidney was surprised when his master strolled back toward him and spoke quietly, “The estate is just up ahead.”


  “Yes, Master.” Sidney nodded, suppressing a sigh of relief in favor of a more compliant acknowledgment, “I will–”


  “Come with me,” the stag ordered, and began heading forward again after motioning for the rest of the party to stop. Confused, Sidney glanced at the other slaves, then obediently followed after his master. Lord Hector led him to the top of a rise, and motioned down the embankment. Sidney followed the direction of the stag’s finger, and gasped at what he saw.


  There was no doubt in the fox’s mind that he was looking at his master’s estate, only it was barely recognizable. The fine fence that surrounded the property had been knocked over in places, and portions of it were still burning. Further in, the courtyard appeared to have been torn up in spots, and several of the smaller buildings surrounding the manor were destroyed – some were smoldering while others still burned.


  “Gather everyone up, quietly.” Lord Hector whispered, “Give me five minutes, and then follow me in.”


  “I can come with, Master, I–”


  “No, Sidney,” the stag stated firmly, “It looks like the uprising came this way faster than we did. I have to look for survivors, and if who ever is responsible for this is still here I know I can get away faster without having to worry about everyone else following me.”


  “Yes, Lord Hector.” Sidney bowed his head; despite his misgivings, Lord Hector was his Master, and the stag’s word was law.


  “If there is any sign of fighting or any danger, send Maern and Dorias.” Lord Hector ordered, “I want you and Choel to stay out of sight. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox nodded.


  “Good,” the stag smiled gravely, “Remember… five minutes, and come down only if everything is clear,” and, with that, Lord Hector slid as silent as a phantom through the undergrowth. Sidney watched him go, heart pounding in his chest as he worried for his Master, but he did as he was bid, and returned to the rest of the slaves.


  “Somethin’ wrong, Sir?” Dorias asked, setting Choel to leaning against a tree, “Where’s Lord ’ector?”


  “Lord Hector’s estate is just over that ridge.” Sidney motioned to the rise, “It looks like someone attacked it, and he’s gone ahead looking for survivors.”


  “What?” Maern asked simply in Vensian. Sidney turned and repeated his earlier words so that the stallion could understand them. The horse frowned, “We should be with him,” he announced as if his opinion were fact.


  Despite the fact that Sidney agreed, he was not about to go against his Master’s orders, “We are supposed to wait five mintutes and then join him if there isn’t any trouble.”


  Maern scowled, but kept any further thoughts to himself. Instead, the stallion moved over to where Choel was resting and checked on the tiger’s bandages. Choel was perfectly content to issue out long streams of four letter words every time Maern caused him any amount of pain, but, for the most part, the stallion ignored him and tended to his wound.


  Sidney waited impatiently, more of his attention in the direction of the manor than toward the slaves. As time continued to pass, the fox waved everyone forward, and they followed him up to the ridge. Choel shooed both Dorias and Maern away, mentioning something about wanting to stand on his own two feet; Dorias made the tiger scowl by pointing out that he was using a broken branch as a walking stick. As a group, they gazed down at the damaged estate… which was silent, save for the occasional cracks and pops from the various fires.


  “Alright…” Sidney spoke up, “No fighting… let’s go,” and he hurriedly jogged his way down the hill, eager to reunite with Lord Hector. Maern and Dorias followed after him while Choel carefully picked a path down the incline. Rather than spread their numbers out, the slave master waited for Choel to catch up, and, as a group, they proceeded to where the road met the destroyed wooden fence of Lord Hector’s estate. Sidney was surprised to see that someone was waiting for them.


  “Finneas?” Dorias was the first to speak up, “What’re ya doin’ out ’ere?”


  “Lord ’ector asked me t’wait for yeh,” the mouse explained, “an’ ’e said t’lead yeh t’im.” Glancing over one shoulder, then past Sidney and the yak, “This everyone then?”


  “Yes.” Sidney stepped in, “All four of us,” he motioned to everybody in turn, “What happened here?”


  Finneas waved for everyone to follow, and started walking further into the estate grounds, “Slaves all ’round Pross are risin’ up… some Lords’re encouragin’ it an’ some are tryin’ t’keep it from ’appenin’…” the mouse continued past the manor. Glancing up, Sidney saw many faces gazing down upon them from the broken windows. The fox almost ran into the mouse, who had stopped once he lost the slave master’s attention, “Lotsa scared slaves ’ere.”


  “What happened here?” Maern asked of nobody in particular.


  Dorias answered him in Vensian, “The uprising passed through,” and then switched to Prossian as he addressed Finneas, “Why’d the slaves attack ’ere? Lord ’ector’s a good man.”


  “They didn’t,” the mouse answered, “When they passed, a number a slaves from Lord ’ector’s ’ouse got it decided t’take over. Th’ freemen an’ th’ servents gathered up with slaves loyal t’Lord ’ector t’fight em back.”


  Sidney let out a sigh, “Everything’s going crazy…”


  “zit true that Lord Levid’s dead?” Finneas questioned, stopping at the door to the work shed and motioning Sidney onward.


  The fox walked to the door and paused with his paw upon the handle, “Yes…” he sighed, “Lord Levid’s dead,” he shook his head, “It’s all changing…” he turned and smiled at the mouse, “But I’m glad the right side won here.” He turned the handle and opened the door, and then froze.


  Standing in front of him, ready to welcome him to the work shed was Ulric. While it was a surprise to be standing face-to-face with the lion, what really caught his attention was Lord Hector, who was behind and to the right on his knees, face bloody and eye swollen, “Funny you should mention that, Sidney…” the lion grinned wide, “I’m glad ‘the right side’ won too.” Ulric swung his fist, the fingers rapidly filling Sidney’s vision – the fox saw a great flash of white, then everything went black.


  * * * * * *


  “Sidney?” Lord Hector’s voice pulled at the fox’s consciousness through the haze of pain-laced blackness.


  “Ngh?” it was the best the addled fox could come up with.


  “I need you to sit up, Sidney,” the stag requested. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Sidney realized that it was his master’s order. Despite having his paws lashed together behind his back somehow, with every last piece of willpower he had, the fox managed to push himself up off the ground. He groaned as his head settled back into place atop his shoulders, the change in angle causing a new fresh rush of pain.


  “Yes… Master.” Sidney groaned.


  Despite the dizziness that accompanied the opening of his eyes, the fox risked cracking them faintly; even through the bleariness, he could tell that he was still in the work shed, “What… happened?”


  A movement from his left caught Sidney’s attention, and he realized that Lord Hector was there with him, scooting a little closer, “Ulric led the slaves in a revolt,” he explained simply, and quickly progressed to a different topic, “Try to turn your back toward me,” noted the stag, angling himself away from the fox at the same time.


  Trying to focus through the pain, Sidney did as he was commanded and, moments later, he felt Lord Hector’s strong grip on his bindings. He sat there, breathing heavily as he attempted to will the pain away. Although it was not fully effective, the fox did manage to clear his vision a great deal. He was so focused on trying to get his thoughts in order that he was surprised at the -snap- from his bindings and, suddenly, his paws were loose.


  “Alright, Sidney…” Lord Hector noted, “Now get out.”


  “Yes, Master,” the fox acknowledged, and delayed long enough that he could steel himself against the vertigo he knew he’d feel at standing. Slowly rising to his knees, he let out a breath before turning to Lord Hector’s bindings, “I’ll have you free in–”


  “No, Sidney…” Lord Hector announced calmly, “there is no time.”


  “But I need to free you too, Mast–”


  “No…” the stag declared, “you need to leave. Now.”


  The fox surprised himself, “No.”


  “Yes, Sidney…” Lord Hector pressed, “They have me – that is what they want. If I am still here they will not bother going after you.”


  Sidney shook his head, “I’m not leaving with you, Lord Hector.”


  “Yes you are, Sidney,” the stag glanced at him from over his shoulder, “That is an order.”


  The fox paused, part of him wishing he was able to ignore the command, but he knew at that moment that the contest of wills was already over – he was Lord Hectors, which meant that it was not his decision to make. The words came out as a meek surrender, “Yes, Master,” and Sidney went to the work shed door.


  “Sidney…” the stag called from behind him.


  The fox paused, turning back to look at Lord Hector in the hopes that he had changed his mind, “Yes, Master?”


  “Finneas brought everyone else to the stable.” Lord Hector rotated himself around to face the fox and leaned back against the work shed wall, “If you can, please try to rescue them on your way out.”


  Sidney nodded, thankful that the stag had given him a command that he could feel good about, “Yes, Master,” and he reached again for the door knob.


  “Sidney…”


  The fox didn’t turn around this time, keeping his back to Lord Hector as his tears started to flow down his cheeks, “Yes, Master?”


  “When you’re beyond the walls, head for Vensii.” Lord Hector directed, “Travel east.”


  “Yes, Master,” he hated himself more every second his paw lingered on the door knob, truly not wanting to abandon his master.


  “…and Sidney?”


  “Yes, Master?” the fox creaked the door open a half inch, realizing that their conversation was near an end.


  “You’re free.”


  Sidney let go of the door and slowly turned around to face Lord Hector, “Now?”


  “Yes, Sidney… now” the stag nodded, smiling faintly, “I can think of no other way to repay you for your dedication, and devotion, and–” Lord Hector paused as the fox came back over to him, “Sidney,” he began, pausing as the former slave began undoing his bindings, “I–”


  “You freed me, Lord Hector.” Sidney met his gaze, “and now I’m freeing you.”


  A thick, shuffling step at the door caused the fox to pause in his attempt at undoing the ropes, “I beg to differ.” Ulric announced. Sidney turned to face him just in time to see the lion unfurl his whip, “Now… are you going to be a good little fox, or are we going to have to discuss discipline?”


  Paws clenched, Sidney did something he never thought he would do; he turned and stood, ready to face down Ulric.


  Climax


  

  Ulric was obviously taken aback when Sidney stood up to challenge him. The lion’s ears rose, as did his eyebrows, but he recovered quickly as a sadistic smile spread across his muzzle, “Oh… so someone’s grown a pair,” the words came out in a chuckling tone, “Guess the time as a Slave Master made you think you’re a real man, did it?” Ulric drew his whip back in a smooth motion and then, with a circular flick of his arm, the end of it surged forward faster than Sidney’s eye could track.


  The fox’s first instinct was to flinch, and wait for the agonizing sting of the leather across his flesh, but reflex won out over instinct, and with a lightning-quick shuffle of his feet, Sidney heard the loud crack of the tip of Ulric’s whip cleave the air where his shoulder had been mere moments before. He grit his teeth, ear ringing from the proximity of the sound, but he otherwise stood his ground, “Lord Hector is your Master. You can’t do–”


  “Don’t tell me what I can’t do, fox,” the lion, smile suddenly gone, growled, “I’m done playing with you… now out of my way.”


  Ulric stepped forward, but Sidney didn’t budge, “No.”


  The big slave master’s scowl deepened, “I’m not a patient lion.”


  “Then leave.” Sidney countered, “You can’t hurt Lord Hector…” he swallowed in an attempt to keep his voice steady, “I won’t allow it.”


  Ulric laughed at that, though the sound was more out of scorn than humor, “You won’t allow it?” he questioned, taking another step closer as he gave his whip a light flick, creating a crack off to the side, and drawing a deep gash in a section of the wooden wall, “I’m letting you live because I owe you…” he sneered, growling as he bit off each word, “Don’t. Push it. Fox,” and he started forward again.


  “Sidney,” Lord Hector spoke up from behind the fox. Unwilling to let his gaze leave Ulric, the smaller Slave Master rotated his ears toward the stag, but was otherwise maintained eye contact. “Go, Sidney,” his former master bade him.


  “I’m not leaving without Lord Hector.” Sidney stated right to Ulric’s face as much as for the stag’s benefit as the lion’s.


  “Then I guess you ain’t leaving,” the lion announced, and, being too close for an effective whip strike, lunged forward with his left paw balled up into a fist. Sidney was completely unready for the strike. Having absolutely no time to consider how best to avoid being struck, the fox’s body once again acted on its own, repeating by rote the kuusik he had seen the gladiators drill time and time again under Maern’s tutelage.


  The shock of his fist impacting Ulric’s wrist raced all the way up Sidney’s arm, and he felt his fingers tingle in pain; he was not made for fighting and his body knew it. The lion, at first surprised that his blow didn’t connect, took a moment in numbed amazement, and Sidney was almost able to read the disbelief that crossed Ulric’s muzzle… but that was replaced relatively quickly with an even greater visage of fury, “You… you…you–” and that’s when words left the lion and the only sound that came out of his snarling muzzle was a roar.


  Dropping his whip, Ulric lunged at Sidney, paws outstretched, claws extended. The fox fell back, no longer standing where the lion had pounced, and he quickly stepped to the side, evading the big slave’s double-claw. Ulric picked up an empty flask from where it sat on the work table and Sidney dodged once more when it came flying at him. The lion wasn’t done, however, and followed the projectile in at him, and Sidney just wasn’t fast enough to protect himself from the follow-up kick to his head.


  Ulric’s foot connected with the side of his skull just below his ear, and the fox was flung to the side, bounced off of the work shed wall, and landed face down on the wooden floor. The entire room was spinning and his ears were freshly ringing. He felt a strong grip grab him by the scruff and haul in to his feet. Clenching his teeth, Sidney pushed his paws out in an attempt to resist the grapple. He hoped that whatever powers the leather paw straps held would sense his desperation and activate.


  “What was that?” the lion demanded, his voice somewhere between enraged and hilarity, “Was that supposed to be a punch?” he laughed scornfully, giving the fox a shake. He wasn’t laughing for long, however when, a moment later, Sidney’s foot connected with his crotch.


  Dropped to the ground, the fox fought against the dizziness to maintain his balance. He managed to stumble several steps the wrong direction before he regained enough control over his body to shift his center of balance, and take several shaky steps toward where Lord Hector was kneeling. Ulric, though still on his knees, had recovered just enough to reach out and grab Sidney’s leg, causing him to fall.


  “Almost…” Ulric growled, manhandling the fox, gripping his leg tightly and pulling him across the ground, closer to where he was crouched in pain, “You almost made me change my mind about letting you live…” he backhanded Sidney, who saw stars as pain lanced through his head, “Keep it up, and I still might.”


  Somehow managing to cling into consciousness, Sidney struggled. Flailing helplessly, the fox once again tried to repeat the events that activated the leather paw coverings. The flailing stopped when a powerful paw palmed his head and drove it into the wall. Ulric hurled him across the room in the opposite direction from Lord Hector and it was all Sidney could do to protect his head from impacting into the floor. He slid for a few feet, his back coming to rest against the wall. “You…” Sidney murmured, the movement of trying to speak causing agony in his jaw, “you can’t…”


  “I guess you do want to die.” Ulric scowled, stalking toward him.


  The fox rolled over onto his stomach, resting his paws against the wooden floor, feeling the grain against the pads of his paw – only then did he realize that he was no longer wearing the leather wraps he had so fervently hoped would aid him. For a moment, Sidney felt the urge to lay down and surrender but, as he looked up, all he could focus on was the pained expression on Lord Hector’s face. Pushing with all his might, the fox somehow managed to rise up… and received another kick to the head for his trouble. This time, however, unconsciousness finally won out, but, as he sank beneath the deep blackness, it brought him no comfort – he knew he had failed.


  * * * * * *


  The sounds of contemptuous laughter brought Sidney back to consciousness. Based on the pain still fresh in his body, the fox had a feeling that he had not been out long. If the malicious cackling hadn’t been enough to rouse him, a sudden crash of cold water striking him in the face was certainly more than sufficient. The fox gasped, sputtering as his senses began to regain focus. Sidney coughed, looking around as he was given a chance to take in the situation… then immediately wished he hadn’t.


  “Hmph.” Wragol glared down at him, the large bull scowling the moment the fox moved his head, “You take a title better than you take a punch,” and he moved his leg, letting his foot come to rest atop Sidney’s fingers… and he added some weight to it. Sidney cried out, pulling at his paw, but Wragol just continued laughing, “Being Hector’s favorite won’t help you now.”


  “Lord Hector.” Sidney growled, somehow unwilling to let the slight go, despite the pain. The bull’s frown deepend, and the fox cried out all the more as Wragol’s foot ground down against his paw.


  Sidney bit back his whimpering when a rough paw reached and grabbed hold of his muzzle, pulling his attention to his other side, where Vannik, Ulric’s second stood. The llama spat in his face, “Hector’s not the lord of anything no more… we’re free, and he’s gonna be our slave.”


  “Yeah…” Wragol announced in confirmation, “We’re making Ulric lord of the estate and we’re all free men.” The bull’s heel rose up off of Sidney’s paw and the fox immediately drew it back to his body, gripping it against his chest as he experimentally flexed and clenched his fingers; nothing was broken, but the pain was still present.


  “You can’t…” Sidney spoke quietly, finding that his willingness to fight was quickly draining from him; he wouldn’t be able to win. The fox was willing to die for Lord Hector, but it was readily apparent that resisting Ulric and his henchmen wouldn’t help the stag in any foreseeable way. He lowered his head, “…you can’t.”


  “So says the little fox.” Ulric’s voice called from across the work shed. Sidney’s eyes raised up to where the lion stood, and, for a moment, his brain simply stopped working as he stared in horror at what he saw.


  Lord Hector was bent over the work table on his stomach, arms behind his back, tied together at the wrists by the sleeves of his fine silk sleeve, which appeared to have been ripped and torn after having been taken off of him. The stag was completely naked, his legs spread apart and tied to the table legs by his ankles; Sidney realized that the bonds holding him fast were the two halves of his leggings, apparently torn in half and used as bindings. A trickle of blood was still visible on Lord Hector’s split lip.


  “Lord Hector!” Sidney gasped, moving to stand, but a powerful paw on either of his shoulders forced him back to his knees as the two large men attending him pushed him down, returning him to a kneeling position.


  “Let him go, Ulric…” the stag spoke quietly, but purposefully, “You do not need him… let him go.”


  “You can’t tell me what to do anymore,” the lion answered back, slapping the Lord’s exposed rump with the palm of his paw, “And, starting today, you’ll call me Master.” Ulric’s grin widened as he tore off his loin cloth with lust-inflamed ferocity, “Oh, I’ve been waiting for this for years…”


  “No!” Sidney tried to stand again but, once more, he was forced back to his knees, “You can’t! You can’t!”


  “Shut him up.” Ulric growled, fondling his already firm shaft as he rubbed his own precum along its length, “If he talks again…” the lion licked his muzzle eagerly, “find another use for that pretty little mouth.”


  “When you’re done with him, I want a go.” Wragol grinned, “Been waiting to take Hector off his high horse ever since this one,” he gave the fox a kick to the ribs, knocking him over. The bull sneered down at him, “…and I’ll make ya watch too.”


  “You’ll get your chance.” Ulric chuckled, and Sidney, from his place on the ground, watched in horror as Lord Hector grit his teeth and shut his eyes in a grimace, far too controlled to cry out as the lion invaded his tail hole.


  “It’s not – ngh – too late…” the stag spoke, his words interrupted by a half experimental thrust from Ulric, “…don’t do – ngh – this, Ulric…”


  “It’s Master!” the lion growled, his words accompanied by a strand of saliva dribbling off of his eager lips. Ulric licked the fluid from his muzzle, and swatted the back of the stag’s head, “Remember it, because you’ll have to scream it to get me to stop buggering you,” and the lion laughed scornfully, moving one of his paws to the lord’s exposed rump to grip a half-pawful of the stag’s short fur… and began thrusting in earnest, “Ohhh yea… this is a first for you, isn’t it?” the words were accompanied by a powerful purr from deep within Ulric’s chest; the situation left Sidney feeling sick.


  Sidney stared in horror, as much aghast that the scene was making him hard as he was that it was happening at all. Sidney hated himself for his reaction, but he despised Ulric more, “Stop it!” he shouted, trying to get to his feet again but this time, in addition to being forced back to the ground, he received a strong smack upside his head.


  The fox, still wet and cold from the water thrown on him to awaken him, shivered as much from the pain as from being drenched, but he didn’t relent, and, instead, went to stand again. This time, only Wragol bothered stopping him, forcing him down to the ground and then holding him up by the throat with one hand, “You heard Lord Ulric… I’m gonna find another use for that muzzle of yours.”


  Sidney fought to free his neck from Wragol’s grasp, but to no avail. In the end, the bull held his weight in one hand even as he undid his own loincloth with the other; the fox did not miss the fact that Wragol’s animalistic flesh was already peeking out of his sheath, “Never had a sex slave before…” the bull chuckled, “If you’re really good at it I might just make you my own personal little toy.”


  If nothing else, Wragol’s groin in front of his face was a relief for Sidney; being made to pleasure the bull was less torturous than being forced to watch Lord Hector’s rape. Fondly wishing that he could summon the courage up to bite Wragol, the fox realized that the bull would end up half the man, but Sidney would end up fully dead. In the end, the fox knew that he did not have an option other than to obey – he had been a slave and, despite having being freed for all of a few minutes, he was to remain one.


  “OOoooOOoohhh…” Wragol chuckled, his voice creating little vibrations through the flesh in Sidney’s mouth, “he is good…” and the bull grabbed hold of the fox’s ears, holding his head in place as he ground hips up against Sidney’s nose. Wragol’s long, pointed shaft struck the back of the fox’s throat once, twice, then a third time, but Sidney was far too skilled to gag, angling his head just enough in the hopes that the contact with his muzzle would finish off the bull that much faster.


  He maintained his focus on his craft, ignoring the bull’s dirty talk and jibes with almost as much will as the sound of Ulric’s constant groaning and Lord Hector’s muffled grunts. “Hey!” Vannik’s exclamation caused Sidney to realize that the llama had moved up behind him, “If you two are gonna have fun then I’m not about ta leave with a dry cock either…” and he felt one of Vannik’s hands grip his hip, the other taking hold of his tail and pulling it roughly to the side.


  “Heh–” Wragol chuckled, “You just made him tense up,” the bull laughed, condescendingly stroking the back of Sidney’s head as he pulled it forward to meet one of his thrusts, “Got his tongue all pressed up under–” but his words caught in his throat as Sidney silenced him with a rolling flick against the underside of his abuser’s member. The bull’s breath turned into a choking squeak, and he shuddered.


  The maneuver was called ‘the Laranian Locution’, and was one that he had been forced to master during his training as a pleasure slave. It was one he had used only on the rare occasion when Lord Bulhue was particularly sadistic, as it could draw such a response from the recipient that they could do nothing other than lose themselves in a near-immediate, powerful orgasm. It worked again… and worked well.


  Swallowing down the more-than-ample seed from the aggressive bull, Sidney was relieved when Wragol simply fell to his knees and laid down right in front of the captive, “Oh… I am gonna keep this little fox toy… fuck yes.” Despite Sidney’s reprieve from the bull’s unwashed shaft in his muzzle, it meant that he was given full view again of the lion astride Lord Hector, and, as Ulric’s thrusting built toward a crescendo, it was so horrible that Sidney couldn’t take his eyes off of it.


  “Ung… oh… I’ve wanted this for so long…” Ulric growled into Lord Hector’s ear, pulling the stag up to a standing position, forcing the stag to stand as he was raped from behind. Sidney choked on the remnants of Wragol’s semen as he tried to draw breath, stunned beyond belief as the lion wrapped a paw around Lord Hector’s half-erect shaft. The movement of Ulric’s velvety paw up and down the fore-skinned member was, at once, a hypnotic dance and an invasion of what Sidney considered to be ‘holy ground’. The fox knew it had been years since anyone had touched Lord Hector that way and, despite the situation, it had an effect.


  He was given a moment’s reprieve from attending it with his eyes as Vannik groaned behind him, and the llama’s pistoning shaft began to jump and pulse within him; Sidney grit his teeth as he felt his assailant’s seed pour into him. The fox held his position as Vannik gripped him tightly, buried to the hilt as he emptied himself into Sidney’s tail hole, slowly withdrawing only once his flesh had stopped twitching.


  “Hard to believe you’ve been used as much as you have…” the llama laughed, falling back against the wall with a sigh, “You’re still nice and tight,” and, with that, he gave Sidney a kick to the rump with a hoof, sending him sprawling forward. It was all the fox could do to avoid landing on Wragol, twisting his body to the side to go into a half roll, coming up surprisingly close to the work table, just in time to hear Ulric roar out… and, mixed with it was a helpless, strangled rasp from Lord Hector.


  Sidney watched as the lion gave another, thrust, causing the stag to go up to his tip toes. Ulric’s fingers clamped down powerfully around Lord Hector’s abused member, which began giving up jet after jet of streaming pearly fluid. Ulric lurched again, letting go of the stag’s flesh, and pushing him down against the table as he started surging in and out of his former master’s tail hole. The lion groaned, inhaling deeply through his clenched teeth, eyes closed as he reveled in the moment.


  Ulric let out a series of incomprehensible oaths with a long, extended breath and Sidney watched as little droplets of lion seed hit the floor – a pointed and completely unnecessary sign of what was taking place. Only once the fox’s eyes were drawn magnetically to the droplets did Sidney he see two discarded black leather paw straps. Glancing back at the two euphoric thugs behind him, the fox looked again to the distracted lion… and lunged forward the table. He didn’t quite make it; one of Ulric’s feet connected with his forehead.


  Though he was dazed, Sidney managed to keep his wits about him and rolled to the side. Ulric, naked, with his member still dripping, did not appear pleased at the interruption, “I’ve had just about all I–” but the fox did not bother giving him a chance to finish his sentence. Letting out a furious war cry, Sidney charged forward right at the lion with as much ferocity as he could muster. Somewhere in the back of his head, the fox compared the maneuver to the one Baron had used repeatedly in the arena and knew that any skilled warrior would be able to counter it – Ulric was not a skilled warrior.


  The lion took Sidney’s bum rush head-on; the fox’s shoulder collided with Ulric’s abdomen, and he sprawled backward. The momentum of Sidney’s charge carried them both across the room, and they didn’t stop until Ulric’s back collided with the upraised Sardassi. “Huuh!” the lion wheezed, his breath knocked out of him. The large slave master was already starting to struggle, and Sidney reacted without thinking. Lashing out, the fox delivered four quick slaps, but Ulric was not his target – he had struck each of the four manacles, shutting them tightly.


  Falling back, Sidney stared up at the captured lion and suddenly, he realized, the situation had changed dramatically; there was fear in Ulric’s eyes. “STOP HIM!” the lion roared, “STOP HIM!” the words were almost a screech as he struggled, trying in vain to free himself. Wragol and Vannik got to their feet, looking around quickly, and then picked up pieces of broken furniture, brandishing them like clubs.


  “Stop.” Lord Hector declared, moving on weak legs to interpose himself between the two slaves and Sidney. The fox used the distraction to jump beneath the table. Quickly grabbing hold of his leather gloves, Sidney began to lash them onto his palms, and paused when he saw the ‘x’ scratched into the leather glow yellow; at the same time the royal seal on his chest responded with a bluish green light, and he felt suddenly… more.


  “Get up, Sidney.” Tharis announced, tossing the table off of him, “The Master needs us.”


  Sidney didn’t pause to wonder where the bull had come from, or how he had appeared; accepting Tharis’ hand up, the fox got to his feet in time to see Lord Hector backpedal toward him, dodging first left then right to avoid savage bashes from the two slaves. “Lord Hector!” Sidney cried, and, with Tharis right ahead of him, selflessly charged into Wragol and Vannik.


  The old bull got to the two slaves first, delivering a powerful punch to Wragol’s midsection. With a quick redirection of his momentum, Tharis dodged Vannik’s clumsy swipe and, in a single fluid motion, grabbed the club from Wragol’s surprised grip, and spun around, bringing the weapon upside the other slave’s head; Vannik dropped straight to the ground, unconscious. Finishing the turn, Tharis brought the club down in an overhead chop, slamming the weapon onto Wragol’s skull, which cracked audibly; the younger bull shuddered, spasming on the ground for several seconds before laying still.


  “Sidney!” Lord Hector called, speaking his name for what may have been the fourth or fifth time. Blinking, the fox looked back to the stag, feeling dizzy for a moment as the world seemed to shift around him. “Gods, Sidney…” Lord Hector breathed, watching him with a mixture of pride and concern, “How did you do that?”


  “I… don’t know, Master.” Sidney responded, “He just came out of nowhere…” and the fox looked back to where Tharis had been… but no longer was. Only then did Sidney realize that he was holding a bloody club in his own paw, and he stood over Wragol’s body. He opened his paw and let the club fall to the ground. “I–” but a strangled, warbling howl cut him off, drawing his eyes immediately to Ulric.


  The lion convulsed, body caught in the throes of an electric seizure as the Sardassi cascaded a deluge of power through him. Sidney stared in rapt horror as Ulric’s limbs over-flexed, knees and elbows popping out of joint as his entire being attempted to free itself from the artifact. He cried out, but the scream of pain was drowned out by his rebelling body’s deep moan. Tears streamed from the lion’s eyes, wide with fear and agony yet, beyond belief, locking onto Sidney’s gaze with the most intense, feral lust the fox had ever seen.


  Hector put his arms around Sidney, pulling his gaze from Ulric, and he spoke quietly, voice still somehow audible within the horrific screams, cries, and moans of the lion, “Do not watch, Sidney… do not watch.” The bawling howls of ecstasy-laced torment lasted for far longer than the fox cared to count, but he remained where he was until Ulric fell silent… and the lion finally did – at that same time that the royal seal on Sidney’s chest stopped its glow.


  “It wasn’t even on…” Lord Hector murmured, slowly disengaging from the fox as he turned to gaze at the Sardassi.


  “No…” Sidney acknowledged, gazing as the stag did across at the desiccated, broken body of the lion. He remembered Tharis’ words from their time in the work shed, and spoke them under his breath, “…but I was.”


  If Lord Hector heard it, he didn’t respond. Instead, he perked his ears, training them on a distant sound coming from outside. Lord Hector turned away from the grisly scene and went to the exit, stopping only long enough to take his untouched bath robe from its peg by the door. The noise from outside grew louder, and Sidney could tell that they were the sounds of combat. His ears fell immediately and he looked again to Lord Hector.


  “We should not delay, Sidney… we need to rescue who we can, and then get far away from here,” the stag put his hand to the door knob, but paused when Vannik groaned from his place on the floor. Lord Hector glanced to the fox, “Thumb, or palm?” he asked quietly.


  “Thumb.” Tharis spoke from beside the unconscious llama, a club in his hand.


  Sidney blinked and the bull disappeared. The fox paused, realizing that he himself had picked up the club he had dropped earlier. Dropping it again, Sidney spoke without hesitation, “Palm, Master… we should go.” The sound of combat beyond the work shed grew louder, further indicating that the fox’s decision wasn’t unreasonable.


  “I’m not your master any more, Sidney…” the stag noted, tying his robe about himself before picking up a blade that had been discarded by one of the slaves, “I said you are free, and I meant it.”


  The two ran out into the moonlit courtyard but stopped only a few strides from the work shed; battle was fully engaged, and what Sidney saw struck him dumb. A large number of slaves that the fox had known during his time at Lord Hector’s estate were wielding everything from kitchen knives to farming implements. The vast majority of the attackers, Sidney realized, were from Ulric’s stables, but there were various others fighting just as savagely… but what really caught the fox’s attention was the opposing force.


  Maern and Dorias created the front of a wedge,cutting through the uprising slaves that occupied Lord Hector’s estate. While a few of their blows caused obvious fatal wounds, Sidney saw that neither fought with intent to kill. Beside them, and off to one side was the ocelot that Lord Talvin had managed to plant in Lord Levid’s employ; the cat was moving at lightning speed, using two curved short swords to disarm and disable his foes.


  “Hector!” called a voice Sidney had never thought to hear again, “So good of you to join us!” With all the flair and panache of an acrobat, a pure white wolf descended from the work shed’s roof top, completing a forward somersault before landing nimbly on his feet. With a smile, the wolf turned to regard them, “Gods, my friends, you look like shit.”


  “Thank you… I feel much like it as well,” the stag accepted a rapier from the wolf and handed his sword to Sidney, who took the weapon hesitantly, “Now… as you seem to have become quite the schemer, how do you intend to handle this situation?”


  A series of shouts rose up from the side, and Sidney turned in time with the two Lords to see a wall of charging field slaves. Three in total, each was easily the size of the stag and wolf put together. Well before reaching their intended target, however, they were intercepted. “I brought Ian,” the wolf replied. In the time it took the lord to say those three words, the lizard had torn the throat out of one, gouged out the second’s eyes then tripped the blinded slave with a sweep of his tail, and scared the third off with a hiss that sounded like something Sidney would have expected to have come from demon.


  “Hmm…” Lord Hector nodded with a faint frown, “You do appear to have things planned out quite well, Talvin.”


  The white wolf’s tail flowed languidly from side to side at the praise, then stopped, “Talvin died, Hector,” he turned to face the stag, “I am once again Bane.”


  “Bane?” Sidney asked, ears up as he regarded the wolf.


  “Yes, Sidney… Bane,” the wolf winked, “Lord Talvin was a slave owner and a man of some great influence… but he was killed by the king.”


  “And then Bane killed the king.” Lord Hector added.


  Bane bowed his head with a smile, “Thus becoming a great hero to the people.”


  “I… thought you were calling me Bane.” Sidney spoke up quietly.


  “And so I was,” the wolf turned to face him, reaching forward to take one of Sidney’s arms by the wrist. “You played your part wonderfully,” and he kissed the back of the fox’s paw.


  “I don’t understand.” Sidney admitted, “…I thought you died.”


  “Lord Talvin died,” the wolf noted.


  “But the arrows…” Sidney pressed.


  Bane laughed, “You obviously overlook my resourcefulness…” and he shot a sidelong glance at Lord Hector, “That’s alright, Sidney… many do,” and he pulled out a small bag and handing it to Sidney, “Pigments… I used them to masquerade as a timber wolf… and to get out of the castle after… well… you know.”


  Sidney picked through the several jars then paused, “Why do you need orange?”


  Lord Hector turned to regard Bane with a raised eyebrow, “You turned yourself into a fox…”


  “Hardly a great disguise up close, I will admit.” Bane nodded, “Though, from a distance, any number of guards would be able to see a fox diving into the moat.”


  “But… water would make the pigments wash off…” Sidney returned the pouch to the wolf, then finished his own thought, “…which means they see a fox dive into the moat, and see a white wolf come out of the moat.”


  “And so the legend is born.” Bane smirked, crossing his arms over his chest. “Oh… and I believe I found something of yours,” the wolf motioned to the side, where the ocelot had met up with Dorias and Maern; Balkum the honey badger was fighting beside them against the slaves.


  “Where’s Choel?” Sidney asked, looking at the combatants.


  “Right here, Slave Master,” a voice behind the fox caused him to jump, and he turned to regard the tiger who, with a sheepish grin stated, “Dorias said Maern said he’d pull off my tail if I got involved… I think he’s just a big softy for injured tigers.”


  “Good man.” Lord Hector nodded, resting a hand on the gladiator’s shoulder, then turned to regard Bane, “We need to fall back.”


  “Fall back?” questioned the wolf, “But we are retaking your manor, my friend… it’s the least I can do for you after you played your part so well in my plans.”


  “You mean staying blind to your intent.” Lord Hector crossed his arms with a hint of scorn in his voice.


  “I prefer to think of it in a more positive light…” Bane turned to motion to the ocelot, who fell back from the battle front and moved toward the group, “but… yes,” the wolf smiled, “If you wish to spare the lives of these men and women, however, I can appreciate your–”


  “Archers!” Choel shouted, pointing to the second-story windows of the manor. Sidney looked up in time to see the silhouettes of several slaves with short bows prominent against the candle light from within. Beside him, Bane flicked his arm and three small blades streaked across the distance, catching one of the archers twice, and a second once. Lord Hector dove to one side, taking cover behind one of the large stones of the practice ring and Choel threw himself in front of Sidney.


  The fox heard the fleshy thud a moment before the tiger collapsed against him. “I’m…” Choel rasped, “al… right,” and he slid out of Sidney’s loose grasp, falling to the ground with an arrow in his back.


  “CHARGE!” Finneas’ voice screamed from the manor’s side door, and a wave of slaves armed with cleavers, knives, hooks, and clubs poured out into the courtyard.


  “No!” Sidney shouted, staring down at Choel, then looked up at the wall of slaves racing toward him, “No!” he shouted again, and he was set upon by the attackers, the royal seal on his chest blazing with light.


  Numerous slaves came at him, hacking, slashing, and bashing with their weapons, but not a blow managed to land. Tharis, sword in hand, deflected every last attack, knocking the strikes away and countering with his fist. Swept up in the tide of battle, Sidney was overwhelmed by the sounds and motions yet, no matter where Tharis moved or how he attacked, he somehow always managed to keep himself within arm’s reach of the fox, who numbly followed after the bull through the battlefield.


  Although only a few moments passed, to Sidney it felt as though he were in the daze brought on by combat for hours. Over the span of barely a minute, Tharis had fought his way through the mob of slaves, which crashed against him like a wave against a rock. They spread out, going this-way-and-that as the old bull continued to cleave through them, maintaining an impossibly quick forward momentum despite continuing to keep Sidney safe from all the blows that attempted to land… and there were a lot of blows.


  “Kill ’im!” Finneas screamed, “Yeh all be worthless flesh, kill ’im! Kill ’im!” the mouse backpedaled, pointing toward Tharis and Sidney as the two approached. Five slaves separated them… then four… then three, then two; Tharis finished them both off with a single backhand, knocking the first into the second, sending them sprawling.


  “You chose the wrong side.” Tharis growled, and turned the blade in his enormous hand for a killing strike, and he swung.


  “Stop!” Sidney yelled, and the sword stopped a hair’s breath from Finneas’ neck. Gasping for breath, the fox’s combat confusion came to an end, and he realized that he was holding the blade, and his left paw was sore beyond all belief. There was a small ring of slaves around him, all inching away in fear as the gazed at Sidney. He looked to his left, and then to his right, and then to Finneas, who was staring at him, eyes wide.


  “Lash me…” the mouse gaped, “when… ’ow…?” he wheezed, “Where’d yeh… yeh know ’ow t’fight…?”


  “I didn’t.” Sidney dropped the blade, “The fighting’s over,” he announced, “Tell everyone to give up… it’s over.”


  Finneas fell to his knees, covering his face with one paw, “We’ll be killed… Slaves don’t get to do this an’ live…”


  Sidney knelt down and placed a paw on the mouse’s shoulder, “Lord Hector is generous… you served him for a long time, and I’m sure he can find it in his heart to forgive you.”


  “I cannae keep livin’ as a slave… I cannae do it,” the mouse began to sob, “It’s not a life worth livin’…”


  “Life here isn’t that bad, Finneas…” the fox offered gently, “Lord Hector is a good man, and you can be a good man too if you help us stop this.”


  “I ’ate yeh, Sidney,” the mouse spoke quietly.


  “Huh?” the fox questioned, pausing at the accented word, “You what?”


  “I ’ate yeh…” Finneas repeated “I ’ate yeh with all I am,” and Sidney felt a moment of searing agony followed by an incredibly cold stab as several inches of metal slid into his body, “Yeh think life’s so good… yeh think things turn out okay in th’end… yeh think yeh–” but Finneas’ monologue was ended as a the tip of a blade emerged from his muzzle, Bane had stuck his short sword through the back of the mouse’s head.


  “He…” Sidney rasped, moving a paw to clutch the hilt protruding from his chest, “…Finneas… he…”


  “Shhh… dear fox… shhh…” the wolf loomed over him, silhouetted by the moon as if it were a silver halo, “Don’t move…”


  Lord Hector appeared from off to one side, and Sidney felt the stag’s hands grip one of his paws, “Sidney… stay still.”


  “Lord… Hector?” Sidney slowly rolled his head to the side so he could take in the view of his former master. The stag was regal, even in his bath robe. The moonlight glinted off of his silvery fur, making it appear as if he had a glow all his own… making him appear as if he were an angel in the flesh… an angel, like from the tales he’d heard free men tell one another of a place better than being free.


  Sidney was perfectly happy with being free but, as blackness closed in, he couldn’t help but wonder what might be better. They fussed around him, and talked amongst themselves… even to him, but he didn’t hear them any longer… life had been full of pain and servitude and treachery and lies… and, if the tales free men told were true then it would be an end to all of his pain. Sidney couldn’t help but feel that he wasn’t ready… not yet. Somewhere, deep within the blackness, Tharis agreed.


  Services Rendered


  

  Sidney tumbled into the darkness, head-over-tail, downward… downward… downward… until he landed on his back sending up a foul-smelling cloud of dust into the oppressively heavy, dank air. The earth beneath him softened his impact, but only just slightly, and it immediately brought back a litany of unpleasant memories regarding the slave pits where he had been stored after first coming to Pross.


  Clenching a pawful of the dirt as he slowly sat up, Sidney glanced around in the near-blackness, shying away from the little pinpoints of red light that gazed back at him. The fox stopped mid-breath when he realized that the baleful points of crimson were cupped in the empty eye sockets of countless decomposing bodies… bodies of slaves he somehow remembered from his other life… his other life back in the pits.


  “Sid… ney…” breathed the lipless muzzle of a skeletal gopher barely an arm’s reach away. Sidney didn’t remember the dead slave’s name, but remembered watching as he had been flayed alive – the gopher had been that night’s dinner.


  The fox skittered away until the rough hewn earthen wall pressed against his back, “No!” he shouted, putting his paws up to keep the fleshless corpse at bay, “Stay away from me!” he cried, “Stay away!”


  “Sid… ney…” spoke another raspy voice, and off to his right the fox saw a rotting, jawless tabby crawl along the ground toward him; one of her arms was bent the wrong way and several of her fingers were missing. She had been all but pulled apart by the hyenas when they were making a point to the new slaves; her jaw was finally crushed by a maul as she had bled out.


  “No!” the fox screamed, “Get away from me!” he cried, “You’re dead! You’re all dead!” though his voice was all but drowned out by their intoning of his name.


  The bodies continued moving toward him, stretching, reaching, clawing… but they all stopped suddenly and turned where a shadowy figure emerged from the pack, and Sidney gasped; Uraou pushed the rest of the dead slaves aside. Unlike the others, he was not decomposing and was not rotten… he looked just the way Sidney remembered him – complete with fresh blood on his fur and a caved in skull.


  The bear’s eyes gleamed with the same red light as the rest of the slaves but when he opened his muzzle to speak, more than a hoarse rasp emerged, “Oi, Sir… took ya bloody long enough ta find ya way here… Sid…ney.” It was Uraou’s voice, all except for his name, which sounded the same as when it was spoken by the other corpses.


  “But…” Sidney’s eyes widened, tears threatening to run down his cheeks, “… you’re dead…” he whispered.


  The bear let out a laugh, strangely hollow and devoid of the vitality he’d shown in life, “Surprise…” he offered a bland smile, “Yeah… I’m dead… and so’re you, mate.”


  “But…” the fox paused, feeling a cold ball of fear take root in his stomach, “… I don’t… I mean…”


  “Don’t feel dead, Sid…ney?” Uraou questioned, his one good ear raising up inquisitively, “Sure ya don’t… ya still got a body attached to ya spirit.”


  “I…” the fox hesitated, “I don’t understand…”


  “You are still clinging to the world of the living…” explained another voice, and Sidney was surprised and aghast as Lord Levid emerged from the wall of animated corpses.


  “I… I’m dreaming?” Sidney asked, desperately hoping the answer would be a yes.


  “No,” the monkey dashed his hopes. Like Uraou, Lord Levid was just as he was in life – up to and including a blade-sized hole in his chest, “Die already,” the monkey sneered, “Die, and end this pathetic excuse for existence for the both of us,” the dead king sneered, “Die… Sid… ney,” the once-king’s eyes gleaned with the same eerie, soulless light as the rest of them and, just like the rest, his voicing of the fox’s name was otherworldly.


  “So…” Sidney glanced left then right, desperately seeking escape, but finding none, “…so I’m… not dead?”


  “No…” Finneas’ voice came from directly beside him, and the fox jumped, sliding along the wall in an attempt to escape the mouse, who was shackled against the stone inches away, “I put a blade through yer ’eart… yeh be dead… just like all o’ us,” the mouse sneered, “… yeh got everything in life… now yeh get nothin’ in death… you’re just another one o’ us now… no favorites ’ere, Sid… ney…” the spite was obvious in Finneas’ voice though, as with all others, the fox’s name came out barely tangible… ethereal… distant.


  “Sidney,” the speaking of his name was distinctly different from the rest; it was purposeful, direct, and authoritative. Turning, Sidney regarded the speaker: Tharis.


  “Tharis?” the fox was in shock at seeing the bull, somehow more real than the phantasms from his past, “I–”


  “Shh…” the bull directed, and, in the sudden silence, Sidney heard his name called again. It was the same voice that emerged from each of the dead, and yet, despite how otherworldly, it somehow felt more real. “This reality is not for you.” Tharis spoke.


  “There are–” and, looking back to the slaves surrounding him, Sidney realized that he and the bull were suddenly alone, “What’s going on?” he asked plaintively.


  The old slave moved up to him and rested a paw on Sidney’s shoulder as he gazed around at their surroundings, “This is a piece of your past,” he spoke the words as if addressing the fox’s question, though Sidney didn’t feel as though he received an answer.


  “This was where I was put when I was brought to Pross.” Sidney glanced to the wall, drawing his paw across the rough rock.


  “You are between,” the bull announced.


  “Between what?” the fox questioned.


  “Between life and death.” Tharis answered, motioning around the pit, “You think of this as death,” the old slave stated simply, pulling the fox away from the wall and into an embrace, “Your body is ready to die,” the words were calm and collected, and held a strong note of sadness to them.


  “But–!”


  The bull interrupted him by raising his muzzle, pushing up on the underside of his chin. Tharis smiled down at him, “Your spirit isn’t.”


  For several moments Sidney said nothing, merely gazing up at the handsome, regal face of his lover, and Sidney spoke earnestly, “You should have been King, Tharis,” he closed his eyes and pressed his head into the bull’s chest, “You should have been king.”


  “And you should have died…” Tharis responded calmly, “But fate chose different… for both of us.”


  “I think that fate only brings people pain,” the fox whispered; the older slave chuckled softly in response.


  Sidney looked up at the bull, who smiled down at him. Slowly disengaging, Tharis placed his hands on the fox’s waist, “Don’t think about this place again, Sidney.”


  Looking around at the dark, barren surroundings, Sidney shivered slightly, “I always think about it,” he admitted, “It changed everything,” he let out a breath, attempting to steady himself and fight back the urge to shiver in fear, “…part of me died in this pit.”


  “And the rest of you lived.” Tharis countered, lifting the fox up off the ground. Sidney gazed across at eye-level as the bull held him there, “Don’t let this pit take all of you.”


  “I…” the fox spoke, his voice cracking as he looked into the face of his lover, “…I don’t want to die.”


  The bull smiled, “You won’t…” and continued raising the fox toward the lip of the pit. Light began to surround Sidney and the ground beneath Tharis’ hooves faded into the illumination, “Some day you will… but not today.”


  “Sid…ney…” the disembodied voice spoke again, calling to him from the light.


  “I don’t want to die…” Sidney repeated quietly.


  “Good.” Tharis smiled, the rest of his body consumed by the ever-increasing light, leaving only the bull’s face gazing up at the fox, who continued to rise up and away from the disappearing pit, “…then start living.”


  “Sid…ney…” the voice was louder, more distinct.


  “I don’t want to die…” Sidney whispered, and then screamed out in pain as the searing light lanced into his being from all directions at once. The burning affliction that struck him felt twice as agonizing as the blade that pierced his heart and it centered in his chest.


  The stillness was broken in one pulsing beat which, the fox realized, was his heart… and he crumpled forward and to the side, coming to a stop as two arms reached out to support him in a comforting embrace, “Shh… I have you now, Sidney… I have you,” the speaker’s voice was the same as the one that had been speaking his name, and he suddenly knew who it was that had been calling to him.


  Crying out, Sidney collapsed into Lord Hector. Gasping, the fox felt as though his entire body were on fire, but the sensation came to a head with the wet sound of metal being drawn from flesh and, suddenly, Sidney took in a deep breath, feeling the pain from Finneas’ blade flow in reverse. Standing by his side, Bane tossed the bloody weapon to the ground, and moved closer to where the fox lay within Lord Hector’s grasp.


  Sidney went to reach up, but he moaned feebly as an arcing cascade of bluish-green light crackled up and down his arm; only then did the fox realize that he was in the work shed. “Shhh…” Lord Hector offered quietly, “…do not move, Sidney… remember… do not move.” The request was not a hard one to follow as, a few moments later, the fox passed out.


  * * * * * *


  Sidney awoke to rays of dappled sunlight dancing across his eyelids as a cool, fresh breeze flowed through his fur. Expecting to be painfully aching all over, the fox grimaced as he adjusted his position, but was astonished to find that there was no pain, only tightness and fatigue in his muscles. Just as surprising, however, was the fact that he propped himself up against a tree, his paws pressing into soft soil and dew-moistened grass.


  “Wha-?” he voiced, words stifled as thousands of thoughts flowed simultaneously through his confused mind. Turning at the sound of something massive moving beside him, the fox saw Maern. The stallion was seated in his usual, patient way, ears up, eyes calm and reassuring.


  “Good morning, my lord,” the horse greeted him in Vensian with a casual smile, as if Sidney had just awoken from a nap and not–


  “GYAH!” the fox gasped, paws going to his chest. He winced when his fingers touched a bandage, but was surprised to find that there was no pain, “I–!” he exhaled, turning to look at Maern. The stallion’s ears were still up, and his head was cocked to the side inquisitively. “Finneas… he–” Sidney stopped having started speaking Prossian, but started again in Vensian, “Finneas attacked me.”


  “I could not get to you,” the stallion acknowledged simply, the words coming out as one of the most heartfelt requests for forgiveness that the fox had ever heard despite the lack of an actual apology.


  “I know, Maern.” Sidney nodded, “It’s not your fault.”


  “Before that…” the stallion explained, “I fought beside Dorias when you were taken, but we were defeated,” the comment was straight forward and lacked any self reproach; the fox realized immediately what the large slave was getting at.


  “Your Sorra…” Sidney nodded, “I know, Maern. Thank you for…” the fox paused, trying to find the right word, “uhm… ‘an filian’?”


  A wide grin spread across Maern’s muzzle, “You mean to say ‘trying’,” he stated, using the words ‘an finian’.


  “Right.” Sidney acknowledged, watching the horse’s continued smirk. “What?” he asked, “What’s so funny?”


  “What you said means something else.” Maern’s smile slowly faded, but the faintest gleam of humor remained in the stallion’s eyes.


  “Why?” the fox sat up a little straighter once he realized that he didn’t feel as injured as he had feared, “What did I say?”


  “Ye thanked ’im for pleasin’ ye orally.” Dorias announced in Prossian, his hooves thumping softly amidst the grass-covered sod as he approached.


  Sidney flushed deeply, but he ignored the embarrassment as he regarded the yak, who used a rough cut branch to support his weight as he walked. Dorias’ fur was stained red in some areas, apparently having taken his fair share of wounds, but he seemed none the worse for wear, “Where are we?” the fox inquired, looking around at the rows of trees surrounding them.


  Inspecting his surroundings for the first time, Sidney realized that he was at the edge of a simple camp. He recognized Ian, Bane’s Sarvistine servant; the lizard was carrying what looked like two bed rolls off into a thicker section of trees.


  “An orchard,” the yak responded, letting out a breath as he settled himself within reach of Sidney. Dorais uncorked a water skin and took a long drink from it, then handed it down to the fox, “We’re on our way t’Lord Talvin’s estate.”


  “Lord Talvin’s home?” he asked, then accepted the open skin. Until the moment the water hit his tongue, Sidney didn’t realize just how thirsty he was. He continued drinking, squeezing on the water skin until it was completely deflated. Stifling a burp, he returned the empty container to Dorias, “Thank you,” he announced, then rubbed his stomach as it grumbled hungrily, “I… uh…” he blushed again, “I didn’t realize how–”


  “Ye were out fer two days, Sidney,” the old slave responded calmly, “No eed t’apologize,” the yak rolled up the empty water skin, “I’ll let Lord ’ector an’ Bane know ye’ve come ’round.” Dorias motioned back toward the far side of the camp, and that’s when Sidney’s eyes fell upon Choel, who was burying the campfire pit.


  “Choel?!” the fox yipped.


  The tiger looked up from his work, ears raising as he regarded Sidney. A smile spread across Choel’s muzzle; he raised a paw and gave a friendly wave.


  Sidney paused for a moment, then looked to the yak, “Choel is alive?” he felt compelled to ask, having had far too many strange situations with seeing the dead.


  “Aye. Bane saved ’im with some Tenvierian know-’ow.” Dorias acknowledged, motioning with his head, “as ye can see, ’e’s right there,” the yak turned to wave the tiger onward back to his duties. Choel frowned, but complied. “Maern’ll ’elp ye… wagon’s just a little further that way,” he motioned toward the trees, and started trotting off that direction.


  “Dorias?” Sidney called.


  The yak stopped and glanced back, “Aye, Sidney?”


  “What happened at Lord Hector’s estate after I…” the fox felt his stomach churn at the memory, “after I fell?”


  Dorias’ answer was cryptic, “Th’ battle ended, an’ we saved ’oo we could… like Choel.” He didn’t remain nearby for a follow-up question, heading back across the camp, disappearing into the same trees that Ian had traveled through. Choel used the shovel to pat the dirt down onto the fire pit, hefted the shovel up over his shoulder, and followed the yak.


  Sidney turned to Maern after that; the horse had stood and was picking two apples from the boughs overhead. The stallion, noticing that he held the fox’s attention, sat back down next to him and offered up an apple. “Here, my Lord.” Maern stated in Vensian, “You’re hungry.”


  Pausing for a moment, Sidney accepted the apple. His stomach rumbled again, and his mouth watered in anticipation of something to eat, but he set it in his lap for a moment and questioned the stallion in Vensian, “What happened at Lord Hector’s estate after I fell?”


  Maern leaned over onto his side and pulled his legs out from under himself, moving over to the tree to lean up against it much in the same way Sidney was. The tree was relatively small, and required the stallion to be back-to-back with the fox. Sidney heard the sound of Maern bite into the apple, and the large horse chewed for a few moments before speaking up, “Everything stopped,” he finally said, “The white wolf killed the mouse that hurt you, and the rest of the slaves gave up.”


  “After Finneas died?” Sidney asked, picking up his own apple again. He looked at it, turning it around in his paw; it had been a long time since he’d eaten fresh fruit. “Why did they surrender when Finneas died?”


  “I do not know, my lord.” Maern responded, and the fox heard the crisp crunch of the stallion taking another bite. “Lord Heck-tur said that he is to blame for not seeing signs of darkness in the mouse.” The stallion continued talking but Sidney, no longer able to resist the call of the apple, bit into it, savoring the sweet flavor. In a span of seconds, he had devoured the entire thing, core and all, “… and that is why he is leading us away.”


  Feeling suddenly sheepish at not paying attention to the answer he’d requested, Sidney opened his muzzle to speak, but his stomach grumbled anew. He heard a faint chuckle behind him, followed by a firm thump as the stallion threw his weight against the tree; Sidney was startled, surprise as a short shower of apples pelted him from above. “Um…” the fox’s ears flushed, “thank you.”


  “Of course, my lord.” Maern acknowledged, taking another bite of his apple.


  Sidney was content to take another apple as well, eating it with just as much eagerness as the first. He devoured a third a little more deliberately, and then slowed down while working on his fourth, finally taking time to sit and enjoy the moment, all quiet save for his own crunching mirrored behind him by Maern. The fox was contemplating a fifth when he saw Bane come into view, strolling casually but purposefully toward him.


  “Maern,” the wolf spoke.


  “Yes?” the stallion questioned in Vensian, rising up and moving to stand beside where Sidney sat against the tree.


  Bane motioned over his shoulder back the way from which he had come, “Go help Lord Hector ready the wagon.” Maern casually crossed his arms in front of his chest and made no indication that he was about to go anywhere. Clearing his throat, the wolf looked to the fox and switched to Prossian, “Sidney… if you please?” he gestured to the unmoving stallion.


  “Maern?” Sidney turned to regard the large warrior.


  “Yes?”


  “Please help Lord Hector with the wagon,” the fox repeated Bane’s earlier request.


  “Yes, my lord.” Maern obediently started off that direction, turning to look at Bane as the two passed one another. The wolf walked by without providing the stallion so much as a glance, moving over to where Sidney sat. Unlike when he was Lord Talvin, Bane was dressed casually with a thick, long-sleeved tunic and hearty-looking britches.


  Taking a seat beside the fox, the wolf picked up one of the fallen apples in a gloved paw. “This was Lord Kaelyng’s orchard.”


  “Lord Kaelyng?” Sidney questioned. The name was familiar and, for a moment, he could picture the dour, worry-worn face of a a graying-furred goat. He also realized that he had never actually met, or so much as seen Lord Kaelyng.


  “You know him?” Bane questioned, glancing at the fox out of the corner of his eye.


  “I…” Sidney paused, “I don’t know.”


  “You remember things about him,” the wolf stated as much as questioned.


  “I shouldn’t.” Sidney objected, “He lives too far away from Lord Bulhue or Lord Hector for me to have ever met him.”


  “So you know where his estate is?” the wolf inquired, a faint smirk inching its way across his muzzle, “And how is it, do you think that you know where his estate is if you have never met the old goat?”


  Sidney opened his muzzle to offer an explanation, but realized when no words came out that he didn’t have one. “I don’t know,” he admitted, turning again toward the wolf, who was fully facing him at that point, grinning from ear to ear.


  “I do.”


  “You what?” the fox asked, pushing against the ground with his paws in a display of sitting up while, in truth, he used the motion to ease himself back a few inches away from the wolf.


  “I know why you know what you know…” Bane answered, “and why you have the royal seal…” lowering his voice, the wolf leaned forward an added quietly, “and why you can still see that bull of yours… and the king.”


  Sidney was, at that moment, both repulsed and intrigued, simultaneously wanting to escape the knowing gaze of the wolf and to beg him for answers to questions he had been unable to have addressed. In the end, it was the second inclination that won out and, with one word, he chose his road: “How?”


  Bane balanced the apple he held on a single finger and, with a slow, deliberate motion, off-balanced it, causing it to pitch backward onto the bridge of his paw. From there it rolled down to his wrist. The wolf raised his arm as the apple fell, guiding its trip down his forearm to the crook of his elbow, and then it rolled into the palm of his other waiting paw… a paw, Sidney realized, that had doffed its glove. The fox stared when he realized that several glowing runes shone brightly on Bane’s flesh, “You…” Sidney noted, flustered, “you have those symbols…”


  “I had indeed noticed,” the wolf confirmed, raising his second paw as he twisted his wrist and let go of the apple. Sidney watched as the fruit rolled down the inside of Bane’s forearm. As the apple fell, the wolf rotated his shoulder so that the falling fruit rolled around to his waiting elbow, which, with a flick, collided with the apple and punted it into the air to land in one of Sidney’s opened paws, “We are alike in that.” Bane noted.


  “In…” the fox looked down at the apple, “in what?” he gazed back to Bane, who was standing again.


  “Only one kind of person wears the ‘Fildoma’ marks.” Bane noted, slipping the glove back over his runed paw.


  Sidney paused at the Vensian words, “The ‘to be able to’ marks?”


  His companion chuckled, “Fildoma,” he enunciated, “Not ‘fil doma’,” the difference was faint, but Sidney caught it nevertheless.


  “What do they mean?” the fox questioned, resting his hand over the rune on his chest which, he was surprised to see, began glowing when Bane revealed his own.


  The wolf grinned, “It means that you are a Soraan.”


  “Soraan?” Sidney froze, “You mean… one of the people who…” he swallowed a knot developing in his throat, “Like the people who gave Lord Hector his Sorra? Or Maern his?”


  “Not all Soraani tell the future, Sidney.” Bane explained casually, inspecting his gloved paw, “just many of them.”


  “Do you?”


  The wolf chuckled, “Sometimes I would like to think I do but, no, Sidney… I am not a teller of fate… I am merely fate touched,” and Bane turned more fully to regard Sidney, “Though you… you are special.”


  “I…” Sidney slowly stood up, taking a step back as he looked at the certain-something in Bane’s eyes he’d come too well to acknowledge as plotting, “…how am I… special?”


  “You, Sidney, are fate touched, and then some.” Bane grinned, and slowly turned away, starting off in the direction from which he had come.


  “What do you mean?” Sidney moved to follow, pausing only for half a step when he realized that somehow, somewhere along the way, asking questions had started to come easier.


  “There are hundreds of thousands of people in the kingdoms, Sidney.” Bane stated simply, continuing on his way as the fox jogged to catch up, “Although any one of them is the center of his or her own story, their lives mean little.”


  “Lord Hector always says that everyone’s life means something,” the fox countered.


  “So it does,” the wolf acknowledged simply, “Let me try explaining this a different way,” he took several steps before starting over, “Every life has meaning… but the meaning from one life to the next changes,” he pointed to the apple that Sidney forgot he was still holding, “There were a number of apples on the ground, and yet that one is the one you’re carrying right now. why is that?”


  “You gave this one to me.” Sidney answered, one ear turning in confusion, “…not the other ones.”


  “But why that apple?” Bane questioned.


  “I don’t know,” the fox responded simply, “You’re the one who chose it.”


  The wolf laughed calmly, “Perhaps we are overstepping your grasp of philosophy…”


  “Are you comparing apples to people?” Sidney asked.


  Bane chuckled, “I suppose I am,” and he slowly slid an arm over the fox’s shoulder, “Come, Sidney… a discussion on fate can wait for another day.”


  The two walked on in silence for several more steps before the fox spoke up anew, “You said you knew I could still see Tharis…”


  “Indeed.” Bane nodded, “And you know about things you can’t possibly know… such as Lord Kaelyng,” the wolf smirked, “And you have a glowing rune on your chest.”


  “The royal seal.” Sidney elaborated.


  “So it is.” Bane nodded, removing his arm from Sidney’s shoulder, “And a Fildoma.”


  “Which means I’m a Soraan,” the fox articulated.


  “Yes,” the wolf acknowledged then, with a sly glance toward Sidney also added, “You are a carried apple.”


  The fox came to a halt at that, brain working through the realization of Bane’s comment. He flicked an ear, turning to regard his white furred companion, who had also stopped, ears up, “Soraan means ‘one of fate’… doesn’t it?”


  “It does.” Bane nodded.


  “They’re not called that because they see the future…” Sidney ventured.


  “…go on,” the wolf invited.


  The fox held the apple up, “You said there’s a lot of different kinds of Soraani…”


  “There are.” Bane nodded, with a smile.


  “Tharis was one too…” Sidney turned to regard the wolf, “wasn’t he?”


  “He was.” Bane acknowledged.


  The fox’s ears fell, “…but he died. He was born into slavery, and he was a slave his entire life. He didn’t mean anything special to fate.”


  The wolf raised an eyebrow, and strode back to where Sidney stood. Without saying a word, Bane reached out and pressed his finger to the softly glowing rune on Sidney’s chest. Drawing his paw back, the wolf about-faced and strode onward toward the wagon that awaited them, “I beg to differ… he accomplished something very special.”


  Fighting back tears that threatened to escape, Sidney swallowed, let out a breath, and ran to catch up to the wolf, “Does that mean that I’m… important?” he questioned, “…that… that my life means something?”


  Bane chuckled softly, “Lord Hector always says that everyone’s life means something.” The wolf shot Sidney a look that reminded him that it was the fox that had said the words first.


  He came to a stop when the wolf did. They stood on a slight embankment overlooking a dirt path. While it was hardly a highway proper for a Lord’s carriage, the wagon that awaited them would never have been mistaken for one anyway. The simple transport looked more suitable for bringing vegetables to the market rather than conducting a Lord through the countryside. “That isn’t Lord Hector’s carriage.” Sidney stated the obvious.


  “No, it isn’t.” Bane agreed, “It is not a safe time to be a lord,” he leaned forward, sliding nimbly down the loose dirt and gravel. He turned around and waited for Sidney to pick his way more carefully along the incline. “Lord Hector travels incognito because it is much safer to be a nameless traveler than a target.”


  “A target?” Sidney asked.


  “Lords are as likely to be killed as not,” the wolf explained, approaching the wagon, “Pross is undergoing a great change, Sidney… and we are currently at the center of it all.”


  “Which is not somewhere I desire to be for long.” Lord Hector announced. The stag was helping Choel lift a collection of supplies into the wagon.


  “My troops have taken Lord Talvin’s manor, Hector.” Bane explained, “You are free to take what supplies you and yours need,” he glanced to the half-dozen individuals in the wagon; Sidney recognized both Gaius and Gralz; the leather worker was nursing a wounded arm while the wolverine, who had a bloody eye patch and numerous bandages, was being seen to by Dorias. “Those who remained loyal to you will also have my protection, and are free to pursue their own ends.”


  “Their own ends?” Sidney asked of the wolf.


  Bane nodded with a wry grin, “Before he left his estate, Hector released all of his slaves.”


  “And ‘Indentureds’.” Bane’s ocelot noted from the front of the wagon, giving Gauis a pat on his shoulder, mindful of the porcupine’s quills.


  “This is everyone?” Sidney asked, looking around at the wagon and its inhabitants. Maern and Ian were lifting some of the heavier camp goods into the wagon as Hector helped Choel up.


  “No.” Bane answered in a neutral tone, “Most everyone has gone their own way… the men you see here are still Hector’s men.”


  “But…” Sidney paused, “I thought Lord Hector freed them.”


  “Aye.” Dorias confirmed from his place on the wagon, “that ’e did.”


  “But now we can choose to be his men.” Choel acknowledged, giving the stag a hearty slap on the back.


  Lord Hector stood, and moved to the edge of the wagon as Bane climbed up to join the ocelot at the driver’s seat. “Come,” he invited, holding a paw out for the fox, “There is a place for you as well, Sidney… if you would like.”


  The fox gazed at the many eyes on him, then back to the stag. Feeling his heart swell to near bursting, Sidney realized the choice was his, but then again, he realized there never really was a choice to be made. Accepting the hand, Sidney climbed up into the wagon; while it was no lord’s carriage, it was the finest transportation he had ever known.


  Moving with the stag to the front of the wagon, the two of them took up position behind the driver. Once the wagon got started, he closed his eyes, reveling in the feel of the fresh air on his face. The voices behind him talked about anything and everything, some in Prossian, and some in Vensian. After a short time, Maern stood and came to stand beside Sidney, resting a large hand on the fox’s shoulder.


  Despite the serenity he felt surrounded by what he could only describe as his family, Sidney still felt a gnawing question had been left unanswered. “Lord Ta–” he paused, his inquiry disrupted by a pointed cough from Lord Hector, “Bane?”


  “Yes, my dear vulpine?” the white wolf questioned, eyes still on the road, not bothering to turn around in response, though an ear swiveled back in interest.


  “You said…” he paused, resting his paw over the softly glowing mark on his chest, “You said that… that people like us are… um… important.”


  “Yes.” Bane acknowledged, obviously picking up on what Sidney was implying.


  “Do you know why I’m… uh… one of us?” the fox asked, faltering with his question, “What it is I’m supposed to do?”


  The wolf flicked an ear, turning just enough so he could glance at Sidney out of the corner of his eye, and the smile that spread his lips was the widest yet, “No, sweet fox… I have no idea…” he winked before looking back to the road, “but that is what makes freedom so wonderful.”


  With a crack of the reins, Bane urged the wagon forward, moving even faster into whatever lay ahead. For the first time, Sidney realized that the future is what he would make of it. He felt scared; he felt apprehensive; he felt excited. More than that, however, surrounded by his comrades, lovers, followers, friends, mentors, companions… Sidney, for the first time in his life, felt ready.


  Epilogue (Part 1 of 3)


  

  Choel cursed for the sixth time, quickly adding a seventh to it when he realized he’d begun repeating himself; despite his preferences for foul oaths and vulgar expletives, the tiger didn’t have much variety in his vocabulary. Sticking his bloody thumb into his muzzle, Choel was forced to admit that he was not very skilled when it came to dressing down pack animals; the tiger had drawn the short straw when it came to helping Bane’s ocelot, and that meant pricked thumbs, smashed fingers, and bruised pride.


  “Problem with the breaching strap?” Willis asked from across the barn; the ocelot had already finished with his portion of the wagon and moved on to another project, a fact that caused Choel even more frustration. The sky had long since grown dark and the carriage house’s torches didn’t do much to make seeing the specifics of the wagon harness’ straps easy.


  “Lash me!” the tiger cursed anew, “I don’t even know what a flaming breaching strap is!” he snorted, tugging at a particularly unyielding strip of leather where it connected to a metal ring attached to another strip of leather.


  “You’re holding it in your left paw.” Willis answered simply, “And you don’t have to unbuckle it… just loosen it.”


  Choel frowned, letting out a frustrated grunt as he opened his paw from around the leather before punching the side of the cart, “Ya know… a little bit of help before I started coulda saved me a lot of time.” He crossed his arms and threw his back against the wall of carriage house, leaning against it while he let his scowl hang free off his muzzle.


  “I asked you if you wanted help,” the ocelot responded, strolling past the tiger to attend to the harness without so much as offering him a glance, “Your answer was ‘How hard can it be?’.” Willis pulled up on a metal clasp and loosened the leather straps, letting the harness loose before releasing the draft animal into a nearby paddock.


  “Not too hard if you know what you’re doing.” Choel grunted.


  “Not too hard if you know what you’re doing.” Willis acknowledged, and went back to his own work; the ocelot was inspecting several damaged pieces of barding. Between occasional bouts of bad weather and the constantly breaking cart equipment the trip had not been an easy one. According to the length of their journey, they were taking three times longer than expected. Choel had recalled hearing that cross-country travel was much more difficult than by roadway and he was willing to believe it – especially since they still hadn’t arrived.


  “I hope Gaius can work his magic on em.” Choel noted gruffly, “It’s not like we got extra leather.” He didn’t much care to think back on their last few weeks of travel; the trip from Pross to Vensii was not a short one and having to stay off of the main roads hadn’t helped it go any faster.


  “He will, or he won’t,” the ocelot answered simply, comparing two lengths of leather before throwing one into a waste barrel,


  “What he can’t fix I’m sure my master will replace,” he began comparing two new pieces, “We will make due.”


  “Heh…” the tiger offered a simple, scornful laugh, “Still calling Bane ‘Master’, huh? Not sure why… it isn’t like he’s a Lord or anything.”


  “He is my master,” the cat responded, “What else would I call him?”


  Choel grunted in response, moving away from the wall he pushed himself back into a standing position, “Looking forward to getting to Vensii so you don’t have to call him ‘master’ anymore, huh?”


  Willis looked up from his work, turning to regard the tiger, eyes locking with his and holding him in a dread gaze, “Why would I stop calling him master?”


  Thanks to the surprising power of Lord Hector’s sex table, Choel had long since recovered from his wounds, but he had no doubt that he wouldn’t stand a chance in a fight with the ocelot – he had seen Willis in combat. Although the thought should have bothered him, the tiger’s recently discovered sense of humility told him to accept it. “In…” Choel managed to find his voice as he looked away from the deadly cat, “…in Vensii there aren’t any slaves.”


  “My master is not going to Vensii.” Willis blinked, “and neither am I,” he turned back to the work bench, “Besides… I do not call my master my master because I am a slave.” Willis stated simply, continuing to inspect the collection of leather in front of him, “I have been a free man for over a year.”


  “Then if you’re a free man you should call him Bane, like everyone else,” the tiger countered, moving back to the wagon to finish stowing all of the now-loose barding.


  “You still call the stag Lord Hector though he is a Lord no longer.” Willis spoke without bothering to look over his shoulder.


  Choel felt his fur prick up, just a little. “Just cause he has to leave Pross doesn’t make him any less of a noble.” The tiger’s scowl deepend, “He’s been through a lot, and he may have fled his lands during the uprising, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t a lord.”


  “And just because my master freed me does not mean that I do not still owe him my devotion.” Willis responded, setting a piece of leather aside for salvage, “My master saved me from the slavers.”


  “Hmph.” Choel responded, “So did mine,” the tiger let out a deep breath. He hadn’t actively thought about the day in years, but it was always right beneath the surface in his mind. “I was a Lot 17.”


  Willis nodded, “I know.”


  The tiger’s fur rose up more. The ocelot’s comment was casual and bland, hardly the response for such an admission. Choel stood up, no longer leaning against the wall, “I was a lot 17,” he repeated, “If Lord Hector hadn’t purchased me I was gonna get sold to the Grinders.”


  “I know.” Willis repeated.


  “How in the Black Pit would you know something like that?” Choel had to work hard to keep the challenge out of his voice.


  “We’re all Lot 17,” the cat responded, his tail flicking casually as he compared two new pieces of leather and tossed them both into the scrap bin.


  The comment didn’t make any sense, but it was enough to knock the fight out of Choel, replacing it with confusion, “Whadda ya mean, ‘all of us’?” he took a step closer to the ocelot, still scowling, “Lot 17’s what slavers call slaves they don’t want to continue trying to sell.”


  “I know what it means.” Willis acknowledged, adding one more length of leather barding to the pack he had been filling and folded it up. About facing, the ocelot rested his paws on his hips, “On the occasion my master or the stag buy slaves they choose from those who would otherwise be discarded.”


  “You were Lot 17?” Choel finally began to let that thought sink in, “Why?” he asked, arms finally unfolding, “You know how to do everything,” the words were bitter in his muzzle; the tiger hadn’t yet found a single flaw in the ocelot, and it drove him to distraction – enough that Willis admitting an imperfection caught him off guard.


  “Why were you Lot 17?” the ocelot countered, approaching the larger tiger with such grace that the pads of his bare feet didn’t even make a sound amidst loose pieces of straw. Choel was ready to object to the questioning on the grounds that he had asked first, but the severity of Willis’ eyes caught him anew.


  “My first master wasn’t all that happy when he found his daughter with me,” the tiger admitted candidly. He’d told the story often enough, but it was usually told over the course of an hour, with a lot of detail – never without any embellishment, and never so directly.


  Willis stopped within arm’s reach of the tiger, still staring right into his eyes. One of the ocelot’s eyebrows raised, “And you weren’t put to death?”


  “He paid a lot for me and wanted to get some back.” Choel responded, “That, and she was a beagle, so she wasn’t gonna have a slave’s litter.” Willis’ attention remained on him, and the tiger cleared his throat before adding, “He was a greedy ass, which is probably the only reason I’m still alive after my–”


  “Indiscretion.” Willis stated, “From what I understand, you are still learning how to control yourself,” he blinked, “Not a good trait in a slave.”


  Choel snorted, “Good thing I’m not a slave anymore.”


  “As you say,” the ocelot acknowledged, and turned back around, heading for the work table once again.


  “Hey!” the tiger objected, reaching out to put his paw on Willis’ shoulder, “You didn’t say wh–OAH!” he didn’t get to finish the words. The entire carriage house spun around him before he ended up on his back; Willis stood some three or four paces away, straightening up from whatever maneuver he’d used to throw Choel.


  Dazed, the tiger remained on the wooden floor as the ocelot strolled over and rested a foot on his abdomen, “My former master had a nasty habit of ‘enjoying’ slaves.”


  “… so you were a sex slave?” Choel inquired. He could suddenly imagine Willis as a sex slave – the ocelot’s gracefully lithe body doing things the tiger thought impossible, yet proven wrong time and time again.


  “I worked as a carriage handler,” the cat broke the imagery with the flat response, “And no, he did not keep sex slaves.”


  “Huh?” the tiger questioned, “So whadda yea mean he–”


  “He was interested in flesh in a different way… He ate them,” the ocelot answered the question before Choel had spoken it, “He would sometimes take a paw, but usually an arm… or a leg.” Willis stared down at the tiger, ice in his gaze, “If the slave didn’t die immediately then they would be put back out into the fields as if nothing had happened,” he took his foot off of Choel’s stomach, “…and they would usually die later once their wound became corrupted… or, if they didn’t, the master would usually come back for seconds… or thirds… or fourths…”


  Aghast, Choel sat up. He’d heard stories of slave owners who were cruel, but never something as horrific as what Willis had described, “and… how did you end up getting sold?”


  “He died.” Willis responded, claws unsheathing, then sheathing again, “He’d had my mother bred, and was interested in one of my baby sisters… but she wasn’t going to let him have her. My mother attacked him, and he ran her through with the carving knife he planned on using on one of her cubs.”


  “So…” Choel paused, “how did he die?”


  “I had a knife too,” the ocelot responded, “The constable didn’t know specifics so he had all the slaves sold off to the Grinders to make sure nobody would cause a problem.” Willis’ claws retracted, “It was there that the master intercepted me.”


  “And your mother’s litter?” the tiger asked, “What happened to them?”


  Willis turned and walked back to the work bench, “I begged him to buy them too. I promised him I would do anything if he would.”


  “…and?” Choel stood up.


  “And I am making good on my promise,” the ocelot responded, securing the salvaged leather before picking up the pack and heading to the door, “My brothers and sisters are alive and well in Diermyna at one of my master’s estates.”


  “Lord Hector said that Bane was a slave a long time ago,” he strode after Willis, “How could he have bought so many slaves?”


  The ocelot flicked an ear and exited the carriage house, “He used money provided by Lord Talvin.” Waiting by the exit for Choel, he closed the door once they were both outside and headed toward the small, two story inn adjacent. The building was stout and, made of stone, it was decidedly sturdy. After a few moment’s silence, Willis continued, “You may never understand how much Lord Talvin did for all of us.”


  “Other than betraying Lord Hector?” the tiger snorted with displeasure, but he quickly lost the attitude when the ocelot turned back and glared at him. Deciding to skirt the issue, Choel chose instead to focus on what he saw as an answer to a question that had been nagging at the back of his mind, “Is that why Bane knew how to get to Lord Talvin’s estate, and knew what we were going to need for our trip?”


  “My master has been to the estate many times in the past.” Willis responded in a way that left Choel feeling as though he were evading a true answer, but the tiger didn’t press the issue. Instead, he chose a new one.


  “If Pross is so dangerous right now, then why isn’t he going with us to Vensii?” Choel smirked when the ocelot stopped, but he lost the smirk when Willis turned back to face him with a strange neutrality in his expression.


  “Because Bane isn’t done changing the world, and there’s still more for him to do in Pross,” and, with that, Willis entered the back door to the inn, leather bundle still in his grap. Despite the obviously overinflated impression the ocelot had for the strange white wolf, Choel found himself wondering just how unreasonable the cat’s expectations of his master truly were.


  Intrigued, the tiger followed after Willis. Perhaps there was more to Bane than he had first supposed… and Choel planned on using his new found freedom to solve the strange mystery – if he had his way it would be the first of many.


  * * * * * *


  Ink was a pricy commodity and not one to which Gaius was accustomed. Having spent nearly a decade as an indentured servant, he was not a man of any great means, but a good vial of writing ink was the first expenditure he’d made when he received a stipend from Lord Hector. Something about being able to sit at a table and pen a letter brought back memories of what life had been like before financial troubles had forced the porcupine to sell himself into bondage. It had been nearly three months since he had last contacted his wife and children; gods willing, the letter would find them well.


  “You make the most of everything, don’cha, sir?” Balkum asked, causing Gaius to look up from his work. The inn’s common room was large enough for the few occupants to spread out but, for some reason, the honey badger had chosen to share a table with him. As the porcupine thought back to the journey from Lord Talvin’s estate to the roadside inn, he recalled that Balkum spent his time flittering from person to person; he obviously didn’t feel as though he had a place he could belong, and Gaius didn’t envy him the position.


  “How so?” the leather worker was never well inclined toward small talk, but he also realized at the same time that the honey badger was not about to go away… at least not until he satisfied whatever desire for companionship brought him to the table.


  “Just…” Balkum perched his chin on his palms, supporting it with his elbows on the table, “you use your spines for everything.”


  Gaius shrugged in response, “When you’ve spent as long in a trade as I have you learn to make due with what you can afford… and with all my wages going toward purchasing my life back, that means I don’t have much coin for needles…” he dipped his quill into the ink well and finished off the letter with signing his name, “…or pens.”


  The honey badger nodded faintly, muzzle still resting on his paws, “Where did you learn to write?” Balkum asked, “It must be nice.”


  The leather worker carefully wiped off his quill on his leather apron, then neatly speared a spare strip where he stored his harvested spines for later use. Setting the letter off to the side to dry, he turned to more fully regard Balkum. The honey badger was watching him intently, and with interest. Despite the fact that the slave was easily a foot taller than the porcupine, Gaius had come to realize over the past few weeks that Balkum was younger than he’d originally assumed… late teens, most likely… possibly the same age as his own children. “My sinh taught me.”


  “Sinh?” the honey badger’s rounded ears rose, “What’s a sinh?”


  Gaius mumbled to himself as he thought about the right translation for it, “There isn’t a word in Prossian that explains it just right… a ‘nanny’, I suppose?” he stopped his ink well and stowed it away, “A sinh is a family member but they aren’t related by blood,” he stated, “In Tenvier both men and women work for the family, and the sinh is a good friend of a father or a mother, and they help raise a child when the parents aren’t around.”


  “You’re from Tenvier?” Balkum asked, “I didn’t know,” he lowered his paws and folded them in front of himself on the table, “You don’t have an accent…” the young slave paused, “though that would explain your feet, I guess.”


  The porcupine glanced down at his boots; Prossians feet were dramatically different than his own, and they were not often prone to wearing footwear like his. The leather worker decided to let the observation slide and address the honey badger’s first comment, “I was raised among the business class,” he out a breath as he finally turned to regard the cold hunk of mutton that had been given to him almost an hour past; he had been more interested in finding time to write his letter but his stomach was suddenly reminding him that he was plenty hungry. Folding up the correspondence, he stowed it in his apron.


  He began cutting the meat into pieces while he continued talking, “In Tenvier there aren’t slaves but everyone still has a place in society. The business caste doesn’t talk like most of the rest of the nation because we learn as many languages as we can while we’re young…” he glanced to Balkum, who was sitting as if enraptured by the casual tale, “it’s easier to pick up tongues at a young age,” he skewered a hunk of meat with his fork, “If anyone in the business caste does have an accent when speaking in a foreign language, it’s a faint one,” and he turned his attention to his meal, considering the discussion complete.


  The two sat in silence for over ten minutes as Gauis finished his dinner, not bothering to look up at Balkum until the plate lay empty. When the leather worker did, however, he saw that the honey badger was still there, looking at him. “What?” the porcupine asked, finding the slave’s continued presence grating.


  “How did you become an Indentured?” the honey badger asked.


  Gaius sat down his fork and placed his napkin next to his plate, “My wife became very sick and the cost to have her cared for was too great for us to pay.” Memories of that time came flooding back to the porcupine, but he managed to keep his emotions in check as he regarded the slave, wondering just how many more questions he would have to answer.


  “Oh…” Balkum acknowledged, sitting back in his chair, “The man that sired me sold me to slavery so he could settle gambling debts.” The young slave let out a breath, “I think your reason’s a lot better.”


  The porcupine had spent long enough in Pross that such stories no longer affected him as they first had; it was surprisingly common for a poor family to try and improve their lot by taking coin for a child they couldn’t afford to keep… or, in the honey badger’s case, try to make up for poor financial decisions; any Tenvierian worthy of a family name knew better than to gamble away money that was needed elsewhere. “There is no slavery in Tenvier…” he announced, choosing to keep his societal judgment to himself, “…and even if there was I wouldn’t expect one of my children to pay my debts.”


  Balkum stared at him for several seconds, creating a lull in the discussion after the porcupine had said his piece. Finally, after the extended pause, the honey badger stood up, “You’re a good sire, Mr. Gaius.”


  “No…” the porcupine responded flatly, “I’m just not a bad one.”


  The young slave held his tongue for a moment, but Gaius could tell there was more he wanted to say. The pprcupine got a reprieve, as Balkum didn’t get the chance, “Balkum–” Willis, the ocelot that traveled with Bane called, “We are leaving early tomorrow… the master will want you rested,” he glanced to Gaius then back to the honey badger, “You can continue your talk tomorrow.”


  “Yes, sir,” the young man nodded, then, turning to regard the porcupine, offered a quick, faint waving gesture, then headed obediently up the stairs.


  “I haven’t met many slaves as talkative as he is.” Gaius stated, eyes going immediately to Willis.


  “His prior master apparently agreed with you,” the cat frowned, but the expression disappeared as quickly as it had appeared, “The master does not frown on such things, however, so long as Balkum understands that there is a time and a place for it,” he deposited a hide bag full of leather straps on the table.


  The porcupine was immediately all business, loosening the cord on the sack before frowning, “This is it?”


  “The rain two days back didn’t help matters,” the cat responded unapologetically, “What wear didn’t ruin the water did the rest. Can you do something with these?”


  Gaius picked through the lengths of material before folding the bag back up and drawing the cord closed, “Yes. The replacements won’t be pretty but they’ll get us from here to there.”


  “The stag was right to put his faith in you.” Willis stated simply, “Will you be done by morning?”


  “No,” the porcupine responded with the same brevity, but he then elaborated, “The most exacting work will be done by then but I can finish the last of it when we’re on the road… it won’t be slowing us down and we should have some extra leads and tie downs before we need them.” One of the two harnesses they’d been using broke in several places and it was up to Gaius to repair it. With only one spare, should anything happen before he completed the project they would be hard-pressed to manage the pace Bane and Lord Hector had set for them.


  “Good,” the ocelot acknowledged, and headed off without another word. Gaius had no doubt that Willis had no futher use of him which suited the porcupine just fine; he had experienced more than enough socialization for the night anyway. Packing up the rest of his supplies and one of the table’s candle holders, the leather worker retreated to his room, and the large amount of work that awaited him before he would be able to get any amount of sleep.


  Having only recently recovered from the beating he’d sustained at the paws of the slaves who rose up at Lord Hector’s estate, Gaius found the stairs to be a grueling punishment to climb. The time in the wagon had not done much for his bruises and his muscles were as sore as ever. Finally arriving at the second floor, the porcupine took a few moments to catch his breath and let his legs stop screaming at him. Only once he was certain he wouldn’t fall when he walked, Gaius went straight to his accomodations.


  Unlike Lord Hector’s newly freed followers, Gaius had a chamber to himself. Although the porcupine offered to split the difference with his employer, the stag had generously covered the full cost, explaining that the leather worker would need the room for what had been asked of him to accomplish that night. Not only did the porcupine have a room to himself, but Lord Hector had provided him a bonus to his wages.


  Wages! It felt like an eternity since Gaius had felt coin in his paw. Despite the dangers the porcupine knew he’d face, he’d elected to stay with his former benefactor and, since being released from his contract, the leather worker had been receiving income handsomely – the stag was certainly not a miser. Closing and securing the door behind himself, Gaius began lighting the room’s candles with the one he carried; he had always worked honestly and the coin he was receiving meant that his work honestly deserved his attention.


  Fitting scrap leather together was not an artistic skill; as far as Gaius was concerned all it required was a rudimentary understanding of leather working and a solid amount of attention to detail. Having spent the past several years patching up old hide and resizing harnesses the industrious movements of his fingers between leather, quill, and cord scarcely required any of his attention, and when Gaius was keeping his paws busy that meant his mind was free to wander – and that night was no exception.


  Despite how he looked at his situation, the past ten years had been wasted. Working for barely more than enough to cover his own expenses, Gaius had been in the employ of three different nobles. His first lord, a blithe but flighty Tenvierian mink, had accepted his contract easily enough, but kept him on for scarcely a year before selling his service to a Diermynian trader who was passing through. As an indentured servant, Gaius was forced to leave home and family and follow his new patron on the road. It wasn’t another two years until the porcupine was able to settle down, and that was at Lord Hector’s estate.


  The leather worker had never truly believed the stag’s explanation of how he came by Gaius’ contract, but the porcupine also knew it wasn’t his place to press the issue. According to Lord Hector, the Diermynian had found an excellent business opportunity but was exceedingly low on capital, choosing to sell Gaius’ contract at half price to make up the difference. In the years the porcupine had been in the trader’s service he had never known the civet to sell anything at half price, but he had made up his mind to not ask any questions – half price meant that he would have to work half as long to be free to return to his family.


  A tightness welled up in Gaius’ chest as he thought about the time that had passed. His children had grown up without him and his wife had not had her husband by her side. Lord Hector was the porcupine’s first contract holder who provided him a stipend for letters; in the first month alone the leather worker had sent more letters to his family than he had in the rest of his servitude; each and every letter was responded to in kind, written in the lovely lettering he recognized as his wife’s – her father had been a print master, and it showed.


  His reached up and wiped at his eyes, attempting to clear the blurriness from them as he continued his work. Ten years he had been gone… ten years with a letter once a month. Gaius knew that his family was healthy and that his wife was caring for his family’s shop well enough. He had learned in his wife’s prior missive that his two eldest had begun helping around the store, which meant that his family was able to save on hired labor; the thought that his children had followed in his foot steps made him proud, even if he wasn’t there to see it.


  The knock at his door drew Gaius from his memories, and forced him to address the dampness on his cheeks, “One moment,” he called, attempting to keep his voice as steady as he could. Wiping his face, the porcupine cleared his throat and stood, moving to the door. He took another moment to compose himself and, returning his demeanor to that of a consummate professional, he opened the door. Expecting Willis, or perhaps even Bane himself, he was surprised to find a fox outside in the hallway. “Sidney?”


  “Good evening, Mr Gaius,” the slave master announced. The porcupine remembered the first time he had dealt with the fox; Sidney had been tasked with bringing a box of treated leather to him. Gaius could still picture the poor slave, covered in dirt and sweat, standing unsure in his doorway and trying in vain to apologize for his slovenly appearance; the leather worker had only just managed to succeed in avoiding a laugh – even with the minor blemishes, Sidney was the cleanest, best kept slave he had ever seen.


  “What can I do for you, Sidney?” he asked at length.


  The fox glanced past him into the room, “May I speak with you for a moment?” The changes that had come over Sidney in the past several weeks were striking. Not only did he stand up straighter, but he actually managed to hold Gaius’ gaze for several seconds before looking away. The porcupine had no illusions about the fox being able to pass himself off as a free man just yet, but,then again, the leather worker realized, healing took time.


  “I am quite busy…” Gaius responded; he was surprised to see that Sidney didn’t wilt at the casual ‘no’, rather, the fox stood up a little straighter.


  “When would be a good time, sir?” he asked, “It’s important.”


  Letting out a sigh, the porcupine stepped away from the door and permitted his guest entry. Sidney inclined his head and offered a courteous ‘thank you’. Closing the door after the fox entered, the leather worker turned to regard him, “Now… what’s so important?” he crossed his arms over his chest; the stance use to intimidate Sidney but, Gaius realized, the only response it got was a momentary backward flick of the fox’s ears.


  “Lord Hector told me that you’re not coming with us to Vensii,” the slave master commented, weight shifting from foot to foot. The nervous gesture provided the porcupine a degree of comfort – the fox had come a long way, but he wasn’t a totally new person just yet.


  “Yes,” he acknowledged, “I’m parting ways at Arveras… it’s a city near the border.”


  Sidney nodded slightly, his eyes slowly finding their way down to Gaius’ boots, “Lord Hector says we’re still three days from the border.”


  “Longer, if I don’t get my work done,” the porcupine added gruffly. He was surprised when the casual reproach didn’t cause the fox’s tail to curl in humility.


  “You will,” the confidence in Sidney’s voice was surprising to the leather worker, both because he didn’t know the fox was capable of such a display, but also because there was a note of reverence in it. “You can do anything, Mr. Gaius.”


  “I hardly think–” the porcupine began, but his words trailed off when Sidney moved forward unexpectedly and wrapped his arms around him. Gaius went rigid at the sudden display of affection, his quills standing on end but, somehow the fox managed to embrace him without impaling his arms on the leather worker’s back.


  “Thank you, Mr. Gaius…” Sidney spoke quietly, slowly releasing him from the hug, “…for being such a good person.”


  It was the second time in one night that someone had called him ‘good’, and the porcupine found it disconcerting. His response was the same as the last time, “No…” he repeated with the same indifference, “I’m just not a bad one.”


  The fox sniffled, and then, surprisingly, shook his head, “No, Mr. Gaius,” he contradicted the leather worker, “I’ve seen bad men, and I’ve seen not-bad-men… you’re neither of them.” Sidney offered a faint smile, “Lord Hector told me that you helped make my first real set of clothes… and they were nicer than anything else I’d ever had.”


  “That doesn’t make me a–”


  Sidney actually talked over him, stunning Gaius to silence, “You also stayed up throughout the night to finish the harnesses for the Gladiators in time for the festival.”


  The porcupine became uneasy at the way the fox pressed the issue, “It was my job. Lord Hector held my contra–”


  “You fought against the people that wanted to kill him,” the fox spoke the words with iron bound resolve and, for once, Gaius didn’t have an objection.


  “It was the right thing,” he finally answered.


  “But it was not an easy thing.” Sidney added, “I know they hurt you.”


  Gaius’ arm and ribs twinged at the memory of that night, and he was suddenly even more uncomfortable in the fox’s presence, “If you came to thank me, then I understand… noted,” he cleared his throat, “Is there anything else, Sidney?”


  The fox nodded, “I wanted to wish you luck,” he offered with words with a ready smile, “Lord Hector says you’re going south… back to your family.”


  “That stag talks too much,” the porcupine tried to add as much gruffness to his voice as he could manage, but the thought of his family made that difficult, “Yes,” he added at length, “I’m going home.”


  “I’m sure it will be wonderful.” Sidney offered with a smile.


  “I imagine it will.” Gaius acknowledged. The fox’s smile was somehow contagious, and the porcupine didn’t rebuke him when he offered up another hug.


  “Thank you for everything, Mr Gaius.”


  “You’re welcome, Sidney,” the leather worker acknowledged, the room getting just a little brighter at the warmth the fox brought into it. “But it’s a little early for goodbyes though, isn’t it?”


  “I guess so,” the slave master acknowledged, tail and head hanging slightly, the pose instantly recalling images of the old Sidney Gaius had once known – the porcupine realized that he didn’t really miss that fox… the new one was an improvement.


  “You’re a free man, Sidney.” Gaius spoke up, “Is Vensii really where you want to go?” he was surprised where his thoughts were taking the conversation, but he wasn’t about to give up once he’d committed to his course of action, “You could always come to Tenvier… my family’s shop is large enough to give you a place to stay while you get a fresh start.” In all his years as an indentured servant, Gaius had never invited anyone to spend any amount time with him; perhaps, he realized, freedom was something desired by more men than just slaves.


  “Thank you, Mr. Gaius…” the fox smiled, then slowly shook his head, “But no…” he slowly drew away from the embrace, “Slave or not, I am still Lord Hector’s… but now I can choose for it to be so.”


  “I understand,” the porcupine nodded, “Now Lord Hector… that is a good man,” he patted Sidney on the shoulder.


  The fox’s tail swished at the compliment, “Yes he is,” and, with that, Sidney went to the door, pausing as he opened it slowly, “Mr Gaius?” the fox inquired, turning again to face him.


  “Hmm?”


  “You’re going to be so happy to get back to your family,” there were many mixed emotions in the fox’s voice – joy along with a hint of jealousy; the pure pathos in the words were almost enough to make Gaius start to tear up again.


  “I hope so,” the leather worker acknowledged.


  Sidney pulled the portal shut behind him, hinges squeaking faintly as it did. Sidney’s smile was one of the last things to disappear behind the wood as it closed… that, and the glowing rune on his chest. “I’m sure of it.”


  Epilogue (Part 2 of 3)


  

  Despite the fact that only coals remained in the fireplace, Dorias was content to sit at a nearby table and read. Between the dim light from the embers and the two candles he’d appropriated from the common room’s shelves, the yak had no issue with spending the majority of his night in the downstairs of the inn. The inn keep and his wife talked with everyone about anything. They were from Meisenyl, and it was interesting to hear accents from his past. They were a pleasant enough pair of sheep and they appeared to have no problem hosting him and his reading mood; Lord Hector’s generous patronage saw to that.


  It was a strange thing, Dorias realized, that he was a free man. Having spent very nearly five decades under the command of one master or the next, the yak was unaccustomed to the trials and tribulations of those who controlled their own schedules – the most quaint of these, he decided, was the illusion independent men suffered regarding ‘free time’. The yak chuckled to himself, turning the page of the tome he studied; he realized that there would be no way that he would ever be mistaken that time was anything but a scarce commodity.


  The inn keeper’s wife passed by, her approach obvious as much from the sound of sweeping as her soft steps on the wooden floor, “Enjoyin’ yer read, ser?” she inquired amiably as she made her rounds. The ewe was a kindly enough sort as far as Dorias was concerned but he also realized that the difference between gentility and scorn was all about perceived station; considering he was traveling with Lord Hector and, for once, well-dressed, she was probably responding more to his clothing than the yak within them. He had a feeling she wouldn’t have been so courteous to a slave.


  “Aye, ma’am… thank ye,” he responded, eyes going back to his book.


  “Ah!” her face lit up immediately and she sat down across from him, “Thought I heard yeh right,” the woman was all smiles, “Couldn’t mistake a fellow Meisenylian tongue from across th’ street, let alone across from th’ room.” She offered a wink and another smirk, “Northern, I’d wager… eh?” The apparent admission that she was listening in on his quiet conversation with Lord Hector and his fellows gave him a moment’s concern, but he waited before passing judgment.


  “Western,” he answered simply, “Coastal town,” and placed his finger between the pages as he closed the book and looked the lady over. She had the casual air of someone who was content to leave work for later assuming the conversation was good enough. Dorias didn’t particularly mind, assuming her reason behind chit-chat was genuine – he’d spent far too many years learning how the simplest of words could be used in unique ways when it came to manipulation, “Ye be southern…” he commented, focusing on her accent, “I knew a mouse from Southern Meisenyl.”


  “Oh?” she inquired in a friendly tone, “Well, Gods-an’-Men, it’s a small world,” she laughed, “Though I ain’t been back in, oh… twenty years,” and she folded her hands in front of her on the table, “It’d be a Soraani’s will if ’e was from Bradforshire…” she noted, “That’s where I’m from, yehsee.”


  “Then I’d best ’ope not, ma’am,” Dorias noted blandly, “… ’e was a traitor t’ – ’is Lord, ’elped in an uprising, took up arms against ’is allies, betrayed ’is fellows, an’ nearly killed someone very dear t’me.”


  “Mmm,” the ewe scowled, and spat on the floor, “Then ’e’s not from Bradforshire… we raise em right, we do… we respect our Lords an’ cherrish our friends.” She stood, picking up her broom as she did so.


  “Ah…” Dorias nodded, “Then aye, th’ mouse came from other parts, I’m sure.”


  “Well, beggin’ yeh pardon, ser, but I be thinkin’ that this mouse yeh knew’ll eventually get what’s comin t’ ’im.” She gave a nod, “Sorreh t’be disturbin yeh, m’lord… I’ll let yeh get back to yeh book.”


  “Thank ye for th’ ’ospitality, ma’am,” he inclined his head, and, with that, she parted ways and continued with her work.


  “Finneas almost killed someone dear to you?” Sidney’s amazed voice spoke up quietly from behind him and off to the side. “When was that?”


  Dorias turned to regard his former Slave Master; the young fox’s emerald eyes were wide in surprise – childish awe, the yak noticed. It was a trait he hoped Sidney would never lose. From any other muzzle, Dorias would have expected the words to have been either sarcastic or self-promoting, but he knew the fox well enough that they were decidedly genuine. “Ye should know, Sidney… ye were there.”


  The fox’s head cocked to the side, “I thought I’d remember something like that…” his ears drooped slight as his face scrunched up, “I’m sure I would remember it… the only time he ever attacked someone was–” Dorias was unable to restrain a smile any longer, and that single expression gave the answer away, “Oh…” and the fox blushed immediately, “You mean me.”


  “Is it that ’ard t’believe that I value ye?” the yak inquired, motioning across the table to the bench the inn keep’s wife had vacated.


  Sidney sat obediently, “I…” he paused, ears falling slightly in embarrassment, “I guess we are friends… right?”


  Dorias chuckled and reopened his book, turning it around so the fox could see it, and then pointed to a passage, “Aye, Sidney… we’re friends… an’ don’t ye think that ye be anythin’ other than what ye are – ye mean a lot t’ a lot a people,” he smiled, “Now work on some words with me before bed.”


  Sidney glanced at him, blushing slightly, hiding his embarrassment by looking down at the book and then the words. The fox peered closer to the tome and to the passage where Dorias had gestured and his ears went up immediately, “This is Prossian!” he stated in amazement.


  “I figured ye may be gettin’ tired a learnin ’ow t’read in Vensian…” the old yak smiled, reaching forward to tussle the fox’s mane, “Since we’re restin’ our bodies for th’night it seemed fair t’let ye rest ye mind a bit.”


  Sidney’s tail lashed from left to right off the side of the bench as he looked over the book; Dorias had chosen it for a reason, and was able to register the very moment the fox noticed what the yak had expected him to, “These words here are Vensian,” the blunt claw on Sidney’s index finger tapped the page, “That says Soraani.”


  “Aye… So it does.” Dorias kept the knowing smile from his lips, “Read th’ entire paragr–”


  “That word is ‘Fildoma’,” the fox’s gaze slowly rose up to meet the yak’s. He didn’t say a word, but his expression said more than enough. Dorias knew… and the fox knew he knew. Sidney’s paw went to his chest where the yak knew he had been marked – despite the fact that it wasn’t glowing, they both knew what was there. When he finally did speak, the fox’s words were hesitant, and slightly uneven, “How long… have you know?”


  “About th’ same time I realized that Lord Talvin’s still alive.” Dorias watched Sidney’s expression closely as he said the words. Although the yak was nearly certain that the fox knew the truth, he realized that the young vulpine’s expression would say far more than his words… he was too genuine for anything else. Dorias was not disappointed.


  “Lord Talvin is alive?” Sidney gaped… a little too theatrically.


  “Lyin’ be not somethin’ that comes naturally to ye, Sidney,” the yak offered patiently as the fox wilted, obviously able to tell he’d been caught, “We both know Lord Talvin’s alive, an’ I think ye have some reason ye don’t discuss it.”


  Sidney shifted his posture, obviously uncomfortable at the direction the talk had gone. The fox swallowed once, then again before speaking, “I–” but Dorias raised a hand to silence him.


  “Ye don’t ’ave’ta speak on it, Sidney… ye don’t seem th’kind t’keep secrets without good reasons…” he leaned forward toward the fox with a faint smirk, “Just try t’keep em a little better in th’future.”


  The fox looked relieved immediately, but, a moment later his face contorted in confusion, “I didn’t even know you knew,” he admitted.


  Dorias winked, “Never underestimate an old yak,” and he motioned to the book, “Now let’s not talk any more o’ it…” his suggestion brought an obvious relief to the fox, whose ears almost returned to their casual position, “Keep readin’… ye gotta use th’ skill if ye wanna pick it up right… sometimes th’ ’ard stuff’s th’ most worth learnin’.”


  Sidney made several false starts as he attempted to make it through the two paragraphs that Dorias had selected. He tended to trip himself up on words with more than two syllables but, all in all, the yak was amazed at how quickly the young fox picked up his letters. It had taken Dorias years to learn more than the basic words but Sidney was a quick learner; Dorias was both amazed and humbled by that realization.


  “Aye… very good, Sidney… very good,” the yak felt a strange sense of pride as the fox completed fumbling his way through the passage, “Now keep goin’… look at th’ next one.”


  As Dorias had expected, Sidney paused, and lowered his voice as he continued reading, “Despite the many mysteries of the world, magic is by far the most studied but least understood. Among the least secretive order of practitioners are the Soraani of Vensii. Known in their native laguage as ‘Ones of Fate’, the Soraani are recognized among the kingdoms for their fortune telling. Although identifiable powers vary from Soraan to Soraan, the common element that links them are the glyphs, symbols, and runes that manifest on their bodies. These are known as a Soraan’s ‘Fildoma’.”


  The fox looked up to Dorias, cocking his head to the side, “The men who write these books must know a lot…”


  The yak chuckled softly in reaction to the fox’s declaration, “Aye, Sidney… many of th’ men ’oo write books be scholars. They know much, an’ know others ’oo can tell em things they don’t know… all for th’ purpose a puttin’ it down on paper. It’s all t’learn an’ t’ ’elp others learn.”


  “Oh…” Sidney murmured, “…wow,” and he looked back to the second paragraph, “A Soraan may have one or numerous Fildoma, but there has been no comparison made between the number of markings and the Sorran’s power. Although the way a Fildoma manifests differs from Soraan to Soraan, they can be divided into categories based on where on their body the markings show. Soraani with markings on the paws or feet, for example, tend to be more inclined toward affecting fate; those who have markings on the head and face are more adept at seeing the results of actions taken by themselves or others; Soraani with markings on the chest–”


  The fox looked up from his reading, “How do the scholars find out all of this?”


  Dorias chuckled at the comment, “Well… from my experience, Sidney, scholars ’ave a way. Whether it’s a lot of studyin’ or a lot of experimentin’ or a lot of talkin’ t’others… scholars ’ave a way.”


  “Didn’t you say your master before Lord Hector was a scholar?”


  “Aye… he was,” the yak nodded, “…of a sort.”


  Sidney placed his paw on the page to keep his place in the book, obviously looking for something else to say. The fox’s hesitation on continuing the passage was obvious, and Dorias took the hint; it was a private matter.


  “Ye ken borrow th’ book if ye like, Sidney,” the yak smiled.


  “Really?” his ears went up.


  “Aye.” Dorias chuckled softly, “I’m thinkin’ it’s best if ye know a little more about what it means t’ ’ave that mark.”


  Sidney’s tail lashed from side to side eagerly as he closed the book with his fingers still in place, “Thank you, Dorias!” he noted excitedly as he climbed back over the bench.


  “Oh, Sidney…” the yak called to him before he could run off. The fox turned around and Dorias lowered his voice for the next few words, “Fair t’say Lord Talvin be Bane?”


  Sidney paused, and hesitantly nodded, “Yeah.”


  Dorias smiled reassuringly, “Alright… off ye go.”


  The fox didn’t, rather, he stood there a moment, his paw clutching the tome, “You already read this whole page… didn’t you?”


  The yak smiled and nodded, imitating the fox’s, “Yeah.” Sidney’s ears reddened more than they already had. Dorias couldn’t help but admit that there were many traits he admired about his former slave master and the fox’s emotional transparency was just one of those. Dorias knew that helping Sidney understand himself better wouldn’t ever come close to paying the fox back for all he’d done for the yak, but the old man was a patient fellow and Sidney didn’t seem to mind having him tag along.


  Dorias had spent the past several days wondering at his motivation for helping the fox. At first, he considered repayment to be the general reason but, as time went by and they spent hours, days, and even weeks together, the yak was starting to understand a more general truth: the pride he felt when he saw Sidney succeed, he realized, must have been what a father felt for a son.


  Dorias had no children he could ever call his own; if he had any offspring at all then they were another man’s… property. Despite his years as a slave he had never had a chance to be anything more than that to anyone… until Sidney. The fox had come a long way on his own and, with luck, and some of Dorias help, he would get that much farther. Dorias would leave no legacy among children, but he had hope for Sidney.


  The fox’s Fildoma was one of the rarest, and also one of the most dangerous. He had provided Sidney a book that explained the most basic understanding of the Soraani, but kept the most detailed one to himself. All the fox would likely discover from the borrowed book was something the yak was willing to wager he already knew; Soraani such as he were linked to spirits of the recently deceased; the could sometimes recall things from memories of those with whom they could associate and, the rarest of the rare could even channel those spirits.


  It was dangerous because it often created a disconnect from the living, and more than one Soraan gave themselves over to death in favor of remaining alive. Dorias was not about to let that happen. Despite a life that could easily have broken Sidney and events that, by all rights should have ended him, the fox persevered. Sidney was still young, and he had a chance to create a happiness for himself that had not existed as short a time ago as a season past. If the yak was able to help, even in some small way, he could think of no finer way to repay what Sidney had done for him.


  * * * * * *


  The two story inn was a novelty for Maern, and an unwelcome one at that. Vensii had its share of multilevel structures, but most were built into the ground, not up above it. Something about the way the floor creaked and shifted beneath his hooves had the stallion concerned that, at any moment, the wood could give way and leave him plummeting to the real ground; Maern had never cared much for heights. Letting out a steady breath, the horse took a seat on the single strip of rug that sat at the foot of his bed. He closed his eyes, understanding that the ways of the Prossians were different than his own, and focused on finding his center.


  “The Road of the Warrior has but one destination, and that end is death,” he murmured, remembering how much that sentence had scared him back when he was an untrained colt lifting a sword for the first time. His land’s warlord had sent callers through the village where Maern had been born taking all able bodied men… and boys; he had seen ten summers, but they called on him as well. He had first heard the Warrior’s Prayer spoken by one of the men who had taken him and he was made to commit it to memory.


  “Every battle is one more step,” the prayer continued. Life, he knew, was a battle – every conflict brought with it a choice, and that choice was a fight in and of itself. Maern had won many battles in his time and he had lost more than he’d cared to consider. To him, it meant that it was one more fight behind him, and one less ahead.


  “All warriors walk this road, never knowing how many steps they may take until they reach that end.” Eyes still closed, the stallion craned his ears as the handle on the door to the room turned. The slow, meticulous opening of the door allowed Maern to realize that it was Lord Sidney – as his bonded lord the fox had a way about him… soft… almost meek. Maern had been bound before, but never to someone for whom he felt protective; Lord Sidney reminded him of a lilly growing in the early spring snow: delicate and beautiful, and in need of nurturing. The fox was also the first and only male he had ever found the world ‘beautiful’ befitting.


  “If I arrive today, then I give thanks to the warrior who ends my weary travels.” The line, Maern felt, was one of the most important passages within the prayer. Despite what side of a fight he found himself, the stallion believed with all his heart that any and every warrior on the battlefield was family. Few others in the world would ever truly understand a warrior like a fellow warrior, and for that, all were worthy of respect. Maern heard Sidney close the door quietly, latching it after he did.


  “If I bring an end to my foe’s journey then may his rest be well-earned,” he continued, heedless of his bonded lord, who, as gracefully as any dancer, moved near-silent across the floor boards. Maern knew, as a warrior, that his life was not his own to do with as he would; the only rest a warrior ever would receive would be once the fighting was done – when he fell during battle in service to his bonded lord.


  He finally opened his eyes, only to find Lord Sidney seated across from him on the rug. The fox wore a smile that should have been telling but, as with all other moments Maern had ever spent with his bonded lord, what it told was something the stallion simply couldn’t figure out.


  “If our meeting parts us on the road we both still travel–” Maern went to continue, but Lord Sidney cut him off.


  “Then I wish him well and pray he finds the end as I wish to find my own,” the fox said the words for him. Maern was astounded at how cleanly his bonded lord had managed to erase any of the normally haughty-tone with which the Prossians spoke his language. That Lord Sidney would also be so quickly to memorize the Warrior’s Prayer was nothing short of astounding – no other bonded lord the stallion had known had ever so much as bothered to try.


  “With honor.” Maern confirmed, smiling just a little to himself as Lord Sidney spoke the words with him. ‘Min sarul’, the stallion had learned, meant far more to the Vensians than the people of Pross and yet, whenever Maern doubted the kingdom he had only to look at the fox sitting across from him and realized that at least one other understood.


  The stallion’s smile grew wider and warmer as the fox blushed slightly; Maern had never known a bonded lord to blush in the way the fox could. Despite the ways in which Lord Sidney seemed feminine, he was just as much a man… perhaps the most courageous the stallion had ever met. Despite Lord Sidney’s small frame and gentle ways the fox was willing to subject himself to danger for those he cared about – and that, surprisingly included Maern.


  Although Lord Hector had explained to the stallion that the ways of Pross were different from Vensii, Maern had seen enough to know that the men and women called ‘slaves’ were not so different from warriors in that they were tools for those who claimed them. The fact the Prossians’ bodies were used for more than war seemed unspectacular compared to the understanding that anyone could be a slave… but in Vensii not everyone could be a warrior.


  “Gralz is asleep,” the stallion announced, motioning with a faint incline of his nose toward the sleeping wolverine; he had passed out nearly an hour before, and, as far as Maern could tell, he was dead to the world. The stallion hadn’t been able to sleep so soundly in any recollection he had.


  “Oh…” Lord Sidney acknowledged, eyes glancing to the wolverine then back to the stallion, lowering his voice, “Okay,” and he smiled, “I just came to say hello,” and, following that up, he grinned wider, “Hello, Maern,” the fox spoke softly in Vensian. It was the kind of greeting reserved for friends, not for a bond lord to his bonded warrior. Despite the way in which Lord Sidney spoke to him, or perhaps because of it, the stallion respected him greatly.


  “Hell-oh, Lord Sid-ney.” Maern sounded the words out in Prossian. It was a strange language, with a flowery quality that couldn’t be found anywhere in his native tongue. It reminded him of the fox seated before him.


  His bonded lord’s smile lessened just a little at the greeting. Tilting his head inquisitively to the side, Lord Sidney blinked, “Why do you say that?” he asked, the words flowing from him in Vensian as if he’d been born to them.


  “Say what?” the stallion inquired, his own ears raising.


  “You say ‘Lord Sid-ney’,” the fox responded, imitating his tone and voice with the Prossian word for ‘lord’.


  “Is it being spoken poorly?” Maern inquired, “Your forgiveness if it is.”


  “You could just call me Sidney,” his bonded lord replied, “Like everyone else.”


  “Everyone else is everyone else,” the stallion countered.


  “Why do you even call me ‘Lord Sidney’?” the fox asked, dropping the imitation of Maern’s tone as he questioned him candidly.


  “Is that a bad title to use here?” the warrior inquired, “What does a bound warrior call his bond lord in Pross?”


  “A what?” Lord Sidney inquired, his face scrunching up slightly as his ears twisted inward. Maern had long since come to recognize the expression as one of confusion; he had witnessed it often enough.


  “How is it spoken in Prossian?” the stallion paused, then shrugged, “Lord,” he spoke in Prossian, “That is the right word… yes?”


  “Lord,” the fox repeated in Vensian, “But I am not your lord.”


  “In what sense?” the stallion asked. Sidney paused, his face scrunching again as he slowly repeated the Vensian words; Maern realized that his wording had confused his bonded lord, “What do you mean?” he tried again.


  “Lord Hector was your lord.” Sidney responded, “But he freed you.”


  “Lord Heck-tor was your Lord.” Maern countered, “…and I was not his to free.”


  “What do you mean?” it was Sidney’s turn to use the words, and he quickly followed up with “In what sense?”


  “Lord Heck-tor said you paid to have me taken from the place he called ‘The Slave Pits’,” the stallion said calmly, resting a hand on either of his knees as he watched the fox for a reaction or recollection; he got one.


  “That was with his money.” Lord Sidney responded simply.


  “Yes.” Maern nodded in return, “But your decision.”


  “But… it wasn’t a decision,” the fox countered, “It was a…” he paused, frustration playing across his delicate features; the stallion maintained maintained a neutral position to his face to avoid drawing attention to how much he enjoyed his bonded lord’s expressions, “The right word isn’t known to me.”


  Maern knew precisely the word his bonded lord was seeking, “It was a ‘compulsion’.”


  Lord Sidney repeated it twice, then nodded, offering up the same word in Prossian, “Yes,” he confirmed, “It was a compulsion.”


  “Why were you compelled?” the stallion asked plainly.


  The fox had several false-starts in his attempt to explain. At first, Maern thought that it may have been a grasp of the Vensian language that his bonded lord lacked but, the stallion quickly realized that it was more of an emotional issue as Lord Sidney began to tear up. “The…” the fox spoke quietly, “The way they were treating you… it wasn’t something I could bear to witness, and… and it had to be stopped.”


  “Yes.” Maern nodded, inclining his head with reverence, “And that is why you are my bond lord, my lord.”


  Sidney’s face scrunched up again in confusion, one ear falling sideways, “That makes no sense,” he spoke quietly.


  “It makes all sense.” Maern countered, “Lord Heck-tor said that death was what awaited me if I had not been purchased… I was what he called a ‘lot sevin-tin’.”


  “Lot seventeen.” Sidney corrected, then paused, going pale, whispering Prossian words out in a heavy breath before switching back to Vensian, “…the rumors were true then.”


  “Rumors?” Maern raised his ears in what he’d come to understand as polite questioning among the Prossians; to him it felt needlessly insistent.


  “Slaves always said that the slavers had a way to mark the ones that they weren’t going to keep trying to sell… and…” he swallowed what was obviously a hint of discomfort that had found its way into his voice, “…and I guess it makes sense that they would save it for the last lot of any…” the fox paused, and used a Prossian word, “auction,” then quickly added, “I don’t know the right Vensian word for a place people go and try to outdo others on how much they would like to pay for something.”


  “Haggling?” Maern offered.


  “Haggling is what buyers do with sellers… but an ‘auction’ is where many buyers keep offering more and more so they can get what the seller has to sell and–” the fox sighed and rolled his eyes, “Never mind… I’m not very good at explaining things.”


  “No, Lord Sid-ney… I understand,” the stallion offered with a patient smile.


  “What I mean is – how does buying you from the pit make me a lord?” the fox questioned, both ears facing forward once again.


  “You saved my life.” Maern offered calmly, “And you paid coin for me.”


  “That makes you a slave.” Lord Sidney stated simply, “…and Lord Hector already said you aren’t one anymore.”


  “I am a warrior,” the stallion declared, “There is no word for ‘slave’ in Vensian,” he explained, the Prossian word had always felt strange in his muzzle, and he did not care for what he knew it to mean, “You paid for me with coin, and you have saved my life… those are two of three reasons for me to be bound to you, Lord Sidney.”


  “But it wasn’t even my coin,” the fox offered in a tone that spoke for his concern over the difference despite the fact that Maern felt none.


  “Coin belongs to no man,” the stallion responded, “My last bond lord purchased me from a dungeon. He used coin he had taken from a travel after killing him. That you should use coin that was freely given to you makes no difference.”


  Maern had always found great wisdom in the way Lord Sidney took the time to consider his words. While lesser men might have called the fox thick or hesitant, the stallion was amazed at how much effort his bond lord put into considering what he wanted to say. When Lord Sidney finally did speak, his next comment was both obvious and insightful, “Whose coin it is doesn’t matter… the fact that I was willing to part with it is why I’m your bond lord.”


  “One of three reasons, yes,” the stallion nodded.


  “And the second was because I saved your life.” Lord Sidney reiterated.


  “Yes, Lord Sid-ney.” Maern bowed his head again, “The way of the warrior is mind, body, and soul,” he explained, “A warrior may only achieve peace in the afterlife if he is willing to endure chaos and pain in life. We face the battlefield because we are warriors and, in so doing, we secure a place for our souls when our path in life comes to an end.”


  “I… I paid for your body…” Lord Sidney hesitated on the words, as if they held a different meaning for him, “and… when I did I saved your soul?”


  “Yes, Lord Sid-ney. With the purchase of my body you secure my soul,” the stallion smiled, having been told the way of the warrior on many occasions, but rarely had he ever had the opportunity to explain it… and never to a non-warrior. It felt reaffirming to discuss his faith with the only bond lord that treated him as something more than he was. “My bond to you is because you have saved my life – by choosing me I likewise choose you, and so we are bound,” he attempted to keep the words simple, as his bond lord was not familiar with Vensian.


  It seemed to be enough, because the fox was nodding, “Then… you are… bonded to me?”


  “Yes, my Lord.” Maern confirmed, gazing straight into the fox’s glimmering green eyes, “Mind, body, and soul, I am your tool… your weapon… your shield.”


  Lord Sidney slowly stood, rising up so he could look at Maern in the eyes; the stallion could not remember the last time the fox had done so without immediately turning away. Something about the fox’s gaze was enthralling, almost hypnotizing, and he was surprised that he could suddenly no more manage to look away than his bond lord had been able to hold the stallions gaze when they had first met.


  “Can I release you from your bond?” the fox spoke at length, slowly reaching out a paw to rest on Maern’s forearm.


  The stallion felt his ears jump to attention in concern, “Have I offended you, my Lord?”


  “No.” Lord Sidney’s tone was calm, and strangely soothing when combined with the odd, almost otherworldly smile, “I just cannot think that anyone should have to be sworn to another for any reason.”


  “I…” Maern was at a loss, “I do not understand.”


  “You say you are bound to me,” the fox said quietly, “and that you are mine. But I don’t want a tool… or a weapon… or a shield,” he cleared his throat hesitantly, his voice cracking faintly, “I want a friend. I want you to be free and happy.”


  Maern’s ears turned more fully toward his bond lord, “You doubt that I am not already free and happy, Lord Sid-ney?”


  “You are bound…” the fox murmured, eyes finally quitting the gaze as he released his hold on the stallion’ arm; Maern somehow felt less for it.


  “Lord Heck-tur has freed you…” he offered, extending his hand to rest it on the fox’s shoulder, “and you still travel with him.”


  “I am a free man.” Lord Sidney nodded, his tail lashing with obvious joy at being able to say it, “It’s my choice.”


  “If you freed me from my bond,” Maern stated firmly, “then I would still travel with you.”


  The fox half-nodded at that, then paused. The stallion watched his bond lord’s eyes gleam faintly, a soft, inner-greenish light creating a corona of illumination, and he heard Lord Sidney’s next breath as he spoke words in Prossian, “But he’s a slave, Tharis… you heard him say he–”


  Maern snapped Lord Sidney from the Soraan trance by giving his shoulder a soft squeeze. The fox blinked twice and returned his gaze to the stallion, “It is by my will that I am bound to you, my Lord. Freedom or no, I am by your side.”


  The fox’s ears reddened and his tail tucked ever-so-slightly, “I…” Lord Sidney paused, then tried again, “What did I do to deserve someone like you?” Maern was not surprised to see that his bond lord’s eyes were damp.


  The horse smiled; Lord Sidney truly was an amazing man, “You are you,” he responded, “And that is all you need to be.”


  The fox took a step closer and, before the stallion realized it, had him in an embrace. Lord Sidney didn’t sob or sniffle, he simply remained where he was, his muzzle pressed against Maern’s shoulder, arms wrapped around his neck. It took a few moments for the stallion to realize how much the fox must have thought of him for such a personal act, and he remained patiently still as his bond lord gave physical form to that fondness.


  “Hey… horse,” the voice was spoken from somewhere, but not in any direction that Maern could discern. It was a voice he had heard back within the stables, but not since the owner of it had died in the arena. He felt Sidney’s chest against his own, the freezing burn of the fox’s glyph was unmistakable, and the surreal mind-fog that accompanied the tingles throughout his body made the voice that much more real, “Hug him back, you thick-headed dolt.” Maern had not known Tharis for long, but the direct comment sounded very much like him.


  Sliding his arms around the slight form of his bond lord was an awkward action for Maern to undertake; he hadn’t embraced another man since his father, and that was over fifteen years past. It was embarrassing in a way, and alien. The way the fox melted within his arms, however felt so very different, and the emotions it raised within him were more than confusing… even so, the soft smile he felt against his shoulder made it all worth while.


  At length, Lord Sidney disengaged, the fox’s stance slightly askew as he pulled at his open vest, covering up the Fildoma that identified him as much more than the dainty, unassuming fox most thought him to be. “Good night, Maern.”


  “Goodnight, my lor–” but the stallion’s words stopped coming when Sidney went up to his tip toes and pressed his muzzle to the horse’s. If the hug had stunned Maern, the kiss was enough to bring every last thought in his mind to a screeching halt. Lord Sidney pulled back almost as quickly as he’d engaged the action, ears reddening immediately before he took a quick step away, turning about and heading immediately to the door.


  Maern watched him leave, coming to the realization that Lord Sidney would keep him guessing far longer than any other man ever had – not only was he uncertain about the fox but, based on his body’s unexpected response to his bond lord’s closeness, he was, for the first time in a long time, just a little uncertain of himself. He found the usually frustrating situation surprisingly… Sidney-like.


  Epilogue (The End)


  

  Hector sat on his bed gazing down at the signet ring he held in the palm of his hand. Even knowing its significance, the small silver loop of metal still failed to bring about the awe in him that it deserved. In fact, since the demise of Lord Levid, all it instilled in him was a sense of failure. The stag let out a sigh and set the piece of jewelery on the nightstand. In some small way, it was funny to think that it had been both a gift and a curse, given to him by the very king he had sought to bring to heel.


  Death had never been a part of the plan but, he realized far too late, it was part of someone else’s. Hector had mistakenly believed that Talvin had sought the same goal as he and, throughout the preparations and maneuverings there was no indication that the wolf wanted anything different. In the end, however, Hector had mistaken Talvin’s true motivations… something the stag had recently begun to realize was a common theme among his optimistic evaluations of others.


  The scroll Hector picked out of his traveling pack was relatively new but it was well-worn from its continued use. Not a day went by when the stag didn’t open it; in fact, he unfurled it for the third time since they had arrived at the inn. He gazed at the lettering, prepared in his own hand; the scroll was a list, compiled over the course of a dozen-and-more years. Names of slaves and their statistics crossed the page in clean lines, always culminating in a listing of “Lot 17”, followed by the reason for the slaves’ supposed defections.


  Some of the older names had long-since begun to fleck and the pigment was decidedly lighter than the newer ones. More than a few of the slaves on the list had been lined-out; whether due to natural causes or unforeseen events, a good number of them had died… sadly, far too many of the line-outs were recent. Hector considered each crossed-out name – twenty seven in total. He sighed, reflecting yet again that they had been his responsibility, “So blind,” he whispered quietly, drawing his finger across one of the stricken names: Ulric.


  Hector remembered the day he had purchased the lion. He had been a mangy wisp of a slave, half starved, and beaten within an inch of his life. The stag’s contacts within the pit said that the lion had brought it upon himself, being unruly. He had been stand accused of killing another of his former master’s slaves, and was remorseless and unrepentant. Purchasing Ulric had been easy enough – he was a Lot 17 and sold at a bargain, coppers-for-crowns.


  At the time, Hector thought that circumstances likely drove the lion to the act… and during the many years in which Ulric had served him, the stag was sorry to say that he often overlooked the lion’s most extreme dealings. Hector had done a great disservice by reasoning it away or convincing himself that the slave master was improving. Now, with Ulric’s blood on his hands, he was forced to see the truth: no amount of care or compassion would have been enough to redeem the lion.


  Hector paused as he looked at the next name on the list and shook his head, setting the scroll back down. Finneas had been one of his most loyal slaves. The mouse was ever willing to do anything and everything required by the stag, and made a show of eagerness, if not downright joy. Despite the many slaves skilled at appearing obedient, to Finneas, it was no act; he truly was happy to please and wanted nothing more than to be his favorite slave. Looking back on the rise and fall of the mouse within his household, the stag shivered at how far-too-familiar the tale was compared to his prior master.


  At the time, the Hector wasn’t aware exactly what the reason “extremely covetous” meant when it came to the Lot 17 explanation provided. Even during the years in which Finneas served him with complete and total loyalty all the stag could assume was that the mouse might have issues with kleptomania… though the fact that nothing ever went missing should have convinced him otherwise. It wasn’t until Hector’s most trusted slave began feeling he was second favorite that understanding finally struck – in a way the stag had thought unimaginable.


  Though it was likely that few others understood the reason behind Finneas’ uprising, Hector had managed to decipher it all too clearly. As far as he could tell, the stag believed with a fair amount of conviction that others blamed the revolt on Ulric… but in his heart of hearts, Hector finally realized the level of jealousy of which Finneas had been capable; striving to be the most desired and most appreciated of a household then suddenly believing that someone else could come along and take that attention of his master in a matter of days, “Extremely covetous” didn’t even begin to cover what must have been a desperate obsession.


  The stag stood and refolded the parchment, shaking out his extremities as he forced the self-reproach from his mind; he would have time enough to condemn his blindness once those in his care were safe. Ulric, Finneas, Wragol, Vannik… they were all ultimately responsible for their own shortcomings; Hector was not and could not possibly hope to protect everyone… especially from themselves – Levid was a perfect example of that. Letting out a breath, the stag pushed that thought aside as well, “I will not do this,” he vowed aloud to himself.


  Choosing instead to keep busy, Hector set down the scroll on his night stand and slowly eased his door open. Gazing up and down the hall, the stag saw that there was little activity at such a late hour. He closed and secured the door behind himself and carefully moved to the staircase, picking his way down one step at a time until he could catch snippets of conversations going on down below.


  The common room was all but vacant, though the stag could still see several patrons up and about. While the general visitors to the inn managed to attract some of Lord Hector’s attention, the majority of his focus was on a trio of kingdom soldiers seated near the door. None of the group had seen him, and none appeared particularly interested in anything aside from their low-toned conversation… one that was not nearly as quiet as they probably thought it was.


  “…and with the throne empty most of the Lords’re more interested in consolidating power than shoring up patrols,” stated the largest of the three, a broad shouldered, heavy-looking rhino with his fair share of battle wounds.


  “Who’s covering the roads then?” asked the soldier with his back to the stairs; Hector couldn’t get a clear view of the speaker, but he assumed the man was likely a dog breed.


  “Bandits,” answered the third, a sour-faced, aging black bear. He took a swig from the mug in his paw and wiped his muzzle with the back of his free arm, “Fuckin’ deserters are fleein’ the battle lines to the north and none of the lords are willin’ to help keep order in the heartland… the king might not’ve been the best in all history, but he was a lot better than all this chaos.”


  “Hard to keep men on the battlefield if they’re not getting any pay,” the rhino countered, “Lords only pay the men who’re securing their positions.”


  “Yeah…” the dog responded, “It’s not like the king pays the commissions anyway… you’d think the treasurer died or somethin,” he snickered, “But you can’t really blame the Lords for holdin’ back their troops – after the last few weeks the ones left alive are more worried about keepin’ their heads than any far off battle with the lizards.”


  “That’s our battle too,” the bear growled, his voice raising in volume as he spoke, “I spent two years there… lost good men. If the Lords think they can just–”


  The stag about-faced at that point and made his way back up the stairs. The news wasn’t far from what he’d expected, but it still didn’t sit well with him. The soldiers all had good points, and he was among the subjects of their scorn; when everything started falling apart he ran. The stag had reasoned at the time that he needed to protect those under his care but, if that was true, so close to the border with Vensii, why was he still running? He wasn’t a Prossian, so why should he owe the kingdom anything?


  Sighing, Hector realized that he wouldn’t be able to reason away his conscience, and so he opened his room with a heavy heart; he had a decision to make and it would not be an easy one. That decision, however, suddenly had to be delayed – Sidney was seated at the small table in his chamber, ears up, eyes facing directly at the stag, “Hello, Lord Hector,” the fox offered in a demure yet somehow forward tone.


  “Sidney?” the stag paused in the doorway, “What are you doing up so late?”


  “Thinking, Ma–” the fox paused and quickly corrected himself, “Lord Hector,” he smiled, standing slowly so he could circle the chair to stand next to it; Sidney’s green eyes flickered in the candle light, a vibrant vitality alive within them. The stag didn’t miss that his former slave was wearing the fine clothing he had gifted to him.


  “Thinking?” Hector closed the door behind himself, “That is a past time that can be enjoyed at any hour, but I would wager that it would do you more good in the morning when you are better rested.”


  “Tomorrow would be too late to think about tonight.” Sidney’s voice flowed from him like silk on satin. The fur on the back of the stag’s neck began to stand on end as the fox drifted toward him, his steps not making so much as a sound on the wooden floorboards.


  Although Sidney was often prone to fits of clumsiness when addled, Hector was surprised to see the alacrity and grace with which the fox closed the distance, but was even more taken aback when the former slave master’s arms found their way around his neck, “Sid–”


  “Shh…” the fox whispered quietly, raising a single, black-furred digit to press against the end of the stag’s muzzle as he giggled. Surprisingly, Hector found himself obediently complying.


  Moments later, the stag found himself on the bed, his back pressed against the comforter as Sidney leaned over him, vest falling off as if it were water running off a duck’s back. The fox climbed atop him and, before Hector could say a word, the fox’s muzzle was pressed to his. It was a very forward kiss, and the stag was surprised to say the least, especially with his prior experience involving the meek fox. The lingering taste of alcohol on Sidney’s tongue confirmed Hector’s suspicions.


  “Sidney–” he managed to get the entire name out before the finger found its way back to his muzzle.


  “Shhh…” Sidney repeated, letting out a little giggle again as he did so and, suddenly, the fox’s loin cloth was also on the ground, “Your Sorra’s over… you don’t have to be a monk anymore.”


  “Stop.” Hector stated in a firm voice. Despite the fox’s dominant position astride him, Sidney quickly backpedaled, dismounting to the side before sliding off the bed and onto the floor. The stag saw a hint of confusion, embarrassment, and hurt in the fox’s features, “You’re drunk.” Hector announced.


  “Drunk off of you.” Sidney offered a seductive smile, tail brushing across his body suggestively as he attempted to recover from the rebuke.


  “Drunk off of alcohol.” Hector countered, sitting up as he looked to the fox with a hint of accusation in his gaze.


  Sidney swallowed, a chink of uncertainty peeking through his carefully crafted demeanor “…a little.”


  The stag reached up and took one of the fox’s paws in his, “Why?”


  “Choel…” Sidney cleared his throat hesitantly, “…told me that it’s called ‘liquid courage’… and…” he looked away, his ears lowering and reddening, “…I really… hoped…” the fox fidgeted, tail fully tucking, “Without your Sorra, you… might… want…”


  “No,” the stag noted with certainty. He was able to pin point the exact moment the word made it through Sidney’s drunken haze, and he imagined he could hear the sound of a fissure cracking the fox’s heart, “Not like this,” he quickly added.


  Sidney’s ears slowly rose and Hector saw his drunken brain attempt to work through any sense or reasoning, “Like… what?”


  “Sidney… my dear Sidney…” the stag pulled the fox closer and reached a hand up to touch the side of his face, “I could never be with–”


  “A male?”


  “–someone impaired by alcohol.” Hector raised his muzzle and pressed it gently to Sidney’s forehead, “It is not right.”


  “But…” the fox slowly sunk to his knees, resting his chin on the stag’s thigh, “… without the liquid courage–”


  “Lash it, Sidney.” Hector smiled, using the slave vulgarity for the fox’s benefit; it did end up getting his attention, “You do not need any more courage… you have accomplished what few can, and I know for certain that you are no coward,” he slowly stood, raising Sidney up as he did so, “You do not need alcohol.”


  “I…” the fox looked away.


  Hector leaned forward and kissed the fox atop his head again, “Do you desire my company?” he inquired softly.


  Sidney smiled, eyes slowly migrating back to the stag, “Yes…”


  “Then stay here tonight, in this room.”


  The fox looked immediately confused, “But, you said–”


  “Just to sleep.” Hector clarified.


  Sidney blinked, his mind working through the suggestion, “In the morning, when I’m not drunk, then we–”


  The stag smiled, “You will have a horrible hangover, Sidney.”


  “I wouldn’t mind,” the fox insisted, slowly disengaging from the stag before falling sideways into the bed.


  “You say that now…” Hector chuckled, slowly helping Sidney climb under the covers.


  “If I still want to, then?” the fox yawned.


  “We’ll see,” the stag had never been one to lie, but he realized that his answer came as close to it as he would ever manage. Sidney was asleep in mere moments, and Hector was left to his self-reproach; Sidney would awaken in the morning to find him gone… not just from the room, but from the inn itself.


  Listening to the soft breaths from the fox, Lord Hector sat down at his desk and pulled out a fresh piece of parchment. He unstopped the ink well and set the quill in it, then slowly stood and moved back to the bed. He tentatively reached out a hand and placed it gently against the fox’s chest.


  “You think he’s ready,” the deep, rumbling voice was neither judgmental nor accusatory in its observation.


  “I know he is.” Hector responded at a whisper, easing his weight down onto the mattress beside the fox as he maintained contact with Sidney’s Fildoma.


  “…are you?”


  The stag was surprised when he realized there was dampness on his cheeks, “Honestly?” he released a breath and shook his head helplessly, “I do not know.”


  “You’re going back… aren’t you?” Tharis spoke. Hector blinked through his tear-filled eyes, almost able to make out the hazy apparition seated on the large night stand across from him as if it were a small foot stool.


  “I cannot let Pross fall apart,” the stag responded, slowly turning to gaze down at Sidney, “And I can not protect him now… not anymore.”


  “You told me the prayer of Vensian warriors once.” Tharis said calmly, “About being on a road and parting ways.”


  Hector nodded, not trusting his voice to come out in an even tone; he hadn’t let it show, but Tharis’ death had not been easy on him. Tharis had been a friend and a confidant. They knew one another’s secrets but thought none the less of one each other for them. Despite being master and slave, Hector always saw Tharis on equal footing, and the bull had never accepted anything less. By leaving Sidney, Hector realized that he would be saying more than one goodbye.


  “He will do great things,” the bull acknowledged, gazing down at the sleeping fox, “…and so will you, Hector.”


  The stag nodded, letting the tears flow freely as he slowly removed his fingers from Sidney’s marking’ the soft glow faded away into nothing, “If our meeting parts us on the road we both still travel, then I wish him well and pray he finds the end as I wish to find my own: Min sarul,” he whispered the words, and returned to his desk.


  It took Hector several minutes to compose himself but, when he finally did, the letter quickly took shape.


  “Sidney,


  Fate touches our lives in more ways than a Sorra. At times we are all called to do things that we could not foresee. These things are neither asked of us nor demanded… they simply are, and must be. We each now face such a situation, and the events going on around us will change the world in ways we cannot possibly imagine.


  You are a free man now, Sidney, and that means more than following your own will. Being free means that you are responsible for your own actions and will ultimately be accountable for what you choose, and not the decisions of someone else. This is both empowering, and imprisoning… but do not be trapped by your doubts because I can think of no one else who could handle what lays ahead better than you.


  Vensii must be your destination, my friend, as it is the only place where you can find those who can help you figure out more about who you are and what you are yet to become. Yours is a rare gift and one that you must nurture. While I cannot order this of you, I can ask it, and I hope you will take my council into consideration. I truly wish you well.


  Please do not follow me, Sidney. I know you wish to continue to serve me, and, as a free man you have the right to choose your course of action. Respect my same right, and do not come after me. My road is a dangerous one and I cannot expect you to subject yourself to any further harm. If I know Maern as well as I believe I do he will be of great aid to you. Dorias has already confirmed that he wishes to see you to safety before he will even think of parting ways, so simply know that you need not make this journey alone.


  With this letter I have included my signet ring. It was a gift from someone I knew, and it holds less meaning to me than I know it will have for you. Let it be known that you are not my slave – you are my heir. Neither by birth nor marriage, but by my right as a Lord of Pross, I give you my name, Sidney Desanti, as I can think of no other man alive I would desire more greatly to call family.


  Whether or not we are ready for great things, we must accept the fact that these times expect them of us. My heart goes with you, my friend, and know that, while I regret being forced to leave these words on parchment rather than speaking them to you, just know that this is not an easy thing for me, and I am forced to muster all my resolve lest I give in and allow you to accompany me on the path ahead. I know, however, that this is MY path, and my path alone.


  Your road will take you elsewhere, Sidney… it will take you somewhere great. I have no doubt that you are meant for finer things than what life has given to you. Some time in the future we will meet again, and I will be able to say that you have come farther than anyone ever could have thought possible… anyone other than me.


  There is no limit to what you can accomplish, my friend; even the heavens are within your reach. Sidney, your future will shine with the light of a thousand torches, and I hope to be there when you turn the world on its heels for ever having doubted you.


  Hector Desanti”


  The stag finished off his letter and, as the ink dried, he carefully collected his signet ring from his nightstand and set it atop the parchment. Letting out a steadying breath and drawing a finger across the bottom of his eyes to banish the tears, Hector took hold of his cloak and exited the room. He realized he could not wait until the morning to depart, and so he made his exit, hoping that Sidney would understand that he was not being abandoned – he was being truly liberated.


  * * * * * *


  Bane frowned as he gazed at himself in the mirror. The past several weeks had seen the first several steps made on a plan that had taken years to prepare. Lord Levid the usurper had fallen victim to his fate and the kingdom of Pross was in upheaval. Despite his victory, the wolf realized that his time as Lord Talvin had come to an end and his persona Bane’s rise as a hero to the masses meant that it was not easy for him to travel incognito, “…not without a little aid, at the very least,” he reminded himself.


  Turning his head one way then the other, Bane inspected his face; he’d always admired the amber color of his eyes, but the commanding, memorable nature of the hue simply wouldn’t suit him if he wanted to go unnoticed. He slowly pulled the thick leather riding gloves from his right paw and took a deep breath. He focused, reaching out for the faint pulse of the world around him. It was a talent he’d fought hard to develop and it had served him well. His naked paw felt a cool breeze that didn’t exist and, moments later, the numerous runes covering his flesh burst into life, blazing brightly with the same green that he saw glowing within the reflection of his eyes.


  Letting the ebb and flow of the world’s pulse fade from his ears, the wolf slid the glove back onto his paw. The marks disappeared beneath the leather and his eyes ceased their vibrant glow… yet still the green remained. Bane gazed back at his reflection, looking at himself out of one eye before rotating his head to inspect at his profile from the other direction. White wolves weren’t particularly common, but most wouldn’t glance twice at him… not when he didn’t have the iconic predator hue to his eyes. It was only then that a faint twinge in the back of his mind made him pause.


  Like a spider following the vibration of a web back to a trapped fly, Bane spread his senses out beyond the scope of his body, using a painstakingly trained talent to identify which of his carefully woven alarms had been tripped. The forewarning gave him just enough time to turn to the door and cock the hammer on his fusil. The firearm was not accurate at long range, but it would do the job in the small room. He raised his paw as the knob turned, but a chilling tingle flowed from his palm and up his wrist; he held his shot.


  The enormous cloaked figure quickly entered the door and immediately shut it. Thick furs, more suited for an arctic excursion rather than late fall hung down the barely recognizable hulking form, “You are early.” Bane noted, slowly lowering his arm, “And you didn’t announce yourself,” he added, turning away from the mirror and moving to the tray of mostly untouched food seated on his dresser.


  Ian simply waved the comment away with a motion from his talon. The Sarvestinian began the lengthy process of untangling himself from the layers of padding. While any of the lizard people caught in the kingdoms would be put immediately to death, Bane had learned long ago that Ian was quite passable as a bear if he wore a cloak, his tail was hidden, and his legs were wrapped with enough fur. Since then, the lizard had become much more adept at blending… when necessary.


  “The innkeeper suspects something?” the wolf inquired, glancing back to Ian, who was finally pulling the tightly wrapped hide off from around his ankles. The lizard looked up, red eyes peering back at him; Ian offered a single, succinct nod, discarded the fur on the floor, and went to the tray to look at Bane’s leftovers, “Of course,” the wolf acknowledged, “You are welcome to them,” at which point Ian began ravenously devouring the cold meal.


  Bane moved to the reptile’s side and rested a paw on his shoulder, “Show me.” Closing his eyes, the wolf opened himself to Ian’s presence. It had startled him the first time they had connected – the Sarvistinian’s ability to share images and thoughts as easily as words had left him weak and disquieted, but, after enough time and experience it felt as natural as breathing.


  The wolf saw what Ian had witnessed, the two sheep talking quietly together. The Sarvistinians neither saw nor heard the world as a mammal from the kingdoms would and it had taken many years for Bane to be able to decipher it; in the end, he realized that the inn keeper and his wife would attempt to drug him in the morning and make off with him before anyone else noticed. They had recognized not only him, but Dorias and Maern, “Remaining together is causing us even more trouble,” he announced to the lizard, removing his paw from his companion’s scaled shoulder.


  Ian turned toward him, the slitted pupils of his red eyes expanding into a diamond shape. Bane smiled, “I concur,” the wolf acknowledged to the unspoken suggestion, and slowly drew the glove from his paw, “Though you know how Hector feels about violence…” he closed his eyes, feeling for the living pulse of the world once more, “so we will have to show restraint.”


  Rather than accept the flow of the world into himself, the wolf instead chose to follow it with his mind. Although very few of the uninitiated realized that the Soraani were not all from Vensii, the fact that the Tenvierian wolf knew the ways of fate was not at all uncommon… especially not within his family. Despite all of his skill, he also knew the limitations of toying with fate – his time as a slave instilled that knowledge more fully than anything else ever could.


  Shaking the thought from his mind, he continued to sift through the numerous paths of likelihood, possibility, and eventuality until he found what he was after. Despite his closed eyes, Bane could see his paw through his eyelids as he raised it into his field of view, illuminated clearly by the glyphs. Reaching out, he gently curled one of the ephemeral lines of cause-and-effect around his finger and gave it a faint tug. A vibration ran down the glowing string and out of sight. Opening his eyes, Bane had just long enough to slide his paw back into its glove before he heard the sound of ceramic shatter somewhere in the common room down below.


  The unremarkable accident set into motion a series of events that nobody could have foreseen… at least, not without the aptitude that Bane called his own. Two minutes passed in what could have been mistaken as inactivity, but the wolf knew better. He nodded to Ian, who had since moved to the doorway. Upon Bane’s next nod, the Servestinian opened the door, reached out, and grabbed the inn keeper’s wife by the apron and pulled her into the room.


  “Wha’ in th’name o’–” she gasped, but she went silent when her eyes met Ian’s. Bane quickly pressed his gloved paws to his ears and began humming to himself an old song taught to him what felt like ages ago by his brother. Even through the wall of self-created white noise the wolf felt the unmistakable tingling sensation of Ian at work. Bane had only ever heard Ian’s voice once, but it was something that he would never be able to forget. He was pulled from his musings before his song finished by the light touch of a talon on his shoulder.


  Looking up and uncovering his ears, Bane saw that the ewe stood in the middle of the room, slack jawed and cloudy-eyed. Upon receiving a simple nod from Ian, Bane stood and moved to the sheep woman, “You have decided that Bane and his companions are too dangerous to consider confronting,” he noted calmly.


  “They be too dangerous t’consider confrontin’.” She murmured the words.


  “Instead,” Bane continued, “you suggest to your husband that you let them leave in peace.”


  “Den… we need t’leave em in peace… they be too dangerous t’consider confrontin’,” she droned blankly.


  “Good…” he nodded, “Very good,” he paused, glancing to Ian, meeting the Sarvestinian’s gaze then sighed before looking back to her, “And you will prepare an entire boar for breakfast,” he eyed the lizard, who nodded firmly with contentment, “A cow for dessert as well? …glutton,” the wolf chided, then looked back to the ewe, “Do you understand, my dear?”


  “Mebee they’ll overlook us if’n we feed em a ’ole boar, Den… we ’ave a boar, right?” she mumbled to herself, “A cow too… they’ll leave ’appy an’ think the world o’ us… leave without causing a problem…” Bane silently rolled his eyes when he realized the inn keeper’s wife took his joke for direction.


  Ian did not laugh… he never laughed, but Bane could tell that her words put him in good humor, “Alright…” the wolf noted flatly, “You may dismiss her.” The lizard blinked, and the sheep woman slowly about-faced and exited the room, broken pitcher still in her hand; Ian closed the door behind her.


  The wolf moved to sit down on his bed and he glanced to his companion. The lizard gazed back for a moment, his pupils becoming mere slits within his red orbs once again, “Lord Hector will be visiting me in minutes.” Bane declared, “Do you wish to stay?” Ian’s gaze remained leveled at him and the wolf shook his head in response to the unasked question, “No… his Sorra is at an end but he has no interest in me… he’ll be coming to talk.”


  In answer to Bane’s question, Ian sat down in a chair next to the door; the sturdy wood creaked beneath his weight. The wolf casually pulled a treated wooden case out of his belongings, smiling to himself as he considered the jealous reptile; the Sarvestinian had not been pleased at the thought of the stag visiting, but he’d relaxed visibly when he realized that the visit was platonic – strangely, Bane recalled, Ian had not been as intolerant of Sidney during the fox’s visit to the estate despite the fact that the lizard readily knew what was involved. A knock at the door ended his musings.


  “Please do come in,” the wolf hailed his visitor with supreme courtesy. Ian reached over and opened the door, permitting the stag entry into the room. Bane looked his former master up and down, taking careful note of the fact that he had his travel cloak on and was carrying a pack, “Going somewhere?” the wolf smirked, realizing that Hector was hardly trying to hide his intention.


  “Good evening, my friend.” Lord Hector offered simply not bothering to answer the question. He inclined his head slightly to Bane then turned to offer the same to Ian, “Hello again, Ian.” The lizard responded with a flick from the end of his tail, and the wolf didn’t miss the way that that Ian watched their visitor – like a hawk; Bane was sure that the Sarvestinian enjoyed the view as much as he.


  “I was hoping you would stop by before you left,” the wolf offered amicably, “Returning to Pross, I assume?” he slid a small table between himself and Lord Hector, letting his question hang unanswered as he continued the small talk, “I brought my chess set, and Ian really isn’t much of a challenge… I am beginning to believe that he truly does hate the game.” Bane offered a toothy smile.


  Lord Hector nodded again to the reptile then looked back to Bane, moving a chair over to the opposite side of the table from him before taking a seat, “I would imagine that he never had to consider strategy in combat… most of his foes would rather flee than face him anyway.”


  Bane chuckled, letting a smile play across his muzzle before setting his pieces in place, “It makes a great difference having the right kind of help,” the wolf watched as the stag finished setting up his own wooden soldiers, “Wouldn’t you agree?” he watched his former master glance at him, and then back to his own pieces, “By all means, my friend… please, take the first move.” Bane acknowledged, setting his paws on either side of the board.


  The stag moved a pawn, “Come with me… back to Pross,” he requested.


  Bane smiled at Hector’s directness, and likewise moved a pawn of his own, “Sadly, I cannot… I will be accompanying your leather worker back to Tenvier.”


  “There are daily caravans leaving from Arveras,” the stag moved another piece, “He is resourceful and intelligent; I am certain he–”


  “I am accompanying him as a courtesy, not because he requires it.” Bane countered, moving his own piece as well, “I have something that requires my attention in Tenvier… family business, you might say.”


  “I see…” Hector responded, though the wolf thought very much that he did not.


  The game progressed quickly, with Lord Hector arranging his side into the formation he favored; Bane had played often enough against the stag to become intimately familiar with his playing style. In response, the wolf carefully positioned his own pieces, choosing a defense completely wrong for countering the noble’s formidable strategy. Lord Hector was astute enough to readily realize what Bane had done, “Looking to hand me a victory, Talvin?”


  “You know me, Hector,” the wolf smiled, moving another piece, “I’m simply looking to keep things… interesting.”


  The stag considered his options for a moment and quickly slid a unit forward to complete a capture, “You’re sacrificing your pawns, are you?”


  Bane smiled at the comment, “I realize my methods differ from your own, my friend, but they are effective.” He moved another pawn in response, which Lord Hector likewise claimed.


  “I sometimes wonder where all my teachings went,” the stag noted, taking that piece as well, “You should never overlook the value of any piece, Talvin,” their gazes met for a moment, and the wolf, for a split second, felt the reproach that indicated his mentor was speaking on far more than the game.


  “It is necessary, at times, sadly.” Bane responded, claiming the stag’s knight with a rook, “You can accomplish far more if you focus on the ends rather than the means.”


  “Sometimes,” Lord Hector responded, moving his bishop to capture the wolf’s rook, “focusing on the end means you overlook the now,” and the stag’s eyes went back to the board, “Sacrificing endgame considerations for a quick attack on your opponent’s position can often end badly.”


  “Sometimes,” the wolf acknowledged, “Unless your opponent is unaware of just when the end-game may occur,” he moved, “For example… one more move and you are in check, my friend.”


  “Back at your estate…” the stag gazed neutrally across the table at him, moving another piece on the game board, “You did not tell Sidney that you were the Soraan that gave me my Sorra, did you?” It was a very direct change in conversation, and the trace scents of the fox on his former master gave the wolf pause for thought.


  In the end, Bane smiled, more at Lord Hector’s revealing tone than the move the stag had taken, “I did not…” he scanned his options for moves, “in fact, I told him quite the opposite – that I was unable to sense the future in such a way,” he looked up to the nobleman across from him as he moved his chosen piece, the queen, “Check.” Easing back in his chair, the wolf brought up the next obvious question, “Why haven’t you told him?”


  “I thought I had.” Lord Hector responded, quickly moving a rook to block Bane’s access to his king, “I told him from the beginning that only the Soraan knew of my Sorra.”


  The wolf’s grin widened, “You always play so defensively,” and he claimed the interposing piece, with his queen, continuing his offensive, “Check,” the wolf repeated his earlier statement, smiling across the board at the stag; they both knew his words were regarding far more than just the game.


  “And you are always far too aggressive.” Lord Hector responded just as casually, moving a knight to take the offending queen.


  “There are times when sacrifice is for the greater good.” Bane responded, moving his bishop, “Checkmate in two moves.” He gazed across the board at the stag, folding his paws in his lap, “No,” he responded as he watched Lord Hector’s eyes go to the knight, “You move him, I take the knight, and you end in checkmate.” The wolf watched as the stag’s gaze went to another piece, “You could move your queen, but once I take her my rook will finish off your–”


  Lord Hector’s eyes went elsewhere, to the opposite side of the board. With meticulous care, he moved a pawn to take Bane’s last remaining rook, left undefended when he moved his queen. The wolf smiled, bemused as the stag took both the black rook and the white pawn off of the board; having reached Bane’s side of the playing field he upgraded his pawn to a rook. The wolf raised an eyebrow at that, “A queen would have been more versatile,” he offered.


  His former master smiled at that, “But unnecessary,” he sat back in his seat and stared across the board, “Checkmate.”


  Without even looking, Bane knew that Lord Hector had won. He casually knocked his own king over and provided the stag a wide smirk, “Surprising how much power such a little piece can have when used to its fullest.”


  “Indeed,” the stag replied. He stood and offered a slight nod of his head to the still-seated wolf, “A pawn can make a difference…if given the chance,” and, with that, Lord Hector showed himself out. Bane had played many games against Lord Hector and lost most of them. He had, however learned to take his defeats gracefully and always found himself looking forward to the next… despite the different paths they would be taking, the wolf knew there would be a next.
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